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Chapter 1
Without an Oasis

I’m going to try to explain to you what love means to me. It’s simple enough for some people, as obvious as stating their name or telling you what season they were born in. For me, it’s always been more complicated. But I’m going to try.

There’s always been two separate kinds of love, as far as my experience has taught me. And they are, without a doubt, very distinctly different. I’m not sure if there’s a different word for each that I’m simply not aware of, but as best as I can describe, it breaks down into consensual, and circumstantial. Circumstantial love is the kind you can’t avoid. The kind you’re born with, that your mind, or your instincts, or whatever it is that makes us feel things we never asked to feel, forces on us. It’s the sort of love you have for your parents, or your siblings, that persists even in the face of being hurt, or betrayed … to a point. It’s the sort of love you can’t help, that isn’t really earned. It’s just there because of circumstance. And it’s hard to let go of, but everyone has their limits. There comes a point when even that kind of love can fade, or fall away.

Sometimes that kind of love is mutual, and rewarded. I loved my mother because she was my mother, and though I became frustrated over time, watching her accept my father’s abuse and cruelty, it was never enough that I stopped loving her. I understood, to a certain extent, the fear that kept her from standing up to him. Even if that fear meant I went unprotected from his rages, too. I never stopped loving her.

I stopped loving my father long before the day I killed him. I can’t date it to one specific moment, but I knew by the time that I’d reached adulthood that any love we’d had between us was gone. I never stopped to ask if he still loved me. If he did, he had a shitty way of showing it.

I can’t really say I’d ever truly loved my wife. We had too little in common to even be friends. Making a child together, while bonding us in some way, hadn’t made me love her. And she certainly didn’t love me. But we both loved our son.

I think the love you have for your child is in some ways a love you can’t help, too. They’re literally a part of you, so even if you’re a selfish person, you’ll always feel some urge to protect them and love them. But as my own father proved, it’s no less fragile. If mistreated, if neglected … it can fade. I’d hoped to earn Amon’s love over time, by being the kind of father mine had failed to be. I still do. As impossible as it seems now, not even knowing where he is in the world, I still hope to find him some day. He was young when his mother took him away from me, so he may not even remember me. Which means we’ll be starting with a blank slate. I will have to earn his trust and affection.

Which brings me to the second kind, a form of love I’m only now beginning to experience. Mind you this might all sound rambling, because I’m pretty uncertain of what I’m feeling and where it fits into my suddenly far more chaotic life. But it feels … right. That’s the best way I can describe how I know it.

There’s a person, another man in my life, whom I care for a great deal. I haven’t told him, or at least haven’t used the word ‘love’, and I won’t until I’m certain. We came together over the course of a few very difficult months, and I’m more than aware that tragedy and hard living can make you cling to the nearest good thing for dear life. I don’t want to say something to him that could seem like a false promise. Especially not to him. He’s dealt with enough betrayal from the people he loved, already.

But I worry for him, I want to keep him safe, and more than anything … I just want to be with him. A few years ago I would never have seen myself feeling this way about another man, but considering all the crisis I’ve overcome this year, shaking off the barriers of gender barely seems worth worrying over. At this point I’m a criminal first, an escaped slave second, and somewhere beneath five or six other things that’ll get me hanged, I’m a man in love with another man. And they only hang you for that in certain communities, in my country.

What makes it feel all the more certain is that this time, I chose him. And he chose me. And if I’m in love, I chose to be. Consensual love.

It’s odd to think that a feeling that should be nothing but positive can be forced on you, and that breaking away from it can be so painful. It’s equally odd to think that I’ve found the right sort of feeling with what would have seemed a year ago to be the least likely other person. A man. A slave. A hyena!

The Gods weave our lives in ways that must surely be intended for their own amusement. Where mine goes from here, I can’t say. But for the first time since I set out to look for my lost family and was tricked into selling myself into servitude, I am free again. And I don’t intend to waste whatever time I have left.



The desert is as cruel a place as any in the world, but in many ways, it’s also the most fair. The unbearable heat of the incessant sun, the frigid nights, the unquenchable thirst it summons in you without offering a drop of water… but in the end, it’s the great equalizer. No man or woman, or living thing, whether humble as a slave or mighty as a warrior king with a thousand-man army is immune to its dangers. We are all at its mercy and brought to our knees by the reality of its uncaring. You can’t barter or bribe the dangers out here, you can’t fight them or overcome them. The desert simply is, and makes no apologies.

The Great Dunes of Mataa span vast regions of territory across both the Hyena Clans’ Provinces and the Lion Prides. We’d had to cross a long stretch to find Dela Eden’s Oasis, a rare sanctuary for injured and unwanted women, only to bring our pursuers from the Sura clan down on their heads. The ensuing battle had cost Dela’s Pride dearly, in the form of several of her lioness’s lives. Dela herself had been injured, and so had I.

Ultimately, she’d asked us to leave, and I couldn’t say I blamed her. Ahsan, Raja and I were escaped slaves, (or ‘indentured servants’, as the hyenas prefer to call it, although it’s as good as slavery to a laborer who can’t read their own contract) from a plantation far to the southwest of here. The revolt that had given us a chance to escape had devastated the Sura Clan’s Estate, and embarrassed them. Ahsan had even killed the Matron of the Estate, a bitter old hyena who’d raised him like some kind of twisted stepchild, and treated him like a doll. A toy she’d apparently grown tired of as he’d aged, at which point she’d started selling him as a dancer and ‘entertainer’. I try not to think about the years he spent being sold off by a woman he still sometimes referred to as his ‘mother’. Some days I feel like I’m more disturbed by it than he is.

But then I remember the near-feral glaze over his eyes when he finally attacked her and ended her life, and the frenzied animal he became for a few moments in time. The Priestess who travels with us now thinks he is channeling the power of some angry, berserk hyena God, apparently one of the lesser-known deities in their pantheon. She’s a zealot, and I take most of her religious talk with a grain of salt, but there is definitely something brewing inside of Ahsan that boiled over that day, and transformed the soft-hearted hyena I know.

We parted ways with Dela five nights ago, and we’ve been wandering west since. She’d given us enough provisions to last at least a week, more than enough to make it out of the dunes, if we wanted to. But each time we neared a watering hole or a small town on the outskirts, we dipped our toes only to retreat back into the desert soon after. The pinpricks of civilization around the desert’s edge were bristling with hyenas from merchant caravans and plantations selling their wares, and we’re not sure how known we are to each of the clans, but we know there are hunters looking for us, and that’s reason enough to be cautious.

“We can string the food out another three days,” Anala says as she puts away the bundle of dried meat, wrapping it tight to keep out the sand. “Water won’t last us that long, though. We need to visit a well.”

“We’re already eating less than we were as slaves,” Raja mutters from where he rests against the crumbled remains of an old stone wall. We’re taking refuge in one of the many old ruins speckling this stretch of desert, a half-buried city from a time long past. It’s only on some of the maps of the area, Anala’s assured us, so it’s a decent enough place to take refuge for a day or so while we figure out what to do.

Raja’s tone speaks to his frustration, with just an edge of exhaustion creeping in. We’re all feeling it, he’s just unashamed about voicing it. The air in our little camp is dismal, tinged with uncertainty and a loss of purpose. When we left Dela’s oasis, our spirits were higher, riding the tail of a hard-fought battle. I can’t speak to what the others were thinking of the future ahead of us, but I know Anala at least was quite literally on the warpath, and hoping to bring us along with her. Raja absolutely loathes traveling with her, but even he was won over by the idea of finding this Liberator she seems to know the location of, and getting his collar cut off his neck.

Lavanya hasn’t been with us long, but I think she’s become a permanent part of our strange little group at this point purely by circumstance. She brought us to Dela, it’s clear the two had a pre-existing relationship from some time ago, but even she wasn’t welcome at the oasis after the attack. She is, after all, also an escaped Sura slave, which means she’s got the same bounty on her head we do.

Ahsan’s been quiet. He’s been attentive to me, and helping me treat and re-dress my wound, but I’m not sure of his feelings on our future. It’s clear he’s had a lot on his mind, and I’ve been meaning to talk to him, but survival alone has been taking up most of our time.

The fact is, we’re fugitives now. And it’s never felt so real as it has these last few days. The Sura clan sent hunters, some of their own and even hired foreign mercenaries, to track us down. Normal escaped servants run enough risk being re-captured and taken back to the clans that ‘own’ them. Our collars are stamped with the clan symbol of whomever holds our contract, making it very easy to collect a bounty for finding you if you try to run. But we’re beyond that, now. We’re not just a lost acquisition. We attacked their estate, killed a clan leader, then attacked another of their businesses and freed even more of their servants. And we killed a lot of their soldiers in the process.

When they sent that group of mercenaries after us, they couldn’t have known we’d sheltered ourselves with a group of militant lionesses. They hired enough men that it would be overkill, if they’d found us alone. This isn’t just about a bounty now, it’s… personal. The Sura want us dead, not reclaimed. If they take us alive it will only be to make examples of us.

It’s possible that it’s even more personal than we know. Anala was part of the Sura expedition that set out to find us, and she’s told us the man in charge is the Sura Clan’s Spymaster, a hyena who once tried to purchase Ahsan. He clearly intends to have him, one way or another.

No one is really leading our little band, but I feel responsible for us because I’ve always had one of the calmer heads here, and many of the decisions we’ve made in the past have been mine. But the fact is, I just don’t know what to do right now. We can’t just hide in the desert forever, but we’ve tried sending Anala (the only one of us without a collar, which is another reason I’m grateful to have her around) into some of the small settlements on the outskirts and even she’s said the number of clan guards and hunters on the roads is unsettling. And if that woman’s nervous, I’m nervous.

So while it does us no good, I can’t fault Raja for pointing out our dire circumstances. Our rations will run out soon and forays into settlements are out of the question, and there’s nothing to be had in the desert, obviously. We need to move on and make our way as far from the Sura plantation as we can so that we can find settlements where we aren’t known, but we can’t do that without rations, which brings us right back around to the problem.

And beyond our current crisis, we have no real direction for the long term either, save a vague location Anala knows where this Liberator might be taking up residence. And the Sura compound she’s told us about is at least a week to the west from here, through much more populated clan territory. True, most of those clans won’t be the Sura, but that doesn’t mean they won’t be on alert for us or hungry to pick up a bounty. Hyenas make alliances along trade roads, the Sura have many friends, and most of those friends also have hunters. Reclaiming escaped servants is big business.

“You complain like a cub,” Lavanya says from where she’s stretched out near the fire. “We’re all used to empty bellies now and again. You’ve survived it before, clearly. You’ll survive it now.”

Raja curls a lip but says nothing. Oddly, though Lavanya seems to challenge him more than anyone else in our group, he rarely argues with her. There’s definitely something matronly about the lioness. She approaches almost everything, even in the way she speaks, with a matter-of-fact calmness. There’s a bitterness there, most certainly, but it never sounds like she’s trying to insult or be condescending. It’s just that most of what she chooses to say, on the rare occasions that she speaks, is … accurate. Bleak, but then our reality is bleak. I think Raja doesn’t fight her because at this point, we’ve all accepted that Lavanya is usually just stating the facts. Even if what she’s saying is hard to accept.

The cheetah has also put on a completely different face since we escaped captivity. The imperious dictator he acted the part of when we were on the plantation, he slowly let slip away to reveal a far less confident, frustrated, and often immature young man. Hardly surprising, given he was raised from a young age with a collar. Slavery is no place to shape a man, and when he’s not overcompensating, his weakness of character shows through.

It’s strangely endearing, though. He may not even realize it himself, but I think the reason we see this side of him is because he’s become comfortable enough with us to be himself. And really, he was a dick before. So it’s almost an improvement.

“I’m going to check my maps again,” Anala announces as she stands, wiping the sand off her knees, and the leather under-padding she’s wearing. Her full suit of leather armor is heavy, she hasn’t worn it at all while we’ve been traveling. “I’ll find us a less-populated travel route, and this time we’ll all go, come hell or high water.”

She heads off towards her pack in her own crumbled corner of the ancient stone building. It’s really more of a stone foundation now, or what’s left of it. Our only roof is the canopy of stars above, stretched around us and the world like a distant poppy field. I can’t help but stare, as I lie back in the sand.

A presence settles beside me, and I know without looking that it’s Ahsan. It’s not just his smell, he has a way of moving that’s unique to him. Quiet, but not predatory like a cat, more like he’s trying to take up as little space as possible, and not impose on anyone else’s. It comes from a lifetime of being taught to be beneath notice, until he’s called on to be a spectacle. It unnerves me sometimes how even his most pleasing mannerisms are all due to his twisted upbringing.

Over the last few months he’s managed to cling on to something resembling his own will, and stood his ground to escape the life he was sold into. He’s even stood up to me a time or two, and I’m a stubborn fool, so that’s saying something. It’s been good watching him come into his own, but I’m not sure he’ll ever leave his past behind. Not entirely.

But then none of us will. Things have happened to me in my years as a servant … slave… that can never be undone. Never forgotten.

As has been our custom these last few nights, Ahsan and I sit in silence for a time. I can feel his fingers in the sand beside mine, a silent invitation, so I reach over and take them in my own.

Now would probably be a good time to talk to him, I think. I should ask what his thoughts are on our situation. At least ask how he’s feeling. I don’t know why it’s been so hard for me to talk to him since we left the oasis.

“Did you want to take a walk?” He interrupts my reverie, his question shocking me slightly in how well he seems to have anticipated me.

“Y-yes,” I say after barely a moment’s consideration, gripping his hand a little tighter. “I’d like that.”

That’s how we find ourselves wandering between aging foundations and shifting, shallow dunes. The winds here are not as severe as they can be further inland, so the sands don’t shift quite so much. There are even spots of vegetation here and there, remnants of the grasslands we came from. There aren’t many insects out here like there were there, but every now and then I catch a distant trilling, or the soft scrape of something moving through the sound. If I was so inclined, we could probably hunt scorpions… but we’re not that hungry, yet.

“Is she letting you keep his sword?” He asks quietly, glancing down at the falchion on my hip. Anala had given it to me, but it had once belonged to Lochan, a man whose impact on my life was eclipsed only by his impact on Ahsan’s.

I gave a dismissive snuff. “I’m not giving her a choice in the matter. It belonged to him, and I’m pretty certain he’d rather we have it than she.

“Kadar, she could kill every last one of us if she wanted to.”

I sigh. “Not without a fight, and there’s something to be said for outnumbering someone four to one.”

“I think she’d just see that as a challenge,” the hyena says with a glance.

“You’re probably right,” I agree, trying to sound reassuring, “but that’s all the more reason to keep her around. If we’re found by hunters again, odds are, they’ll outnumber us. She’s worth three or four of us in a fight. I know it’s hard… to shake off what she did Ahsan, but–”

“No,” he snaps quietly. “No. ‘Hard’ has been convincing myself every night not to knife her in her sleep. Traveling with her is painful. I can’t see her without seeing…” he pauses, taking a slow breath, “… what happened… to him.”

“I know,” I murmur, reaching for his paw and taking it in mine again, squeezing it gently. “And I’m not going to tell you how to feel about that–”

“Angry,” he interrupts me, a growl in the back of his throat. I pause mid-step, concern taking over for a moment. I’d known Anala’s presence was a sore spot for him, but all this time I’d been assuming that he’d accepted it by now. If he hadn’t, if he couldn’t, then I had a major decision to make. Anala, for all our bad blood, had quickly become a member of our traveling party that I’d begun to inadvertently count on. Looking back on it, I suppose I did accept her a bit quickly, considering our history.

But she had no collar. She was a hyena. A female hyena at that, who not only knew how to fit into clan society but knew the lay of the land better than any of us and knew much more about the Sura than we’d be able to learn from anyone else willingly. What’s more, she’d sworn they were her enemy now, which as far as I was concerned, made her an ally. And a powerful, militant, well-trained and equipped ally, at that.

She’d also probably saved all of our lives at the oasis, but that I wouldn’t dare say out loud. I’d been there, I’d seen the battle first-hand and how dire things had seemed before she showed up. It’s possible we may have won the day without her, but unlikely, in my estimation. And we certainly would have lost a lot more lives.

But if Ahsan was drawing a line in the sand, I’d have to choose between the seeming security of traveling with her, and the hyena I cared for. And that was no choice at all, as far as I was concerned. It would just make my life even harder from now on.

“I know she wasn’t the one who ultimately killed him,” he says, his eyes moving back to the horizon. “I remember. Even the hazy bits… I remember enough. It was the gunshot that took him. I’ve thought about it a lot since we left the oasis, and you’re right. There’s nothing we could have done for him past that.”

I follow his gaze towards the cloud of stars that seems to move its way up the sky in a band. The lions call that band of stars the Road of the Gods, and it’s only visible this time of year. It’s supposed to lead the dead home, to the overworld. To become one with the Gods themselves. Whether or not it truly is a celestial road, I can’t say, but right now it’s pointing towards the West, like it’s beckoning me to the sea.

My thoughts drift to my son again. I can’t help but feel that I know where he is, as unrealistic as that sounds. He was headed west with my wife towards the sea, or at least that’s where she seemed intent on going. What if he’s there now?

What if he needs my help?

“I also don’t think she had any real loyalty to the Sura,” he continues, oblivious to my inner thoughts. “So I believe her now when she says she wants revenge against them for denying her the… ‘perfect battle’, or whatever it is she zealously rants about.”

“I’m confused, then,” I blink a few times, looking over at him. “If you don’t blame her for his death, and you don’t believe she’ll turn on us, why don’t you want–”

“Doesn’t it bother you, Kadar?” He asks insistently. “That she has no morals? That all she cares about is fighting? She might not have killed Lochan, but she would have if he hadn’t been shot. And she would’ve enjoyed it.”

I can feel his disdain, and more than that, his disgust at saying that. I understand how he feels, but it’s hard for me to judge as quickly. I can’t say I enjoy fighting, I’d almost always rather not have to, but I also can’t say that some part of me didn’t enjoy taking down the Sura, and fighting back against the people who were enslaving us. I got no joy out of it in the moment, but in retrospect, it was good to win. Given the sort of time, training and experience Anala has, I think I could come to enjoy a good fight, too. Not nearly as much as her… but then, she’s a fanatic. And not knowing much about the Order she hails from, I can’t even say that’s entirely her fault.

“She probably doesn’t even care if she dies,” he presses. “She all but said as much when she was talking about her fight with him. She would’ve been just as thrilled to lose. She just wants to fight, for no one but herself and her Goddess, and even if she’s on our ‘side’ now, she’s just as likely to get us deeper in danger just to chase the epic melee she yearns for.”

“She knows the territory though,” I sigh. “More than that, she knows the Sura. She has some idea what roads their hunters will use, how they’ll deploy them and how they’ll hunt us. What’s more, they must know she’s a turncoat by now, she has every reason to avoid them as we do.”

“That woman doesn’t avoid danger, Kadar,” he states.

“She’s the one who said we shouldn’t go into the settlements because too many hunters were out,” I point out. “What’s that if not avoiding unwanted trouble?”

“I have a theory about that,” he murmurs.

I go quiet, wanting to argue this further, but I learned at the oasis to hear out Ahsan’s theories.  He was right about Anala being on our tail to begin with.

“These ruins are a good place for us to hide,” he says, looking around. “But that also makes them a good place for anyone trying to escape clan law to hide. Like raiders. Lion prides. Maybe even foreign legions.”

“The war’s long over,” I say. “I think you’re overthinking this. You think she lied about what she saw in the settlements just so we’d be forced to stay here? So… what? So that we’d run into trouble with a group of raiders? Ahsan, that’s a little mad, even for her.”

“I don’t think she lied,” he says. “I don’t think she’s very good at lying. But I think the only reason we’re here in these ruins is because she wants us to be. She’s leading us now, whether you realize it or not.”

“Better her than me,” I sigh. “I barely left the community I grew up in until I was sold as a servant, Ahsan. I hardly even know where we are right now.”

“I don’t know what I want out of our freedom,” he says, “but I know I don’t want to follow that woman’s path. She’s marching towards death.”

“Ahsan, we aren’t free yet,” I point out, tapping the collar around my neck with a claw. I see his expression fall slightly, and I feel awful for being the cause of it, but I think it bears saying. “And,” I sigh, “we are going to have to fight again. To keep our freedom, we’ll spend our entire lives fighting. Or we’ll have to get the hell out of this country, and go somewhere no one knows the Sura, or what these collars mean.”

I’d said it in the way one might talk about leaping in the air and flying to the stars, but when I looked back at him, his eyes were alight and he was staring at me with the most amount of hope I’d seen on his face in some time.

“We should do that,” he says in a voice barely above a whisper. Then, before I can reply, he’s turned and is wrapping his hands around my biceps, his eyes still locked on mine. “Kadar, let’s leave Mataa. Forever.”

“Ahsan, we can’t.” I let out a breath.

“We’ll find a way out of Sura territory,” he insists, “and then we can … we can just head for the sea. We can find a ship, and go …anywhere. Anywhere but here. I don’t care if it’s cold, if no one speaks our language, I don’t care if the land is on fire–”

“The sea isn’t an escape from everything,” I insist quietly, trying not to compare this moment to the conversation I once had with my wife. The argument that had destroyed our family.

“We fought our way out of the plantation,” he presses. “I thought it was impossible, but you made me believe. I know the ports are hard for servants to escape from, I know they check for collars. But we could …get money, somehow. Pay a foreign Captain. Or sneak on board a ship–”

“Ahsan,” I cut him off in a firmer tone. “I am not leaving this country. I’m sorry.”

His ears tip back, his whole figure deflating, and his hands fall away from my arms. It feels awful watching the man who I told so many times to ‘stand up straight’, falling back into his weak posture because of something I said. Because for a brief moment he was hopeful, and I shot his dreams down. And he isn’t even wrong about everything he said. We probably could find a way to leave Mataa if we wanted it enough. It would be hard, possibly even deadly, but not impossible.

But I can’t.

“My son is still here somewhere,” I say quietly, taking his hands in mine and lifting them back up, this time to my hips. “At the very least, I have to stay here until I know for certain that he’s… .”

I can’t complete that thought, but Ahsan is nothing if not empathetic, and even with crushed dreams, he always puts his concern for others over himself. He slowly tugs in a little closer to me, then all at once, buries his muzzle against my clavicle.

“I know, and I’m sorry,” he murmurs into my fur.

“You don’t have to–”

“I’m staying with you,” he says stubbornly. “We’ll find him together. And once we do, we’ll talk about this again.”

“If I find my son, I am getting him the hell out of here,” I assure him. “I have no love for this country, Ahsan.” I run my paw over his rough mane, down from the crown of his head to his shoulders. “If I can find Amon, we can go wherever you want. Collars be-damned.”

We stand like that for a time, enjoying the warmth of one another’s bodies in the cooling desert air. I imagine the peace I feel when I’m touching so much of him is the way I was always meant to feel with a wife. It’s as though every point of contact makes me feel good in a different way. Comfortable, wanted, needed. The ‘comfort’ in particular is something I’ve never really felt with anyone, before. Not even my parents. Maybe when I was a cub, before I knew who they really were as people… but I can’t remember a time when I felt as safe with them as I do with Ahsan.

We shouldn’t feel safe. Nothing about our current situation is safe. But, if it’s a false feeling of security, I’m willing to bask in it for a few moments in time.

“What… ?” He lifts his head from my shoulder suddenly, his muzzle poking over it. I feel his body go rigid, so I release him and turn around, my hand going to my falchion’s hilt.

Whatever caught his attention is escaping mine, so eventually I glance back at him to see where he’s staring. His features are frozen, ears cupped straight up and twitching, as is his muzzle.

“Raiders?” I ask worriedly. “What do you hear?”

“Smell,” he corrects me quietly. “And … I don’t know. I thought it might just be our fire, but … .”

I wait another few quiet moments, before insisting, “What?”

“I smell,” his nose twitches, “coffee.”



“Coffee?” Anala queries, her muzzle scrunching up. “Are you certain?”

“Yeah, you’d better be sure, ‘yena,” Raja says in an uncertain enough tone that I’m pretty sure he’s bluffing that he even knows what Ahsan is talking about. As it is, the hyena had to explain it to me.

Lavanya gives Raja an annoyed glance, then speaks up. “Well I’m willing to admit ignorance,” she states bluntly. “What is coffee, and why does it matter?”

“It’s a very expensive, vile-tasting concoction only the clans and other rich folks drink,” Ahsan explains. “I’ve had it a few times and I never understood the appeal. But that doesn’t matter. What matters is–”

“Raiders, hunters, vagabonds,” Anala says, “none of them would have it. It’s an import. So either a caravan of rich men is making their way across these ruins, or it’s a group of merchants. My bet would be on the latter. This is just the sort of place a bold merchant might see as a good short cut to get his product to market faster. I doubt they intended to overnight here in the ruins, but–”

“The sand storms,” Raja says with dawning realization, and then slowly, a fanged smile.

“They took a gamble and lost,” Anala finishes. “That would be my guess.”

Raja stands, his spine popping as he straightens to his full, impressive height with a languid stretch. “Gambled and lost,” he says.

“Wait, what are we saying here, exactly?” I interject. “Ahsan and I just figured we should move the camp a little further south, avoid running into them.”

“The Gods have given us an opportunity,” Anala says, beginning to kick sand over our fire. “We must not waste it.”

Aghast, and unable to think what else to do, I shove my foot between hers and the remnants of the fire she hasn’t yet doused. The woman’s dark red eyes settle on mine, perhaps with the vaguest hint of irritation, but all of her emotions seem quiet outside of combat.

“We are not raiders!” I snap.

“Raiders are just men and women whose desperation and hunger has outgrown their morals,” she states matter-of-factly. “I would not put yourself so high above them. We are hungry, and need coin if we’re to bribe our way through Sura territory.”

“There’s another way,” I say through grit teeth. “We just haven’t found it yet.”

“Stop being so sanctimonious,” Raja says through a toothy yawn. “I was there when you cut your way through a plantation full of guards, remember.” He glances around camp. “Most of us were. We’ve already stolen our freedom. What’s a caravan’s rations to that?”

“The plantation was different,” I insist. “We had to fight, our lives were at stake.”

“Our lives are at stake now,” Anala points out, her muzzle suddenly inches from mine, her voice sharper and more commanding. I find myself taking a step back. The woman’s intimidating mostly because I know what she’s capable of, but she’s also got a presence about her when she decides to use it. “You’re all the biggest bounty in this region right now, and I’ve tethered my fate to your own. I am not willing to die to the desert. The Goddess has greater plans for me,” she looks between Ahsan and I, “and the two of you. Assess your priorities, jackal. Remember, you are not simply making decisions for yourself.”

I know her implication there is that Ahsan will follow wherever I lead, and to some extent, she’s right. The conversation we had only a short while ago in the desert is proof of that. The hyena has begun to think for himself, and he’s argued with me now and again, but he still leaves the biggest decisions to me.

I shut my muzzle for a few moments, mulling over Anala’s words. Raja seems to be of the same mind, and that doesn’t surprise me, and Ahsan just looks uncertain. I glance briefly to Lavanya, whose eyes catch my own.

“Don’t look to me for some kind of moral ally,” she says in her usual blasé tone. “I’m with the Priestess, and the brat cheetah. We need to eat, we need water, and if we’re going to get out of this desert, we’ll either do so by bribing hyenas, or killing them. Which would you prefer?”

I sigh. “I just never saw myself as a man that would prey on innocent travelers.”

“Innocent?” Lavanya says as she stands, leveling her fierce gaze at me. “We don’t know that. Do you know how many merchants spent their coin overnighting at my brothel?”

“A lot of men visit brothels, it doesn’t mean they deserve to be robbed,” I try to insist, before I realize how privileged that sounds.

“Said like a man who’s never had to bend over for anyone,” she bites back bitterly, picking up her pack and spear.

I don’t bother telling her she’s wrong.
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Chapter 2
Raiders

I can think of only one time in my life that I stole something. And I’m not talking about my time spent in captivity, because as far as I’m concerned, the hyenas stole my life from me with that contract. If I took extra food or a weapon or two now and again, it was barely a drop in the pond towards repayment of what I lost to them.

No, I mean stole from someone who was a stranger to me. Someone who by all rights didn’t deserve it, and was hurt by what I took from them. Not some fat street merchant with a cart full of fruit who wouldn’t let me take the ones discarded and rotting in the sun. Although that happened more than a few times, too.

Alright, so maybe I’ve stolen things a couple of times. But the point is, there was only one time I felt bad about it.

There was this man near the ramshackle village I grew up in who sold dyed cloth. Cotton, dyed by he and his daughters. I’m guessing there’d been a mother at some point but I never saw one. Then again, they were tree squirrels, and I can’t say I’m well enough acquainted with their people to rightly determine age. But I’m pretty sure, just based on size, that all the girls who helped him sell at market were children.

Here’s the thing about people who work with dyes. Brick kiln workers destroy their bodies on the inside …people who work with dye destroy them on the outside. This entire family was stained from thin fingertips to elbow, and several places beside. The old man was bent like a crook and his daughters would probably be so as well by the time they were in their twenties. They stunk like the dyes they used, and their noses were probably ruined from the work. And they weren’t even prosperous. They probably lived about as well as my family.

But I was young, and selfish, and I wanted to bring my mother something flattering for the solstice. She was such a beautiful woman despite her hard life, and she hardly ever got to wear anything with a little color in it. I wanted her to have one nice thing.

I used my gods-given height and speed on the squirrel family to snatch some fabric I’d had my eye on, and easily outran the angry father, and his bemused daughters. It really wasn’t even a contest.

It had seemed so easy, I’d briefly wondered why I hadn’t been stealing all throughout my life. But slowly, the folly of my choice dawned on me.

The street the squirrel family sold on was fairly close to my home, and there aren’t many golden jackal families along the Hyronses. Both out of guilt, and more practically, out of fear for being pointed out and having the guards sent after me, I had to avoid that street for years after my crime. And that wasn’t easy, especially since I couldn’t explain why to my parents.

To further sour my conquest, I think my mother suspected I’d stolen the fabric, no matter my insistence that I’d simply saved coin. She knew my father found most of the coin we hid away. She never used the bolt to make a garment. I think eventually, she sold it.

Being poor is hard, and I don’t really fault people for becoming thieves. Sometimes it’s literally a matter of survival, but more often, it’s a matter of hoping for an easier path than the one laid out in front of you. You convince yourself it’s necessary, and how dare the world criticize you for your choices when it’s never given you a fair shake at having the things other people have. It’s easier to justify breaking the rules made by people with more means, opportunities and privilege, when you’ve never had the chances they’ve had.

Does that make it right? I don’t know. But you can only get taken from so many times before you get angry, and start taking back. And more often than not it’s easier to take from people who’ve got less, because they’ve got less to protect themselves with.

And so as a whole, we never do any better. At least that’s how it feels, sometimes.



We pick our way through the ruins carefully, towards the distant scent of a campfire, and the aromatic ‘coffee’ Ahsan had smelled from so far off. By now, it’s faded, but as we grow closer I begin to pick out the lingering scent amidst the more familiar campfire smell.

The distant flicker of the fire finally comes into view, barely visible behind an obscuring stone foundation and the crest of a windswept sandy ridge.

“Not hyenas,” Ahsan whispers softly as we take refuge behind a more natural rocky outcropping.

“You can tell from here?” Raja asks disbelievingly.

“Trust his nose,” I assure him, squinting to try and get a better look at the distant silhouettes occasionally passing near the fire. I sigh. “All I’m seeing are shadows,” I murmur. “I think… three so far. And definitely some camels.”

“It’s a no-man’s-land between here and their camp,” Anala says quietly. “No cover save the occasional dip in the sand. They picked their spot well, at least. If they have guns… .”

Ahsan’s expression goes dark at that, but he stays silent.

“If they have guns, this is a fool’s errand,” I point out irritably. “I don’t want to die over this. We can find another way.”

“You keep saying that without providing an answer,” Lavanya snaps quietly. “Now hush.” She pauses and looks to Anala. “Priestess?”

It’s then that I realize how firmly the balance has shifted. Anala’s been with us for barely a week and already, Lavanya and even Raja are looking to her for guidance. Ahsan and I are the odd men out, here. Most of our group wants to do this.

I set my jaw, and remind myself that this isn’t the time for a bruised ego. I can’t fault them for looking to a trained warrior in times of struggle like this, especially since, as I reminded Ahsan not long ago, she’s likely the reason we’re alive right now.

I’m able to make peace with it pretty quickly. I’m less happy with the idea of stealing from an innocent group of people, regardless what kind of peoples they be, but having less authority amongst my group of friends? I can accept that. Perhaps more readily than I’m willing to admit to myself. It certainly takes a lot of pressure off.

Thoughts for later.

“There isn’t much cover between us and the camp,” she reiterates. “So I’d suggest a quiet approach. Perception is only what you make of it. They may have clear sight in all directions, but that only matters if they’re making use of it. They may have good noses, or ears, but if they’re engaged in conversation or too close to the smoke of the fire, that won’t matter. You don’t need cover to stalk someone. You just need to be silent, and avoid notice. If you see any of them looking out towards you, get flat on your belly and go still. If you are seen, move in fast and the rest of us will back you up.”

“Are we just going to… kill them?” Ahsan asks, his tone possessing more strength than I thought it might, considering he’s speaking up to Anala. “Before we even know who they are?”

“Do not insult me,” Anala flicks her boxy ears back. “Do you not know by now who I am? What I stand for? The initial attack is simply intimidation. Threaten, convince them they have been caught unawares and stand no chance, and if they have weapons, seize them. We only fight these men in self-defense. They are not worthy combatants for the sake of combat. And no sneak attacks,” she warns in Raja’s direction, narrowing her eyes. “Killing an opponent who has had no chance to defend themselves is just… murder. We are warriors.” She claps a paw over her heart, clenching it. I know it to be a clan salute, so I don’t reciprocate. No one else does, but I see Raja nodding.

“If we do this, we’re raiders,” Ahsan continues to speak up. I’d be proud if I wasn’t worried for him. “Thieves. Vultures, preying on the–”

“We’ll be alive,” Lavanya interrupts. “Which is more than we’ll be without food or water, or a way out of here. I’ll save my tears for the truly lowly, who can only dream of imported, exotic drinks. Let’s do this, and try not to kill anyone.”

That seems to seal it for all of us. Like I said, Lavanya has a way of putting the situation succinctly, and she’s hard to argue with.

We all pull our weapons, a range of scavenged and inherited blades. Anala is perhaps the only one amongst us whose blade truly was made for and belongs to her rightfully. When she brought me Lochan’s sword, I gave up my shotel to Raja. It’s better crafted than the flimsier weapons we had, despite being a glorified farm tool. Ahsan and Lavanya took weapons from the oasis, a stone knife and a spear respectively. Although I doubt Ahsan has any intent to use it, I’m glad to see he’s kept it. We’re all ‘armed’ with our teeth and claws, but the last few months have taught me just how much an actual weapon can make the difference in a life and death situation.

Nothing terrifies me more than the thought that these people might have guns. What until just this year was basically a myth to me, a story I heard told of foreign power and weapons that shape wars, has now become a very frightening reality. I’ve seen what they can do, more than once now. Those thoughts stick with me the whole while that we move low across the sands towards them. We’re keeping a decent distance apart from each other, a fact which no one needed to be reminded of. We’ve all been fired on by the black powder weapons before, and giving them scattered targets as opposed to a clump of bodies is an obvious choice.

I lose track of most of my friends as we draw closer, the distant light becoming less distant, forcing my eyes to adjust. The darkness of the desert becomes just that… darkness, and I can no longer see the silhouettes of the others. That bodes somewhat well, at least. It means that whoever is close to that fire probably can’t pick out shapes in the black, either.

I’m not sure if I’m the first to realize who, or rather what, they are. It’s the smell I recognize first, because although I’ve only ever met a few, their scent is hard to forget.

Dholes. A group of dholes. Three, by the look of it. There might be a fourth nearer to the camels, but they’re in a loose group and it’s hard to tell if there’s something on two legs milling about amongst them. The three around the campfire, I can hear talking. They’re speaking with very foreign accents, far eastern Huudari.

We’re going to catch them entirely by surprise, I realize as I draw within less than twenty feet of the camp. I haven’t heard anyone else running, so no one’s been seen. Should I be the first to attack? We never really worked out a signal of any kind. Do I wait for Anala?

My questions are answered abruptly when I catch the flash of a tall figure, gold and black in the light of the campfire, storming into the small group of men, shouting and snarling with his weapon drawn. Raja has his flaws, but cowardice is not one of them. I should have figured he’d be the first in.

I rise up and spring from a crouch, rushing into camp to support him. By the time I make it there, the previously calm, quiet scene is a madhouse of shouting and confusion. Lavanya, ever quick on her feet, was the second to make it there and managed to get her spear point to within a hair’s breath of one of the dhole’s necks. He never even had the chance to stand up, and has his hands in the air, yelling in a jumble. His words are coming out so fast, and so heavily accented, I can’t make much sense of what he’s saying despite essentially speaking the same language.

The other two had a chance to stand and one of them went for a scimitar on his hip, but hasn’t so much as got the blade up before Anala is at his back and Ahsan and I are joining the scene. He assesses the situation quickly, his ears flicking towards the frightened, yelling dhole still seated on the ground. After only a moment’s pause, he drops his weapon, raising his hands and annunciating a few words. “Surrender,” he speaks up, to make his point clear. “We will not fight. Please. My father… .”

His eyes glance back towards the seated dhole, who is most certainly older than the other two. The third seems to be another son, or else another family member. They all sport similar tattooing beneath their eyes and along the bridge of their noses.

“Lavanya,” I say sternly but as calmly as I can, not trying to give these men the impression that we’re at all at odds with one another.

She eases up on the spear and puts some distance between the weapon and the old dhole’s back. The second son, moving slowly and keeping eye contact with her, reaches hesitantly for his father’s outstretched paw and helps the man shakily to his feet. He’s shaking everywhere, I soon realize. The man’s terrified. And feeble, by the look of it.

Ahsan doesn’t even have his weapon pulled any more. I can see him on the outskirts of camp, muzzle down, eyes dark. I’m feeling what he’s feeling, I’m sure, but we’re too deep in this now to turn back.

Anala takes charge, pointing her sword in the direction of the younger dhole who first spoke. “Your food, water, your camels… whatever wares you carry–”

“You may have all but what we need to survive,” the dhole says quickly. “Please. Just let me take one camel and enough so that we may leave the desert alive. Please. My father cannot go a full day without water, he has a weak heart.”

It seems almost absurd to me, but the dhole honestly sounds desperate, like he doesn’t expect his small request to be honored. But then, most raiders take absolutely everything from those they rob, I suppose. And often their lives, just to avoid the consequences of leaving living victims.

“Yes, fine,” Anala says, pointing her weapon towards the camels. “Pack what you need, and take one of the camels. The rest, you leave.”

The older son, I’m fairly certain they’re siblings now, says something quickly and quietly to his brother that sounded like ‘gather what you can’, before reaching over to take his father’s arm and draw him in a bit closer, wrapping a cloak around his shoulders. I stand back where I’ve been since this all began, my mind a tumble. It’s like I’m watching this from above, and finding it hard to believe that I’m one of the men robbing these people. Everything about this feels wrong.

When I decided I had to fight back… really fight back, against the people who were enslaving me, the decision to take the lives of the guards on the plantation was hard enough. It shifted the way I saw the world. I’d only ever killed one man before then, and he’d hurt me for a literal lifetime before I’d given in to my anger. Most of the guards on the Sura plantation were strangers who simply worked for the people who were oppressing and hurting me. But it had been necessary, and that’s what got me through it.

This still didn’t feel necessary. Just easier.

“For gods’s– we missed one!” Anala’s shout suddenly breaks me from my thoughts, and I turn ears-first towards where she’s suddenly taken off to. Turning my gaze, I catch surprised expressions on the dholes, as well.

There’s a commotion amongst the camels, and a shout, again with that foreign accent. And just like that, the beasts begin to bolt, one of them carrying a rider, I realize.

If you’ve never seen a camel run, I’ll forgive you for not realizing how fast they can move when they want to. I know immediately that I stand no chance of catching the beasts or their rider, but I take off anyway, because the dhole who was escaping was taking not just our supplies and transportation, but the hopes of his family with him. And if these people died out here, we’d ultimately be the reason.

I would’ve run until my lungs burst, but unfortunately for the dhole making off with his family’s fortune, we had a cheetah.

This was the second time I’d seen Raja’s true speed when he put his head into the wind and really gave it his all, and it was breathtaking. He shoots across the sands, a blur of gold and black that soon becomes eclipsed by shadow as he leaves the halo of light from the campfire. I’m able to pick out his shadow as he catches up to the mob of retreating animals, and vaguely see the dash of movement as he leaps upon the only camel with a rider. At that point the herd breaks into confusion and begins running in all directions, and I have a chance to catch up.

When I arrive, only two of the camels remain, and one only because its lead is tangled around the arm of the prone form collapsed beside it. My eyes are still dilated from staring into the lit campsite, so all I catch is the rim of moonlight reflecting on the contours of Raja’s back as he slowly stands.

And then I smell the blood.

“Raja, are you alr–” my words fade as I catch the glint of his shotel, stained and pulling up a thin trail of viscous blood, the kind you only get from a deep wound. He turns to stare back at me dispassionately.

“He would have taken everything, from all of us,” he states in a low voice.

“Zalman!” A breathless voice shouts, footsteps stumbling down over the dune towards us. With a sinking feeling, I realize it’s one of the dholes, the older of the two sons by the sound of it.

I turn to cut off his path, unsure exactly what to do, but knowing if he sees his gutted family member, things will only get worse. Unfortunately, no jackal is a wall, and even though I’m able to grab him by the shoulders and prevent his advance, he can easily see past me.

His eyes grow frantic, and he shouts again, a hoarse scream. “Zalman!”

I hear the approach of my comrades, but the suddenly grief-stricken, angry dhole is in my hands, is my problem at the moment, and he’s trying to tear away from me.	

“Please,” all I can do is plead. “Don’t. Don’t!” I grip one of his biceps hard, his loose-fitting clothing making it hard to get a good hold on him, especially with him struggling the way he is.

“My brother!” He half-screams, half-sobs, flashing his fangs and snapping at me, “You killed my brother! Feralir! Monsters! Animals!”

I’m not sure if I’m actually losing the battle against his grief-induced strength, or if my resolve to hold him back is just crumbling, but he jerks hard enough that he manages to free one of his arms, and with a sudden stab of realization and panic, I catch sight of the second weapon he’d been hiding. A dirk, obscured beneath one of his layers of robes. He gets his free hand around the handle and is bringing it up towards my gut before I’ve even processed that I didn’t have my sword out. I try to twist away from him at the last moment, but it’s too late.

And then his head sways to the side unnaturally, a muffled crack signaling something I’ve become far too familiar with at this point.

Anala had swung her sword down into him from behind, neatly cleaving into where his spine becomes his neck. The whole front of his robes begins to soak in blood from his clavicle down, and he gives one bodily shudder before stumbling forward several steps, and crumbling to the ground.

I let go of him and step back, my mind releasing every thought for a few moments, strictly out of necessity. It’s all too much at once.

Anala pulls her sword free of the dhole’s neck with a single tug, and looks to me, her eyes reflecting red in the dark.

“No regrets, jackal,” she says quietly. “I have spared your conscience. Be glad he lies bleeding in the sand, and you live. His choices led to this.”

“No,” I say hoarsely, “our choices led to this.”

“None of us has ever had any real choice in anything we’ve had to do to survive,” Raja’s voice cuts through the sudden quiet. “But we finally will, if we can cut these fucking collars off.”

I can suddenly feel the weight around my neck as if it’s new. My fingers reflexively go to the metal ring, turning it slowly against my fur.

Choices.


Chapter 3
The Liberator

Trying to describe to you what it felt like to have a metal collar soldered in place around my neck is impossible. You can’t imagine the fear, the complete and utter betrayal and anguish I felt in that moment.

The fact is, I was lied to. Most ‘indentured servants’ were, otherwise they were never really given a choice, because they were too young to make their own choices. Lochan once told me that fully half of indentured servants are sold as children. It makes sense. Children are easy to manipulate and control, and that’s all being a servant is.

I was uneducated and ignorant. I couldn’t read then and I still can’t today. I signed my life, or rather, what was to be several years of it, away. I couldn’t even sign my name. They just had me dip a finger in ink and mark it.

‘Indentured Servitude’ is just a workaround for the clans to avoid the decree of a treaty entered into after the last major war between our country, Mataa, and the Dog Lords to the North. That’s all I know them as, although Ahsan knows a bit more about what their country is called and how they identify themselves.

I’m sure they had a lot of reasons for wanting to take our lands away from us and ‘civilize’ them, but the big complaint they gave was their holy duty to abolish slavery wherever it existed in the world. I know nothing of their religion, but from what little I understand, it’s not much different from ours. They believe some peoples are born to be great, and a lot of others (the vast majority) are born to be poor and suffer their whole lives, to support the great people above them. The only real difference is that the Dog Lords seem to think the people at the bottom should be free. I can’t really argue with them there.

But Mataa was built on the backs of slaves. It’s so important to the clans that rule our country, they were willing to fight a war over it. And I guess they lost, or came close enough to losing that they felt they had to sign this treaty. So now Mataa is still ruled by the clans, but it has no slavery.

Technically.

Indentured Servitude may as well be, in most cases. Workers are indentured with a contract, which most of us can’t read. Contracts are drawn up normally for debts, or taxation, or because you’ve committed a crime. Some extremely stupid people… like myself… sign their lives away despite having no debts or crimes to repay, because we’re fooled into it. I was told that the contract I was signing was a labor contract with a caravan headed west. At the time, I was desperate enough to make my way across the country that I didn’t question it enough. I should have. I did all of this so I could pursue my wife and son, and signing that contract is what’s kept me from finding them all these years.

A lot of the places that buy your contract will charge you more for room and board than you can make in a day, so you’re trapped for life. And a lot of the clans that have access to the Divine, an incredibly addictive drug they somehow make from flowers, will intentionally hook their workers on it, so we’re forever in debt, forever addicted, and forever servants.

And then they put a collar on you. A metal collar, with no hinge, no opening, no way to remove it. There’s a seam on both sides where it was soldered, but I have no idea how it’s split again. The collar’s just big enough that it can be locked around your neck in two pieces, but just small enough that you can’t pull it back over your skull. I’ve seen servants who’ve destroyed their jaws trying.

What’s worse, the collar has a space to hammer on a tag, on which they emblazon whatever clan or house owns you. It’s like a marker for hunters, so they know where to take you to collect their bounties.

The collar is hard, often impossible to hide, and even if you escape your plantation or house like we did, you can never be free so long as you wear one.

But every now and then, an indentured servant is lucky enough to actually pay off their contract and legally free themselves. After all, if the system was entirely inescapable, it would literally be slavery, and that would violate the treaty. So the clans have to let some of us go.

I’ve only known a few people who’ve ever completed their contracts. But every servant knows the word ‘Liberator’. They are, just as they sound, the ones who liberate us. The people who know how to cut free a collar.

I know little else other than that they exist. And that I would dearly love to find one, and beg him for freedom. The problem is, like nearly every other person in these lands… they work for the clans. So unless the clans want you free, no Liberator.

Unless we can find one and force him to do his work on us.



The first settlement on the edge of the desert that we find our way to is barely more than a well with a few places to tie your camels up around it. But it’s still a test for our newly-acquired disguises and the bluff we’ve decided to go with.

The dholes we’d attacked, robbed, and murdered half of, had turned out to be spice and coffee merchants. Which in retrospect, made their ‘lavish’ coffee drinking a lot less egregious, and a lot more practical. One of many reasons I regretted everything we’d done that night.

But, as Anala had been reminding me every hour of the past day, what was done was done and my choices at this point were leave the only group of people who would tolerate my presence and whose goals vaguely aligned with my own, or stick it out and remind myself that we were all flawed and damaged. I’d killed my own father, after all. I’d assaulted my wife and chased her away from me, and with her my son. And now I was suffering for it.

The types of people I’d fallen in with were all a part of that. I could only hope that in the future, I’d reclaim my family or make a new life, and I could put this all behind me.

Moreover, I had to hold it together for Ahsan’s sake. He hadn’t been doing well since we’d left the oasis. I think some part of him had honestly hoped we could just stay there forever. But the incident with the dholes had really darkened his spirits, to a point I’d only seen immediately following Lochan’s death. And when Ahsan was low, let alone angry, he could become… unhinged.

So I’m trying to stay calm. Stay focused. Keep my eyes towards the horizon, and where Ahsan and I will go from here. The others, well… at some point we’ll probably part ways. But we’re stuck together for now.

The plan, as far as we’ve worked it out at this point, is to pretend to be a retinue of guards for a traveling spice merchant. None of us can pass, being of ‘lesser’ peoples, save Anala and Ahsan. And perhaps Lavanya, but only if she was accompanied by a male lion. The problem is, we all have collars save Anala. So she has to, by default, take up the role as the merchant. Hardly much of a stretch, considering she’s sort of become the person most of the people in our group are looking to for leadership, anyway.

Anala wants to head towards this Sura compound she knows of. It’s apparently sort of a trade depot, not a plantation like the one we came from or a noble estate, but a place where a lot of their wares are measured, packaged and sent off. Mostly, it’s where they process and package the Divine for sale in the cities, being as that’s the most important trade good the Sura grow and sell.

The thing is, servants are essentially ‘trade goods’ as well. So as it turns out, this place is where a lot of the clans’ contracts are written up, where new servants are bought and sold, and most importantly… where their collars are put on and taken off. Anala seems certain the Sura Clan’s Liberator is at this place.

I don’t even doubt her. All of her information sounds correct and I don’t see any reason she’d lie to us.

The thing is, Anala is insane. She wants to wage war on the entire Sura clan because one of them shot an opponent she was engaged in combat with and ruined her ‘perfect battle’. Not her exact words, but that’s it in a nutshell.

I don’t know much about the Al’Dahia, the Order of Anala. I know only what Lochan told me, and what little I know of the Goddess from the small pieces of religious learning I got as a child. I know Anala is a fire Goddess, infamous primarily for engulfing her husband in a pillar of fire that he burns inside of to this day, and burying him in the earth. I think in some of the myths he sometimes rises up from the ground to seek revenge against her, and that’s why the earth spits fire sometimes. It all sounds awful. I don’t know why anyone would want to worship her.

But a lot of the Gods and Goddesses in the hyena pantheon are terrible, so what do I know. I’ve come to the conclusion at this point that hyenas just like terrible things. They literally erect statues to them and worship them, so you can’t argue with me too much.

Apparently enough hyenas want to worship her that there are various temples across Mataa to her, full of females wanting to become priestesses. They take on Anala’s name, tattoo the undersides of their eyes red, and devote themselves to war, combat, and all things unpleasant. I can’t explain it, but there’s no denying their fervor and faith, now that I’ve seen one in person.

The thing is, Anala may have left her Clan and taken up arms beside us to fight the same people we are, but she did it for completely different reasons. And I don’t want to die for her reasons.

For now, I’ve tentatively agreed to her plan to head west, because it’s the direction I was planning to head anyway, and because we really can’t go anywhere without someone who has a bare neck. I can’t say I know why the others agreed to it, whether or not they really buy into her idea that we can find this Liberator, or whether they’re just wanting to travel with her for the same reasons I am, but for now, we’re all agreed.

So we’ve hitched our stolen camels, with our stolen wares and stolen coin, to this watering hole for now, and so far no one’s given us so much as a second glance. It bodes well for the rest of the trip, but I’m trying not to get my hopes up just yet.

It’s early in the day, the sun’s high in the sky, but it’s absolutely baking hot and now’s exactly the sort of time we really need to rest the camels, so we’re doing so. Most of us didn’t sleep at all last night anyway, so we could use the rest.

I have no appetite after the events of last night, but I drink as much water as I can stomach and sit beside Ahsan, who’s been quiet as the dead since last night. Raja’s taken this opportunity to ask Anala a few questions about the place we’re heading to, and for the most part I’ve tuned it out. But when he gets to asking questions about the Liberator himself, I listen.

“I’ve heard a lot of men who think they know what it is,” he says, “but the stories are all different. I’ve heard it’s a man, but I’ve also heard it’s a tool.”

“It’s both,” Anala states. “A Liberator is nothing without his device. The collars cannot be removed without it, and only the Liberators are trained to use it. One without the other is worthless.”

“But I remember the man who put on my collar,” Lavanya speaks up. “He wasn’t anyone special, and he didn’t seem to use any special… tools. Just a pair of forge tongs like the kinds the blacksmiths use for horse shoes.”

“Putting on a collar requires next to no skill,” Anala waves a hand. “Any minorly accomplished blacksmith can manage it. The collars are made in two pieces, and soldered with a small piece of metal heated enough that it can be shaped into the grooves before they’re pushed together. The metal doesn’t need to be hot enough to melt when it’s placed, just hot enough to be shaped, so the danger to the servant is minimal.”

“You know a lot about this,” Lavanya states evenly, but there’s suspicion in her tone.

“During my time serving the Sura, I observed many servants being contracted and collared,” Anala responds with no trace of guilt. “I found it interesting.”

“Interesting?” Ahsan growls quietly.

“Did you ever see them remove a collar?” I speak up for the first time, wanting to break the tension in the air and get the conversation back on track. I don’t care who’s ‘in charge’ of our little group right now so long as we’re cohesive. We need a focus. For me it’s heading west, but this apparent Liberator is in that direction too, so as long as it keeps us all moving west towards this goal, or any goal really, I’m in favor of it.

“Once,” she replies. “A house servant who brought the linens into the guard house. When I asked for her one day, I was told she’d paid off her contract and that she was being set free that day. I was curious, so I went to watch.”

“Is the process something we could duplicate with something jury-rigged?” Lavanya asks, as usual cutting straight to the point.

Anala shakes her head. “The tool is very particular, and it has to be heated to the perfect temperature… hot enough to cut the collar, but not to scald or kill the servant. There’s a fair amount of fur loss, though. They trimmed around the collar before it was cut, to avoid the fur catching fire.”

“I’d shave my whole damned body if it meant getting this thing off,” Raja mutters, irritably picking at his collar.

“So we need the tool, and the man,” I say. “Any chance of just finding one that’s cooperative?”

“If that were the case, don’t you think there’d be a lot more loose servants running about?” Anala asks with an arched eyebrow.

“Well, if their collars were cut off, no one would know they were servants,” Raja points out.

“If even one Liberator went rogue, the whole system could collapse,” Anala shakes her head. “One man with the right tool and the knowledge to use it could set free entire plantations, could enable servant rebellions and cause untold financial harm to the clans. No. They are a very well-guarded secret. The Liberators are a carefully-selected group of people – hyenas, to be specific. None of them were ever indentured, so they hold no bias against the practice. But all were uplifted from low castes, or fallen families, so they owe the clans they work for, and are earnestly loyal to them. They are secretive and rare. The fact that I know the location of even one is a blessing.”

“For us,” I point out. “You aren’t collared. You’ll forgive me for saying this Priestess, but you have no real investment in helping us find this man.”

“I have seen you fight for your freedom, jackal,” she looks around our camp. “All of you. Your ferocity is inspiring. There are grand battles before you, and devastation in your wake. I am absolutely certain Anala means for me to have found you, to join you, to be a part of the war to come.”

“War?” I narrow my eyes at her. “Since when is this a war? We want our freedom.”

“How many others across Mataa share your sentiments?” Anala asks in a low voice. “How many thousands… tens of thousands… perhaps hundreds of thousands? The melee at the Sura plantation was not the first of its kind, but you won. Do you know how unlikely that was?”

The growing excitement in her tone is giving me that deep unsettling feeling again. And thankfully, most of the others look unnerved by it, too. Except Raja. I’m starting to see some of the same fire in his eyes that I’ve seen in hers. It’s worrying.

“You are going to play a pivotal role in a great battle to come,” she says with certainty. “Anala tells me so. I can feel her fervor, her kinship with all of you. She wants me to be here. To raise my sword for your cause. I served the Sura Clan for nearly a decade and never felt such desire as this. Your freedom… is my war. It is as much my purpose now as yours.”

No one has a response to her impassioned speech. For a time, we all just sit in silence. Judging by the looks on my companions faces, they don’t know what to make of it all any more than I do.

She sounds serious. But then she always does. And there’s no doubting the woman’s unhinged, but some of what she said… .

Could she be right? Are we on the verge of something bigger than just our own freedom? I want to believe, but… .

One thing is certain. She was right about our success on the plantation. Lochan stressed the unlikelihood of a servant revolt succeeding to me, and I’d lived through more than enough failed escape attempts in the past, and heard of many more, to know the odds were in fact miserable. Even servants who escaped were almost always caught within a day.

We’d been free for weeks now, and not only that, we’d struck a heavy enough blow to the Sura Clan that they had already committed some serious resources towards getting us back. Lord… Sachsen, I believe his name was… the Sura Clan’s Spymaster and the very same man who’d wanted to buy Ahsan, was apparently charged with retrieving us. Whether he’d taken a personal interest because of his grudge against me or his obsession with Ahsan, I couldn’t say, but to have someone of his apparent importance in charge of finding us was not the norm. Usually that sort of thing was left to fortune-seeking hunters.

So maybe Anala is right. Maybe we are on the precipice of something a lot bigger than we all realize. What’s seemed a miserable couple of weeks, losing friends and suffering injuries, has actually been a monumental success against overwhelming odds. Maybe finding this Liberator isn’t as insane as it sounds.

Maybe that’s exactly how Anala wants us to feel, so we go along with her plan.

If so, it seems to be working. A War Priestess making such a passionate, morale-boosting speech isn’t something an indentured servant experiences every day. Even I’m somewhat won over.

Ahsan has a far-off look. Again, I’m not sure what he’s thinking. It’s possible he wants to believe her – until Lochan died, I would’ve said he had more faith in the world than I do. Now, I just don’t know. A lot has changed for him.

“A collared life is no kind of life,” Raja says, turning his head upwards to stare into the sun, the stark light making the gold in his fur turn almost white for a moment. “I’m with you, Priestess. Any chance at freedom is worth the risk.”

Lavanya is quiet, but she eventually nods solemnly.

“It’s a long journey,” I say resolutely. “But I’m willing to make it with all of you. I’ll decide whether or not I want to be a part of this… war of yours, Priestess… once I see what awaits us.”

“It is your war,” her brows narrow over her red-ringed eyes. “Whether you realize it now or not, jackal. You began it. You may not live long enough to finish it… none of us may… but you can only run from it for so long.”



“She’s mad. This whole idea is mad,” he murmurs from beside me, puncturing the silence between us. We’ve taken another of our walks, this time around the edge of the small well community. I’m certain by now that the others know why we occasionally leave the group, but I can’t bring myself to care.

It’s dusk. The sky is dissolving from blue to purple, darkening steadily like cloth being dyed. We’ve decided to stay the night here, it didn’t seem worth it to venture another few miles into open road away from a source of water before darkness fell. Besides which, we’re all still exhausted. None of us managed much sleep the night we attacked the dholes.

Gods, I hate thinking about it.

I look to Ahsan, sighing. “I think everyone accepts that, Ahsan. But she’s also charismatic sometimes, and she’s feeding them promises of freedom. Even I want to believe her.” I pause, wondering if he’ll join me in that sentiment.

He doesn’t respond.

I let out a long breath. “It’s to the west. We’d be heading towards the ocean. It’s where I want to go, it’s where you want to go. Let’s just ride it out for now and see what happens.”

“You want to do it,” he says quietly.

“Ahsan… .”

“You really think we can take on an entire Clan?” He asks disbelievingly.

“It’s not the entire Clan–”

“There will be a hell of a lot more guards than there were at the plantation,” he insists. “This is where all their goods change hands. Their coin. Drugs. Servants. Everything of value to the clan.”

“We survived the plantation, though,” I point out. “And we have Anala–”

“Lochan didn’t survive the plantation,” he says vehemently, staring straight into my eyes. It’s moments like this I’m reminded that we’re actually the same height. Ahsan just has this tendency to seem small most of the time. Except when he doesn’t.

I let out a long breath. “I know… .”

“So who’s it going to be this time?” He pushes. “You? Me? One of the others? All of us?”

“Ahsan, what do you want me to say?” I ask softly. “I want to be free.”

“Then we should leave all of this,” he says emphatically. “Make our way straight to the sea, find a ship, and never look back.”

“My son–”

“We can find your son without having to take on the entire Sura Clan!” His voice is still quiet, but emotional. “Do you really want to keep following the others? Neither of us wanted to go after those dholes, Kadar. I know you were as uncertain about it as I was. But they don’t care. What makes you think they’ll care about us, if it means one more sacrifice to get what they want?”

My eyes lower sadly from his. “When did you become so distrustful, Ahsan?”

He looks offended. “I can see what’s happening around me, Kadar–”

“No, I mean,” I sigh. “I don’t mean you’re wrong. You shouldn’t trust Anala, or Raja, or even Lavanya… we know so little about her. You probably shouldn’t even trust me. I just,” I look back to him, “wasn’t expecting this from you. Towards Anala, maybe. But I honestly thought you’d have more hope. I thought if anyone amongst our group would keep heart, it would be you.”

He gives me a long, silent look. “Kadar,” he says finally, “I’ve never had hope.”

My heart sinks at his words, but I’ve long suspected the hyena’s kind, caring disposition was hiding a lot of darkness. He’s been subjected to so much. I had a glimpse at the anger when he attacked the Matron. The sadness, the loss of faith in people, was bound to show itself eventually. You don’t beat a man so thoroughly into submission without taking away his want for something better. He’s adapted to a cruel world.

“You and Lochan were the first real… kindness… I’ve ever experienced,” he continues. “And he’s dead now, thanks to the Sura. You’re all I have left. If I lose you to them too, I… I don’t know what I’ll do.”

I lean forward and put our brows together, taking one of his hands in mine. We share a long, slow nuzzle, and I feel a pang of guilt for what I’m about to do.

“Stay with me through this,” I plead. “I can’t be without you, either. I need you. I promise, I won’t let them take me away from you.”

“You can’t promise that,” he says through partially grit teeth, squeezing his eyes shut.

“No Sura hyena is going to kill me,” I promise again, with as much forced confidence as I can.

“Kadar–”

“Please, let me explain why,” I insist. I tip his chin up and wait until he’s looking at me again. Once he is, I take a deep breath. “I think… at least, it’s been my suspicion all these years… that my wife sold herself to the Sura, years ago.”

“What?” Ahsan looks earnestly confused. “How do you know?”

“Because I used the same contacts she did to try to make my way to her,” I say. “And the sellers and con men tend to work for the same clans. The ‘caravan’ I was supposed to work for was headed for the exact same city she’d told me she wanted to head for. The Sura Clan is massive, it makes sense they’d control most of the indentured trade along their routes and in the cities they have the most power in.”

Ahsan looks dubious. “It’s still only a guess. You aren’t even sure she contracted herself.”

“It’s the only way she would have had the money to leave where we lived,” I say with certainty. “You don’t understand how poor we were. And she left with little more than the clothes on her back. I looked for her for weeks along the Hyronses before I broke down and decided to find a caravan. She left, Ahsan. She left somehow, and I tried to trace her steps, and I ended up indentured to the Sura. What does that tell you?”

“You still don’t know,” he insists quietly.

“It’s all I have,” I say. “And the trail is years cold by now. I will never find her if I simply head west and look. I need to know where she went.”

Realization dawns on him. “You want to go to this place because it’s where all the Sura servants are collared and recorded,” he says. “Not because of the Liberator. You want to look through their contracts?”

“Lochan kept all of our contracts in meticulous order at the Sura Plantation,” I remind him. “And he mentioned that they make copies sometimes. Maybe they have a log or something, too. Like merchants with their wares. It’s worth looking, at least.”

“It might be,” he murmurs. “It… might not.”

My throat tightens. “If you had a child, you’d understand. I have to try.”

“You can’t read,” his voice slips into a whisper on the last word. Then he looks up at me.

I’m not sure how long we stare at one another in silence. I should feel worse for putting this on him, but he doesn’t look angry. I know the moment he’s made up his mind, and I feel a swell in my chest when he finally smiles, just the barest upturn of his muzzle.

“You saved my life, Kadar,” he says. “You showed me how to be… more. I love you for it, and for everything you are besides. I’d be honored to help you find your family.”

I want to tell him how, especially in moments like this, he fills the part of me that family is meant to. How my heart stops when he says he loves me, and I still can’t find the strength to say it back. How weak and cowardly he makes me feel sometimes… but how strong he makes me, too.

I can’t. Again, I can’t. As usual, words are much harder than action, for me. So I kiss him. Because it’s something I can do.

We’re on the outskirts of this nowhere watering hole, without another camp, let alone a building, anywhere within sight. Without exchanging words, we both seem to know what the other wants, and one kiss leads to another, to panting between open muzzles, to grasping at one another with our paws, to ending up a tangle in the sand.

Everything with Ahsan seems to happen this way. Naturally, usually without words, often whenever we can find a moment. Which has been less and less, since we left the oasis. If having Raja as a hut-mate had been challenging, traveling with a group has been even worse. We have next to no time alone, except when we make it like this.

I’m glad for the lack of words, honestly. Being physical with another person has never come easily to me, and neither has finding the right words to express myself. Put them together and you have the person I am today… a man uncertain what sex and intimacy is supposed to be for me. I’m not sure if the disaster that was my marriage, or more specifically my marriage bed, is why I can’t seem to face the idea of being with a woman again, or if that’s an inclination I had all along. I’m not sure if I ever want to be with anyone again that way. The thought of putting someone beneath me brings back so many terrible memories of being with my wife… being forced by my parents and the expectations of the world around me to be a man and sire pups, but being made to feel like I was forcing her every time. It may have forever stained the act for me, and I’m not sure if feeling that way is wrong. Am I meant to get over it, somehow? Or should I accept it as part of myself now?

Ahsan and I are able to do other things that I enjoy, that don’t bring those feelings up inside me. He never pushes for more than that, because he knows how I feel, but I know his needs go deeper. I can feel it in the way he clings to me and presses our bodies together when we’re like this. His legs work themselves between mine, his hips rock into mine, and sometimes I feel that desire, long-buried inside me, to push back. But it’s always eclipsed by that wrong feeling, and no matter my resolve, I can’t seem to shake it off.

Tonight we simply entangle ourselves and rock against one another until we’re gasping and spent, and it’s thoroughly satisfying, as it always is. I try not to think too hard on whether or not I’m falling short for him as we lie together beneath the stars, his lean body wrapped around mine and partially cradled in my now relaxed arms.

But the thoughts come, as they always do, and this time I muster the courage to speak on them. I’ve failed to tell him so many things. This is easier than some of the really emotional stuff. I should at least try.

“I wish,” I say around a dry mouth, “I could make love to you, Ahsan. I really do.”

He looks up at me, his eyes still hazy from the near half hour we spent finding our pleasure with one another. “You can,” he says simply, an offer that’s been both spoken and unspoken for some time now.

I give a weary sigh. “I honestly don’t think I can,” I murmur softly. “Or if I do, I’ll not enjoy it as I should. I just hate the idea of mounting someone again. I know why I do, and I know it’s irrational–”

“It’s not irrational if it’s how you feel,” he says softly. He turns in my arms at that, and presses his wider muzzle up against mine, his breath warm on my cheek. His calm affections have always soothed me when I’m torturing myself inwardly over something. Before long, I’m relaxing again, trying to put my worries aside and just enjoy the moment.

“You know,” he speaks into the nape of my neck, “it doesn’t have to be you.”

I arch an eyebrow uncertainly at that. Is he insinuating he could simply find another lover? I’m sure he could, and I suppose if I’m not going to provide him what he wants, it would only be fair to allow him to, but… still… .

“I don’t,” I pause. “What do you mean?” I want him to clarify before I assume.

“I mean,” he says in a tentative tone, “it doesn’t have to be you… that mounts me.”

His meaning occurs to me only after I’ve run his words through my head a few times. And then I feel both foolish, and hopeful, all at once. Foolish, because all this time, I’d never even considered the possibility. And hopeful, because for once, the thoughts I’m having don’t feel wrong.


Chapter 4
Back in Chains

I never travelled much when I was young. Literally the farthest I had ever gone from home was a few miles away to transport some bricks for the kiln field we worked for. For the first time in my life I got to see what they could build. A Clan Estate, a massive house like the one on the Sura Plantation. Except this one had been a country retreat, not a place of business. And it hadn’t been fully built yet, so I only got a small taste of how the rich lived.

It was enough to show me how little I really understood about the world. For the poor, the world is often a very small place. You’re born in a small community, you grow up in it and learn the trade of your parents, and you seldom leave. If you do, it’s only to marry someone who lives near enough that your parents met.

Travel is expensive and dangerous. And the kind of learning that can teach you about the world without having to travel is even more expensive and out of reach for someone like me.

I know there’s a lot more out there than I can imagine. I know there are peoples like the Dog Lords, who have things like guns and other devices that give them powers we would have once reserved for Gods. I know there are places where the woes of the desert are unheard of. Places where it’s always cold, or where it rains so much you can grow food year-round. I’ve even heard tales lately of a new land only just discovered by mariners and traders, full of monsters and cannibals who have the heads of snakes. I’m inclined to believe almost anything I’ve heard about the world beyond Mataa, because our nation alone is so enormous and diverse in and of itself, it seems likely that just about anything could exist in the whole of the world beyond.

For the first time in my life, I’m seeing more of my own land, and possibly soon, beyond its borders. The idea of expanding my horizons is both intimidating and grand.

When I was young, all I thought I wanted was my familiar home, in my familiar neighborhood, with a simple but happy family, working hard and never wondering what I was missing. But as I aged, I realized that nothing was simple. What had seemed an ideal humble life was fraught with domestic troubles and the bone-crushing reality of what labor did to your body over time.

My wife had been right about many things. There was more to the world than the living I’d been born into. There was more to be seen and known and had, and she hadn’t been greedy or demanding to want to give that bigger world to our son. She’d just been smarter than me.

Now all I can hope is that she’s seen a better world beyond our home than I have.



The travel across the western trade roads is a blur, punctuated by bouts of fear and paranoia. As it turns out, when you’ve got a caravan’s worth of spices, coffee and coin, enough traveling cloaks to cover your collars, and cut a path through smaller outposts to avoid towns, keeping downwind of Clan hunters is actually quite possible. Albeit with a few close calls along the way.

There was one group of black-backed jackals we had to pay off. It was a little humiliating to be nearly caught by a group of my own kind, or close to it. But jackals usually have to scrounge a living beneath the heels of the more well-respected peoples in any way they can, and apparently that extends to bounty-hunting. One of them noticed me at one of the watering holes we visited, and as it turns out, he and his kin had caught wind of a golden jackal high up on the Sura Clan’s bounty list.

It was becoming clear to me that I was probably the group’s biggest liability, next to Raja. The two of us stood out no matter where we went, being golden furred and in his case, unique. We’d forced him to start wearing a shirt and cloak, a demand he’d strenuously objected to until the third time we’d caught suspicious glances and pointed fingers.

Having Anala with us had been, I had to admit, our saving grace. The woman knew how to carry herself with the bearing of a powerful, regal lady. No one doubted she was a Clan woman, or merchant, or anything she claimed to be, really. No one would dare. And specific knowledge about her order was rare. I actually wasn’t sure if a Priestess of Anala was even permitted to hold station in a Clan, other than as a guard, but no one seemed to question it.

Indentured guards were legal, so as long as no one knew who we were specifically, the bluff was holding even on the occasions that people noticed our collars. Until the jackals. We’d had to pay them a hefty sum to have them look the other way, and Raja hadn’t shut up since then about how it’d been a mistake. There’d been eight of them. More than our group, and on the whole better armed and armored, (they were hunters, after all). But Raja, ever certain of his superiority, seemed to think we could have taken them.

Lavanya preferred to avoid unnecessary combat, being as she was a more practical woman, and Anala hadn’t considered them worthy opponents. I was just glad we’d had the coin to avoid the fight. I’d tried to make the point to Raja that leaving a trail of bodies in our wake could lead other hunters directly to us, but he was stubborn as ever. I don’t think he even really cared about the coin. It was just the idea of giving in that galled him.

“He is a child,” Lavanya tells me as we walk. “He may wear the skin of an adult, but his mind stopped aging when he became indentured. No child can grow up properly kept oppressed and enslaved. That is why his moods shift so quickly, why he bullies and berates and can’t be still. Just like a cub.”

“You have a lot more patience for it than I do,” I mutter.

She only shrugs at that. We’re walking side by side through another abandoned Divine field. So much of these lands were cultivated for the flowers, only to be abandoned when the soil stopped yielding. The further west we go, the closer we’re heading towards monsoon lands, so more grows here. But the Clans use the earth to death until it’s scrubland once more, depleted and unable to sustain any crops, including those that would be more useful to the people here. What it leaves behind is what we’re crossing now – empty expanses of spotted brush and dry grass, the occasional Divine flower surviving off pockets of good soil and dotting the landscape with splashes of red. There’s so much land like this out here, we’ve seen more of it than not. It’s testament to the greed of the Clans, and the overwhelming need for this drug. The Divine is like an infection that feeds off desperation and hooks itself in the most vulnerable. It’s as much a means to control the poor as indentured servitude is, which is why the two so often go hand-in-hand.

Thankfully, I’ve never taken to the stuff, even after being force-fed it. I can’t imagine how much worse my situation would be if I had.

“He could at least throw his tantrums silently,” I continue, trying not to show my irritation. “Enough already. The coin wasn’t even ours. And I’m still injured. His life isn’t the only one at risk if we pick every fight we can on our way. Imagine what would happen if we ran afoul of a group like the one that came for us at the oasis out here on our own.”

“Unlikely,” she says, “now that we’re moving. They may catch wind of us from previous communities we passed through, but so long as we keep traveling, we should be able to stay ahead of them. And they won’t expect us to be headed directly for one of their strongholds.”

“Yes, well,” I roll my eyes, “that’s because it’s insane.”

“We must keep moving,” she reiterates. “Only when we rest will we be found. The oasis was proof of that.”

I glance sidelong at the lioness as we move. She’s chosen once again to wear nothing over her chest save her cloak. In the heat, I can’t blame her, but it’s yet another piece of her puzzle that I can’t fit into place. Lavanya seems at once fiercely defiant of her perceived place as a sexual object – which is both what she was sold into servitude to be, and a lioness’s primary purpose within a Pride, but yet completely unashamed of showing her body. It’s not that it’s altogether unheard of for females to go topless in Mataa, especially the poor or those who work in the heat, but lionesses almost always cover up. Then again, every lioness I’ve met up until I met her and the women at the oasis was part of a harem, or a Pride. The lions are the antithesis of the Clan Hyenas, they are male dominated in the extreme. Many harems are kept entirely isolated from the rest of society in Pride towns, never seen outside their own families. And those that come into cities are either forced to or choose to cover themselves, I’m not sure.

I’m even less sure how a lioness became indentured to begin with.

I don’t speak with Lavanya often, and I feel like I should. She isn’t bloodthirsty or bullying like Anala and Raja, she’s just practical in the extreme. She’s clearly a hard woman who’s lead an equally hard life, and I can’t fault her for wanting to survive. Considering how long we’ve been traveling together now, and what we’ve been through, I feel like I don’t know her at all.

“So,” I try to sound casual, but I’m bad at that, “how’d you end up contracted, if you don’t mind my asking?”

Her honey gold eyes are on me just like that, and her gaze is so intense, I’m briefly taken aback.

“You don’t need to answer,” I say quickly, clearing my throat. “If it’s personal, I understand.”

She gives an odd smile at that. “My enslavement is personal to me, yes. Is it not to you?”

“Yes, of course,” I mutter. “I’m sorry I asked.”

“It’s fine,” she says in an easy tone, her eyes moving back to the horizon. “I don’t mind telling you. It may make you uncomfortable, though.”

“Uncomfortable?” I repeat, curiously.

“That is why I don’t usually choose to share it,” she explains. “Though it seems ridiculous to me, given it happened to me and not the others I’ve shared it with, it seems to upset those I’ve told. So I’ve learned to keep it to myself.”

I’m not sure how to respond to that, so I’m silent for long enough that it begins to feel awkward. But as usual, Lavanya seems cool-headed and unconcerned. So eventually, I shrug and try to sound easygoing. “You only need share what you wish to,” I say. “My own entry into this life was… difficult. I’ve found talking about it with Ahsan has helped some.”

“Mmmm,” she hums quietly. “Perhaps you’re right. Well, I can’t say I share what you share with the hyena,” she looks up to me, “but I gather you wish to know me better, and that in and of itself is more than anyone else has tried.”

I’d thought perhaps that she and Anala may have bonded over the last few weeks, but looking back, I’m not sure why I assumed that. Likely because they were both women, and that was simple-minded of me.

“I was born into a harem,” she explains as we walk. “My father had a brother he allowed to live in the same village with him, and he had a smaller harem. One of his sons… my cousin… who was over ten years my senior, inherited his father’s harem when his bad heart took him. I was eight years old when my father decreed I would be given to him.”

“Wait,” I pause, trying to keep up, “your father had a brother… and he had a son–”

“My cousin,” she reiterates.

“Right,” I say, “and your father’s brother died, and left his son his… wives?”

She shrugs. “That’s how it’s done. All livestock, houses, weapons and wives pass to the son.”

“One of them must have been his mother, though,” I insist.

“She died in childbirth years before.”

“Oh,” I say. “But… so… your father gave you to your cousin? As a wife?”

“He planned to,” she corrects.

“But you wouldn’t allow it,” I guess.

“I was eight years old, Kadar,” she looks up at me like I’ve said something absurdly stupid. “I wasn’t about to stand up to my father and the whole Pride. My mother was happy for the union, everyone was. I was made to feel happy about it. I didn’t understand what it meant, all I knew was that I’d be changing houses and that we’d have a big party to celebrate it.”

“So… what happened?” I ask, more than a little worried over how much worse this could get.

“A month before I was to be wed, they took me into a hut to perform an important marriage rite,” she says, her tone remaining calm, but with an odd waver to it, like her voice briefly weakened for some reason. “Or at least, that’s what I was told.” She blinks slowly, her long lashes obscuring much of her eyes. “I was held down by two of the women from my father’s harem, while a third used a sharp piece of metal on me that we normally used for cutting fruit. They tried to remove a part of me… a place on a woman’s body that they told me makes married women forget their loyalty. It went badly. Blissfully, I remember little of the night after the cutting began.”

Horror isn’t a strong enough word. I try so hard not to show her how revolted I am, because I know it’s exactly what she expected and she’ll think I’m disgusted by her. But Gods.

“They say I struggled,” she says, “and that’s why it went wrong. I don’t know. Like I said, I can’t remember most of the night, save the pain. And even that was nothing compared to the weeks I spent after that, suffering fevers and infections. In the end, I lived… but I could no longer be married. The infections saw to that. I’m barren, and ‘unsightly’. Too much was lost. Much more than just the part that they wanted to remove.”

“But,” I can hardly find the words, “you were–”

“A prostitute. I know,” her voice has next to no affect now. “I’m capable of accepting a man into my body, Kadar. Just not much more than that. And many clients don’t take the time to look. But I had to work for next to nothing, compared to the other girls. And some men wouldn’t touch me no matter how much the house lowered the price.” She gives a wry smile. “It amused me every time I was rejected. Being mutilated is why I was sold off to pay a family debt… and it’s also why I couldn’t ever possibly cover the contract. My father really got one over on the hyenas. They should inspect their commodities more carefully before they buy.”

“Lavanya… .”

I wish I knew what to say to the woman. When Ahsan had told me of how he’d suffered, I’d been full of righteous indignation, I’d told him to respect himself and to reclaim his dignity. But what had been taken away from the lioness could never be returned. It wasn’t just the physical violation, it was everything she might have had.

I’d taken my own normalcy for granted, I realized. My own forced marriage had done harm to me in other ways, but if I could overcome my fears, or find love in new ways, I was still intact to make that journey.

I couldn’t know what she wanted. Perhaps, considering her escape from what would have doubtless been an unhealthy marriage, she had no desire to seek anything of that like in the future. Perhaps she’d made peace with it because it had been taken away from her at such a young age. Perhaps I was wrong, and her physical damage would be no barrier to her finding love of a different kind. Perhaps she didn’t know, and never would.

Looking down at her, even as she was silent in the wake of her story, I was certain of at least one thing. What I’d so often seen as calmness, could just as easily be sadness. Perhaps resignation, but she wasn’t nearly as unaffected as she pretended to be. I didn’t have Ahsan’s empathy, but I could tell that much. Regardless, whatever she felt, she’d had a long time to come to terms with it. And nothing I could say or do would change her situation or improve it.

Sometimes you stare down into a hole so black, there really is no other choice but to believe there is evil in the world. Not just people making mistakes, or unfortunate circumstances, but real, true evil.

“I need you to understand that not all lions are like my Pride,” she says, looking up at me. “There are many like Dela and the women of the oasis, there are many men who don’t believe in keeping harems, and have abandoned the old ways.”

“I-I know,” I say hesitantly, “but the Prides… this… ‘rite’–”

“Is practiced by more than just lions,” she assures me quietly. “I’m not even certain where it came from. And I won’t deny, it’s unfortunately very common amongst the Prides, but Kadar…” she sighs, and for once seems uncertain exactly what to say. She takes but a few moments to compose herself, then continues.

“When I found Dela and her people the first time, I’d run away from my Pride upon learning I’d be sold. And I didn’t want to trust my own kind. Any of my own kind. It was the women of my Pride who carried out the rite, after all.” She fixes that intense gaze on me again. “When I told you this story made people uncomfortable, this is what I meant. I don’t care what anyone thinks of my body. It’s mine, and I am proud of what I’ve made of it. I could have died long ago from that infection, and I didn’t. I know I’m strong. I need no one else’s approval.

“But I don’t want you to hate my people because of what they did to me. I did, for a time… but Dela showed me how good a Pride could be if they shed some of the unnecessary customs of the past. A lot of it is our culture, and that’s important… there are just some practices that don’t need to be a part of that culture. Cruelty finds its place in every group of people,” at that she looks ahead of us, to Ahsan and farther off, Anala.

I know how right she is, on more levels than she’ll ever know. Even in my own family, there’d been no escape from cruelty. And there were only three of us.

“I won’t… judge your people as a whole by what they did to you,” I sigh softly. “But–”

“Not my people,” she interrupts. “Not all lions. Just a few. A few who clung to old traditions.”

“I understand,” I say. “But it was still wrong.”

“Of course it was,” she agrees.

“So… then why did you go back?” I ask, unable to figure an answer for that. “You said you ran away to Dela’s oasis before you were sold.”

“I did.”

“Then you must have gone back, if they eventually got hold of you again to sell you. Dela would never have let them take you.”

“I had a sister,” she says.

And she says no more than that. We walk in silence for a long time afterwards, and from the new knowledge of her horrendous mutilation to the past tense way she referred to her sibling, I feel I know more about the lioness than I’d ever counted on. And perhaps more than I wanted.

We are a damaged group of people, as I’d told myself days ago. It seems the more I dig, the more I learn how true that is. I’m sure whatever circumstances drove Anala to join an order of military warrior priestesses were grim or compulsory… it seems unlikely that any happy, contented person would devote themselves to such a life of violence.

I can’t for the life of me decide if the lives we’ve all lead justify our crimes or what we’ve become. I know there’s a good deal of mistakes I’ve made that I deeply regret, and no matter how much of my character I can attribute to the abusive family that raised me, the blame will never undo the damage I’ve caused.

The cycle has to stop somewhere. I think the fact that I still agonize over what I’ve done is the best thing I can do given my circumstances. Many of the people I’m traveling with now have clearly given up on having a conscience in an unconscionable world. And given what’s happened to them, it’s hard to blame them. But I’m not willing to give up.

My guilt over what I did to my wife is what kept me from making the same mistakes with Ahsan. And what we have is infinitely better, healthier, and safe. That’s proof that it’s worth it to cling to my morals, even if no one else will.

But sometimes… it’s hard to be anything but angry.



After nearly two weeks of travel, we reach the trade post and small city of Dharnesh. There will be no avoiding the hyenas and crowds here, and Anala is sure to warn us of that in advance. Dharnesh is a major trade stop along the Western Road, not just for the Sura Clan but for many others heading towards the ocean. But for that very reason, it’s also where the Sura Compound is.

The outskirts alone are full of camel caravans and processions of people on foot carrying their wares or belongings in baskets or carts. The air is thick with the scents of so many different peoples, I can hardly pick them apart, as well as the distant smell of the city, beasts of burden and cooking food. Everything washes over me with a wave of nostalgia that brings me home to the Hyronses, and I can’t say if it’s welcome or not. With it comes a lot of memories, but also a building swell of purpose and drive. This isn’t the city I grew up in, but it’s literally been years since I’ve been free to walk city streets and experience this again, and now that I am, all I can think of is my son and my task. The certainty that this is where I’m meant to be settles on me more and more, the deeper we head into the crowded bazaar.

We’re all staying mute, every one of us on edge, eyes ahead, ears alert and noses to the wind. It’s not that we’re looking to avoid any one group of people in particular, there are hyenas everywhere here and a lot of them probably work for the Sura. I’ve begun to see their moon-shaped talismans over doorways and hung from banners across shops, even carved into the stonework of many places. We are deep in enemy territory.

The thing is, and Anala’s tried to assure us of this, almost none of these people will know us personally, let alone what we look like. The word is out on us, but even if we’re the Sura’s top escaped servants to reclaim, that still puts us on a very long list.

We aren’t even bothering to hide our collars here. If anything, they make us blend in more. Anala looks every part the Sura Guard she was until recently, and we are four Sura servants amongst a sea of others. We’re just here escorting a caravan. Indentured guards are relatively unusual, (most owners don’t prefer to arm their indentured) but not unheard of.

Lavanya and Ahsan have chosen to stay unarmed and stripped down, to better fit what would be expected of a female servant and someone of Ahsan’s build. We’d even found some jewelry amongst the Dholes’ possessions, likely meant for a female family member, and we’ve dressed the two of them in it. I was a bit afraid that decorating himself again might bring back bad memories for Ahsan, but he actually seemed to delight in it. Apparently being dressed up and bejeweled wasn’t something he ever minded.

It is, however, proving very distracting for me.

He shoots me a look over his shoulder as we nervously crawl at a snail’s pace through the increasingly clogged city streets. I’m sure he’s honed that look over the years, and it shows. It’s subtle, effortless allure, somehow condensed into a second-long glance. It’s what he was raised for, I have to keep reminding myself. I shouldn’t enjoy it. It’s the product of years of brainwashing and careful tutelage.

The thing is, he seems to be enjoying doing it to me.

I underwent something of a transformation before we came here, as well. Covering Raja’s uniqueness was as simple as forcing him to wear clothing over his unusual spot patterns, but my fur color was a problem. It’s not that golden jackals are incredibly rare, but we certainly aren’t the norm, especially in this region. We burnt some hard, dry wood to charcoal, let it cool, and spent a few hours rubbing it into my fur. The hyenas do something similar sometimes for their festivals, darkening their fur along their brows or manes. In my case, it darkened and muddied my fur color overall, and made me appear closer to resembling a black-backed jackal, or a cross. It obviously wouldn’t last long or stand up to getting wet, but it’s not exactly about to rain any time soon, and it should hopefully last long enough for us to do what we have to here.

So far, our makeshift disguises are working. Honestly, the fact that the city is crowded has proven a boon to blending in. In a smaller community we may have stood out more, but amongst the commotion and the constant influx of new people to this city, we’re just a few new arrivals.

The one big concern would be if we ran into anyone from the Sura Clan who knew Anala, or Ahsan. Anala is well known enough amongst her former employers that it’s highly possible we run afoul of someone who knows her personally, and moreover, knows that she’s betrayed the Clan. And Ahsan was an entertainer for the Clan long enough that he was certain at least a few of the Sura, or their allied trade partners, who lived in this city will know him by sight. On that score, we can really only hope for good luck.

We’d all agreed on a rendezvous point if the worst happened, and that was all we could do. We had the element of surprise going for us, at least. If I was Lord Sachsen, this is literally the last place I’d expect we’d come.

Somehow, that thought wasn’t comforting.

Still, an hour and several hurried trade negotiations later, we haven’t run into any trouble. Anala managed to barter off some of our goods to local food and provisions vendors (we were trading in small quantities so that we could avoid standing out), and we’d managed to find a boarding house with stables where we could put up our camels, and pay for a private room.

Now, by ‘private room’ I mean a bare, unfurnished portion of an old trade depot building, with no roof to speak of and a hole that leads to the underground aqueduct, which in this city seemed to have become more of a sewer. So suffice to say, the smell leaves something to be desired.

It’s better accommodations than we’ve had in weeks though, so we settle in and are glad for it. There’s even a rock-ringed fire pit in the middle of the ‘room’ that works as a campfire or ‘hearth’, if you want to be generous, and we make sure to get a good fire going before darkness falls and the cold sets in.

All of our minds are on one thing first – food. For the first time in weeks we have freshly-slaughtered meat and steamed rice, and even some curry paste. For once, even Ahsan has seconds. We tuck in and make the most of our temporary good fortune, and ill-gotten or not, I can’t tell you how satisfying it is to have a full stomach again.

Afterwards we all take some time to simply rest around the fire, and enjoy the silence. Well, as silent as this city gets. We can still hear people outside, the daytime trade crowd now shifting into one less focused on work, and more on entertainment and forgetting themselves. The occasional loud group of men out for a night of drinking, a prostitute plying her trade in an alleyway nearby, someone further down the street in an outdoor bar playing a sitar… .

Every city seems the same. This is a purely Hyena-run city, the banners I’ve seen everywhere and the overwhelming amount of hyena guards make that clear, but it still reminds me of home. Hyronses City is an uneasily shared territory, split down the middle along the river by the lions and hyenas. Most of us that aren’t fortunate enough to be born into the two most powerful groups of creatures in Mataa live beneath and around them, picking up the scraps. But I suppose, considering all I’ve learned about what Clan life can be for someone as unfortunate as Ahsan, or Pride life for someone like Lavanya, it’s not so bad to be beneath notice. There’s a very large rat population in this city, and they have a completely different culture and manage to do just fine for themselves, despite always seeming to be part of the lower castes.

One of the benefits of not being a part of a group of people who are considered powerful and important is that you aren’t really drawn into their conflicts, most of the time. The hyenas and lions have been warring for centuries, but my family’s never had to worry about their machinations or skirmishes. In fact until I managed to get myself indentured, we’d had little to nothing to do with any hyenas, despite living in a city ruled by them.

I guess you could argue a lot of the problems I’ve faced in my life are ultimately due to the people in power, and the way they run our country. But to someone like me, that all seems so inescapable and out of reach. What kind of change could I possibly make?

Anala thinks more of what we’ve been doing than I do, which is ironic given that she arguably has the least at stake in all of this. My thoughts drift back to what she said. A war. She thinks… she earnestly believes… that we’ve started a war. It certainly doesn’t seem that way. The biggest troubles in our life right now are that we might be found by small bands of hunters, or run out of food and water on the road. I’d be happy enough not to worry about either of those, let alone a war.

But… and maybe it’s just that I’m finally full and hazy-headed from the tumult of memories and the bad grain alcohol we’re drinking… there’s definitely something alluring about the thought of changing the world. My mother told me many tales growing up of ancient heroes who fought monsters, wars, and made deals with the Gods to learn how to survive in this land.

The thing is, an overwhelming amount of them died before, or while completing their task. And those are still the good stories.

For every man who’s tried to do something good with his life and rise above his caste to be more, there’s another ten like me, who prove how foolish an idea it is. Wanting to be more than you were born to be, or told to be, is not what our country was founded on. Mataa is a caste society. And the only direction you go is down.

I pluck at my collar, running a claw beneath the rim. Down. Labor caste to indentured servant. Indentured servant to criminal. The only rung lower than where I’m at now is the gallows.

“The Sura Compound is in the middle of the city,” Anala speaks up, breaking the silence. She throws the bone she was cleaning her teeth with into the fire, and looks around the campfire at us each. “Finding the Liberator aside, we need to figure out how to get in, first off. Ideas?”

There isn’t an overwhelming response to that. It looks like Raja is thinking about it hard, I can tell by the way he scrunches up his muzzle and narrows his eyes. It’s the same look he gets when you’ve said something to him he didn’t understand, and is trying to decide whether or not to punch you for it.

Thankfully, I think we’re past that part of our relationship. I almost miss it.

I never would have put money on Ahsan being the one to speak next, but he keeps surprising me.

“I… I know how we can get in,” he says in a hesitant tone, almost like he’s afraid to admit it.

All heads turn in his direction.

“None of you are going to like it,” he mutters.



He’s right. The next day we’re spending most of our remaining money on a few pairs of shackles and the services of a back alley scribe, and none of us are particularly happy about that, especially given how much time it takes and how little money we have left. It had taken us less than an hour to find a blacksmith who made shackles, but nearly the whole day to find the scribe. It’s hard to find people who can read and write in Mataa. Even harder to find those who can do so professionally. Add ‘illegal’ onto that list and you lose most of your remaining options.

We’d eventually talked and bribed our way through enough vendors and craftsmen to find ourselves in this dingy alley, squeezed between a butcher and a junk peddler. The stink of decaying organ meats and runoff from the butcher was overwhelming, and I was beginning to think we’d been led astray again (it wouldn’t have been the first time today) when I noticed the small, chipped red door at the back of the butcher’s building. The man we’d talked to had said to look for a red door with peeling paint. That had to be it.

“Got to be the place,” Raja mutters from beside me. I nod, appraising the door carefully. It’s made from old salvaged wood and there are enough holes in it that I’m certain no one’s hiding behind it to ambush us. Also, I’d be able to smell them. All I can smell back here is the distinctive tang of a rodent, no hyenas. Other than Ahsan.

Raja, Ahsan and I had decided to find the scribe while Anala purchased the necessary… equipment. Lavanya played the part of a docile, unthreatening servant better than Raja or I, and we needed Ahsan with us for what we’d come here to do. He had to confirm we weren’t getting ripped off.

I hesitantly approach, then knock on the door. I’m answered almost immediately by an aged voice, and definitely rodent by the sound of it. They speak distinctly because of their teeth.

“It isn’t locked,” he says, sounding distracted.

I look once more to my companions, then push in gingerly and duck to step inside. The room beyond the door is musty and dry, enough to make my nose tingle and sting. It looks to have been a storage room at some point, judging by the hooks and old shelves on the walls. Its current occupant has made good use of all of them, and has converted it into something of a residence.

A residence piled high with scrolls and actual books, or a few things that look to be in the process of becoming them. I’ve seen a few books throughout my life, but never so many in one place.

There are several tables, most of which look to have been doors themselves at some point, held up on both sides by barrels or crates. The floor is littered with feathers – old quills, I realize, and the scent of ink is the only thing stronger than the scent of rodent, and dust.

The old creature stooped over one of his tables is a palm squirrel, I think. He’s got the three distinctive stripes visible, and I don’t know squirrels all that well, but I’m pretty sure that’s what he is. He’s using some kind of glass focusing lens and staring down at a rolled-out scroll, while he holds another blank one at the ready nearby. His eyes keep flicking between the two, and it seems like he’s copying something.

I can’t read, but I still can’t help but stare in curiosity. To my confusion, it seems like all he’s doing is repeating the same shapes line after line.

“He’s practicing a signature,” Ahsan informs me quietly, perhaps sensing my curiosity.

I can think of a good dozen reasons the man would be learning to copy a signature flawlessly, none of which really concern me, but they do confirm that he’s got the skill we came for.

“How can I help you?” He asks, not congenially exactly, but not in a negative or irritable tone. He just sounds distracted.

“We need contracts,” I say, pulling something from where I’ve tucked it underneath my armor, and putting it down gently on the desk.

“Contracts… for servitude?” He guesses without looking up. “Oh, that’s a tall order, boys. Dangerous to cheat the clans. Dangerous and time-consuming, they have a lot of safeguards in place to catch forgeries.”

“We’ve got one of them covered,” I tell him, tapping the desk.

He finally looks up at that, and pushes his glass lens on a small wooden arm aside, so he can look up at me unobstructed. He seems about to say something, when he notices what I’d put down on the desk, and snaps it up, looking at it incredulously.

“Is that a Sura signet ring?” he asks looking from it to us, then back down again. I don’t bother answering. He knows exactly what he’s looking at.

He pulls down his magnifying glass again to look at it closely, taking quite some time in scrutinizing it before he seems satisfied. And a bit awed. Of course I’d known for certain that it was real. It belonged to Anala, a gift she’d apparently earned for serving the Sura Clan as long as she had. Being a signet ring, it wasn’t just worth its value in gold. The stamp on the front could be used to officiate Sura documents. Like a contract for indentured servitude.

“I won’t ask where you got it,” he says, placing it down carefully on the desk, then knitting his fingers together and looking up at us. “So. What is it you’re looking to get, exactly? Falsified contracts aren’t something I’m usually comfortable with, being as it’s more than just someone’s wealth on the line.”

“The contracts are for us,” I say, looking to Ahsan. “And they don’t need to hold up for long. Just enough to get us processed through the Sura Compound.”

The squirrel gives a rasping laugh at that. “Well, as much as I hesitate to say this, you don’t need my help for that.  Go sell yourselves to one of their flesh peddlers in the red lantern district. Isn’t hard to get contracted in this city. The real rub is getting out.”

We’re all covering our collars beneath cloaks, so I don’t bother telling him how right he is. This man doesn’t need to know the exact details of our plan or who we are… he didn’t say outright that he was unwilling to falsify a contract, just that he was hesitant. Which tells me that for the right amount of money, he’d sell someone into slavery against their will, or without their knowledge. Illegally.

Not that any of it should be legal to begin with.

But the point is, if he knows too much, he might come to believe it’s more worth it to sell us out than help us and maintain his reputation. So for now, all he needs to know are the basics.

“We need contracts saying we’re being transferred from a private Sura residence belonging to … .” I glance at Ahsan.

“Matron Laitka,” he supplies.

“Matron Laitka,” I confirm. “Being sent as ‘entertainment’ for a caravan heading west.”

The squirrel wets his quill and pulls out a clean sheet of rolled parchment. “And what caravan shall I say you’re being ‘transferred’ to?” He asks, his affect shifting to businesslike again, no more concern evident in his tone. Or it was never really there to begin with.

“It doesn’t matter,” I respond.

He looks up at me at that, arching an eyebrow. “I…” he pauses, “… I don’t need to know your purposes, sir. But I would assume your intention is to make your way into one of the caravans heading somewhere you wish to go. If you don’t know the name of the Sura Lord heading that caravan… .”

“Our purpose is to get into the compound,” I say flatly, making it clear by my tone that I don’t want to answer any more questions. “It would actually work in our favor if there’s some confusion over which caravan we’re meant to be transferred to.”

He gives us a long, silent look at that. I can tell the wheels in his head are turning and he’s trying to work out just what it is we’re planning to do, and how dangerous it could be to him to be involved.

“And this ring,” he glances at it, “in addition to being useful for sealing the contracts… I take it this is your payment?”

“Yes,” I nod. “After this, we’ll have no use for it.”

The squirrel gives a toothy grin. “Well I most certainly will. You’ve got a deal.”



An hour after that, I’m back in chains. And Anala’s looking us over, making sure we’ve gotten the details right. Raja and I are wearing bulkier traveling clothing, ostensibly because we’re large enough to double as labor servants and carry our small caravan’s belongings, but the decision was more about hiding weapons. My scimitar and his shotel are hidden between our shoulderblades, slung over our backs beneath our cloaks. The packs we’re carrying additionally hide them, but if anyone decides to search us, we’re in trouble. Still, we all agreed it was worth the risk, since the alternative was going in unarmed.

Anala is able to go inside armed and armored, but she’ll be separated from us once we’re processed. The plan is to meet her in the camel stables after shaking our keepers, and I’ll be honest, we have no plan for that other than ‘figure it out as we go’. But it’s still better than breaking our way in. At least we’ll get through the bulk of the guards without a fight.

That is, provided no one here recognizes Anala. Or Ahsan. Or even Raja or I. He’s covering his distinctive markings and my fur is darkened, but if we run into Sachsen himself, that probably won’t matter.

There aren’t many people here who might be able to raise the alarm on us. But a lot of things could go wrong. Our forged contracts might not pass, (although Ahsan gave them a long look and assured us they were well made and looked legitimate). We might get locked somewhere we can’t escape from, and from there it would all come down to Anala, and whether or not she’s able to or cares to free us. We might not be able to find the Liberator, or their contract room. Anala says she knows this place somewhat well, but she could die before we get to her, or we could get lost.

All in all, this whole thing seems like there’s more that could go wrong than right. But everyone, even Ahsan, seems committed at this point.

The sun is finally giving us all a reprieve, creeping lower in the sky. Night will fall in a few hours, and with it will come darkness, tired eyes, and most importantly, a change in the guard rotation. So it’s now or never.

Bound at the wrists with chains between us, as many servants are while they’re being moved, we begin to make our way towards the compound. My chest is tight, my throat dry, my heart pounding. But it’s not entirely out of fear.

I want to believe this will work. I don’t just want to… I have to. Because this really is the last chance I’ll ever have to find out what happened to Amon, and where in the world he’s been taken.


Chapter 5
Den of Thieves

When I was first taken by the Sura, it wasn’t done kicking and screaming. Most indentured servants are contracted for remarkably mundane reasons, by soft-spoken deal-makers and bureaucrats. It’s rare that there’s all that much drama or violence at the start, despite the fact that someone’s life is being sold.

I didn’t think to fight those first few days, because for a time, I believed the man who’d contracted me. I knew very little of what to expect. I did know right from the moment I’d been offered a contract that at the very least, there was a chance that I was becoming indentured. At the time, I’d been in such a frenzy to find some way across the country, I hadn’t cared.

It wasn’t until they’d brought me to one of these places… a trade compound… and dragged me into the chamber where they’d affixed the collar to me, that the gravity of my situation settled onto my shoulders. And that’s when I began to fight.

And I never stopped, until I met Lochan.

Now I’m entering one willingly, once again as part of a quest to find my lost family. The last time I did this to myself, it forever changed and nearly destroyed my life.

This time, it could end it.



The compound is massive in scale, much more so even than the Sura Manor at the plantation was. We get a good look at it from the crest of the market district, looking down on the oval, wall-ringed district. It isn’t just one building, it’s like a whole small town in and of itself.

It isn’t as secure as the manor was, though. Likely because it’s not an estate meant for people of great importance, like the Matron. Most of the powerful Sura leaders don’t come to a place like this, they send their underlings and workers. This is a place of business, primarily. Also, being a place for trade and distribution, there are a lot of ways in and out big enough for caravans and large groups, and none of them are gated. And while I can still see plenty of guards milling about, especially as we draw closer, I’m starting to feel more confident about, at the very least, our chances of escape.

There aren’t any gates, but there are huge stone arches over each of the entryways, and the towering pillars that hold them up are intricately carved with depictions of… .

Slavery. I realize it as we pass them. These pillars, which have probably stood for hundreds of years judging by the wear and the way the ancient wax paints are fading on them, are carved with depictions of people in chains. People building monuments to the Gods, and bowing at the feet of hyenas. This place was probably built on an ancient site where men and women were traded and sold.

It hasn’t so much changed as it has… transitioned. The weight of the chains around my wrists, and the collar on my neck, are testament to that. This place still serves the same purpose it did centuries ago, with a new varnish adapted to the treaty and the times. Just like the new construction in the square ahead. Fresh bricks and stonework, built by the poor and the indentured… to sell the poor and indentured.

It makes the burden we bear feel all the more heavy and impossible to shake free. Nothing has changed. People are just finding new ways to own other people.

The eyes of the two stern, well-equipped and particularly enormous gate guards follow us as we pass them, but only for a short amount of time. Then we’re inside, and I try to keep my own eyes ahead, and not reflect on those pillars and everything they represent.

The inside is a bit less busy than I’d assumed, but to be fair, it’s late in the day. There are still a few caravans and wagons unloading into some of the squat buildings along the edge of the place. The whole compound seems set up in rings with a lot of the more shack-like structures, probably meant to house their lower-value goods, on the outside, while the sturdier stone structures are closer towards the center. There’s a very large building at the nexus, reminiscent of the estate building on the Sura Plantation, but less opulent and minus the garden. It’s larger, though. Everything here seems built more for practicality and scale than as a showcase for wealth. This is where this Clan builds their wealth.

Camps of guards and travelers are set up along the walls, with a lot of cooking fires going now that it’s getting closer to supper. Some of them have set up tents, some haven’t. Most of them probably work here or are merchants taking up temporary residence within the protection of the walls. I’m sure the higher value merchants and the actual clan members get housed in the main building.

Which is where we’re headed, I realize after Anala takes a moment to speak to one of the passing guards. I envy her calm and poise. She pulls him aside like she’s not at all concerned about drawing attention to ourselves, and asks him, (in a tone that sounds for all the world like she’s just a weary guard fresh from the road) where she can bring a group of indentured for a transfer. He points towards one of the distant double doors of the large building.

“Contract Manager is through there. They’re about to close the office for the night so best hurry, unless you want to be stuck with ‘em out here in the yard for another night.”

“Thank you, and no,” Anala curls her lip and glances back at us with a look of disgust that I have to remind myself is probably feigned. Probably. “I’m eager to make them someone else’s problem.”

“Get ‘em there quick, then,” he says, unbuckling a place of his armor as he begins to head off.

Anala waits until he’s out of hearing range, even for a hyena, then speaks lowly to us as we begin to move, “They’re changing shifts earlier than I thought. We need to get you all inside before we lose our window.”

So we do hurry. And we don’t even seem out of place doing so. A lot of other people are heading for the main building, for various reasons. One other group even seems to be headed for the same door we are. Two Aardwolves with a small flock of rats in tow. They look like hunters, the rats are all collared and barely on their feet. Haggard, tired and skinny. Probably escaped servants being reclaimed.

Anala’s words come back to me then in a big way. War. This is the start of a war.

I’m not a learned man, but I know enough about the nature of people to know that most wars are born out of anger. People see something they can’t abide by, or want something someone else is denying them. Sometimes it’s justified, sometimes it’s just greed.

This feels justified. Whether we are starting a war, or whether we’re just on the front lines of one that’s been going for centuries now, this is why. This is our reason. This place. Everything it stands for.

It has to end.

Thankfully for the Aardwolves bringing them in, the rats are ushered inside far before we get there, and long gone by the time we make it to the big double doors.

“Transfer of contracts,” Anala says crisply to the door guards there. Again, another two. They’re both still large, intimidating men, but these two look even more disinterested than the ones at the gates. We’d timed our arrival well. Everyone was near the end of their shift, and eager to be done with the day. These two hardly gave us a cursory glance before they grab the double rings on the big wooden doors, and let us in.

We head inside into a long stone hallway, built like many of the ones on the plantation except there are no carpets. No wall carvings. No adornments of any kind. And no smell of flowers and incense.

If the hallway smelled of anything, it was desperation and fear. This was clearly a conduit meant for us – servants. It was a processing center for a commodity, not designed for comfort or to impress. There aren’t even any windows in this area, and the rest of the building looked to have plenty. It makes me nervous about where they might put us once we’re checked in. If we’re ferried into an out-of-the-way, locked down location like this, with no routes in or out save the way we’d come, we could be trapped if we encountered overwhelming odds.

Anala doesn’t seem worried. She glances back at the doors once they close, and gives a noise in the back of her throat that doesn’t sound impressed. “Sloppy,” she mutters. “Looks like they’re rotating out most of their shifts at once. I made sure to overlap multiple times and always have at least one fresh face on every door.”

“We’re putting a lot of faith in you, Anala,” I remind her. “Now isn’t the time to remind us you used to work for this system, let alone how you would have improved its efficiency.”

“Servants don’t talk back,” she chastises me cheekily, and yanks on my chain, making her way down the hallway.

I narrow my eyes at the back of her skull. None of this is cute to me. She may be content with bygones being bygones, but I haven’t forgotten that just a few months ago, she was pursuing us like some monster through the labyrinth of the Sura compound, thwarting our desperate fight for freedom at every turn. And by the dark look in Ahsan’s eyes, he hasn’t forgotten either.

She takes us down the left fork of the hallway, which suggests to me she’s not only been here before, she’s specifically escorted servants to this area and knows the layout. In this case it’s a boon to us, but it’s still a reminder of who she was.

We end up waiting outside, in what must be an area meant to house large groups of people. It’s a bare room like most of the hallways we’ve passed, and there is a window here for ventilation, but it has bars on it. There are also the distinctive crescent moons emblazoned on the walls everywhere, but many of them have been scratched and worn away at. Graffiti is dug into the walls just about anywhere within reach of paws, and a lot of it is what you’d expect, but a lot of it is also just… horribly depressing. Family symbols and tribal markings indicating who has come and gone, and even the occasional bit of writing. I don’t need to know how to read to know why so many peoples wore down their claws in here. The scrawlings are messages to note their passing through here, or perhaps to let others who might follow know their loved ones are still alive.

I briefly, fleetingly wonder if my wife and son ever stood in this room. They couldn’t write, and we had no tribal symbol or alphabet, but I still find myself looking.

I picture her standing there in the corner, shackled, perhaps with a fresh collar around her neck. Her slender figure, draped in a saree, holding our son to her chest.

Then a far more terrible image comes upon me unbidden. My little boy, nearly six years old now… collared.

The thought makes me feel more than a little sick inside, and I find myself reaching for Ahsan’s palm. He looks at me curiously when my hand bumps his, then seems to realize I’m in distress, and takes it, squeezing it softly. He looks at me questioningly, but doesn’t break the silence to ask me what’s wrong. He will later, I’m certain. I’m not sure what I’ll tell him.

Eventually, the door opens and a heavyset spotted hyena leans out, looking us over. “You’re the last of the night, then,” she says, then steps aside and leaves the door open. “Bring them in.”

The room we’re led into is much smaller than the ‘holding room’, (that’s what I’ve decided to call it) but still larger than the room in the guardhouse at the Sura Plantation. And, I realize with a start, it’s not just where this Contract Manager works, it also looks to be where they store all of their records and contracts.

It makes sense, now that I’m thinking about it. Of course she’d work out of the room where all the information was stored. It’s obvious in retrospect, but I hadn’t been prepared to find this place so soon. There are racks of contracts from floor to ceiling, rolled up in cubbies much like the ones in the guardhouse, but in massive quantities. There are also ledger books, by the look of how the columns are arranged in the one I can see open, and a few wooden boxes of stamps, quills and ink arranged neatly around her main desk.

There are also guards. Two, a male and a female, and these two don’t look bored or distracted. In fact judging by the scent of curry in the air, they must have eaten their dinner here. Or the Manager did. Either way, they’ve cleared already been rotated out, or they simply possess sharper focus than their peers. Considering what’s kept in this room, it’s hardly surprising they’d put some of their best here.

The scary thing is, despite having an entire room dedicated to the storage of their contracts, the Sura aren’t even a clan that focuses much on indentured servitude. Their primary cash crop is the Divine, not the sale of people. That can be hard to believe, staring at that mountainous wall of contracts, and knowing each one represents a person.

Anala produces the contracts we had forged, and we all hold our breath as the Manager takes them in her chubby paws and spreads the first out over the table, looking it over. She inspects the seal first, and on that account at least, I think we’re pretty safe.

“Mnnhh,” she hums, looking down over the scrawlings. Her gaze moves back to Anala, eyes narrowed. “Fresh ink,” she notes.

My breath catches. The scribe had brushed some kind of powder over the contracts that he’d said would age the ink, but she’d still noticed. Were we sunk right here, then?

“These are copies, aren’t they?” The woman asks irritably.

Anala keeps her cool. “Yes,” she replies evenly. “My Matron assured me–”

“Your Matron was wrong,” she makes a clucking sound in the back of her mouth. “Original contracts always, if they’re being transferred. That’s the law.”

Anala gives a disgusted sigh. “There… was a fire,” she says. “The originals may have been damaged beyond repair.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t admit that in front of them,” the Manager says in a slightly amused tone, glancing past Anala at us. “A copy isn’t a legally binding contract, it’s just for records. If it’s all you have… .”

I pick up on the inference, and decide to play along. “Does that mean we’re free?” I demand.

“Silence!” Anala snaps back at us.

“She’s saying we’re free now!” Raja jumps in, giving a snarl.

“I said shut your mouths, scum!” Anala turns on us, pulling her sword. For a moment I almost forget where I am and what the plan is, and my heart picks up, remembering the plantation.

The sound of laughter breaks us all from our dangerous little game, and even Anala turns to look at the woman. The Contract Manager is chuckling, leaning back in her chair as she watches us.

“You little backwater operations are always a fun way to end the evening,” she grins yellowed fangs. “Not much for obedience training at your place, are they? Well the lioness and the skinny lad seem docile, at least. Let’s see what we can do here… .”

She makes some room on the desk to unfurl all four contracts, looking them over for a time. “I can see why your Matron wanted a transfer,” she murmurs thoughtfully. “Unloading some unwanteds, hm? They all have disciplinary records, and… theft? Well now. Quite a troublesome lot.”

We’d asked the scribe to add that in, to explain away why we were all being traded. Apparently she was buying it.

She pauses when she gets towards the bottom. “A transfer to a caravan that… I know for a fact is not in town… is listed here,” she notes.

Anala gives a frustrated noise. “What next?” She growls. “I brought these shit stains over forty miles of bad road to be here. There must be something you can do.”

“Calm yourself,” the woman murmurs, pulling over a heavy ledger and running a fat finger down a few lines before flipping a page or two to another indecipherable list. I really wish I could read.

“We’ll find a place for them,” she promises Anala. “Probably at half market rate, but considering what you’ve brought me, you’ll have to be grateful for that.”

Anala puts up her hands. “I was not authorized to deal on my lady’s behalf. Just do the best you can on them and send me with a writ, so if she has any troubles, she brings them to you.”

“But she said you can’t–” Raja begins to object.

“And that one needs his collar tightened,” Anala says, snarling back at him. The look of pure liquid hate she gets back from him is not at all faked. Raja and I have both had our collars tightened on at least one occasion. It’s a punishment given to the most disorderly of servants, to remind us of what happens when we misbehave. Raja’s is tight enough that I suspect he’s had it done more than once.

“I’ll put in a request to the Liberator,” the woman says, “but I suspect the forge is closed for the night. They’ll be processed tomorrow regardless, so they’ll be put in holding overnight. Are they high risk?”

“You have no idea,” Anala says with a toothy grin.

The woman sighs, then glances to one of the guards. “Holding area three, then. Central. None of the out-buildings, got it? I don’t care if we’re at capacity, tell them I authorized it.”

“Yes, ma’am,” the guard replies, and heads towards us. She begins to check our chains and takes the lead from Anala, as well as a key. Hopefully, she’ll never attempt to unlock us, because if she does, she’ll doubtless realize the key holes on our manacles don’t match the key. And moreover, they aren’t locked.

“No one else knows about the fire, right?” I hear the woman still speaking to Anala as we’re lead out. “Let’s just keep that between us… .”

But my mind is still spinning around what she’d said only moments earlier. There really is a Liberator here. And they need him to tighten collars?

It makes sense. The collar would have to be broken to have the seam adjusted. The one time my collar was tightened was when I was moved to the Sura Plantation, and I’d been drugged the whole while. I couldn’t even remember the trip. That means at some point during that time, my collar had been removed, shortened, and put back on. And the same thing had happened to Raja, at least once, possibly more than once.

I can tell by his silence and downcast eyes that he’s thinking about it, too. We’d essentially been freed at some point in our captivity, and then re-collared.

And the man that could do it again was really here.



We’re lead down several more hallways, until we come to an area open to the sky, sort of like a courtyard, but with no plants or landscaping to be found. It seems more like an amphitheater, with a large stone dais in the center and rows of tiered stone seating around it.

“Auction block,” the female guard tells us as we walk through the area. “Have you four never been through a processing center like this before?”

I’m a bit intrigued that she’s talking to us at all, so I reply, “Myself, no. I went through a few smaller operations before I was sold… to the last place that had me. But nothing like this.”

“It can be intimidating,” she says, “but trust me, everything will work out better for you if you just stay calm, and do as they tell you. You want to be a higher-value contract, so you’re sold for higher pay work… not just as a laborer. You’re all presentable enough and in good shape, I think you could do well for yourselves despite the red marks on your contracts. You want a house job, if you can get one. Working the fields is no place to be.”

“Thanks, I’ll keep that in mind,” I mutter, trying not to judge the woman too harshly. I think she’s earnestly trying to be helpful.

“Just keep your head down and try to avoid catching the bad eye of guards like that one in the future,” she says, glancing back over her shoulder towards the direction we came from. It takes me a few moments to realize she’s talking about Anala. “The real aggressive ones, the bitches who took their jobs just for a license to be cruel, they won’t care about breaking a law or two when it comes to servants. It’s shit, and I’m sorry for you all for having to deal with that, but not all overseers are like that. We’ve got a lot of buyers for some decent places coming in tomorrow, if you play your cards right, you could end up in a much better situation.”

“The only ‘situation’ I’m interested in is freedom from this damned collar,” Raja growls out.

“Your contracts weren’t the worst I’ve seen,” she says. “You’ve got a good chance of being out in a few years if you find good work. Just stay focused and try not to cause any more trouble.”

“No promises,” Raja says with a visible fang as he grins.

The woman, of course, doesn’t catch on to his meaning. She has no idea what we have planned, why we’re here, or what we’ve done in the past. She keeps leading us through the auction area, unawares that her well-intentioned advice was pointless.

It serves as a reminder, though. A lot of these people, even the hyenas themselves, aren’t monsters. They’re just people caught up on the other side of the same system. True, this woman had the freedom to do something else with her life. But we don’t know her circumstances. It could be her family has served as guards for this place for generations, and just like with my own father and mother, she was raised to inherit her family’s only known skill. She doesn’t even seem the aggressive sort, despite her size and how well-equipped and armed she is, or she’d be disciplining Raja for his obstinance.

From there we head back into another enclosed area of the building, a long windowless hallway that leads towards what can really only be called a ‘cell block’. It reminds me of the one room in Lochan’s guardhouse, except if there was an entire small building devoted to housing people like that.

Luckily, it’s not quite maximum security. There are two guards at the entranceway and two more on positions along catwalks overlooking a common area, another courtyard of sorts, open to the sky. All of the barred doors to the ‘cells’ are currently open, and a good two dozen collared people are milling about. I can smell rice porridge, and a few of them have bowls and are eating, so I think we caught them at supper.

“There should be empty rooms, maybe even a few mats left,” the guard tells us as she leads us past the other two guards into the common area. “There’s always water in the buckets over there. It’s for drinking,” she stresses that, suggesting they’ve had issues with that. “If you haven’t eaten yet, let the guards know and they’ll bring you a bowl. The Manager will decide what to do with your contracts by tomorrow, so until then, you’ll be staying here. The doors are closed and locked at dusk, make sure you’re in a room by then. Doesn’t matter which. This is only temporary housing.”

She looks us over as we file into the courtyard, her eyes settling on the chains binding us together, and tugs at something on her belt. “Oh, and let me remove those… .”

I bite my tongue before I can say ‘No’. We had to get the one decent, considerate guard. We’d also thought this place’s housing would be tighter on security. Anala had assured us the shackles were a must, that moving us here without them would have seemed suspicious. A lot of servants ran while they were being transported.

We’d been doing well so far, but that one decision was about to sink us.

She reaches for Ahsan’s first, and he makes a noise in the back of his throat and looks at me, uncertain what he should do. I have no answer for him, but I slip a hand under my cloak, and I can see that Raja is doing the same. We hadn’t wanted to have to fight our way out of here during the day, let alone right off the bat, but here we are and it doesn’t’ seem we’ll have a chance.

She pauses before she brings the key to the cuffs, though. She gives them an inquisitive look for a moment or so, and then she simply pulls the pin and opens them.

“Unlocked,” she says curiously, then collects the set off of him and disconnects them from the chain that binds us all together. She gives it another second or so worth of thought, then simply shrugs, and smirks at us. “Your lady wasn’t all that careful with you. Guess a Priestess doesn’t need to be.”

“She’s the only one with a sword,” I say pointedly.

“Ha! Truth,” the woman chuckles. “Well, no need for the cuffs here. I’ll see that they’re returned to her.” She collects the rest of our shackles, looping the chains over her arm.

She finally leaves us at that, and I think we all breathe a sigh of relief. Ahsan is the first to say something as we all head over towards a less crowded corner of the courtyard.

“Too many close calls,” he mutters.

“You say that like it’s a bad thing. I say we’ve gotten very lucky so far,” Lavanya murmurs, glancing briefly back over her shoulder at one of the guards walking the catwalk behind and above us. “The Gods are with us.”

“Anala knew this place,” I say. “I can’t say how involved the Gods are, but we can credit a lot of our success so far to her knowledge. She was right about them not strip-searching us, and letting us keep our belongings, too.” I put my pack down, feeling the weight of my scimitar between my shoulder blades in its sheath. “Past this point, we’re making it up as we go. So I’m open to ideas.”

“The guards on the catwalks are a problem,” Raja says quietly, his blue eyes briefly flicking up above us.

“Yeah, I was just thinking the same thing,” I sigh. “But at least they don’t have guns.”

“I saw one of them turn,” Ahsan whispers. “They’ve got crossbows. Quicker to reload than a pistol.”

“Yeah, and we’re just as dead if we get shot by one,” Raja says. “So they’ve gotta go.”

“We have to get them down from there,” I say grimly, because I know there’s no easy answer to that.

“Not happening,” Lavanya states. “I’m sure they’re instructed not to come down. There’s probably also some kind of signal up there for them to light if there’s a breakout.”

“I didn’t see walkways or staircases up, so I’m guessing they get up there from somewhere else in the building,” I say. “So we can’t get up there to them… .”

Silence falls over the group at that. It doesn’t seem anyone has an answer to this problem. This was exactly one of the scenarios we feared. Something we didn’t expect, something as simple as guards on a catwalk, that would trip up any escape plan.

“We should have jumped that bitch guard on the way here,” Raja mutters bitterly.

As much as his phrasing pisses me off, I’m inclined to agree. I would’ve hated to have had to kill the one guard that tried to reach out to us, though.

“I… can think of one thing I could do,” Ahsan says hesitantly. Extremely hesitantly, which instantly makes me nervous. I look to him, lifting my brows and reaching for his hand beneath the notice of the others.

He takes a breath, and seems to steel himself. “It wouldn’t take care of the guards on the catwalk, exactly… but it might get us out of here. But… .”

“Let me guess,” Raja says wryly. “We’re not going to like it?”

Ahsan looks down. “No. You might enjoy this one, Raja.”
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Chapter 6
Burn

I obviously never imagined my life would turn out the way it did, when I was younger. I knew at least by the time I was working that it would be hard, that I’d probably never stop working until the day I died, and that my father would making everything that was already intolerable about it worse.

But I never thought I’d have hard decisions to make. I always thought my path in life would be direct, laid out for me and as unchanging as it had been for my family going back generations. Getting up and forcing my body through the motions might be physically trying, contending with a difficult family would be just as emotionally taxing, but it never seemed like there were any other options out there to torture myself over. That was the one constant. Hard living, but steady.

It was difficult enough for me to adjust to married life, and living with the guilt over what had happened with my father, but I’d literally been forced into both situations and I could reason that I’d had no choice but to act as I had. I’d thought then that that would be the worst of it. If I could overcome that, I’d find my way to happiness somehow.

But everything since my wife had left had been such a tumult of unexpected, unfathomable events. If you’d told the younger me what would become of my life someday, I would have stared at you open-mouthed and not known what to say.

And yet somehow, I’m enduring it. I’m alive, I’m trying to keep my wits about me, and I’m still trying… desperately trying… to find my way to happiness.

At this point I’ve begun to doubt my capabilities less and less. It’s not a matter of ‘can I do this’? It’s become more a question of ‘is it worth the cost’? The violence I’ve made a part of my existence has to be taking a toll on me. It’s sure as hell taking a toll on the world around me.

How many more people in my path need fall before I’ve gone from freedom fighter to outright villain? How justified can we be, before we’ve just become murderers?

I wish I knew. It feels like there has to be a line somewhere, and I’m not sure if I’ve crossed it yet.



I’ve got my back flat to the cool stone wall of a cell, the chipped paint tickling my shoulder blades, when I hear his voice. Somewhat raspy, like a man who’s smoked too much, but a little higher in pitch than most men’s, and a false friendliness that coils low in my gut like a live eel. I never thought… I had always hoped… that I’d never have to hear him again.

Lord Sachsen.

“By the Gods, it is my Ahsan,” his voice echoes in the courtyard just beyond my cell door. Dusk is falling, and they’re locking doors, one of the guards moving slowly down the line. The sound of the metal hinges punctuates the conversation I hear outside, slowly nearing towards my door.

This plan of Ahsan’s was risky in the extreme, and terrifying for me personally, because if it went poorly, he was out there alone. As it is, it could have gone badly from the start. Informing the guards that he was wanted by the Lord in charge of this place, then hoping the man would come to see him personally … .

But Ahsan had seemed certain that for one, the guards in the holding cells would have been told to look for us. Thankfully our disguises must have held up, because they hadn’t picked us out immediately. But as soon as he’d told them who he was, they seemed to realize he might have been important. Important enough at least to go tell their Lord.

And he’d also gambled that Sachsen would come personally. That’s what had made me the most nervous. Ahsan seemed certain the man would come to confirm who he was in person, and would not want to wait for them to bring him to him. That had been my greatest fear. If they’d simply come to retrieve him, there’s little we could have done save fight then and there, and then we’d be sitting ducks for the men on the catwalks.

But in the end, Ahsan knew this man better than any of us. He’d seemed certain, and I’d come to trust him when he was certain. Ahsan wasn’t one for bluster. He rarely insisted on something unless he was sure he was right.

I still didn’t know much of anything about the relationship the hyena Lord had once had with Ahsan. Like many of the things in his past that hurt him, Ahsan kept most of it close to the chest. To this day, I didn’t know the full extent of what his ‘mother’ had done to him, and I probably never would. Some questions didn’t need answers.

All I knew was that Ahsan was terrified of this man. He’d been terrified of him in the garden at the Sura Plantation when I’d met him for the first time, and the concept of seeing him again face to face now, even considering what we were planning, had definitely frightened him. But he was the one who’d insisted we go this route. I wasn’t sure what that meant. It’s possible he wanted to confront him.

I don’t know. As close as Ahsan and I are, I don’t always understand him.

“How the Gods have blessed me,” the Lord says, his tone hard to read. I’m worried for Ahsan regardless, but I’m not sure if he sounds suspicious or if he’s just his usual level of sleazy. “How is it you found your way to me, little dancer?” He croons. “You’ll forgive me for saying so, but I thought we’d lost you forever, considering the… company you chose to keep. I was quite afraid for your safety.”

“I left them,” he recites our carefully-rehearsed story. “After the oasis… I-I didn’t… couldn’t be a part of it any more. All the death, and the fighting… .”

“You made yourself a part of that world, lovely,” the man says, still in that hard-to-read tone. “You chose to leave with them during the revolt. I was shocked when I heard you got swept up in that dreadful affair, but so it was.” He sounds like he’s reprimanding him, but I can’t be sure how angry he really is, if at all. The fact that he came for Ahsan personally suggests he does still hold a torch for him.

“Please,” Ahsan pleads. “I didn’t… I didn’t feel I had a choice. I was in the manor when they came, a-and… they were killing everyone. They told me to come with them, and I… had nowhere else to go.”

“You would have been safely away from that place if you had come with me when I wanted to purchase you,” the older man says, his tone definitely sounding a bit darker, now. More real anger. My hand grips the hilt of my scimitar tightly, and I want so badly to go to Ahsan.

But he hasn’t given the signal, which means Sachsen isn’t close enough to him yet.

Slide, latch. The guard locking doors is four cells down, drawing closer.

“I… should have,” Ahsan says. It’s the first time his voice breaks and he sounds less-than-convincing. He’s managed an incredible acting job so far, but he just couldn’t get those words out believably. “I’m sorry, Lord. Please. Please forgive me. I want to be yours.”

There is a brief silence. Then the Lord speaks again. “Where are the others?”

“I…” Ahsan briefly stumbles over his words. “I don’t know. I left them behind at the oasis, and I didn’t take enough rations. I… was recaptured… soon after, when I tried to get water at a caravan stop.”

Fortunately for us, none of the guards here knew the story we’d come in with. They didn’t bother informing a rotating staff of cell block guards what each person was indentured for or who’d brought them in. So no one here could refute his story.

It was a believable story, I thought. Ahsan had come up with most of it, and he was easily the smartest person amongst us.

But the silence from Lord Sachsen is not a good sign. This man was their spymaster after all, I had to remind myself. He could probably smell bullshit like what we’d cooked up a mile away.

“Ahsan,” his voice slithers through the silence. “You wouldn’t lie to me, would you?”

“N-no!” Ahsan attempts to insist, not shouting but sounding vehement.

Slide, latch. The guard is two doors down, now.

In the shadows on the other side of the cell stands Raja, his golden fur blue in the dimming light. Lavanya crouches beside him. She has no weapon, but her claws are out. We’re approaching zero hour. We literally can’t wait much longer, or we’ll lose our chance.

“Did he come in with any others?” Sachsen asks someone else, presumably a guard.

A gruff male voice responds, “Three others.”

“Find them,” Sachsen orders sternly. Then his voice lowers, almost so much that I can’t hear it. “I was good to you, lovely. I offered you a way out. You rejected me. I’m not in the habit of giving second chances.”

“I made… mistakes,” Ahsan’s voice is equally quiet, now. There’s a rough edge to it, like he’s having trouble keeping his composure. “I’m not denying that. But I just… want peace. I don’t want to be frightened anymore.”

“You took up company with murderers of your own volition,” the older hyena reminds him. “I gave you a chance at a peaceful life, and it wasn’t good enough for you. You let your thug… assault me, instead.”

“I was frightened then,” Ahsan says, barely above a whisper.

“When have I ever given you cause to be frightened of me?” The Lord demands.

I hear no answer for a few moments, so I lean closer to the open doorway, my nose inches from the door frame.

“You purchased my first night,” Ahsan answers at last, in a very small voice. “I thought I was just supposed to dance for you. I was so young. Couldn’t you tell I was scared?”

“I’ve never hurt you,” Sachsen states.

“Everything you’ve ever done to me has hurt me,” Ahsan says, the finest edge of a growl in his voice. And then, the words we were waiting for. “I want… to be free.”

My fur goes rigid, my muscles coiling. That’s the signal.

It all seems to happen so fast. Sachsen is in the midst of some reply to Ahsan I haven’t heard over the sound of the blood rushing through my ears. The guard locking doors, now joined by another looking in cells, (presumably for us) is one door down and nearly makes it to the threshold of ours as we spring out into the courtyard.

We have but one glance to assess the situation. Sachsen and Ahsan are close, less than two feet apart, which was what we were waiting for. He has guards with him, which we expected. Two of them, well-armed like the ones who’d been with the Contract Manager. Except these two are lions. Leave it to the Spymaster to not trust his own kind to guard him.

Seconds turn to hours. Each of my footfalls that pounds on the hard sand seems so far apart, and in each precious moment it takes for me to get to them, his guards close the distance between us, leaving Sachsen and Ahsan side by side, unwatched. I have to hold out hope. I have to trust him.

I hear Raja intercepting the two guards behind us with a ferocious snarl, joined next by Lavanya’s more feminine roar. I have no time to glance behind to see how well they’re faring, because all at once, like a rush of flood waters, time is catching up to me.

I slam into the first lion guard, his arm raising his sword high over my shoulder to bring down on my neck. I took a dangerous wager that he wouldn’t see my scimitar until the last moment, running with it held behind me. It costs me a few seconds when I finally make it to him, but it’s worth it. I still beat his slow swing by a hair’s breadth, shoulder-checking him and running my sword through his gut. The scimitar’s not ideal for making deep wounds, but I feel the tell-tale initial pop as it pushes past his armor and makes its way into his flesh, and that’s all I need.

His swing still comes down, but the pain makes his grip weaken, and the blade barely connects with the thick ruff of fur pushed out beneath the edge of my collar. I feel it slice through flesh, but not deep enough to really wound me. Still, the cut is searing and soon my back is wet with blood.

But I can’t stop now.

The second lion was working his way around to flank me when his fellow drops to his knees, and he gives an angry, rumbling growl. This one uses a shield and approaches me with more caution, which doesn’t work in my favor. I’m far from a seasoned warrior, and I have no armor or shield.

A familiar but spine-tingling sound behind me gets my attention, and reminds me why I can’t let fear overtake me right now. Ahsan is growling, and someone’s body just hit the ground in a struggle. He sounds like a feral when he really lets himself go, and embraces that side of himself. I have to win here, to make sure it doesn’t go that far again.

I try to remember everything Lochan taught me, and imagine him as the lion. I can almost hear his words Be ready to attack, attack, attack. Never let go of your sword. Your opponent is better armed and armored, and he’ll block your swings. You have to surprise him. He has no less on the line here than you do. Make every movement count.

I know his strength is his defense, so I wait for him to come at me. I don’t have to wait long. He can’t afford to be patient… Ahsan is attacking his Lord, his charge, right behind me. He needs to get through me to do his job.

He comes at me with his shield up, which means his swing is delayed somewhat, having to come around from his off hand. I let him swing first anyway, betting he won’t expect that. He doesn’t, and he really puts his all into that swing, because he’s really certain he’s going to hit.

He’s not entirely wrong. I bring my sword up at the last moment and catch his, metal shrieking against metal. In a contest of strength, he’s definitely got me, so I let my blade slide down along his and release it, but on my terms.

And there, for a second, he’s unbalanced. My sword arm won’t come up in time, but it’s not my only weapon.

I crack a knee up into his gut, and I hear the wind leave him as he buckles. He gives a gurgling, angry growl, swinging once more wildly at me before he bothers to straighten up, but that swing goes entirely wide. And taking that chance was his final, fatal mistake.

I bring my blade down on his exposed sword-arm. His shield is still doing well enough to block most of his body from my swings unless I come up underneath, but his arm was wide open.

My blade leaves a deep gash in his forearm, where his armor is weakest, and he howls in pain and does exactly what Lochan had once chastised me so harshly for doing. He drops his sword.

Sometimes a fight comes down to skill, but a lot of the time, it really is just grit.

I could, but I don’t bother finishing him off. I race past him towards the two hyenas tangling on the ground. Ahsan’s eyes have gone dark, Sachsen thoroughly pinned beneath him at this point. He’s won, but he’s not stopping. His hands are tightening around the Lord’s neck, his claws nearly gone from view, as buried as they are.

“Ahsan!” I shout, trying to get his attention. It’s then that an arrow plants itself in the ground a mere foot from me, though. And I don’t think it was an intentional miss.

A shout of pain from behind me confirms that they aren’t shooting to warn. I glance briefly over my shoulder long enough to see one of the bolts sticking in the cheetah’s bicep. It looks like it caught him mostly from the side, being as he’s keeping close to the edge of the wall like he promised he would. But it’s still a serious wound.

“Ahsan!” I scream this time, and skid to my knees beside him, grabbing him by the shoulders and tugging him up. My touch, or maybe my shout, seems to snap him out of it.

When the clarity returns to his eyes, his hands go back to Sachsen’s throat, but this time with less killing intent. I help pull the man to his feet, and then I raise my voice, knowing I’ve a better chance of being heard than Ahsan. Being loud has never been a problem for me.

“Fire another bolt, and he dies!” I belt at the top of my lungs. I can see the two guards on the catwalk, on either side of the courtyard, weapons raised. They’re barely silhouettes right now against a purple sky, but their eyes are reflecting the firelight from the torches, so I know they’re looking directly at us.

I take a chance to look back at my companions. Lavanya and Raja are both still alive, and the guards near them are not. Or at the very least, they’re down for the count. Raja is bleeding, his arm seems limp, and there’s a bolt stuck through it, but he’s still got his senses about him enough to be following the path of one of the guards on the catwalk with his eyes.

But several moments pass, and no more bolts come our way. Lord Sachsen seems like he’s trying to say something, but both Ahsan and I have him gripped by the neck, and he isn’t doing much more than swallowing around our hold, gasping out a few half-words.

“Let’s move while we can,” I say, releasing my grip on the man and shoving a scimitar tip in his back instead. “Move. Out of here. Now.”

“You’ll… never… .” he chokes out.

A shout goes up from the catwalk, something along the lines of ‘Light it’, and then there’s a flare of heat and light from up there. A brazier of some sort.

“Now,” I growl out menacingly to the Lord, shoving him with my sword tip.

Raja and Lavanya make their way to us, Raja trying for all the world not to act like he’s hurt. I get a better look at the injury once he’s close, and it’s both worse and better than I thought. It’s deep through his bicep… so deep in fact that the tip has come out the other side. It didn’t so much puncture him as skim his arm, but it’s still a few inches deep in the flesh. That arm’s useless to him until we can get it out and he heals. And it must hurt like nothing else. But we should be able to get the bolt out easily since it went all the way through.

Raja stubbornly refuses to show he’s in pain, save an occasional choked-back groan. That stubbornness will have to carry him through the rest of this, so right now, I’m glad for it.

We leave as a group, just as we came in. On the way out, I see that group of rats, as well as several others who aren’t yet locked into their rooms, eyeing the now open archway, considering their options. They’ll have to brave the men on the catwalk to escape, as well. And if they aren’t willing to, there isn’t much we can do for them.

“Run while you can!” I yell at them as we leave.

None of them do. Considering there’s an entire city of hyenas between them and freedom even if they make it out of this holding area alive, I can’t really blame them.



“This wasn’t what I had in mind,” Anala says, looking us over as we arrive in the stables. Thankfully we’d been able to find a way out of the main building once we’d escaped the holding cells. The ‘auction’ area had an exit presumably meant for merchants that led to a long corridor to the main yard. A few prods of my sword into Sachsen’s back had gotten us directions to the stables from there.

“We had to improvise,” I say between breaths, the fatigue following our brief melee catching up with me.

“It’s not exactly as we planned,” she says, leaning down somewhat to look the stooped hyena Lord in the eyes. She grins slowly. “But I like it.”

“You’ll burn alive for this, you bitch,” the old hyena snarls foul, yellowed teeth at her.

I give him a shove to remind him of his situation. “Manners,” I chastise, then look back to Anala. “So, they lit some kind of fire–”

“The whole place knows there’s been a breakout,” she confirms. “I don’t know if everyone knows you’ve kidnapped their lord, but it’s only a matter of time. Let’s do what we came here for.”

“About that…” I begin, but she’s already focused on Sachsen.

“The Liberator!” She snaps at him, pulling her sword. “Where is he?!”

“No… need for… violence,” he stammers, putting his hands out in a placating manner. “I’ll tell you what you want, just… put that away, lunatic woman.”

“You really ought to hold off on the insults,” I say, arching an eyebrow disbelievingly at the man. He’s clearly a coward. I confirmed that upon my first meeting with him. But even his fear doesn’t seem to stop him from being condescending.

“It’s fine,” Anala says, still grinning. She traces her sword tip down the front of his tunic, to his belt line. Slowly. “He’ll have every right to call me a lunatic once I’m done with him.”

“What quarrel do you have with me, exactly?!” The man cries out, sounding earnestly confused in addition to the more obvious terror. “I don’t even know who you are!”

“You’re the one who started trading for pistols and gunpowder,” Anala growls lowly. “You introduced those foul weapons into a once-proud Clan, and changed it forever. Honor used to matter to the Sura. Until you.” She pushes the tip of her sword into his lower stomach, not enough to puncture him but enough that he’s forced to suck in his gut. “I devoted myself to that Clan for over a decade. My best years are behind me, I will never find a place by my Goddess’s side now. Unless I can find one last, great cause to fight for.”

“So you’re fighting for scum like them?!” He stammers, glancing over his shoulder at all of us. “I won’t pretend to understand your Priesthood, but I doubt they’d condone abetting murderers like these.”

“You know nothing of my faith! Your cowardly weapons stole my greatest battle from me! My destiny!” She shouts in a near-manic tone. “My immortality!”

I look back out towards the yard, concerned. The camel stables are a good distance from the main building, but we could still be heard.

“The Liberator!” Raja snarls out between grit teeth, interrupting Anala, who seems to have lost herself in her passion. “It doesn’t matter why we’re here, old man! Just tell us what we want to know, or you die.”

“You’ll kill me anyway… .” the old hyena groans helplessly, looking back towards Ahsan. “How can you let them do this to me?”

“We can’t afford to waste time like this,” Lavanya says impatiently. “Priestess, hurt him.”

“What?!” I demand. “He’s already our prisoner.”

“He needs to talk, or we need to give up on this whole idea and leave,” Lavanya states bluntly. “Which will it be?”

“He’s buying time,” Ahsan speaks up for the first time. “He’s dragging this out intentionally. He drew you into that argument to stall for the guards to find us, Anala.”

The Priestess narrows her eyes, then looks down at Sachsen again, enraged. Who for his part seems now all the more angry at Ahsan.

“I agree with Lavanya,” Ahsan says quietly. “Hurt him. He’ll talk.”

Before I can say anything more, Anala grabs the man’s wrist and twists. He sputters out for her to stop and tries to turn his body into the motion as much as he can, but Anala is incredibly strong, and before I can stop her, I hear a gut-wrenching pop.

He screams out in pain, which was exactly what I was afraid of. And then he’s sobbing and clutching a limp, unnaturally-bent wrist, tears leaking down his muzzle and snot pooling at the base of his quivering, broad nose. I honestly almost feel bad for the man, despite knowing what he is.

“The Liberator!” Anala stomps a foot down on one of his, digging her blunt, but still quite prominent claws into his toes. I have no doubt that if she plans to, she could probably break them.

He seems to realize it too, and stammers out a response, finally. “East… b-build… ing,” he sniffles loudly. “The forges. Near the Contract Office.” He takes a few moments to swallow back what must be nausea, and shakes his head, clutching his wrist. “You’ll not… get… what you want. Not… that easy… .”

“We will if you come with us,” Raja growls, using his one good arm to hook his shotel up around the man’s neck. I can see Sachsen’s adam’s apple bob against the blade, tears still streaming down his cheeks. But he apparently has no more to say.

He just looks once more at Ahsan, as if help will somehow still come from him. But no one here seems to have less empathy for this man than he does.

The whole of it is hard to watch. When I escaped the Plantation, I had no idea what I’d have to do to survive out in the world as an escaped servant. I’ve had to hurt people throughout my life, but never like this. Never when they were unarmed and literally begging not to be hurt. I’ve certainly never tortured someone before, or taken a hostage.

My devotion wavers hour to hour, in this ‘war’. One moment I’m determined, the next I see the lengths we have to go to to reach our ends, and I’m uncertain. I hate to be so fickle about it, but I keep finding myself in situations I’m not prepared for.

And it feels like I’m the only one. I’m supposed to be a hard man, sculpted by years of poverty, abuse and slavery. Why am I having such a difficult time dealing with all of this? Are my companions all just less sensitive than me? Even Ahsan?

We drag the man with us to the gateway into the stables, where we all linger behind the interior wall and wait for a group of guards outside to pass. The size of this compound works in our favor – even with the guards alerted that there are escaped servants on the premises, we should be able to find our way between the patrolling groups if we’re careful. And most of them don’t even look particularly alarmed.

I’m guessing the word’s not out on exactly what we’ve done, yet. I even overhear two women walking past who wonder aloud if the signal fire was a mistake.

Once we get into to the main building again, it won’t be this easy. Right now we’re on the outside edge of it, not far from that corridor that leads to the auction area. A few careful dashes between some of the sheds out back here that are used to store grain and animal feed, and we’ve reached the corridor again.

My gaze travels down the building towards the distant entranceway we first used to get in. Through that doorway, down one hallway and past two guards, maybe less or none by now, is the contract room. I can’t expect my comrades to share my priorities, but I would rather find my son than find this Liberator. His future matters more to me than my freedom.

But we move down the corridor, and with every step, I feel like I’m moving farther and farther away from him. It’s a hard feeling to describe, because in a way I know my chances of finding anything there were small. But it still feels like someone is threading a needle through my heart, tied to some distant point. And the farther I go, the more it tugs at me.

We steer clear of the corridor leading off from the amphitheater towards the holding cells, but we’re still seen by a small retinue of guards that were headed out, presumably after having seen the slaughter inside.

What follows is a bloody, if brief fight that I barely take part in. With Anala with us and in full fury, three guards is hardly a challenge. She fells the first before he has a chance to raise his blade, and I provide a brief distraction so she isn’t flanked while she fights the other two, but she makes quick work of both of them soon after. The difference in skill is staggering, and she seems less than pleased by the end of it.

“You don’t bother paying career soldiers here, I see,” she spits at Sachsen as we head past the three fresh bodies. “Just civilians with swords.”

I turn my eyes away, with difficulty.

We only run afoul of two more guards on the way to the Forge, and they’re two poorly-equipped men outside the building near one of the supply sheds, probably there to guard some Lord’s personal belongings. They take all of two seconds to look us over, blood-spattered and with a well-armored warrior at our fore, and they decide the better of standing up to us. I’m glad for it.

Anala lets them go. At the very least, she doesn’t seem bloodthirsty when it comes to the weak.

We approach the open gateway into the forge area with care, Raja walking slowly with Lord Sachsen in front of him, shotel still hooked around his neck. Anala stops us all in the doorway, ears up and nose to the wind, and after a still moment, she bangs the flat of her blade against the stone archway.

“Come out,” she demands. “Whoever you are. We aren’t here to kill you.”

I can feel the heat from inside the place, even though I’m still standing outside. The overwhelming scent of the forge stings my nose, and reminds me vaguely of working in the kilns. Anala eventually steps inside after a few more silent moments go by, and we all follow suit slowly.

The place seems smaller on the inside than I would have expected. It’s a round, domed building attached to the main structure, sort of like a planned edition. There’s a large sky light in the top, through which I can see the beginnings of stars dotting the dark blue sky.

The forge itself is in the very center, and it seems no different than any I have seen in the past, if more meticulously kept than the ones that made tools in the merchant districts back home near the Hyronses.

There’s a good amount of normal blacksmith’s goods here, too. Long racks for cooling, with a lot of freshly-crafted chains and shackles, rims for wagon wheels, even horse shoes. Those, I’m assuming, must be mostly for northerners, not too many peoples use horses this far south.

There’s a large metal pot of steaming water that doesn’t appear to be over any fire, but the source of the heat is fairly clear – the handles of several pairs of smithing tools, cooling.

It’s also obvious that someone lives here. The place is set up like a residence on one side, with a desk laden with various trinkets and belongings, a few trunks that probably contain clothing, and a curtain concealing what is likely a sleeping area.

Anala points to it, then nods to us, slowly and quietly picking her way across the cluttered area towards it. Raja, Lavanya and Ahsan stay back, but I decide to join her. I don’t entirely trust the woman’s self-control. We came all this way for this man, and I’m giving up a lot to be here instead of where my heart yearns to be.

A lot’s lead up to this moment, so you can imagine how anticlimactic it all feels when, at last, we quite literally pull back the curtain… and are met with the sight of a diminutive old hyena, deep in slumber. Anala drops her hand away from the curtain, and looks to me uncertainly.

I push past her a little to look down at the man. I’m not sure what I was expecting all this time, but he isn’t it. He’s ancient, for one. Gnarled limbs curled to his side, chest slowly rising and falling, with a badly damaged ear. His fur is greying most everywhere and sparse in places along his chin and forehead.

His forehead. That catches my attention. I head towards him, narrowing my eyes as I try to make out what’s there. He has a tattoo, or a burn of some sort… .

His eyes snap open when I move over him, and he gives the strangest wheeze of a noise and swings a fist out at me.

	I’m not exactly scared of the man, but I still back up when he comes up swinging, and keep my sword out just in case. The sound must have worried my comrades, because I hear their footsteps moving in behind me, and soon we’re all there staring down at the stooped old man.

Sachsen gives a frustrated noise from behind me. “He will not help you,” he whuffs out breathlessly, still winded from our flight here. He doesn’t sound like he’s doing well. Given the mixture of pain and exhaustion… and his overall bad health… I’m not sure how much longer we’ll be able to keep him with us.

“He will,” Anala says, raising her sword and pointing it at him. The old hyena mostly seemed confused when he was woken by us, but clarity seems to have returned to him now that he’s awake, and he’s… far too calm, given the situation.

“You’re the Liberator, yes?” Anala demands.

He doesn’t answer. He stares back at her, with a confidence I envy.

“He won’t answer you,” Sachsen says, sounding at least minorly smug again.

“Shut up!” Raja snaps, and I hear a pained sound, suggesting he either kicked or punched the Lord. Or just twisted his wrist further.

“Look at the mark,” I point out, approaching the man more warily this time, and indicating the burned tattoo on his forehead with the tip of my sword.

It’s simple. A circle, broken in two places.

“Like a collar… .” Ahsan murmurs.

“This is him,” Lavanya says, sounding somewhat emotional for her. “The Liberator. Let’s just get him out of here. We can worry about making him talk later.”

“He’ll never talk,” Sachsen says again, and this time I know Raja twists his wrist, because I turn around in time to catch him.

“Enough, you piece of shit!” The cheetah growls between his teeth.

“Raja!” I snarl. “Stop. He’s just running his mouth.”

“I am… warning you,” Sachsen says with a lot of evident strain in his voice. “You did… all of this… for nothing. Do you really think we rely on-ngh… loyalty to keep the collar-cutting art secretive?”

“Alright, I’m gagging him,” Lavanya sighs.

“No, wait,” I take a few steps towards him, looking down at the beaten hyena. “What do you mean?”

He looks back up at me. “Check his mouth,” he says.

I narrow my eyes quizzically, then turn to look back at the hyena. By the time I have, Anala, who’s been standing beside him the whole time, has grabbed the old man by the jaw and is forcing his mouth open. She does so for a whole second before releasing him, a look of disgust on her face.

“His tongue,” she says, curling a lip. “They cut his tongue out.”

“He can’t write, either,” Sachsen says, back to sounding at least a little self-satisfied. “None of them can.”

“Then we’ll learn directly from him,” Lavanya insists. “We’ll… take him with us… .”

“Off by even a little, and you’ll kill whomever you use that tool on,” Sachsen warns. “It’s a fine art. Most of the Liberators even kill a few before they get it right, and that’s when they’re not being held captive and forced.”

A silence descends over our group, and it lasts far too long.

“So,” Lord Sachsen’s tone is practically sing-song now, quietly mocking us. “Who’s first?”

Raja hauls off and cracks him in the jaw, and I happen to know for a fact that he already sustained some pretty serious damage there not so long ago. This time I hear a tooth crack, and the man gives a pained, muffled howl, his head slumping forward. It was the other side this time, at least.

“He could be lying,” Lavanya says, but even she sounds like she doesn’t believe her own words.

“No,” I sigh, looking at the man. The dead-eyed expression he’s giving us all hasn’t changed. “Look at him. We’ll have trouble even getting him out of here… and he’s not going to help us. Even if he did, we’d run the risk of letting him kill whoever he uses that tool on. Is that a risk any of you want to run?”

“Yes!” Raja cries out vehemently, the desperation in his tone so palpable, it hurts me to hear it. I have no doubt he’d let this man bring a searing-hot forge tool to his neck, regardless of the possible consequences. It’s easy to forget that I’ve only had to bear this burden for a few years, now. Raja can barely remember a time in his life when he was free. He wants it so badly. He’ll let this man work on him if we take him out of here with us. No matter the risks.

“We stand a better chance of figuring this out on our own,” I say, trying to gather strength in my voice, so I can convince my friends. Right now we need to escape this place, and make the best of this situation. If we can’t escape here with our lives, our freedom won’t matter.

“Let’s take the tool,” I say. “We’ll have time and a lot of heads to put together once we’ve got it. And maybe we can find help. We’ll figure it out together. We don’t need him.”

Over the last few weeks, I haven’t had a lot of confidence in what we’ve been doing. But right now, in this moment, I believe in what I’m saying… and maybe that comes through. Because everyone, even Anala, looks to me after that and I can feel that we’re all of the same mind.

“We’ll free ourselves,” Ahsan agrees.

Lavanya nods. Even Raja.

“You will become your own Liberators,” Anala agrees, grinning like the enjoys the sound of that. Then, at once, her eyes narrow and fix themselves on Sachsen. “Which tool is it?”

“As if I know!” The Lord growls out irritably. “Do you honestly think I spend any time here?! The old man isn’t going to be able to tell you, so–”

“It’s got to be one of these, right?” I hear Lavanya saying from closer to the forge. She wandered over there at some point while Sachsen was ranting, and is staring down into the cooling pot.

I join her, as she begins to lift the tools out. “Do you think you can tell?” I ask her.

“No,” she admits. “But I’ve got strong shoulders. I can carry a bushel of tools.”

I smirk at that, and help her pull them all out, unshouldering my pack. I dump out what’s left in it, mostly a few rations and some spare clothing, and we load the still warm instruments into the large leather satchel.	

Sachsen is thoroughly deflated by now, slumped on his knees, looking for all the world like he might pass out. Anala is still standing beside the Liberator, looking at him uncertainly.

I put a hand on her shoulder while the others get ready to leave, lowering my voice. “He’s the weakest of the weak, Priestess,” I say. “Surely not worth cutting down.”

“It’s not that I wish to,” she says thoughtfully, something akin to pity in her eyes as she looks at the man. “But my Order requires that we put down anyone who is grievously injured or suffering.”

“He’s just old,” I insist.

“No,” she says with certainty, staring into his dead eyes. “He is suffering.”

He isn’t even looking at us anymore… just staring straight forward. I can’t tell you what they must have done to the man to make him this way, but I’m sure it didn’t stop at his tongue.

I put a hand on her arm and manage to ease her away, and she doesn’t fight me. It’s only as we’re nearing the door that I realize there’s one loose end we haven’t tied up yet.

But Ahsan never forgot. I turn to see he’s lingered behind, and is standing over the slumped Lord.

“Ahsan… .” I caution quietly.

But what can I say to the young hyena that’s justified, really? I can’t know what he suffered at the hands of the older man. I can’t say what punishment is right for him. And I shouldn’t be the one to decide. Ahsan should.

It just hurts me to see how much the past few months have changed him, and I know this will change him, too.

“I… knew you’d kill me,” Sachsen murmurs, his voice not sounding at all at peace with the idea, but diminished by pain and exhaustion. “I just didn’t think it would be you who did it, lovely.”

“No,” Ahsan says. “You get to live.”

The older man looks up at him, shocked. But the striped hyena isn’t done, yet.

“You get to live, so you can answer to the Sura for your failures here,” he says. “Your poor security. Allowing us to raid your depot. Being taken prisoner and leading a group of escaped servants directly to a Liberator. I’m not sure what they’ll do to you, but I’m sure it will be humiliating. Long, and drawn out… humiliation.”

Sachsen stares up at him, his ears tipping back in realization.

“Try and explain to the people you call your family that you were powerless,” he continues, quietly. “That we forced you. That you didn’t want to do it. See how much they care.”

He turns at that, then a moment later, looks over his shoulder.

“Or run,” he says. “Run from the Clan. But if you’re going to do that, I’d suggest you brace yourself for a hard road. It doesn’t get better from here on out.”

He rejoins us as we leave the forge, Anala in the lead. I feel like I’m walking beside a different person.

We take off across the grounds with our precious stolen cargo in Lavanya’s arms. Raja is beginning to lose some of his fervor and stamina, I can tell when he starts lagging behind as we run. But without having to say a thing to one another, the whole group slows its pace to match his. One side of his back and his entire arm are stained in blood by this point, and the bolt’s still in there, which I know must be causing him pain with every movement. He soldiers on despite it, though.

When we make it to the amphitheater again, I feel that tug on my insides. Anala begins making for the corridor that leads outside, but the path we took from the Contract Office is on the other side, visible from here. I have to decide now.

Raja is hurt. We’re all tired, even Anala. The place is crawling with guards who probably know by now that we kidnapped a Lord. By pursuing my own goals, I’d be putting my friends’ lives at risk.

But it’s my son. My family.

It’s a chance.

“This way!” I shout, pressing past Anala to head towards the distant archway.

“What?” She barks at me from behind, sounding confused.

“The Contract Office!” I shout back.

“There’ll still be guards there!” Lavanya insists between labored breaths. She’s carrying a good third of herself in blacksmith’s tools, so it’s amazing she’s kept up as well as she has.

“It might be worth it to get one good fight out of all of this,” Anala says with a huffing chuckle.

“It’s a straighter shot from there to the main gate,” Ahsan reasons, looking to me with a nod. I know he’s just backing me up because he knows what I want in there, but I still appreciate it.

Raja is silent save a low growl of pain, and that gets to me. If anyone suffers because of this decision, it’s likely to be him. Or Anala, I suppose. One of these days she’s going to find a warrior that’s her better. But considering that’s all she wants out of life, I can’t seem to feel bad about it.

We make our way down the cramped, windowless hallways they walked us down not hours ago, and round the two corners necessary to reach the office without trouble. But as soon as we take the second, I find myself nearly crashing into a guardsman.

And I recognize her.

The woman’s muzzle falls open and she brings her scimitar and shield up far too slowly in her moment of shock. I’m in the front of our party, and I have my sword out. I could fall back and hand the burden of dealing with this woman off to Anala, but we’re here because of me.

Every moment of indecision and regret I’ve had up until now pales before the reality of the next few seconds. This is my doing, my responsibility, for my purpose. This woman is no more or less faceless than any other guard or hunter I’ve killed in the past… I just happened to have spoken to her once. But still, this feels like a point of no return.

My heart is strung so tightly now, it feels fit to burst. The room that might contain the means to find my son is not feet away, and she is all that stands in the way.

I grip my blade, and swing.



We can’t afford to take much time inside the Contract Office once we make it there, and it’s a good thing, because the blood drying in my fur is making me feel like I want to tear my skin off. All I want to do is leave this place, and bury myself in the sand somewhere for a long time.

“A final statement,” Anala says cryptically with a satisfied smile as she lifts a lantern. It looks like the Contract Manager fled long before we got here, and left unfinished work on her table.

The light is proving useful to Ahsan, as he hurriedly moves along the shelves, his eyes darting across the scrawlings written there.

“H-here!” He says suddenly. “Lower Hyronses.”

He pulls out one of the massive ledgers. Looking through actual contracts would take too much time, so he’s hoping to find something of note in one of the large log books. They don’t log specifics there, but they may at least give us some idea where to look.

He cracks the book somewhere in the middle, then takes a brief moment to read something, and begins flipping backwards through pages.

“I’m going to try to find yours,” he explains hurriedly. “Since we know your timeline. Hers should be somewhere before… yours… .”

It takes him longer than I’d like to hunt through the pages to find the right year, or season, or whatever it is he’s looking for. It’s all gibberish to me. All I can do is lean down over his shoulder and curse myself for the thousandth time for not being a able to read.

Raja is leaning against the wall, his head resting against the window frame. He stares out it as a light bobs past, sending dancing shadows across the room from the outline of the bars.

“Only a matter of time before they look for us here,” he points out, his voice raspy and strained.

“This looks like the right amount. You’re only listed as a jackal, but I saw your contract, they don’t’ distinguish,” Ahsan murmurs, running a claw across a particular section. “I … think this is a notation for yours … from your first transfer. There are a few others listed, too–” He pounds the book with his palm suddenly. “Yes, there! That’s the last transfer. Signed off by Lochan. I … recognize his writing. It was never very good.”

I can hear the pain in his voice, but all I can do is lean slightly against him and let him know I’m there. He doesn’t let himself get lost in the bad memories, thankfully, and begins leafing backwards through the book again, this time a bit more slowly and carefully.

“Alright, that gives me a trail to follow,” his eyes move hurriedly over pages. “And a … source. An agent near the Hyronses. He signed a lot of jackals …”

Anala is walking the length of the room holding the lantern, moving things about. I have no idea why or what she’s doing, but right now I’m not going to worry about it. Especially not when I notice Ahsan’s fixed on one particular page.

“How old was your son?” He asks me suddenly. “When she would have been signed?”

“Almost two years,” I say, my heart freezing.

He settles a claw on a line of text like all the others as far as I’m concerned, indecipherable as anything important. “Mother and child, male,” he reads. “Jackals. Child can walk, but must be carried for caravan travel. Contract entered into for household labor demands for new settlement on the Mataa’Atel Shanivaar.”

“The Islands of Tears?” Anala speaks up, glancing over at us from where she seems to be piling contract scrolls on one of the desks.

“You know where this place is?” I demand.

“The Shanivaar are a string of islands off the west coast,” she says, looking over her pile like she’s considering something. “Terrible growing weather, monsoon jungles, rough country for permanent settlements. A few of the lesser clans are turning them into trade hubs for northern and western fleets, though. Practically everything has to be shipped in, the land gives up nothing.”

“There are at least forty other listings around that time for contracts entered into for labor on this island,” Ahsan says, looking to me. “They’re shipping in people. They must not have the population to support the labor needs yet, so they’re using contracted workers.”

He reaches for me, putting a hand on my arm. “Kadar,” he says softly, “I can’t prove this listing was for your family. I’ve told you all there is. But it seems likely… or else it’s an enormous coincidence.”

“It’s them,” I say, feeling it, knowing it. “It has to be.”

“Kadar, there’s no contract for your son,” he says, his dark eyes staring up into mine. “She only took a contract out on herself. Her son is listed as an expense. She took him with her, but… he’s free.”

A shattering crash jars us both out of the moment, and then a plume of heat washes over my back. I turn, shocked, to find Anala standing over a small inferno of burning scrolls and a now shattered lantern, a flask of something that looks decidedly like lamp oil in her free hand.

“What the hell are you doing?!” Raja demands, clutching his arm and backing away from the swiftly growing fire.

“One final statement on our way out the door,” Anala grins, showing most of her teeth. “This war begins now!”
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Chapter 7
Reclamation

It’s hard to put into words how much I’ve lost. I’ve even lost my ability to feel bad for myself, because I’ve learned about so many other horrible things that happen in the world, in many cases to the people I know. I’m not even sure if it’s right to be angry or upset about the injustices I’ve suffered, when I compare them in my mind to… say… being sold into slavery as a child. Or having my genitals mutilated. Or even being brainwashed by a warmongering religious order.

Most of the time, I just don’t know how to feel. Ahsan tells me that my feelings are valid simply because they are my feelings, and nothing can be wrong with that. But I can’t always see things the way he does. Understanding seems to come so much more easily to him.

It’s not that he doesn’t suffer, or that he doesn’t face confusion about his own emotions. I’ve seen him torture himself over what happened to Lochan, watched his uncertainty about Anala evolve. But he always seems to find his way through the forest faster than I do, and just… comes to an understanding with himself, somehow.

And he’s not afraid to talk about it. That’s the part that really baffles me. He shows me how he feels, unashamedly. He shows the whole world. He may not speak on every detail of his past, but he isn’t afraid to be the person it made him. Not even when that person is an explosion of withheld rage.

Whereas it took me months to even tell him what happened between my wife and I. And I still haven’t been able to tell him exactly how I feel for him.

Maybe the reason I don’t know how to feel about the things happening in my life right now, why I lack the conviction my comrades have, and why I can’t seem to express myself freely, are all one in the same problem. I’m afraid to admit my feelings, because they aren’t… the feelings a man should have. They’re weak.

I’m confused about my feelings for Ahsan, and a man should be certain, and in control of his relationships, with women or otherwise. The husband is meant to lead, not play the role of the fickle courtesan.

I don’t have the conviction someone like Anala or Raja has for our fight for freedom, because… I don’t like fighting. It’s become a necessity and I’ve gotten better at it, and I thought that meant it was going to get easier. But it hasn’t. I still dream about the blood, the smell of viscera, the cries of the dying and wonder about the lives we’ve ended.

And I can’t express myself because I’m afraid if I do, everyone will know I’m not the strong man I pretend to be. Just because I’ve gotten through everything that’s happened to me throughout my life doesn’t mean I’ve gotten over it. Living with the things I’ve done is hard, and the pain is slow to fade.

You can pretend to be someone for a very long time before life tests you, really tests you, and you learn who you really are. These past few years have taught me a lot about myself, and I’m afraid to let my friends see the weak man I truly am.

Even Ahsan.



We only barely escape the inferno in the Contract Manager’s office, but it’s the best distraction for an escape one could ask for. We flee the compound lost amongst the throngs of onlookers and fleeing traders, and we don’t stop running until we’re blocks away, and only then because Raja literally collapses in a cramped alleyway between two buildings.

Anala and I help the now nearly delirious cat to his feet and hurry him as well as we can the final few blocks towards the abandoned house… or rather the wreckage of one… where we left our camels and what remained of our supplies.

“He can’t leave the city,” I insist between gasping breaths, looking to the slumped cheetah worriedly. “We can’t just go back out into the desert. He needs a physician.”

Anala is quiet for a few moments, her eyes moving upwards towards the stars, as if she’s asking for help. I’m short on patience, but she speaks up before I can.

“I know a place,” she says, suddenly. “They have an herbal healer, and they’ll hide us for the right price.”

“We’re nearly out of coin,” I remind her.

She grins suddenly, showing a fang. “Are we?”

“Nnnhhhhh,” Raja groans, his blue eyes flicking open to slits for a moment or two before he slumps again.

“Fine,” I say quickly. “We’re putting our faith in you, Anala.”

All I can hope as we head back out onto the streets is that she’s not taking us to some kind of temple. Her Order might take her back in, and that’s a big ‘might’ at this point I’d say, but they probably won’t have much pity for people like us.

We walk the streets at a much less suspicious pace now, just a weary group of travelers. Raja could pass for a drunk, but to be honest, not many people are out at this hour in this area of the city and those that are don’t seem concerned with us.

That changes… at least the part about there not being many people out… once we start heading into the district Anala’s leading us towards.

“This is…” I begin.

“The Red Lantern district,” Ahsan murmurs, glancing dubiously back at Anala. “Why are you taking us here?”

“Like I said, I know a place we can shelter,” she says. “A place where they don’t ask questions.”

Lavanya curls her lip as we begin to pass the curtained houses, many just now lighting their lanterns and opening up for the night. “For the record, I am opposed to this,” she says, as if it needed saying.

“I… would tend to agree,” I say to Lavanya. “But we can’t really afford to be choosy right now, and if Anala knows a place we can take Raja, I’m willing to be open-minded.”

I see more than a few servants walking the streets here, almost all of them women. Some of them absurdly young, but still wearing red in their sarees, suggesting they’re for sale. A pair of two young fennecs who barely have breasts wave their fans at me, and I force myself to look away lest I get angry.

“We not good enough for you, jackal?” They call after me, or at least one of them does.

The second joins in, “Take your friend home, he’s crocked!”

“Make sure no one sees his shoulder,” Lavanya reminds me, and I nod, keeping the cheetah between Anala and I.

We finally reach what must be the place, because Anala slows and stops near an old weathered door, painted with foreign patterns. Or lettering? I’m not sure. She heads up to it and knocks several times, then we wait for what feels like an eternity.

At last, something unlocks on the other side of the heavy wooden door. My eyes travel up the short, squat building. It barely looks occupied, save that I can tell a few of the windows must have lanterns inside, behind heavy, obscuring curtains. It’s one of the older structures, with a roof that’s been repaired many times by many different hands, judging by the mismatched clay shingles. It looks like it was painted at one point, but it’s original color is impossible to make out.

A large, meaty paw wraps around the edge of the door and pushes it open a few inches. A thick muzzle reveals itself, dark brown and grey along its jawline, and definitely canine.

A wolf, I realize. A northern wolf. You don’t see many in Mataa, we have wolves but not nearly so large or dark-furred.

“No more Sura business,” an impossibly deep, guttural voice growls out. “The word’s out on your jobs. Clifton’s men never made it back. None of ‘em.”

“We don’t work for the Sura,” Anala assures him.

He gives her a long look, his yellow eyes catching the lantern light from outside. “No,” he says, with that northern accent the Dog Lords all have. “I remember you. You work for them. You came here when they were hiring Clifton’s boys.”

“Past tense,” Anala says, and digs beneath her cloak for a moment, before producing something I’ve never seen on her before. A small box. It’s only a few inches deep, perhaps once a cigar box. She cracks it open and even I catch the glint of the gold inside.

That seems to peak the wolf’s interest. He runs a thick, calloused paw over his lower jaw, considering. “You in trouble?” He asks.

Anala shuts the box, and simply stares at him silently.

“… right,” he mutters after a while, then steps back and opens the door fully. “Well no making trouble here. You know the rules.”

“We just need rooms for the night, and your healer,” she says, stepping through. I follow out of necessity, since she’s helping me carry Raja, and the others eventually follow.

As Anala and the big wolf talk business, I take a moment to look around the strange place we’ve entered, keeping Raja with me. I’m more than strong enough to support the cat alone, even as tired as I am. And he isn’t dead on his feet exactly… he’s still mostly managing to stand under his own power.

The ground floor is essentially one large room, with a bar and a few tables, most of which are currently occupied. The place’s furnishings and decoration are nothing extraordinary, but what does stand out are the people.

This place is full of foreigners. Most of them are canine, but there’s also a tiger whose fur is thick enough that I know he’s from the north country, a table of dark-furred foxes wearing exotic leathers that certainly weren’t made locally, and a few creatures I can’t even identify. The bartender is a spotted creature that I’d say upon first glance was some kind of cat, but her muzzle is wrong. Long and pointed.

There’s also a small collection of different women around the room who look by their garb to… well… belong in this district. Except none of them are collared, and most of them look like foreigners, too. They’re sitting amongst the men, one of them carrying a tray of drinks, and one of them is playing a foreign instrument in the corner of the room. A string instrument made from dark wood, with a sweet sort of sound to it.

Most of the people here are from the north, I realize. A lot of them are dogs, not unlike… .

It falls into place all at once. These people knew Anala, Anala knew about this place, and the wolf kept talking about some group of men from here who never came back from a job.

As luck would have it, she completes her business with the wolf at that point, handing over a fistful of those gold coins, and makes her way towards us, counting the rest remaining in the small box.

“Anala,” I whisper fiercely. “Is this where those bounty hunters came from? The ones Sachsen hired to come after us at the oasis?”

“It is indeed,” she answers without missing a beat.

“Are you insane?!”

One of the women catches my slightly raised voice and turns from where she’s sitting in the tiger’s lap to stare at us. Soon the whole table of men is staring at us, and Anala glares at me.

“We’ll talk about it upstairs. Come.” She turns and starts heading towards an alcove in the back of the bar area, which seems to lead to a staircase.

I look to my companions uncertainly. But at this point we’re attracting more attention by stalling, so we all eventually follow her.



“Because it might be more worth it to them to kill us or turn us in than it is to take what coin we give them!” Ahsan manages to put my concerns more eloquently than I could have.

“This place has a reputation to uphold,” Anala sighs. “Sigfried doesn’t allow any kind of violence in his establishment. It can’t be a safe house if it isn’t safe.”

“The Sura knew to come here to hire bounty hunters!” I point out, not yelling but whispering vehemently. “It isn’t safe if they know this place exists.”

“First of all, they’ll be sorting out the damage done to the compound and the chaos we caused all night,” she mutters. “Secondly, they won’t think to look for us here. Very few of the Sura in this city have connections to places like this. Sachsen knew of it… and he’ll be dealing with his own problems for some time to come. They’re not going to let him continue the hunt for us.”

“How is it the Sura have allowed a place like this to exist at all?” Ahsan wonders aloud.

“The Dog Lords love to send their worst into our lands,” Anala replies. “They send entire legions of prisoners here sometimes. A lot of places sprung up to cater to them after the war. Most of the men here are bounty hunters or smugglers, just looking for a place that speaks their language and employs women that remind them of home. It’s just an establishment like any other.”

“It’s an establishment full of men who hunt people like us for a living,” Lavanya says quietly, her first time speaking up in the conversation.

“Not here,” Anala stresses again. “None of these men are currently employed by the Sura, Sigfried made that clear. There’s an understanding in places like these–”

There’s a knock at the door, and we all fall silent. A long pause, and then another knock.

“That’s the healer,” Anala says, standing to get the door. The man she eventually lets in is a rat, carrying a satchel over his shoulder and many smaller pouches slung around his belt. He’s dressed like a tradesman or a traveler, his fur is dark and well-kept, but it’s hard to tell what origin he might have. Most rats look the same to non-rats.

He steps inside, whiskers twitching. “Herbalist, actually,” he clarifies. “Very sorry, I… could hear you through the door.” His gaze moves down to Raja, who we’ve laid out on the only bed in this room. And it is a bed. Like, a raised, feather-stuffed mattress. I’d seen one or two in my life, but I’d never thought I’d have the chance to sleep in one. Apparently the northerners prefer them, so all the rooms here have them.

“Ah, a simple through and through,” the rat says, moving towards the bed and unshouldering his pack. “This should be easy enough. Please keep in mind again… I am not actually a physician. But this, I believe I can handle.”

Raja is still vaguely awake, which is a good sign. He mostly seems exhausted from the pain and blood loss. The rat begins by taking out a long, unusual blade that doesn’t look like anything I’ve ever seen. By the look of it, it’s meant to attach to a polearm or something of the like, but it’s missing a shaft.

“I have to remove the arrowhead,” he explains. “Would one of you hold the bolt from the other end so we can keep the movement inside to a minimum while I saw it off?”

Raja groans in anticipation, and I wince right along with him.

“I’m probably the strongest,” Anala says, heading over there to help the rat. She settles down beside him and takes a hold of the bolt from the long end, and he begins to work, sawing with the blade as carefully and with as minimal movement as possible. I’m sure Raja still feels every tiny movement, all the same.

The room’s fallen silent while the rat works, and the quirky creature seems to feel it acutely. “Pretend I’m not here,” he assures us. “I’ve no love lost for the Clans, I assure you. You’re in no danger from me.”

“You overheard quite a bit out there in the hallway, didn’t you?” Lavanya murmurs knowingly.

“I’ll admit some curiosity,” the rat chuckles. “You aren’t the usual sorts that walk through that door. When Sigfried said you had some work for me, I was intrigued. And… well… .”

We all wait for him to finish.

“Well most of us can put two and two together,” he says, as there’s finally a snap and the arrowhead comes off. Raja gives a long, ragged sigh. “The Sura Compound was raided,” he says as he deposits the arrowhead on the bedside table, “and here you are, a Sura Guard and several… unattached servants bearing their clan symbol.”

“The word’s already out on the raid?” Raja asks, his voice hoarse and strained, but it’s the first real words we’ve gotten out of him in a while, and it makes me feel a lot better to hear him speak again.

“Oh, most definitely,” the rat’s muzzle twitches up into a smile. “You can see the smoke from everywhere in the city, and they’re calling on all of their reserve guards. A lot of servants escaped into the city after the fire, or so I heard. The place is an absolute mess. So unfortunate for them.”

Raja gives a rasping chuckle. “Good. Fuck… them.”

His quiet joy doesn’t last long. A moment later he cries out in pain, as the rat pulls the bolt free from the meat of his shoulder, in one deft tug.

“Very sorry,” the rat’s apology sounds earnest. “I thought it might be best if I did not warn you, and if you were in good spirits when I did it.”

“Alcohol,” Raja grits out between his teeth.

“Yeah, let me get him something,” Lavanya says with a sigh, standing. “I don’t know what foreigners drink, but… they serve some stronger stuff down there, right?”

“Ask for what the tiger’s drinking,” the rat wrinkles his nose. “Kadrush Vodka. Absolutely the worst drink on earth.”

“Sounds like it’ll do the trick,” Lavanya says as she heads out.

The rat starts pulling a few things out of his pouches, including a small mortar and pestle, and some clean cloth that’s likely to wrap the wound. “If you all need help escaping the city,” he says as he begins to lay his things out, “come to me tomorrow morning. Sigfried’s a reliable old salt, but past those doors, he doesn’t care what happens to anyone. But I’d be happy to help you. I have a lot of connections along the trade roads. Regardless which direction you’re planning to go, I’m sure I can get you in with a discreet caravan.”

“Why?” I ask uncertainly.

“The Sura have many enemies amongst my kind,” the rat replies. “And I believe in karma.”



Nearly an hour later, Raja is resting in an alcoholic stupor, and his wound is stitched. It doesn’t look half bad. The rat kept stressing that he wasn’t a Physician, likely so he wouldn’t be held accountable if something went wrong, but he did a real decent job. He even mixed something into Raja’s drink that he assured us would help him sleep and keep his pain down. Anala paid him with one of those gold coins, and he bit it, then smiled and wished us well.

“We might need to consider his offer,” Lavanya says, sounding tired. She’s leaning against the wall near Raja’s bed, looking down at him. “We can’t stay here for long. As soon as Raja’s fit to travel, we need to get out of here. ‘Safehouse’ or no, eventually someone’s gonna talk.”

“Do you trust him?” I ask her, earnestly wanting her opinion. Lavanya has a good sense for people.

“I do,” she says without much hesitation. “Rats are a favorite target for the Sura and … most Clans, honestly. Nearly half of all indentured women I saw in my time working the brothel were rodents. They have big families and they almost always fall somewhere near the bottom in caste, so the contract recruiters go after their children a lot. When you can’t feed your family, giving them to someone who promises they won’t starve seems a better option.”

“Your point?” I sigh, not wanting any more reasons to be angry tonight.

“A rat who’d work for the people that prey on his own kind would have to be pretty cold. If he’s trying to set us up with the Clan, he’s a hell of a bastard,” she states. “And I don’t think he’s that. He took a lot of time stitching Raja’s wound, and he could’ve done it quick. He didn’t have to mix that tonic for him, either.”

“Alright, granted,” I agree, shrugging. “So you think we should ask for his help getting out of the city?”

“Rats usually know the ins and outs of a city,” Lavanya nods. “I don’t think he’s bullshitting us. And it’s not like we’ve got many other options right now.”

“Let’s sleep on it,” Anala says, running a paw down her muzzle. Even she looks worn out at this point, her eyes bloodshot and even more red than usual. She stands stiffly.

“I got us three rooms,” she says, looking to Lavanya. “Care to share?”

“I’ll stay with him,” the lioness says softly, looking down at the sleeping cheetah.

Anala gives her an odd look, then sniffs. “Suit yourself.”

“Someone should,” Lavanya says, glaring back at her. “In case he has trouble in the night. He’s hurt.”

“Just make sure he doesn’t strain himself,” the Priestess mutters, as she heads towards the door. “He already slowed down our escape from the compound, we don’t need him dragging his feet while we escape the city.”

“That was uncalled for!” Lavanya speaks up from behind her. Anala turns to regard her, and the lioness stares her down, unflinchingly. “Look, this whole thing today… was your plan,” she says, defiantly. “We went along with it and I don’t regret that we did it, even if we didn’t exactly get what we went in there for. But it’s starting to feel like we’re doing this for completely different reasons, and I can’t speak for you, but… we want to survive. We’re not looking for some glorious battle to die in. We aren’t warriors. We’re people who are fighting because we have to fight, and we’re doing a pretty damned good job considering our skill sets until now were… picking flowers and fucking people.”

I’m stunned silent. Lavanya isn’t what I’d call quiet, but she almost never says more than a few sentences at a time, whatever is strictly necessary to say and no more. This is more like an eruption.

“Raja is the only one that got badly hurt in there today,” she says, looking down at the sleeping cat. “And he never complained. He stuck it out and made it all the way here, because he believes in what we’re doing. Because he and I,” she looks to me, “and Kadar and Ahsan – we’re all still slaves, so long as we’ve got these collars on our necks. We want freedom, and more than that, we want to live long enough to enjoy our freedom if we’re ever able to claim it. You keep calling this a ‘war’, but I think the meaning behind it all is lost on you.”

She looks back down at Raja, and finally sits on the edge of the bed. “Taking care of each other,” she says quietly. “That’s what we’re supposed to be doing. You’re all my Pride, now. Which means we shouldn’t mock each other,” she looks to the Priestess at that, “especially not for getting hurt. And we should all have the same goals and purpose.”

On that, she looks at me. And I feel a stab of guilt, because I know what she’s referring to. I hadn’t told anyone but Ahsan about wanting to raid the Contract Office for my family’s information. I’d waited until the last minute, and then sprung it on them in the middle of an escape. While one of us had been wounded… .

“And we should be open with one another,” she continues, her tone becoming less accusatory. “Make sure we’re all of one mind when we go into something as dangerous as what we did today. If we’re going to keep fighting for this,” she tugs at her collar, “let’s all fight for the same reason. Our enemies are organized. We need to be, too.”

There is a long silence following her final statement, and I’m half afraid the two women are going to fight. And that’s a particularly terrifying thought, because I know just how unbalanced that fight would be.

“I should not have mocked him for his injury,” Anala says at last, surprising me not just because of her words, but because of how earnestly apologetic they sound. She doesn’t even look angry. “He fought well. You all did. Especially given your lack of training,” she seems ready to end there, but then amends, “which is not your fault.”

She looks to me. “Considering your lack of experience and proper martial instruction, you’ve all actually quite impressed me. Especially you, jackal.”

“Kadar,” I say with a sigh. “Lavanya’s right. Let’s stop referring to one another as strangers, and start acting more like our lives depend on one another. Because they do. We should all really talk tomorrow. There’s a few things I’ve been wanting to get off my chest.”

“Yes,” Anala says, nodding. “Agreed.”

It had never occurred to me that the Priestess … that Anala … might have been keeping some things to herself, too. But she’s still a thinking, feeling person, despite often being a terrifying, intimidating one. So I suppose there could be just as much struggle happening in her mind as in mine.

The big hyena moves past me, putting a paw briefly on my shoulder as she heads out. “Rest,” she says, then over her shoulder to Lavanya, “all of you. I will see you in the morning.”

She glances back at me, “Goodnight… Kadar. Lavanya.”

Ahsan left some time ago when the rat began stitching Raja up. He’s seen a lot of bloodshed and carnage in our travels, but apparently watching someone get stitches was just not something he was comfortable with. He’d gone to get us dinner and get our room ready. That’d been nearly an hour ago.

I head out after saying goodnight to Lavanya as well, and head down the hallway. The rooms have marks on them that probably indicate numbers, but they’re not even in the right language, even if I could read Huudari. Ahsan said ours was the last room on the left, though.

I knock on the door before I try to open it, in case I’m wrong. After a moment, I hear a muffled voice inside tell me to come in. His, for sure.

When I step inside, I’m met with a wholly unexpected sight, and my breath leaves my lungs. Ahsan is seated near the window, a bowl of sandalwood-scented water beside him. It looks like he must have washed up… some time ago, judging by the fact that his fur is dry. And for some reason, he’s donned the stolen jewelry he was wearing earlier, and nothing else, and is reclining there like he’s been waiting for me.

“Ahsan,” I stammer, then laugh nervously. “What… ?”

“You don’t like?” He looks down at himself, tucking his ears back and managing to look so demure, it’s almost painful to keep my gaze on him. He runs a palm down his thigh, the bangles on his wrist slipping down his arm with the motion. I can’t help but follow the path of his claws with my eyes. “I haven’t gotten to dress up for someone I really wanted to for a long time.”

“You look beautiful,” I assure him quietly. “It just… isn’t necessary. You always look beautiful. You don’t need to doll up like that for me.”

“I wanted to,” he smiles up at me.

“You could at least have waited for me on the bed,” I sigh, gesturing to it. “How often do we have one of those?”

“I tried to at first,” he admits, standing up. “I was going to be all draped out, waiting for you like a painting.”

I laugh again at that, not even sure what he means, but it sounds like far too much trouble.

“But it just felt odd,” he sighs. “It’s so soft. I’ve gotten so used to sleeping on the ground.”

I head over to it, dropping my pack on the floor as I cross the room and unshouldering my cloak, draping it over a chair near a very simple desk in the corner across from the bed. That’s about it for furniture in here, but it’s still more than we ever had in my hut growing up. Really, this is the nicest room I’ve ever stayed in. In my entire life.

I remove my blood-spattered shirt and pants, and ball them up on the desk, resolved to never wear them again. They belonged to the dholes and they never quite fit me right, anyway. And that much blood will not come out.

I’m more comfortable in my loin cloth, to be honest. At night we have blankets while we’re in the desert, and I’m sure I’ll be going back to wearing my stolen armor after this, anyway.

Slowly, not sure if I’m doing it correctly, I sit down on the edge of the bed. It sinks beneath me, feeling far too unstable to support my weight at first. But then I’m sitting, and I don’t seem to be falling through or falling off.

“It’s… not bad,” I say, looking to him and extending a hand. “Come here.”

He smiles and moves towards me, his jewelry catching in the lantern light as he moves. Some of it is even draped around his waist, long golden chains with tinkling thin coins dangling off them. The way they fall around his hips as he moves draws my gaze down to his sheath, which he hasn’t bothered to cover in any way. The smallest bit of his dark tip is always a little visible, when he’s nude. Or maybe it’s just that whenever he’s nude around me, he’s a bit aroused. I can’t be sure.

He moves towards me, and I make room for him beside me, but before I can stop him or even respond in any way, he moves over my lap instead, straddling me. He loops his arms around my neck and seems to get comfortable there, smiling down at me.

“Ah…” I’m not sure if I was trying to say his name, or if it was just my breath leaving me. I stare up at him for a few more moments of silence, uncertain what to do. It’s not that I’m at a loss what to do with my lover at this point when he’s in a mood, but … there’s something wholly different about the way he’s approaching me and acting tonight.

He runs his palms over my shoulders, rubbing my aching muscles and slowly pressing our bodies together, causing a chain of sensations that further leave me mute.

“I got us dinner,” he says quietly, “but … while I was down there, I talked to one of the girls that works here, and I got us something else, too.”

I quirk an eyebrow, giving him a hazy look. “Tea?”

He laughs at that, sounding almost lyrical. Then he gives me mysterious, sly look, and shakes his head. “No. Not tea.”

His palms come up to cup and stroke my cheeks, brushing back the ruff of fur that runs down into the scruff of my neck. His touch is incredibly light, but intentional. He seems to know exactly where to put his hands, and how.

He spends a long time just running his hands over my neck, back and chest, and eventually all I can do is let my eyes slip closed and enjoy it, because I honestly feel incapable of doing much else. My worries fade away into the recesses of my mind, and my body begins to uncoil. Honestly, I’m not even sure how long I’ve been this tense, but it’s becoming clear to me all at once just how much I’ve needed to relax.

I’ve begun to stir in my sheath, his body creating a delicate friction between us as his motions press us back and forth together. I can feel that he’s gotten hard too, and soon our tips are both pressing against one another. It’s a familiar course from here on out, and I’m more than happy to let things go on as they have many times before.

But at some point, his palm moves down my chest, and I’m completely unprepared when what had been gentle touching becomes a shove, and I find myself flat on my back on the feather mattress. Blinking, I look up at the hyena, who by now is leaning over me, palms spread flat on the bed on either side of me.

“Ahsan… .” I finally manage to say his whole name, but little else.

“I’ve never really had a chance to give you the kind of night I… I gave so many of those other men I didn’t even want to be with,” he says softly. “Let me?”

I want to tell him he doesn’t have to. I want to feel strange, even wrong about it. He learned all of those skills for the worst reasons, and was used and abused for them for so long.

But that isn’t his fault. And I know he wants to be with me. I want to be with him. So maybe it’s alright? Maybe I just want it to be alright. I don’t know that it matters, so long as he’s happy, and I’m happy.

Either way, he seems intent on moving ahead with his plans. He kisses me once softly before burying his muzzle in my chest fur, a favorite of his. He does it often when we sleep together at night, and he frequently wakes with his nose buried against me in the morning. He says he likes that I’m the first thing he smells when he wakes.

His muzzle moves down from there, and my abdominal muscles clench as his nose trails down the scruff of fur beneath my navel. I soon know his intended destination. It feels like it’s been a long time since I’ve had his mouth around me.

I’m more than halfway out of my sheath by the time he makes it there, and he takes a long while just to brush his muzzle back and forth over my length, teasing it. His eyes are half-lidded and he looks blissful, like there’s nowhere else he’d rather be.

“I love your cock, Kadar,” he admits lewdly, oddly sounding almost guilty about it. In my haze, I can’t imagine why. All I can think is that it really doesn’t need to be said. I mean it’s pretty obvious, given how much affection he’s lavishing it with. Clearly, he likes it.

He mouths and sups softly at my tip for a while, and all I can do is groan in response. His muzzle is hot and feels incredible as it envelops my whole length, dragging more of it from my sheath. Before long I’m fully hard, and not like I am normally with him. This is a more desperate kind of want. He is absolutely driving me mad tonight.

The want settles deep into my gut, and as I watch his muzzle rise and fall, swallowing me nearly to my still restrained knot with every motion, I remember what I used to think sex would be like, before I’d been married. And this was it. This is how it was always supposed to feel.

He pulls up, his tongue lathing gently over my tip once more, and looks up at me with those dark, sometimes brown, sometimes rusty garnet eyes.

I’m not sure when he began directing this, but I find it feels incredibly natural to let him. I’ve always preferred he lead when it comes to physical intimacy. Not only is he simply more knowledgeable (especially concerning things between two men) but surrendering to my partner doesn’t bring up all those feelings of guilt that I associate with my marriage bed. I like not having to be in control, and knowing that no matter what happens between us, he clearly wanted it to.

So when he rolls to his back and pulls me over him, I oblige eagerly. Then he sinks down my body underneath me, and goes right back to sucking on me, this time beneath me. I’m not sure exactly what the difference is, but any time he’s got his mouth around me, I’m happy.

I stay on my hands and knees and just enjoy his ministrations, eventually letting my elbows sink into the bed. I’m so overwhelmed by it all, I nearly miss when he reaches for the windowsill, and reaches for something I hadn’t taken much stock in before. A very small clay cup.

I can’t imagine why, but my first thought is that it is, in fact, tea. I’m not sure what else could be in a cup so small. But he doesn’t even move the cup from the sill, just dabs his fingers into it and goes right back to what he was doing.

I’m momentarily lost, and my curiosity is at last beginning to overwhelm my desire. I’m about to ask him what it was when I feel his hands moving up between my legs, one of them cupping and rubbing my balls, the other moving … further up.

It becomes clear all at once. Thankfully before he slides his first finger up beneath my tail, or that would have been a shock. I’m caught in a moment of indecision as he circles my opening with the slickened tip of one finger. He’s giving me time to tell him to stop, I realize. I’d never exactly said one way or another whether or not I wanted to try this, but I hadn’t given him an outright no.

The one time in my life I did this, it was against my will, and it was an absolutely horrible experience. For the most part I’ve tried to put it from my mind. Oddly, despite having happened more recently, it bothers me less than the memories of my wife. Perhaps because it was one time, not years wasted on the same mistake. Perhaps because that bastard got what he deserved in the end, so justice was done and I had more closure than I ever had with my wife.

Maybe I just feel worse when I do harm to others than I do having harm done to me. Who can say.

Either way, this isn’t the same. It’s gentle, it’s only going to happen if I allow it, and most importantly, it’s Ahsan.

I try to spread my legs a bit, to let him know I’m fine with it. I’m honestly not certain how well I’m going to enjoy it if at all, but I’m willing to indulge my partner. Presumably, he knows how this is meant to be done, so I trust him.

The first finger is an adjustment, but not much of one. It’s an odd feeling, but again, nothing like being violated. It’s just strange.

By the second, it begins to make sense. I always figured there had to be a reason men did this willingly, and there’s a turning point where it goes from strange to fulfilling, creating a sensation I hadn’t known I wanted. I’d had moments with Ahsan where I’d felt I wanted more from him than mere hands or muzzles could give, and I’d been expecting for a long time now that there was something I was meant to be getting from sex that I never was. I hate to say there’s a void in me that’s been yearning to be filled, but … well.

He slowly moves his fingers in and out of me, taking his time and seeming very deliberate with his motions. I take to it quickly after he’s added the second finger, the pressure inside me building steadily as he feels me out. Before long I can’t help but rock into his motions.

And he’s still got his muzzle on me. I’ll admit, that’s probably easing my acceptance of this a whole lot. Which I suppose was the point of this position. The dual sensations go awfully well together, like they’re meant to be connected.

I hear the sound of his muzzle popping off of my cock, and I can’t see him beneath me, but I can feel his breath against me as he whispers, “You like it?”

“Starting to,” I admit, thrashing my tail a little as his fingers sink in to the knuckle. He’s still going very slow, and I’ve begun to want a little more out of it now that I’ve adjusted. Faster or … deeper.

It’s odd. I feel like I’m learning what sex feels like, all over again. And the fact is, if I hadn’t met Ahsan, I probably never would have realized this was something I wanted, let alone how well I’d take to it. The idea of being with a man had never occurred to me before, save as something to avoid from guards or other men in the labor houses.

“Do you want to … .” Ahsan trails off quietly from beneath me.

I consider it all once more, but not for very long. My body is aching for more, and right now the physical need is overwhelming my far more complex emotional feelings about the mess in my past. I let the physical needs win out, glad for the surrender.

“Yes,” I say in one breath. “I want to try.”

He slips out from under me, and when I begin to move to my side, he puts a hand on my hip to still me. “Just stay as you are,” he tells me quietly. “So long as you’re comfortable.”

“I don’t think I’ve ever been this comfortable,” I admit with a languid stretch, letting my head fall down between my elbows on the bed to rest. I keep my hips up for now, not really sure what I’m supposed to do, but he said stay as I was, so.

I hear him removing a few of his chains, specifically the ones around his waist, and he dabs for more… a lot more… of that stuff in the small cup. I have no idea what it is but it smells like coconut, which is pretty expensive this far from the coast. That thought makes me feel more than a little amused when I realize where it’s going.

Amused is alright, I decide. It feels better to be awkward about all of this than to be guilt-stricken and sad.

I feel the need to look back, or really up at this point, over my shoulder to see him before we follow through with this. He’s looking right back at me when I do, like he was waiting to make eye contact with me. He’s giving me a soft smile, his paws running gently over my hips and rear, one palm dragging slowly up the length of my tail, even. He just seems to want to touch all of me.

“This isn’t how I imagined things between you and I,” I admit breathlessly. “But it feels right. Doesn’t it?”

“I think so,” he responds softly. “It’s what you want, right?”

“Is it what you want?” I answer with a question.

I feel the warm tip of him up against my entrance. It feels slick, and most importantly, hard. At the same time, his paw comes to cup and stroke me between my legs. It’s as much answer as either of us need.

He pushes into me slowly, and it feels so much bigger than his fingers, despite knowing his cock’s actually got a lot less girth than mine. He’s longer and thinner, and the length becomes obvious as he slowly, slowly sinks in.	

“Unhhh… .” I try to muffle my groan by pushing my muzzle into the sheets, but I can’t cover it entirely. It’s not that I mind him hearing me, I just don’t want him to stop until he’s all the way in.

He doesn’t, thankfully. He seems to know I need time to adjust once he’s in though, and he stays sunk to the root for a while after first pushing in. I try moving my knees farther apart, and for some reason that does seem to help. It’s an intense feeling though, being this full.

I can feel his fingers kneading my rear, his palms running from there to my lower back, and over my hips. He isn’t making much noise save his breathing, which has turned labored.

And we’re not even moving yet.

He changes that soon. The feel of him slipping back, sliding slowly out of me, is both a relief and a frustration, which he alleviates a moment later by sliding back in. And as he begins to move, he runs a paw around my hip to fondle me between my legs again, the labor-roughened pawpads wrapping around my now heavily hanging length and stroking as well as he can from his angle. Really, just the fact that he’s touching me is enough, my body is alight with new sensations and I’m afraid I might come too fast at this point if he were to really stroke me.

I’m a little shocked by the sounds he starts to pull out of me, guttural groans and open-mouthed gasps. I dig my teeth into the sheets and grip at whatever I can to try to stabilize me. He’s still thrusting slow, I’m the one that can’t seem to stay still.

He moves both hands to grip my hips, still keeping that steady, deliberate pace, but now he’s readjusted himself, and with a low ‘hmmm’, he begins to thrust into me a little harder. The first time he pushes up into me after he readjusts us, I cry out. There was something he was tickling at before, teasing me with this occasional jolt of pleasure. Now it’s like every thrust is finding it, and it swiftly becomes overwhelming.

My paw moves to my length almost without my willing it. I just can’t help it anymore. I need the contact more than anything. His pace against me is unrelenting, but still measured, never frantic or too hard. He takes me like a craftsman, knowing somehow what I need even when I don’t.

And soon, what I need is more of him, faster… so that’s what he gives me. I come plummeting off the edge with a helpless moan, stroking myself unashamedly through the whole of it, and making a mess of our bed. He doesn’t stop even once I’m spent, but I don’t mind. My knot hasn’t gone down yet, and everything still feels amazing.

I know the telltale signs that the hyena’s going to come, and when I begin to hear them, I’m glad for one thing – that he doesn’t have a knot. But perhaps out of concern for how I’d feel about it, and seeing as we never exactly hashed out the details, he pulls out right before he’s about to spill, doing so mostly on my lower back.

I stiffly lift myself up enough at that point that I can roll to the side of where I made a mess on the sheets, and come to rest on my back, my head spinning. I’m joined not long after by a very satisfied hyena, who drapes himself partially over me, nuzzling into my neck.

I lie there for a while and stroke his mane, not really knowing what to say. What am I supposed to say, exactly? Thanking him seems odd, the act was mutual and that’s, (finally) what I loved so much about it. Now also feels like the wrong time to tell him I love him, else he get the wrong idea what I love him for. Or maybe that’s just another excuse I’ve concocted so I don’t have to say it.

I don’t know. My mind is muddy and I’m too happy for self-analysis right now.

Thankfully, Ahsan always knows exactly what to say in moments like this.

“I am so glad we finally got around to this,” he says, letting out a long, relieved breath. “I was honestly afraid we’d die before we got the chance.”
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Chapter 8
Journey West

You never really know someone until you try to. I think we take for granted what people are, and paint them with a broad brush after a few meetings, or enough dialogue that we think we’ve got their character down. I know from experience that no man, or woman, is who they appear on first meeting. Or second, or even a lifetime’s worth sometimes. You have to really dig.

And that requires two things. For one, you have to be willing and invested in learning about them, because it’s not going to be easy. You have to be prepared to be disappointed, pleasantly surprised, and above all, to keep an open mind. You have to try to look at what they’ve done and how they feel from their perspective, and that’s easily the hardest part. Especially when it’s someone wholly different than you.

Harder still if they’re very similar to you. Because then you get a dose of your own medicine, and often times, you won’t like what you see. Then comes the doubt, the realization of who you are and potentially who you could become. That can be a dark road.

The second thing that’s necessary is that they be willing to open up. To be honest, you’ll never have that chance with most everyone you meet. So most people, you’ll never really know. Useful to keep that in mind next time you’re judging someone. You know jack shit.

On the few occasions you have the chance to really listen to someone who’s spilling their guts, I suggest you take it. Because it’s rare, and it’s better than knowing jack shit.



“It’s gotta be this one, right?” Lavanya says, pointing to the longest, thinnest and most delicate looking tool in the bunch. We’ve got our stolen blacksmithing tools laid out on the floor of Raja’s room, and we’re assessing them over a breakfast of bread and honey.

That’s right, honey. As it turns out, amongst her various other crimes while we’d been there, Anala had robbed the Contract Manager’s office, and made off with a small fortune that we were now enjoying. There’d been a box of very valuable coins, Amurescan golden crowns apparently (that’s where the Dog Lords lived, Ahsan had finally explained to me) hidden in one of the scroll cases she’d rifled through for kindling. Ahsan had theorized that the Contract Manager had been embezzling, otherwise the money would have been moved to a lockbox at the end of the day.

I’d also learned the word ‘embezzling’. I guess it’s basically like stealing, but done by people who are already rich, from people who are even richer. Being a fugitive was proving to be quite the education.

“I don’t think so,” I muse, pushing a few of them around to get a better look at them. “The handle’s really long, so it’s probably meant to be used in the forge, or for things that have to be worked on really hot. The collars are cut at a temperature hot enough to break them, but not hot enough to scald away the servant’s throat.”

“Good point,” she murmurs. “So we’re looking for one with an edge.”

“A few of them look like they could cut,” Ahsan says, pointing to three or four of them.

“That one there,” Lavanya points to one with a zig-zag pattern on the tong end that looks very familiar, “is for making the weakened parts. The seams.” She points at one of the seams on her collar

“Yeah, alright,” I nod, moving that to the side. “So we can exclude that one.”

“Kadar,” Anala’s voice catches all of our attention from the doorway. I look up to see her, dressed down from her armor to her tunic and loose pants. She looks so much smaller without it all, yet no less intimidating.

“Something wrong?” I ask as I stand.

She shakes her head. “No, but I need your help with one of the camels. She’s being difficult.”

Ahsan gives me a pitying look and Lavanya just makes a face. “Enjoy that,” she mutters.

I’d sort of become the de facto wrangler for the beasts ever since we’d gotten them. I really had very little experience with camels, but I’d managed donkeys before, when I worked at the kilns. So I was the best we had for the job. They were ornery, often disgusting animals, so no one envied my position.

I head out to the small paddock out back, really more of an empty lot refitted for the occasional beast of burden. Our two camels are standing in the corner near the water barrel, looking defensive and irritable. To be fair, we’d taken these animals from their rightful owners, who they’d probably been attached to. They had every right to be irritable.

“I’m trying to put salve that rat gave me on the sore she has under her right foreleg,” Anala explains. “She absolutely will not stand still. Any time I get anywhere near the sore, she tries to bite me.”

“You have to distract her with something,” I tell her, heading towards our camel bags. Inside, I’m fairly certain, we still have a small bag of almonds. “Any time you have to treat an animal for some kind of small injury, the best way to keep them calm is food. Give them something positive to focus on.”

“I was just hoping you’d hold her by the lead and keep her head away from me,” she mutters. “You spoil that creature.”

“If she doesn’t want you there, I’m not going to be able to stop her,” I say. “She’ll just start to think holding the lead means we’re planning to hurt her. And we’re going to have to keep treating it, so… better for her to trust us, right?”

“I suppose that makes sense,” she agrees with a sigh. “So you feed her–”

“You do it,” I say, handing her the bag. “She’s already pretty fond of me. She needs to learn to trust you.”

“She bites me when I feed her,” she growls out.

“Don’t growl around her, first off,” I reach for her hand and flatten it, folding her thumb underneath it. “And hold your hand flat. Don’t stick your fingers out, and she won’t bite them. And put the almonds in your palm slowly, so she doesn’t eat them all at once.”

She begins to slowly feed the camel, and I focus on rubbing the salve on the small sore. Considering it’s right where one of her straps usually lies, t’s probably also our fault, from putting her tack on too tightly. We don’t really know how to properly handle these animals or their gear yet.	

For the most part, the camel stays calm and focused on her almonds while I treat her, and we spend the bulk of the time in silence. Until Anala says something that surprises me.

“So the cats are sharing a room now,” she mutters, in a tone that sounds almost too petulant to be coming from her, of all people.

“Yes… .” I say uncertainly, not sure where she’s going with that.

“I suppose it was only a matter of time,” she replies, and gives me little more than that. It seems an odd series of statements to have made, unless… .

I rub the last of the salve onto the camel and back up slowly, never taking my eyes off Anala. “Are you upset?” I ask, uncertainly. What I want to say, of course, is ‘jealous’. Because she’s certainly acting that way. But I figure she’ll be more willing to talk if I sound less accusatory.

“Not… upset,” she says, dropping the last of the almonds on the ground and dusting off her paws.

“Really,” I say, unconvinced. “Because you sound it.”

“I was just hoping not to be the odd man out,” she says, seeming dejected.

“Where’s this coming from?” I lean against the remains of the foundation of, what I assume, used to be the building occupying this lot. “Are you,” I choose my words carefully, “ah… were you… hoping for something with Lavanya?”

“No,” she says, not sounding angry or defensive, so I’m pretty sure she’s being honest. “It’s not that. I respect her as a comrade and a woman, but I hadn’t hoped for anything romantic, if that’s what you meant. Besides, my faith forbids it.”

“Ah,” I say. “I’ve heard about monks and priests having to take vows like that. So, full on chastity?” I would normally feel like I’m probing too much, but she doesn’t seem uncomfortable.

“It doesn’t matter what we do with our bodies,” she replies. “But our hearts… they must belong only to Anala.”

“That gets confusing,” I sigh. “You having the same name as your Goddess.”

“We are our Goddess,” she says. “We are her many arms.” She pauses, then admits, “But yes, it can be. You have no idea how complicated it gets at the temples. The older Priestesses say you get used to it, that you know your sisters because you simply know them. But try calling out to one particular woman in a room of sisters.”

I laugh. “Sounds rough.”

She chuckles too, and not in a manic, aggressive, ‘I’m about to run you through’ sort of way, for once. It’s strange to see any kind of feelings expressed on the woman’s face that aren’t violent, obsessive or irritated. But there’s a person there beneath the zealot, and every once in a while I get to see her.

She stops chuckling eventually and turns her muzzle up to the sky. I’ve seen her do it often, like she’s looking for something up there.

“My name was Shaan,” she says quietly, at length. “Before I took my vows.”

“Shaan,” I begin, but she cuts me off.

“No longer,” she says, not sounding aggressive, but very definitive. “I may have turned from the Sura, but I have not turned from my faith. I believe the Goddess sees me even here in this place, and is still guiding my arm. She wants me here. Helping you. I am Anala. Shaan is just the woman I used to be.”

Part of getting to know someone is knowing when not to push. I’m curious about the circumstances that lead to Anala – or Shaan, I suppose, becoming a Priestess, but it doesn’t seem to be what she wants to speak about, and that’s alright. There’s still enormous gaps in what I know of Ahsan’s past, and that’s alright, too. It’s not as though I’m entitled to know everything about them, especially if they’re not ready to talk about it.

But she clearly wants to talk about something.

“What’s got you like this?” I ask directly. “If it’s not jealousy… .”

“I suppose it is, in some sense,” she says, her tone suggesting she’s just now coming to terms with that. “I feel, that is to say I’m almost certain now, that once the cheetah is well enough, we are all going to go our separate ways.”

“I don’t think–” I begin.

“We might escape the city together,” she says, “but past that, nothing is binding us together. Save your connections to one another. And now I am the only one unattached.”

I cross my arms over my chest. “Well first off,” I say, “I think you’re wrong about Lavanya and Raja. The way she’s been acting with him, and really with all of us, has always struck me as more… motherly? Lavanya isn’t a warrior like you, she isn’t even really as capable in a fight as Raja and I, or even Ahsan when he’s pressed. She’s trying to find her place amongst us same as you seem to be worried about. And if you’d actually listened to what she said last night, I think you’d have realized that, too.”

Anala’s boxy ears tip back a bit at that, probably at the memory of Lavanya’s strong words. I could tell then that the Priestess had taken them to heart, but it didn’t seem to me that she’d really understood.

“She’s the most focused on us taking care of one another,” I say. “Even when we were doing things I didn’t approve of, stealing to get by, it was all about providing for us as a group, and that’s why she was for it. She wants to survive – she wants us to survive together, and I think she wants us to start looking at ourselves as more of a family. A Pride, I think that’s how she put it. Makes sense. Lions are big on unity, and I don’t think she’s had much of that for a long time now. That, to me, suggests that she wants us all to stay together. Don’t you think?”

“Yes,” she agrees. “It does.”

“I do, too,” I clarify now, so that she’s not in doubt. “We’re stronger together. Whether or not we will end up traveling together from here on out comes down to what everyone wants. If we don’t want the same things, well… .”

“I want to be a part of your fight,” she says, her gaze locking with mine. There’s that fervor, again. “Wherever it takes you. I feel with every shred of my soul that this path is right, that this is where the Goddess wills me to be–”

“Alright, alright,” I put my hands up. “We know all of that. No one doubts your focus, or your devotion. The question I think the others are asking is… why?”

She has no immediate answer for that.

“We’re all fighting for basically the same thing,” I explain. “For some of us it’s to rebuild a family, or to reclaim one we lost. Raja and Ahsan just want to know what it means to be their own man, and greet the world as a free person each morning. But we all have one thing in common,” I tug at the steel ring around my neck. “And by the way, no one’s forgotten that you used to be part of the powers that did this to us,” I say, trying not to sound angry or accusatory, but it’s hard.

“That is fair,” she says quietly. “But I’ve never kept an indentured person myself. I simply worked for the Clan. I wasn’t even a guard specifically tasked with controlling servants. I directed the guard house at the manor. We were more concerned with raiders or rival clans than servant revolts.”

“If you hadn’t slowed us down inside the manor,” I say, “we probably would have escaped alive with Lochan. All of us.”

“The Matron never would have let you take Ahsan away from her,” she counters. “Remember it was she who shot the old gladiator, not I. And you can’t know how much that has tortured me.”

“Maybe you should tell them all,” I say softly.



“After your flight from the Sura Plantation, I was… in crisis,” Anala says, speaking to a very curious audience as we all crowd around one of the more private tables in the bar area downstairs. Even Raja’s come down for this, and while he’s not moving with his usual energy or grace, I’m glad to see that he’s at least back on his feet this morning. We’ve been here three days now, and the rat – he’s informed us by now that his name is Ermingild – has said Raja is healing up well. He lost a lot of blood before we got him here unfortunately, so he’s been very tired, but it seems certain now that he’ll fully recover given enough time.

“I prayed, I agonized,” she continues, “I even flogged myself, in my search for purpose. You must understand, I signed on with the Sura first and foremost because they were once a Clan rife with conflict and with many enemies. We are pushed to work for rich clans, of course, because of our tithing. Half of everything I earned working on that Plantation went to my Order. I was not there for the coin. I was seeking meaning, which for my sisters and I is a battle, a skirmish, a war worth fighting. In my whole time there I saw nothing of the kind. I am past my thirty-fifth year, now. I was worried I was running out of time.”

She knits her fingers together on the table, looking down at her rough palms. “The fight with the Aard–” she stops, looking to Ahsan’s disapproving expression, “with Lochan,” she corrects quietly, “was the first real challenge I’d had in years. But after much soul-searching, I came to feel that while it would have been honorable to fall to a man of such skill in combat, it is not what the Goddess intended for me. I was there as a witness to Matron Sura’s cowardice, and moreover, to see how the world as a whole is changing.”

“That’s true,” Raja mutters, flexing his shoulder with a wince. “Those weapons are fucking terrifying. Stuff of myth. It’s no wonder they’re conquering the damn world with them.”

“Soon, there will be no place for women like me,” Anala says, grimly. “Anyone with a pistol or a rifle and the will to use it can stop the greatest warrior dead in their tracks with one pull of a finger. Anala’s power will wane as the true art of warfare is lost, and our Order will fade away with her. All this knowledge, I contended with for many weeks, after the raid on the Plantation. It was hard. It was the most lost I have ever felt.”

“Fine,” Raja says, sounding pretty damn uninterested. “But if you don’t mind my saying so Priestess, you’re not usually one to bitch. What’s the point here?”

“Kadar felt I should explain to you all,” she sighs, “why it is I’ve joined you, and moreover, why I wish to remain at your side.”

No one immediately objects, so she continues. “I may be one of the last of my generation,” Anala says. “And I think I was meant to witness what I did, and to see the injustice of it. So that I could see the injustice of what has been done to all of you. I have come to believe that Anala means for me to champion your fight. What greater odds could there possibly be? This isn’t just about the Sura. It is about Mataa. You are all meant to make some kind of difference in this country. And I am meant to be your sword. Not because I’ll be the one leading you, but simply because I have the skill. This is not my war… it’s yours. But I know my purpose now, and it is to be a part of it.”

“We’ve gotten extraordinarily lucky so far,” Ahsan says. “We’re treading on very dangerous territory, here. A servant who runs from their contract is one thing, but a servant who directly fights the Clans?”

“It’s happened throughout history,” Anala insists. “We read up on many large slave revolts and uprisings when I was still studying war at the temple.”

“Yes, but slavery never ended,” I point out. “So that tells me no one’s been successful.”

“Yet,” Anala says quietly, but emotionally. “It is because your battle is against such overwhelming odds that it is so important.”

Everyone is silent for a time following that, and I can see the spectrum of conflicting feelings passing through the people in our group.

Ahsan is the first to break the silence. “She’s right,” he says quietly. “It might seem impossible, but… how many servants were there on the Sura Plantation? And how many guards? We won there because we outnumbered them, pure and simple. I’m pretty sure indentured peoples outnumber the Clans by at least double, even if we’re including lesser Clan members. Maybe more. If someone was able to inspire them all to stand up, to fight–”

“There’d be a lot of dead servants,” Lavanya interjects. “It’s not just about numbers. Especially with these new weapons they’re buying from the northerners.”

“Dela said something to me,” I speak up, “about this system being one that couldn’t last. That it’s the last dying gasp of slavery, or something. I don’t know about that. If we do nothing to change it, it’ll probably stay as it is for a long time. But I do think it’s precarious. The Clans ultimately care about money, power, and territory. Anything that threatens those three things, even if it’s not enough to send the whole system crashing down, might eventually just prove too expensive for them to continue using. I mean, just think about it. We’re goods, a product for sale, to them. If enough of that product is too hard to handle, or you have to keep destroying it, it doesn’t become worth it sell it any more.”

“Are you suggesting we clog them with bodies?” Lavanya asks, in that very Lavanya-esque, dry way.

“I’m saying – we have their tool,” I say, pointedly. “And think of all the damage we’ve caused so far, even with our collars on. If enough people had the nerve to stand up to them, they wouldn’t stand a chance. And this tool could be our rallying cry. If we can figure out how to use it, and start freeing people across the country, we could really start something.”

“Kadar and I are of one mind on that,” Anala says, looking across the faces on the table. “He wishes to head West, to the coast. I will be accompanying him.”

“I have reason to believe my family is being kept on one of these Shanivaar islands,” I explain. “Indentured. And literally with no escape, even if they wish to. We were able to run. There’s nowhere to run on an island. I can’t imagine how much more abusive the indentured practices could be in a place cut off like that. I have to go, and if they’re still there, help them escape.”

“Hey, wait,” Raja says, putting his palms flat on the table. “Are you taking the Liberator tool?”

“That’s the idea,” I reply.

“Well that’s not fucking right,” he says defiantly. “We all fought for that thing. I got shot over it!”

“Lower your voice,” Lavanya chides him, and he looks at her irritably, but does so.

“I’m sorry,” I say plainly. “But Ahsan is coming with me as well, and that’s more than half of us. You like things cut and dry Raja, so here’s how it is – we’re going west. Three of us, at least. And we’re taking the tool with us.”

“Look, we don’t have to be at each other’s throats,” Ahsan says, speaking calmly to the irate cheetah, whose already thick, spiky hackles are on end. “This is a very small island full of indentured people. They’re trying to establish it as a trading port of some kind, but right now there are only a few hundred people there.”

“So I’ve heard, anyway,” Anala adds.

“So they have to have a Liberator,” Ahsan reasons. “In a very small community. He should be easy to find.”

“We tried this already,” Raja insists. “They can’t talk. They can’t write. I thought we were going to try to figure it out on our own.”

“We still need a forge,” I point out. “A working forge, which isn’t that easy to come by. And we only have Sachsen’s word that all Liberators are as brainwashed and dead to the world as that one was. He was old, maybe if we find a younger one–”

“You just want to go after your family,” the cheetah says.

“I’m not denying that,” I say.

“So just say as much,” Raja growls, leaning back in his chair. “You think I don’t understand that? I had a family, once. Just because my mother died doesn’t mean I’ve forgotten how it felt. If I had the chance…” he looks down a moment, sniffing and wrinkling his nose, “… I’d do anything to get her back.”

I smile just a bit. “Raja. Will you help me find my family?”

“You’ll owe me forever,” he replies, leveling his blue-eyed gaze at me. “But yeah. Just don’t bullshit me from now on out.”

“Agreed, no more bullshitting,” Lavanya speaks up, “from any of us. We all need to be unified in purpose.”

“We need to get as far from this city as possible, anyway,” Anala says. “And soon. Sigfried says he’s caught a few of the boys who come here sniffing around about us. The word’s out on the streets, too. The Sura are fractured, but they’re also angry. They’ve raised the bounty on us again, too.”

I look around the table. “I think we’re agreed, then,” I ask, just to make sure.

“Alright,” I nod. “Let’s get Ermingild.”



“Is that how that’s meant to be used?” I ask in amazement when the rat emerges from the alley behind Sigfried’s establishment.

The small creature gives me a curious look, pulling back the hood of his cloak. Then his eyes follow the direction of mine, and he chuckles. “Oh. The blade? Yes, indeed.”

The odd blade he’d used to cut off the arrowhead, which I’d thought was meant to be attached to the top of some kind of polearm, was in fact actually meant to fit over the rat’s tail, about two thirds of the way down. It had a metal sleeve of sorts, and was bound in place with leather straps.

“How well does it actually stay on?” I ask out of sheer curiosity.

“Well enough to surprise someone with it,” he winks at me. “Most people don’t spend a whole lot of time looking at rat’s tails. Beneath my cloak, it’s hardly noticeable. But a quick flick, and suddenly I’ve gotten your achilles and you’d never know how. Great for making a swift escape. Not so much for outright combat.”

“Clever,” Anala agrees, now more than a little interested that the topic’s turned to weapons.

“We need to get moving,” he says, ushering us towards the back gate. It’s really more of a rickety old fence that butts up against the building on the other side. “The caravan I’ve arranged won’t wait long.”

We follow him, leading the camels and what remains of our belongings. The most valuable of all, of course, the bag of blacksmithing tools, I’m carrying.

“Now I would have preferred to send you along with a group of my own kind,” Ermingild explains as we navigate the narrow alleyways, avoiding the streets entirely. He seems to know how to move us through the city through the buildings, avoiding larger open spaces. “But you would have stood out in a caravan comprised entirely of rats, so I negotiated with a man moving a large herd of camels and goats. I believe him to be trustworthy, but just to be sure, I’ll be coming along with you.”

“Really?” I ask, surprised. I hadn’t expected the rat to do much more than find us a contact and then leave us to it. “You’ll forgive me for being suspicious,” I say uncertainly, “but why?”

“Honestly, I’d like to get out of this city,” the rat explains. “You hit the hornet’s nest, and we’re some of the first people the Sura come after when they’re angry. Many of my kind are leaving.”

“We’re sorry,” Ahsan says, sounding guilty.

“Yeah,” I agree. Once again, leaving problems in our wake. It’s hard to remember in the moment sometimes that these things we do have ripples.

“Don’t be,” the rat chirps cheerfully. “I’ve never seen the coast, it’ll be quite the adventure. Besides, it does my heart good to see someone balancing the scales now and again. It’s not your fault they’re tyrants who throw a tantrum every time someone disrupts their ‘business’.”

He pokes his head out an alleyway and peers into the busy street beyond, then looks back at us, blinking his big dark eyes. “Someday, there will be a reckoning. Mark my words. The meek will rise up, and this country will change. For the present though, I’m just glad to be a troublemaker.”

He points down the street, to what I can only assume must be our caravan, judging by the sheer amount of meandering animals being herded around several water troughs near a well.

“So many camels,” Lavanya mutters, disgustedly.

“We will disappear off into the sunset amidst a braying, spitting, smelly mass of herd animals,” Ermingild says, smiling back at us. “Did I deliver, or what?”



Two months pass. Two hot, increasingly humid, hard months. The trip to the coast would probably have taken half as much time if we hadn’t been traveling with a herd, but so it is. Apparently part of the deal we’d had to broker with this man to join him and avoid questions was that we’d work for him the whole while, keeping his animals in check. Which is a frustrating affair, especially for people like Lavanya and Anala, who aren’t accustomed to any kind of work like it. Lavanya adjusts pretty quickly, but Anala seems displeased the entire way.

I don’t mind the work, honestly. And the trip is eye-opening, and quite the experience for a small village boy like me who barely ever strayed a few miles from where I grew up.

Mataa is a vast and varied country. We leave the deserts for more fertile country within the first week, travel through mountainous areas that rise up more than I knew the land could, and eventually near monsoon lands, where I am absolutely awestruck by how green the world can become.

But the coast… the coast is more beautiful than I ever imagined in my wildest dreams. We stand on a bluff overlooking the port of Chanvanasi, our final destination here on this continent. The water seems to spread forever in all directions in front of us, glittering in the mid-afternoon sun. I have never seen so much water in my life. I didn’t realize there was this much in the entire world, and there’s so much still that I can’t see.

It reminds me of looking up into the stars. One feels so small, you could disappear right where you stand. In the vast expanse before me, it feels like whatever I do with my life, it’s as insignificant to this world as the insects are beneath my feet.

But there’s also freedom in that. In a world this big, my failures seem just as insignificant. It’s oddly peaceful to feel so unimportant.

The city that stretches out beneath us is larger even than the last one we were in. But still smaller than the Eastern Hyronses, where I grew up. And here, no one knows us. There are no Sura. There will be other Clans, other hunters and dangers. But here for a while, we can be strangers.

Ahsan’s words from long ago come back to me now, stronger than ever. This is the precipice. From here on out, we have a real chance at freedom somewhere else. We could leave our country, leave all who know us, and collars or no, try to make our lives in the world beyond. Outside of Mataa, the Clans have no influence. We could escape them.

But that would mean leaving behind all of our responsibilities, and our own people. Leaving them to their fates, and living forever with the knowledge that we had something, a very important piece of equipment that could potentially set countless amounts of people free… but we chose our own personal freedom above that.

And it would mean leaving my family behind, too.

I’m sure many servants have done it. There are probably people all over the world wearing collars, in countries that don’t understand what they mean. People who’ve fled captivity for a chance at something better in a foreign land, which could be equally as dangerous in other ways. Not to mention having to learn another tongue, facing discrimination for not belonging to their cultures, the dangers of sea and travel… .

Still. It’s seductive to think of the possibilities. And I know it’s what’s going through everyone else’s mind as we all stand there, staring out at the sea.

“We have to find a ship,” Lavanya says. “The islands shouldn’t be far off the coast from here, but we’ll need to get through two different ports with collars on. Won’t be easy.”

“We can do it,” Ahsan says.

“Of course we fucking can,” Raja snorts. “We’ve come this far. Just one more short hop. And this time no camels.”

He begins making his way down the bluff at that, and the others follow. I stare after them, smiling a bit.

Immoral, violent criminals or no… I have some good friends.
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Chapter 9
Inconspicuous

If you’ve never had a child, it’s hard to really describe how tethered your heart can become to another person. It’s a connection that runs deeper than emotion, even. It’s instinctive, it’s primal. It’s all of those things and the love you come to feel for them as you watch them grow.

My son was a beautiful, fragile little child. He was born early, always small for his age, and that only made the protective urge inside me burn all the brighter. It was probably my undoing in the end.

Ishaya was a flawed woman too, and we definitely both had our share of abusive behavior towards one another. Hers was more verbal, more demeaning than aggressive, but it hurt all the same.

But all of our problems aside, I never doubted that she loved our son from the core of her being. It wasn’t that she was a bad mother. We just disagreed on how to raise Amon, and what to do with our future. And his.

Knowing that she’d only contracted herself was the greatest comfort I’d gotten out of finding that ledger. She was still the woman I remembered, even after she’d left. And I had no doubt that wherever she was, she was still with him, still protecting him.

She might try to protect him from me, if I found them. But if I even made it that far, I’d be happy enough. I’d be glad to be some part of my son’s life at this point, even if I had to do so from a distance. I was willing to accept just about any outcome, so long as I knew where he was, and knew he was alive and well. I’d become a criminal, after all. At this point Amon might be better off staying with his mother, even if she were still indentured.

But in the world the Clans create for indentured servants, the worst often happens. And I have to be sure. I have to know he’s not in danger.



Chavanasi is like many a bustling port city. An eclectic tapestry of color and activity when viewed from afar, bright and promising. But up close, there’s dirt in every crevice of the pastel veneer.

Here at least, there’s less concern that we won’t fit in. The port is full of foreign ships that we can catch hints of from many breaks in the skyline of the city, especially since some of them have masts taller than any building here. There’s the usual scattering of Huudari people, hyenas of course, rodents and canines, lions and other felines. But there are so many different foreign creatures here, I can’t keep track. Felines, canines and foxes that are unlike any in Mataa, rodents and mustelids of all shapes and sizes. Creatures with thick fur that must be sweltering in this climate, fur that’s all white, or all black. I can’t imagine what kinds of worlds they must come from.

Overwhelmingly, the Dog Lords and the peoples from the north country are most predominant. There are a few major trade routes that directly follow the coastlines down from their country into ours, and the war, if anything, only mixed our cultures together more.

The scent of canine is probably the strongest in the air, (other than the curry vendors). Dogs are a very varied people, ranging from tall to squat, bulky to lean, with every color pelt you can imagine. I’ve never seen a race of people with such variation. Jackals will vary in pelt color or eye color sometimes, but you could always identify us as a jackal, you know? Some of the dogs have completely different muzzles, let alone body-types.

One way I find very quickly to pick them out is their garb. The Dog Lords seem to favor more fitted clothing than Huudari people do. Much of it looks troublesome to make, with crisp lines and a lot of buttons and flourishes, like the small neck scarfs they seem so fond of. It all looks terribly uncomfortable, especially in the heat and humidity here.

That’s not to say that I don’t catch a few of them that are more adapted to the area. There were even women at Sigfried’s place that were wearing sarees.

Here, I’m not seeing many women who aren’t locals. Most traders are men, and unless they intend to settle, they don’t bring their families with them. But that’s not always the case. We pass a dancing troop of langur with a few females amongst their lot who are putting on what even I have to admit is a very energetic, entertaining show. There’s a sizable crowd, mostly comprised of foreigners, gathered about to watch them as they dance, undulating their lean figures and jangling their jewelry in time with an older male langur playing a set of drums.

“The kabobs that vendor’s selling smell amazing,” Raja says, gesturing to a sloth bear selling roasted meat right next to where the langurs are playing and dancing.

Lavanya rolls her eyes. “You are so transparent.”

“They do smell amazing,” Anala agrees, tugging out her small leather coin purse, where she’s keeping what remains of our stolen currency. “And I’ve got the coin, so we eat where I say.”

I smirk and fall in behind Lavanya as the group heads towards the kabob vendor. I lean in to whisper to her, “But it has nothing at all to do with the dancers, right?”

Lavanya snorts. “Clearly. What was I thinking?”

Ahsan just makes a haughty noise. “They’re not even that good,” he says, feigning snobbishness.

We all chuckle, and head over to get some meat. Which is, in fact, as good as it smells. So I can’t say I mind. We enjoy the show for a while, and Anala tosses the women a little extra coin. We managed to break down our highly valuable gold along the route here into more manageable coinage, to avoid suspicion whenever we have to pay for something. I’ll admit, when it comes to gold and other really valuable currency, I have no real understanding of what it amounts to other than ‘a lot’. But Anala has assured me that what she stole from the Contract Office would have probably been enough to buy out several of our contracts in their entirety, so we shouldn’t be running dry any time soon.

It’s amazing to think about how something so small, so easily lost, something that can fit into a pouch you can stow in your palm, can mean so much. My whole life, before I was contracted and after, would have been entirely changed by less than what’s in that pouch right now. It’s not hard to understand why so many lower caste and poor resort to theft and crime. Living without enough can just as easily ruin your life, drive your father to drink and beat on his family, become a wedge between a married couple, and in the end, mean the difference between slavery and freedom. The penalties for committing crimes aren’t even as bad as all that, a lot of the time.

It shouldn’t be this way. If I’ve come to believe anything wholeheartedly throughout all of this, it’s that. Now, I’m not a complete simpleton. I understand that places like this city only exist, only thrive because of commerce and coin. I believe a man should have to work to get by, sure. I understand the value of earning your keep. But something’s broken in the world when so much of the wealth’s in the hands of so few.

I’ve made some truly awful mistakes in the past, and I can’t say I agree with some of the things we’ve done as a group even more recently. But the fact is, I was made a criminal… not born one. And people like Ahsan, even Lavanya, would never have committed a crime in their entire lives if they’d had better options available to them.

We press on into the city towards the ports. Our rat guide had taken off once we’d made it to the outskirts, promising us that he’d meet us near some bar at the waterfront called the ‘Bootlegger’. I had no idea what the word meant, it sounded foreign. He insisted he had some family there who might be able to help us find a ship, but that he had some ‘business’ to do in the city first.

I’m at a loss what it was he had to head off to do on his own, but I’m sure it was exactly as shady as it sounds.

 “You are paying him, aren’t you?” Lavanya asks curiously after we parted ways with Ermingild.

“Of course I am,” Anala replies, dryly.

“That’s comforting, honestly,” the lioness sighs. “I know it’s been months, but I… .”

“Still don’t entirely trust the rat, hnh?” Raja smirks.

“I believe his heart’s in the right place,” she says. “But we’re so close to leaving the country now. We really need to find the right ship. It’s not a decision we should take lightly.”

“If he doesn’t deliver, we’ll find one ourselves,” Anala says confidently. “Coin is the universal language in a place like this.”

“I’d be careful about flashing it around,” I caution, my eyes following a small pack of dholes, jackals and a fox or two who are crowding an alleyway, watching the street like vultures. They aren’t even bothering to cover that they’re armed. Likely a gang. “Place like this, there are a lot of thieves about more practiced than we are.”

Anala just snorts. “Two months herding camels and goats. I’d welcome some excitement right now.”

As we draw closer to the waterfront, I begin to smell something all new to me… the sea. I’ve never smelled anything like it, so it’s hard to compare it to anything I know. There’s the scent of fish, of course, but most of that is coming from the vendors and fishing vessels, I’d imagine. There’s a tang in the air that tickles my nose and reminds me of the salt flats in the desert, but combined with the humid air that comes with fresh rain. The distant roar and crash of the waves breeching on the docks, ships and shoreline is an ever-present, all-encompassing blanket of sound, not unlike the trill of insects was at the oasis. But there is no tranquility here. This is a place of constant change, where even the borders of the land change by the hour.

I had to have Anala explain the concept of tides to me. I’ve always known of the existence of oceans, and that they rose and fell somehow in time with the moon, but I never realized it happened every day, or how anyone could adjust to that and make their living here. The desert I grew up in was a very unchanging place. Rains were scarce, and when they came it was a time of bounty, but they were fleeting. The land around the Hyronses has been, for the most part, the same since I was a child. Save the river level dropping in some seasons, and that happened very slowly.

Here, the people must contend with monsoons, and daily changes in where the ocean will rise and fall to. The world here moves so fast, and I can’t help but feel a sense of foreboding about it. I’m not sure I’m ready to contend with a world that changes this quickly.

The quest to find my family has already changed me so much in a short span of time. By the time I find them, will I even be the same man? Is it better that I not be?

Anala points out one of the ramshackle structures along the docks, with a leaning, crumbling porch on one side and a raucous-sounding interior. The sign is written in a foreign language (not that it would matter, but I recognize at least that it’s not Huudari) but she still seems certain it’s our destination. So, bracing ourselves, we head in.

We pass a cackling group of drunken fishermen who smell like their work on the way in. Otters, I think, although I’ve only ever seen a few along the Hyronses. These look different than the ones I saw in the past, but then everything here is strange and new. They seem more focused on a joke, (or story?) one of them is still telling than us.

Once we push open the flimsy door to the inside, the noise becomes so overwhelming, both Ahsan and I have to tip our ears back. The place is a madhouse, packed with a whole lot of different peoples who combine that ‘ocean’ smell from outside with a lot of damp fur smell and body odor. And a whole lot more I can’t and would never attempt to identify. It’s like if you took everything that smells awful about a workhouse and got it wet, let it fester for a while in damp clothing, then threw in some dead fish and bad booze just for flavor.

“Ugh,” Anala growls, shoulder-shoving her way past a particularly dense cluster of canines to make way for the rest of us to get through. One of the dogs barks, (quite literally) something at us that sounds unflattering, then gets back to his drink and conversation.

“The rat could have picked a better location for a clandestine meeting,” Anala says, irately.

“We’re going to have a hard time finding him in here,” I add, wrinkling my nose as we pass a rodent of some kind who’s passed out against the wall, and clearly relieved himself in his pants either before or after doing so.

“Then we’re doing this ourselves,” Anala proclaims, in a way that’s worrisome. She shoves aside the unconscious rat with her foot, and pulls out the chair at the table nearest him with a squawk, planting herself in the seat and gesturing to us.

“There’s a reason no one’s taken this table,” I mutter as I sit, trying to put some distance between myself and the… smell. To no avail, of course.

“I like the idea of sitting,” Lavanya says dryly, sweeping her tail to the side of the chair as she does so. “My ass is getting raw from all the paws it’s had on it the last few minutes.”

“Mine, too,” Ahsan mutters.

I give the both of them a sympathetic look, and we all get as settled as we can at the small, crowded table. Before long, a stout boar pulls up alongside us with a rag in one hand and a serving tray of empty tankards in the other. When they speak, I’m shocked to hear a vaguely feminine voice. Beneath the apron, it’d been hard to tell.

“What’re you having?” She asks in accented Huudari. It’s hard to tell what accent, though. But then, it’s highly possible this place just has its own dialect entirely.

“We’re looking to find passage to the Shanivaar,” Anala says outright. “Could you recommend a Captain?”

The boar just gives her an odd look. “If yer takin’ up a table, yer ordering something.”

“Look here,” Anala begins to growl, but Lavanya coolly cuts her off.

“Whatever you’d recommend,” Lavanya says. “I’m sure you know what’s best here.”

The boar literally rolls her eyes, and turns with a hip sway I didn’t catch the first time she made her way here.

“I’m not drinking their swill,” Anala snarls, leaning back in her chair and crossing her arms over her chest.

“I will,” Raja says completely un-ironically, his blue eyes sweeping the place over with a comfortable expression. “I like this place.”

“How. Could you possibly?” Ahsan asks in a muffled voice, two hands firmly over his muzzle to keep the smell out.

“Just look around,” the cheetah shrugs, doing just that. His voice gets distant for a few moments. “These people are free.”

I digest what he said. I can’t deny the truth in his words. The men here are disgusting, loud, lewd working men, clearly all low caste or whatever the foreign equivalent of that is, but no one here is collared. No Clan would trust a servant anywhere near a place with so many ships and avenues of escape. We’ve actually seen very few since I got here, and most were out on the fringes of the city. I doubt their owners let them wander far.

The boar returns with a tray of now filled tankards… hopefully washed, but I’m not holding my breath. She begins setting them down in front of us, and as she leans her bulky frame over the table near Anala, she murmurs, “Vixen by the bar. The one in tooled leather. She’s who y’lot want to be talking to. Don’t go takin’ them collared folks ‘round any old crew, or you’re like to get shipped back where you came from.” She deposits the last tankard at that, then holds out a palm to Anala.

“Oh,” the hyena pauses, then fishes in her coin purse, and deposits what seems to me to be far too much coinage for some bad booze into her hand. The boar looks it over with a scrutinizing glance, then at length, seems satisfied and moves off.

“Kadar,” Anala says, standing.

“Right,” I join her.

“Oh Gods, don’t leave us here,” Ahsan pleads from between his palms.

“Raja, keep an eye out,” I say back at the cheetah as we move off.

We head towards the bar, which is if possible even louder and even more crowded than the area with tables. Despite that, the vixen is easy to pick out. She’s female, for one, which is uncommon in this place. She’s also being given a wide berth, perhaps because of the dual pistols on her hips. She’s far from the waifish slip I was expecting of a vixen, but she also looks to be a foreigner, so for all I know, her curvaceous figure is normal for women where she comes from. Her fur is rusty red in color save her black-tipped ears and lighter throat, and her ears aren’t nearly as large as a fennec’s.

She seems to be expecting us when we approach, her honey-colored gaze on us the whole while. As we draw nearer, she snaps at a black-coated figure beside her who turns to regard us as well. The small… cat, it seems… is wearing a tricorn made for someone far beyond his size, so it’s hard to make out much about him beneath it save that he’s golden and spotted, and possessing a particularly enormous set of ears that, like his hat, seem oversized for someone of his size.

“You’re looking to sail to Shanivaar?” The woman asks, leaning back against the bar and showing off her more than ample cleavage. Considering her surroundings, she must have some nerve on her, or else is just looking for an excuse to use those pistols.

“Yes,” Anala replies before I can. “Have you a vessel?”

“I’m first mate of the Inconspicuous,” she says, showing off her thin fangs as she smiles.

Anala starts laughing at that, and I’m not sure why. The name sounded foreign to me. I continue to not get the joke, when the small man beside her speaks up. “Get on with it, Elizabeth,” he growls irately. “We need to set sail before the weather from the north moves in.”

“I was told you’ve got quite a few contracts to move,” the vixen says, glancing past us through the throngs of men towards the direction of our table. “And I’m guessing you can’t use legal channels if you’re here.”

“Obviously,” Anala says.

“The third island in the chain is the only one fully colonized,” the vixen says, glancing to the short man beside her, who is appraising us now as well. I can’t for the life of me figure out what kind of creature he is, but he most resembles a spotted cat with a longer muzzle. He’s easily half the size of a leopard or a cheetah, though. His feet dangle off the bar stool.

He’s not giving me a particularly friendly vibe, despite apparently knowing the vixen and likely being a part of her crew or some kind of comrade. The vixen, he called her ‘Elizabeth’, must be in charge of brokering their deals. She’s certainly the gregarious sort, unlike the glaring small creature beside her.

“We’re destined for the island the Immar Clan has taken up residence on,” Anala says, using the information Ahsan got off the ledger that listed whom my family had been sold to.

Elizabeth nods. “That’s the one. But if you don’t mind my saying so, why not just board one of their vessels if you’re bringing them more…” she pauses, looking my way and then apparently deciding she doesn’t care, “… stock? Plenty of their ships have been moving people through this port for the last few years.”

Anala sighs. “Can I just pay you enough to not care?”

The vixen smirks. “Always,” she says. “We’ve even got some false barrels we can hide ‘em away in, if you need them to get past the ports without a collar check.”

“Not sure that’ll be necessary… yet,” Anala says uncertainly. “But we’ll keep it in mind.”

“You might want to,” the curvaceous fox cautions. “These island communities, they aren’t like the big cities. The air’s different there, the Shanivaar makes people more dangerous, more desperate. Only the most vicious Clans risk ventures out there. Most of these little operations pop up and fail after the first monsoon, you know. This place… the two Clans that’ve stuck it out there… they’re tough salts. It’s a tiny little city stranded in the middle of the ocean, and it’s all theirs. Captain Owo and I don’t risk much time landlocked there,” she gestures to the small, spotted man.

The little creature turns to regard us, his expression as sour as it was when we first arrived. “And we won’t this time, either. We don’t need to know your business there, but how long’s it going to take you? Do you need a return trip?”

Anala and I look to one another. “Yes,” I answer after a few moments. “Although I’m… not sure how long what we have to do there is going to take.”

“You’re the Captain?” Anala asks.

“Captain Owoduni to you, miss,” he corrects her, not seeming at all intimidated by the War Priestess, which is saying something even when she’s not snarling and barreling down on you with a sword. He holds up a hand with three fingers up. “Three days. My frigate will wait exactly three days for you. We’re full to the gills with cargo bound for Carvecian shores, and I don’t mind taking on a little extra work if the price is right,” he stresses that point, “but I’m not risking running afoul of the squalls that come down from the north this time of year. We can’t dawdle long in that port.”

“Is it far?” I ask.

“Half a day from here in our quick little gal,” the vixen assures us. “And we’ve got enough cargo we can unload there to make the most of a few days, but again, price better be right if we’re takin’ you lot along. Especially if you’re hinky.”

“I’m sure you’re used to that,” Anala says with an edge of sarcasm in her voice. “You must be confident in your ability to avoid suspicion with a name like that.”

“Oh, y’like that?” The vixen chuckles. “We do almost all our trade here in Huudari waters, and to most of the Clans it’s just another foreign name they can’t pronounce. Owo and I get a real kick outta it.”

“Well,” Anala sighs, going for her coin purse. “To business, then–”

The vixen’s hand snaps out to grab hers, and I see her bristle and stiffen. I’m briefly afraid she’s about to draw her sword, before the fox says in a quiet tone, “You don’t do business in here, lass. Unless you want to get jumped on the way out, yeah?”

Anala grinds her teeth. “I would welcome it at this p–”

“Okay,” I say, standing and putting my hands on Anala’s shoulders from behind. She stiffens first, then seems to realize I mean it to be comforting and just looks annoyed. “We should get going. Where can we meet you, miss?”

“At our ship,” Elizabeth replies, reaching over and grabbing for her tankard. “Crew’s readying her now, so you’re in luck. We sail tomorrow morning. You can’t miss her. Blue accents across the bow, elephant figurehead. ”

“Sounds… inconspicuous,” Anala says, in a dry tone that I’m now certain is sarcasm.

 The vixen winks. “Now you’re gettin’ it.”



We eventually find Ermingild, nearly an hour later. Apparently his ‘business’ had taken him longer than expected. When we tell him we managed to arrange our own trip and who with, his reaction is… mixed.

“I’ve heard of them,” he says, rubbing his chin. “But only in passing. Reseller, mostly.” He blinks, then clarifies, “And by that, of course, I mean smuggler. Their operation moves things mostly back and forth between Mataa and Carvecia… primarily drugs and other goods the Western Continent has to pay obscene taxes on. They’re good at getting things out beneath the Clans’ noses.”

“Well that’s exactly what we need,” I point out. “So, good find?”

“I don’t know them as well as I’d like,” the rat says, then looks up at us. “But time is an object, yes? The vessel I would have recommended does not leave for several weeks. They’re waiting on a caravan to return. So this might be a better option. When will you return?” He pauses. “Will you return?”

“Why?” Raja demands, as ever being the first to voice his suspicion. “Your help’s gone way past just sticking it to the Clans, at this point. You followed us across the country and now you’re asking when we’ll be back. I want to know why. It can’t just be the bit of silver this one’s been giving you,” he jerks a thumb in Anala’s direction.

The rat sighs. “You have me,” he admits.

We all wait, braced, after that. I’ve been worried for a long time that the rat’s help has come with strings attached.

“Do you know how many of my kind are indentured in this city?” The rat asks. “Surely you passed many of them on the outskirts.”

“Far less than in most cities,” Anala says.

“And yet still, dozens,” Ermingild says quietly. His nose twitches and he stares out towards the skyline. “I know what you stole from the Sura Compound.”

A lot of our ears go up at that, and Raja looks ready to go at the rat. I put a hand on his chest, then look down at Ermingild.

“How?” I ask, simply.

“I saw it in your room,” he replies matter-of-factly. “And since then, traveling with you. It has a very distinctive handle.”

“You recognized it?” Ahsan asks, disbelievingly.

“So you know which tool it is?” Lavanya demands.

At this point we’d narrowed it down to three. We… were pretty sure, anyway. But a lot of them looked so similar.

The rat seems confused. “You don’t?” He asks.

“How do you know what it looks like?” Lavanya presses.

Ermingild unclasps his cloak, and tugs it over one shoulder, baring his neck. And there along his nape, I see something I’ve only ever seen once before. A rubbed-raw spot in his fur, where something clearly used to lay.

“You’ve had yours cut off,” I say, knowingly. The only other time in my life I’ve seen something similar was on Lochan.

“I went about it the hard way,” the rat says, slowly putting his cloak back on. “But not all of my kin are as able.” He looks around suddenly, then back at us, dropping his voice. “There are many of us. In this city. Some like me who can move about uncollared, and many who still bear the burden of a contract. But all of us yearn for one thing… freedom. You hold that promise in your hands.”

“We still don’t know how to use it,” Ahsan admits.

“You have half the field conquered, at least,” the rat says. “That’s farther than most have gotten. With time, and perhaps some luck, we could learn how to solve the other half. And I’d say we’re due some luck, wouldn’t you?”

“We’re going to the Shanivaar,” Anala says, firmly. “One of us has family there.”

“Then I wish you luck,” Ermingild says, looking amongst us plaintively. “But I also beg you… please return. And be sure that tool does not fall into the Clans’ hands again. There are so many who need it. And so many who would follow you, simply because you have it.”

“We can’t know what will happen,” Ahsan says, uncertainly.

“I think we all know the importance of what we carry,” I look to the faces of my comrades, then back to the rat, “but… thank you. Thank you for reminding us. We’ll do everything in our power to ensure it returns to the mainland, and the people here who need it.”

“We’ll be waiting,” Ermingild says. “Mataa will be waiting. Please come back. You carry hope in your arms.”



Our guide’s message was on my mind all night, and haunted my sleep. I’d always considered this quest I was on to find my family as selfish, when it came to dragging my comrades through hell. But they’d long since confirmed that they were with me, understood me, and wanted to help me.

But were there more people I was betraying, by focusing entirely on my own kin? We had a key that could potentially unlock so many lives. And I was literally taking it off into the ocean, to a lone speck of an island, to free one, possibly two people.

By now, I was past the point of no return. But I was still questioning myself late into the night. Uncertain, foreboding dreams filled my every hour, waking me in a cold sweat. I could hear the ocean, moving constantly, changing, always changing, everything rushing and ebbing and moving so fast. Crashing, crashing, crashing. I dreamt I was caught in the waters, inexorably being dragged out to sea, it was all happening so quickly and I was powerless to stop it.

And just moments before, I’d had my feet firmly planted on land, and everything had seemed so hopeful and promising. Mataa was behind me. The worst was behind me.

My soul rushed across the ocean, towards this place I knew only as a few lines of indecipherable text in a ledger. The very place my wife had wanted us to go to together, so long ago. As a family, chasing a better future, for us and for our son.

If I’d only gone with her.

If I’d only given up on my stubborn pride, my cowardice and fears of the unknown, and gone with her.

If I’d only gone with her. With my… son.

The island is there in my dreams, a verdant dot of green on an endless blue plain. I fly across the ocean towards it, the clouds lifting around me, the ocean rushing beneath me. I can see him there, standing in a field of flowers. Red flowers.

I’m only dreaming of the Divine because I worked the Plantation, I remind myself. Aren’t I?

I can almost make him out amongst the tossing waves of green and red. His golden fur. His eyes… one the color of his mother’s… one the color of mine. He’s older now. He smiles at me.

And then, I’m choking. My breath leaves me all at once and the hard, unyielding pain of something digs into my throat-

I wake turned into my collar, the metal not quite as tight against my neck as it had been in my dream, but enough that I have to sit up and suck in an enormous breath, and feel the air moving in and out of my lungs.

Ahsan doesn’t wake, but I hear him stir beside me, tightening the arm he has around my midsection. Slowly, I slip back down beside him and settle in close against him. We’re sleeping on a woven straw mat again, like on the Plantation. It’s all the rooming house we’re staying at had to offer.

For some reason, it’s comforting. It reminds me of the nights we got to know one another, and I first realized it was alright to take comfort in his presence.

I wrap my arm around him as well, and bury my muzzle against his neck. I remind myself again and again that it was just a dream, that the fear I’m still feeling, the pain I’m still imagining, is not real.

I lie close to Ahsan, and tell myself that for the rest of the night. But I can still hear the ocean, beckoning to me.



The Inconspicuous is a large ship by any reckoning, but certainly not the largest at port. Still, to an inland man like me, it’s a breathtaking sight. I’ve never even seen a vessel with one mast, let alone three. We follow a few men carrying crates up onto the main deck, and for a while, we’re all simply lost, watching the flurry of activity taking place.

Eventually, thankfully, we’re lead below decks… far below, as it turns out… to where we’ll be staying for the short trip. It hadn’t been terribly hard to make it on to the vessel past the Clan guards that patrolled the docks here, with Anala by our side. They hadn’t even asked for papers, just waved us on by.

The vixen assures us it will not be like that when we make it to Shanivaar, and gives us a preview of how we’ll be making it off the ship. It’s innovative, really. They’ve designed several large pickling barrels (or at least that’s definitely what they smell like) with a false top that can be packed with just about anything, while someone hides in the main portion of the barrel beneath.

Elizabeth explains that they usually use fish, since the smell overwhelms the scent of anyone hiding inside. Which makes me wonder how often, and why, they’ve had to employ these in the past.

Thankfully, we don’t have to get into the barrels until we make it to the island. Which apparently won’t take long, it isn’t far off the coast. Elizabeth says the weather’s even favorable right now, so we should make it there by the afternoon.

The Captain, whom I’ve learned by now is a type of cat from Northern Mataa called a ‘Serval’, comes down to join us as we’re getting settled in. He looks as ill-spirited as ever, and somehow manages to be intimidating as he walks past us all, despite only coming up to my mid-chest.

“Mind yourselves,” he warns us. “We weren’t exactly prepared to take on living cargo down here, so it won’t be comfortable, but this’s where you’re staying in case we’re boarded. In the event that happens,” he stomps the ground suddenly, and one of the planks beneath his feet clatters, “false boards here. There’s a small crawlspace beneath that you’d all better be able to fit into, if you want to live. Because if the Clans find you here, you’re stowaways, got it? I don’t know you.”

He holds up a hand, and three fingers, once again. “Three days,” he repeats, “and that includes the day we get to port. Whatever trouble you’re making there, be quick about it, and don’t expect us to get involved. This is business, pure and simple. You aren’t our responsibility.”

His little tail thrashes, and I catch Raja smirking out of the corner of my eye. The small cat has all of our lives in his hands, so I’m not nearly as amused by his antics. All I can do is hope we chose the right ship.



The voyage is unpleasant, in that none of us have ever been on a ship before and nearly all of us suffer from some form of seasickness, but I’ll spare the details. It’s also pretty uneventful save that, especially since we can’t come above decks. Honestly, given the nature of my nightmares the night before, I’m thankful for that.

We aren’t even able to watch as we approach the island. All we get is a warning from above, followed by a lot of sounds of activity after the men sight land in the distance. I’m left to imagine what that must look like. The voyage of a ‘stowaway’ is not terribly scenic.

The second warning comes with a boarish shout from the vixen. “Barrels, folks!” She yells down. “Port’s bustlin’ today. You’re not gonna casually stroll past that many guards, trust me.”

“How long do we have?” Anala asks, being the fittest amongst us. Apparently she’s been on a ship or two before, and she’s also got a good constitution, so she’s been relatively fine.

“Half an hour at most,” the vixen says. “Then we start unloading. You’ll want to be packed in by then. Save you, lass,” she nods to Anala. “Those barrels are headed for one of the dockside storehouses. You can meet them there.”

Anala looks to all of us, and hefts her pack. “I’m going to head up, then,” she says.

“You’re going to help pack us into these damned things, is what you mean,” I mutter.

“… that does seem wise,” she agrees.

“Everyone?”

She and I, and Lavanya and Raja, all turn to see Ahsan standing over one of our packs. A very important one.

“Oh… .” Lavanya murmurs.

“I’m not sure we should bring it,” Ahsan says quietly, looking down at the carefully bundled tools. Ermingild’s words ring through my mind.

“Considering we’re headed right back into Clan territory,” Raja says, scratching at his neck ruff, “the hyena might have a point.”

“If something happens… .” Ahsan trails off, then sighs. “I don’t know. I’m not sure they’re any safer here. What do you all think?”

Silence reigns amongst our small group. All eyes rest on the bundle, humbly wrapped in old, weathered camel hide. I can feel the weight of this decision pressing down on all of us.

“We shouldn’t take it on the island,” I say at length, gaining the attention of everyone. “This place is a small community, right? Small is good for some things… finding someone, for one, and I’m counting on that. But it could also be a lot more dangerous. We can’t get lost in a city like we did when we fled the Sura Compound. If we end up needing to go on the run again, we don’t want to have to worry about losing or misplacing the tools.”

“But are they safe here?” Lavanya asks.

“We’ll hide them,” Ahsan says suddenly, toeing his way across the floor for a few moments before he stomps on one of the hollow boards the Captain had pointed out to us.

“Yeah,” I agree. “That’ll do.”

“They know that spot,” Lavanya points out. “You don’t think they’ll check it?”

“Captain said it was for hiding people,” I say. “I’m willing to bet they have other areas they’re not telling us about for contraband. I don’t think they’ll be searching it here in port, and even if they do, to most people it’s just a dusty old bag of odd tools.”

“It’s a risk,” Anala says, helping Ahsan pry up the board. “But less of one than it would be to take them back into Clan territory.”

I nod at that.  “We don’t know how to use them yet,” I say, “although now at least we know which one is the breaker… but if we get my family off this island, it’ll have to be with their collars on. We don’t have time to figure this thing out in a matter of days.”

Ermingild had been good enough to finally make clear to us which tool was used for physically breaking the collars. It had in fact been one of the three we’d narrowed down, but not the one I’d have chosen. It was smaller than most of the others, and had some kind of gem-lined edge in the small section meant for cutting. The whole thing was blackened from the forge so we hadn’t noticed the gem edge. Anala had called them ‘diamonds’.

I watched Lavanya carefully set the bundled tools down, knowing everything they represented. If the worst happened, those tools were our legacy… the only impact on the world we’d leave behind after all of our struggles this past year, and for many of us, our entire lives.

Raja’s lifelong defiance, Lavanya’s will to survive, Anala’s war, Ahsan’s hope for freedom, and my oath as a father.

Everything we’d fought and bled for. Hidden away in the belly of this frigate, waiting for us to bring it back home, and start a revolution.


Chapter 10
Shanivaar

Amon. I’m here.



The first glimpse I get of the Shanivaar is through a thin beam of blazing light cutting a path across the dusty warehouse we’re left in. I push my way out of my barrel, almost half an hour after the men who brought us here left and the place sounds deserted.

I find Raja is already out and has his back pressed against the big sliding barn-style door, peering out the slim opening onto the street beyond.

I help Ahsan out of his, and Lavanya joins us some time later, needing no assistance shimmying out of hers. We all gather near the doorway, silently. I can see the apprehension on everyone’s faces.

The breeze sifting in from outside smells strange and exotic, but not like the oasis or the mountains we travelled through in Mataa. It’s damp, smothering in humidity and salt spray from the ocean, and thick with pollen and decay. The light coming in from outside is almost entirely green, despite presumably leading to a street.

Anala had said this place would be a dense forest island of some kind, adapted to the ever-changing whims of monsoon weather. Despite that, apparently this community has survived the climate and the difficulties of this place long enough that Anala’s heard of it through Clan gossip, and that they’ve been shipping contracted workers here for years.

There’s a heavy creak of wood suddenly, and all of us jump back from the slim opening as the door is shoved aside. Raja and I both go for our weapons.

Thankfully, it’s Anala. Her silhouette is lit around the edges by a halo of blazing light from outside, and it takes my eyes a few moments to adjust, but once I do, I’m able to see the grim expression on her face.

“What’s wrong?” I whisper. “Have we been found out somehow already?”

The woman looks to either side of her for a moment, then steps inside and tugs the door closed.

“No,” she says at length, keeping her voice low, “but this place is… dangerous. I’ve taken the last hour to get my bearings.”

I swallow around a lump in my throat. Anala does not often use words like ‘dangerous’. If she seems worried, there has to be a damn good reason.

“There isn’t much here save the market district, and that’s basically just the docks,” she explains, quietly, “and a few manors and Clan holdings throughout the forest. They’re still working on the roads and there are a lot of structures still under construction, but what little exists… .”

She looks back outside, her boxy ears tipping towards something. I hear it, too. A few sets of footsteps, which she gives a good amount of time to let pass before continuing.

“… what city there is,” she continues, “belongs entirely to the Clans. This place is practically their own small nation. It’s a fortress. There aren’t civilians here. Everyone I’ve seen who isn’t a hyena is collared, or a foreigner.”

“That should make finding a few jackals easy, at least,” Raja reasons. 	

“The Clan that bought Kadar’s wife was called the ‘Immar’,” Ahsan offers.

“There are only two I’ve seen,” Anala says. “They pretty much have the island split down the middle. Any spotted hyena you see is likely an Immar. The Harkalla are striped. Their guards are absolutely everywhere near the docks. I spoke to the vixen again and she said it’s always like this here. Getting back on the ship again is going to be a challenge, we might have to fight our way out if we have to do it in a hurry and the barrels aren’t an option.”

“Alright, let’s just try to come up with a plan,” Lavanya says intently. “It sounds like getting around out there won’t be easy, without arising suspicion.”

“Most of the Clan houses here probably know their servants,” I say. “So we can’t just bullshit our way down the streets. You said the city was still being built into the forest?” I look to Anala. She nods.

“Right,” I say. “So we use the forest.”

That turns out to be easier said than done. From the moment Anala opens the door and we step out into the muggy tropical air, I get a good idea what we’re up against. The ‘road’ that leads to this particular warehouse is little more than a dirt path well-worn by wagon wheels and many paws, and it butts right up against the edge of the undergrowth. Which. Is. Everywhere.

I’ve never seen so much green in my life. It puts even the oasis to shame. The island looks to be a gradually-sloped mountain rising up into the misty distance, and throughout the forest beyond I can occasionally see the hints of structures poking out through the tree tops. None of the foliage here grows very high, the frequent storms likely see to that. But there are plants, vines and grasses growing out of every available surface where the hyenas haven’t chopped and beaten them back. Even the warehouse we were in, which looks to be somewhat recent construction, is victim to some of the vines and stubborn weeds clinging to its every crevice and crawling up its wooden exterior.

I can tell the others are as nervous about approaching this dense, foreign jungle as I am. We don’t know where we’re going and we don’t yet have a plan, and it seems like an easy place to get lost.

The sound of more people approaching, this time a larger contingent which by the scent of them most definitely include hyenas, breaks us all from our reverie. Anala turns to us, snapping out in a low whisper, “Just move. Head towards the largest manor up there, the one with the red-shingled roof. I know it’s an Immar building, they use red to identify themselves. I’m going to head into town and see what I can learn. Do not be seen!”

I nod, and we all duck into the underbrush, pressing our way into the indomitable forest spread before us. From the first footstep, it’s a tangle of foliage and layered undergrowth, and I know we’re making a lot of noise, but it doesn’t seem possible to move through this place any other way.

Thankfully, the forest makes more than enough of its own noise. Birds cackle and chortle up in the treetops, creating noises both lyrical and harsh on the ears, joining together into one mixed cacophony of sound. Insects trill and chitter around us, and soon we’re wading through swarms of flies that choke the air.

The ground is wet and gives way in places, roots tangled beneath layers of old decay and leaf matter. We all struggle through it, claws digging for purchase on every surface, but even still all of us slip or stumble several times over.

The sounds of the port fade before long, but then we face another problem.

“I can’t tell which direction that manor was any more,” Ahsan admits breathlessly as we all come to a stop.

I cut my hand through the insects buzzing around my eyes, wincing as I pull a sharp splinter from between my toes. “It was further up the mountain,” I say. “We need to be heading up.”

“I can’t tell which way that is any more,” Ahsan says, quiet but sounding a little panicked.

“Calm down,” I say in as steady a tone as I can. “We haven’t been walking that long. I can still hear men in the distance that way,” I point, “so that’s probably where one of the roads is. We just need to get our bearings.”

Raja suddenly coils himself down to his knees, and I worry for a moment that something’s wrong, but then he leaps for one of the nearby trees, extending his claws and catching a low branch. He pulls his lean, muscular figure up easily enough, and from there on out all we can do is watch as he inexpertly makes his way up the tree.

“Be careful,” Ahsan cautions worriedly. None of us are exactly tree-climbers, but Raja’s probably got the best chance out of all of us.

He’s gone for a little while, the branches rustling and dropping leaves in his wake. Then, at long last, he calls down to us.

“I can see it!” He says. “And the road. It’s a ways off still, but I can get us there.” He sounds confident, which seems to lighten everyone’s spirits.

It ends up taking us quite some time, it feels like nearly an hour although it’s hard to tell in this place, and Raja has to climb two more trees. But at length, we’re all able to see the distinctive red-shingled roof in the distance, even from the ground. We’ve caught sight of the road several times too, it comes out this way and connects with a few other residences.

And at one point, we passed something we all knew far too well. They’ve levelled out the forest in many places, somehow clearing and tilling the soil into usable farm-land. And while some of the smaller patches were clearly vegetable gardens and rows of fruit trees, overwhelmingly, what we’re seeing are fields of distinctive red flowers.

“They’re turning this place into a Divine Plantation,” Ahsan says softly, as we all crouch in a growth of palmettos, watching a force of a good dozen men tilling and clearing roots from what’s like to be a new field. It looks like they burned the forest first, judging by all the singed trees and ash along the edges of the new field.

All of the workers are collared, and run the range from an old bear who’s pulling a large tiller that would probably be better suited for a horse or a mule, to a few small mice sifting through the dirt removing roots. They’re all dirty, soot-covered and in most cases, skinny. Many of them have sores or mange.

“These are some of the worst-looking servants I’ve ever seen,” Raja says, sounding both horrified and angry.

“You heard Anala,” Lavanya says. “This is these Clans’ own little nation. They can do whatever they want here… there’s no one to keep them in check and nowhere for these people to go.”

One of the mice perks their head up, looking in our direction, and I grab Raja by the shoulder, yanking him back away from the light. “We need to keep moving,” I say through grit teeth, forcing myself to look away from the field.

We move our way through thinning jungle, towards a rockier, more managed area. Either the land here naturally supports less growth, or they went in a hewed through the undergrowth a lot to make navigating the forest easier. Soon we start running across small trails and deliberately planted trees, and it becomes clear that this area was in fact landscaped.

It’s a garden, I realize at length. This is almost like the garden in the Sura Plantation’s Manor, except wilder and less out-of-place in this climate. We pass a few fig trees, and more of those trees with round, orange fruit on them. Everything here is young and new, though. Barely saplings. It’s easy to tell the natural growth from what was planted.

It’s honestly pretty beautiful, now that we’ve escaped the vicious undergrowth and pitfalls of the natural jungle. It’s like a sanctuary of green, leading towards the manor. I can see a fence in the distance, and the pristine, white-washed walls of the two-story building. Made from bricks, of course. All of which must have been imported.

The group falls behind me a bit, after Raja realized the figs were edible and they all started picking them, talking quietly amongst themselves. I’m still within listening distance of them, but I want to get closer to the fence, to get a better look at the manor.

“Who are you?” A female voice emanates from a grove directly to my right, and I’m so shocked, I literally jump backwards, my sword out before I can stop myself.

I catch sight of the woman standing in the grove, a spotted hyena in a long saree, and she looks equally shocked. But she levels out quickly, putting on a brave face. It’s the sort of resolve I’ve seen before, in the face of another woman long ago, staring down a man who was about to attack her.

It’s ferocity, blistering resolve. It’s the face of a mother protecting her child. And that, I realize, is exactly what she’s doing.

I hadn’t noticed it at first, but held partially beneath her saree and the wrap she’s wearing over it, is a small, squirming bundle.

I drop the arm holding my sword almost immediately, horrified by what I almost did. The woman’s gaze follows the path of my weapon as I lower it, but she only narrows her eyes after that, suspiciously. There’s an air of fearlessness about her, despite the infant in her grasp, and the fact that she is apparently unarmed.

I hear my friends’ frantic footsteps approaching from behind, and Raja is the first at my side, his shotel out. The woman’s eyes widen marginally when she realizes there are more of us, but she continues to stand her ground.

“Raja, no,” I put a hand out to grip his arm, and the cheetah goes rigid beneath my grip, but doesn’t go any farther. Lavanya and Ahsan also stop short of the clearing, staring at the hyena woman.

Something glints in the sun, catching my eye. I’d seen a bit of it earlier and dismissed it as jewelry, but now I’m certain I know what it is.

“Kadar…” Ahsan says softly. “She’s like me.”

The woman is wearing a collar. She’s indentured.

“You’re a servant,” I say aloud. “Indentured here?”

The hyena lifts her muzzle, defiantly. “I am one of Lord Immar’s Harem consorts. Kill me, and you’ll suffer the consequences.”

“We don’t want to kill you,” I assure her quietly, my ears flicking in the direction of the manor, worried someone might hear us. This place has got to have guards.

“You don’t belong to this manor,” she says, looking us over. “I’ve never even seen you on the streets. Who are you? What are you doing here?”

“This one’s gonna be a problem if we don’t take care of her,” Raja says in a decidedly dangerous tone.

“She has a baby, Raja,” Ahsan snaps, disbelievingly.

“Are you here to hurt Lord Immar?” The woman asks, looking between us, more specifically at our weapons.

“We’re going to at least need to take her prisoner until we’re done here,” Lavanya whispers. “We weren’t supposed to be seen, Kadar. Damnit.”

“If I’m not back inside in a few minutes, the Eunuch will come looking for me,” the hyena cautions, apparently having heard us. Hyena ears are a pain like that. “So either run… or tell me why you’re here.”

“Running’s sounding good,” Ahsan says, beginning to turn.

“Wait,” I hold a hand out, then look back to the woman. Something about her tone… .

“This Lord Immar,” I say, “you belong to him?”

“I am an Immar,” she says with an air of pride, but her tone sounds conflicted, too. “But… from a lesser branch.”

“How–” I stammer, “but… you’re indentured, aren’t you?”

“I was sold for the price of my dowry and for… gambling debts my father had accrued,” she replies quietly after a few moments.

“Sold within your own clan?” Ahsan gives her a sympathetic look. “I didn’t know that even happened.”

“Lord Immar prefers all of his harem be from within the Clan,” she explains, her voice souring the more she speaks. “His wife is aging and he has no daughters left to inherit. He wanted purebred children.”

“That’s disgusting,” Raja mutters with a snarl.

“Shut your trap,” I growl at him, and step forward towards the woman. She continues staring at me warily, but still refuses to give ground. Nerve, if ever I’ve seen it.

“You hate him,” I say, not entirely certain, but the suspicion’s been burning in the back of my mind since she began speaking about him. “Don’t you?”

I see her muzzle tremble, just enough that I know I’m right. “What do you want with him?” She repeats, quietly.

“Nothing,” I say honestly. “But I’m looking for a servant his clan holds the contract to. My family. My child.” I look to the bundle in her arms.

She hugs the baby a little tighter to her chest. “Your child is contracted?” She asks, the first real sign of empathy in her tone.

“I don’t know,” I admit, my heart hurting with the thought that by now, he might be. “My wife was… and she had him with her when she was brought here. I’m here to find her, and find my son. But I don’t know where to look. Do you know any jackals on the island?”

Her ears perk at that. “No,” she says, crushing my hopes almost as soon as they were raised. “But I know how you could find out. How many of you are there?”

“Just… what you see,” I say, looking to my comrades. “And one other.” I hesitate to tell her any more details just yet, lest she run and tell her guards.

She seems to consider that. “Are you any good with those weapons?” She asks.

“Killed plenty of hyenas with them,” Raja says before I can stop him. I glare at him, but all he does is shrug back at me.

“… you might be enough,” she says, her red-eyed gaze sweeping over us. “Perhaps at night, when they are all asleep.”

“What are you suggesting?” I press.

“Lord Immar, and Matron Immar keep an accounting of the indentured serving their clan in the basement of this manor,” she explains. “Help me, and I will help you.”

“Yes,” I say, the words tumbling out of me, my spirits rising. “Yes, we’ll help you. We would help you regardless, but… yes. Do you want to escape?”

“I want more than just escape,” she says, her eyes growing all the more fiersome as she speaks. “I want you to kill them. The Lord. His wife. Every Immar in this manor.”

“I don’t–” I begin.

“How many?” Lavanya, of all people, asks. “How many guards, and how many Clan members live here?”

“Five Immar,” the woman says. “The Lord, his wife, her sister and her two daughters. All monsters… all not worth the air they breathe. My life is a blessed one compared to the torture they inflict on most of the indentured here. They have six guards, all skilled, all well-equipped, but if you come at night the Lords will be sleeping.”

We all go silent, and I can feel even Ahsan’s uncertainty. This is murder we’re contemplating, pure and simple. But we’ve killed for less, and I’m willing to accept that this woman isn’t lying about these peoples’ cruelty.

“I am willing to do whatever is necessary to protect my daughter from growing up in this hell,” the woman says, between grit teeth. “I will help you deliver the killing blows myself if I can. If your child truly is held in contract on this island, you should be willing to do the same.”

“The Gods meant for us to find you,” Raja says, then looks down at me. “Kadar. You must see it. We were lead to her.”

I feel like a great yawing chasm is opening beneath me. It’s the same feeling I had when I turned the corner in the Sura compound and saw the kind guard who’d tried to reach out to us ahead of me. In that moment, I’d known this one terrible task was directly in the way of the path to my son. And in the end, I’d done what was necessary. Here again, an opportunity… a gateway to the family I’d lost. But the cost was cold-blooded murder, and there’d be no question of it this time. It wasn’t a robbery that went terribly wrong, or a melee against an armed opponent who arguably may have tried to kill me regardless of my willingness to fight her… this was absolutely that last step into darkness.

But it’s for my son. This woman is willing to risk everything to save her child from this life. How can I do any less?

“Your name?” I ask, my voice coming out breathless for some reason. “If we’re going to be allies, I’d like to know it.”

The hyena smiles slowly. “Rajne Immar.”



“I’m not certain how long I can move about this place freely,” Anala admits as we gather deeper in the grove, later that evening. Dusk is falling, casting every plant in a waning blue glow. “Every hyena here knows me as an outsider, it was enough explaining my way through a few of their establishments to get these,” she tosses a heavy bag to the ground, and leans down to untie it and open it for us. Inside are the water skins we’d been carrying since the oasis, presumably now full. They’re the first thing we all go for, but it looks like she picked up some dried meat and fruits, as well.

She looks to me as the others settle in to eat. “Kadar, I understand your feelings in this,” she says, at first not explaining herself.

“What do you mean?” I ask, after draining half the water skin.

“I take no pleasure in the idea of killing someone outside of combat,” she explains. “In fact, it’s strictly forbidden in my Order. But I can handle the guards while you lot all do what’s necessary.”

“It’s hard to see this as necessary,” I say quietly.

“This place is too small to hide in for long,” she says. “Everyone knows one another. I just can’t go asking about for your family, I’m sorry. I was hoping I might simply stumble across them, but… .”

“This’ll be quick and dirty,” Raja says, in between tearing off a piece of dried meat. “We go in, give these bastards something to remember us by, find out where your son is, and get him. And we help this woman in the process. Maybe we can even take her with us.”

“We’ll have to if she takes part in all this,” I say. “We can’t just leave her here at the mercy of the Immar.”

“She’s willing to take that risk,” the cheetah says pointedly. “Hell, she brought up the idea. If you ask me, she’s been thinking on this awhile herself. If we don’t help her she’ll try it on her own at some point in the future, anyway. You heard her.”

“That’s desperation,” Ahsan says knowingly. “And anger. My own… situation… was hard enough. I can’t imagine the betrayal, knowing your suffering is thanks to your own family.”

“We don’t have the time to fuck around here,” Raja says vehemently. “Hell, I still think it was a mistake to let her go back inside. She could have a change of heart.”

“You just said you thought she’d do this regardless of our help,” I point out. “Do you trust her, or not?”

“Hell no,” the cheetah says. “But I don’t trust anyone. The point is, we aren’t going to have another opportunity like this. Is it worth the risk to you or not? It’s your family.”

I find four sets of eyes on me, and I sigh, looking down. “It’s worth it.”

“Kadar, come,” Anala says, standing. “Help me scout the perimeter of this estate.”

The cheetah or the lioness would, of course, be a better choice for any kind of surveillance, but I suspect that’s not the true reason for our exodus as Anala leads me off.

We walk through the empty grove for a time, keeping our distance from the manor, but always keeping our eyes and ears on it. The lights in the second story are still lit, and Rajne said that’s where the Lord’s family lives.

She’s supposed to open the gate to the grove, which she assured us will not be guarded, after they sleep. The manors here don’t bother to lock their house servants in at night, considering there’s nowhere to flee to. Rajne told us a short story of one of the other harem girls, who was desperate enough to flee into the jungle, nearly naked and with no provisions. They found her several days later, dead from a snake bite. There truly is no escape from this place.

“I know what you fear,” Anala says suddenly, piercing the silence.

“There’s too much to fear here to count,” I say, sighing.

“But that isn’t what worries you now,” she says, looking back over her shoulder at me. “You fear staring at your own reflection, and seeing a villain. You don’t want all of this to turn you into the wrong kind of man.”

“That couldn’t have been hard to figure out,” I mutter. “I haven’t exactly been quiet about hating what all of this has forced us to become. And anyway, almost no man wants to think he’s in the wrong. It doesn’t bother you?”

“I don’t believe there is a ‘wrong’ kind of man,” she says. “I think drawing a line between what is wrong and right is convenient for law, but little else. It is almost always a matter of situation and perspective, and those are both always in flux.”

“You’re losing me,” I say. “Keep in mind, you have an education. I don’t.”

“Killing a man in cold blood because you want his gold is wrong, according to the law,” she says, turning to regard me. “But the want for gold is also usually why wars are waged, and thousands die at war. My Order believes any war is worth fighting, simply because it is… war. So by that logic, every street criminal who murders someone for money is paying homage to Anala, because he is killing for the exact same reason as so many of her Priestesses have.”

“That doesn’t make any sense,” I argue. “You fight for the sake of… fighting. Right?”

“We fight for the sake of Anala,” she says, “and our Temples. Both of which the Clans call upon to further their pursuit of gold, and power, and land. Anala is the Goddess of conquerors… not warriors. We are her swords… not the people she blesses. Our victories benefit the Clan Lords. Everything in Mataa does.”

“If you’ve realized this,” I say, confused. “Then why are you still devout?”

“I realized it long ago,” she says, her eyes lifting to the heavens as the first of the stars begins to come out. “And for a time it tormented me. Much as you are uncertain now. But eventually, I came to feel that my faith was not… wrong… just because it wasn’t what the High Priestesses had always told me it was supposed to be. My faith is my own, and I became a part of it, and continue to believe in it in my own way. That is a decision I’ve made because of events in my life, and my perspective on those events. And eventually, all of those decisions lead me to you… and your fight. Which means for all those years I thought I’d wasted serving a cruel Clan with no nobility, I had actually been in the right to stay the course, so that I could be here now. Every decision we make, everything we believe, will always be wrong in someone else’s eyes. But all they can do is judge from outside, they don’t have to live with it. All that matters in the end is that you can.”

“That’s an easy way to justify just about anything,” I say.

“There is a justification for just about anything,” she replies.

My body feels weak, and trying to wrap my mind around her circuitous logic isn’t helping. It explains her personality, though. Anything is justified so long as you can justify it.

“It must be comforting to live with that level of certainty,” I mutter. “Does anything frighten you, Anala?”

She stops in her tracks at that, and I’m forced to turn around. She is looking at me, but not directly… her eyes are unfocused.

“Yes,” she admits without hesitation. “I’m terrified… I have always thought I would die alone.”

“You mean, without taking someone else down with you?” I guess.

“No,” she says. “alone. Not dying with someone else, but… dying with no one to mourn my passing. Knowing no one cares for me in those last final moments.”

My brows lift, and I look sympathetically on her in her rare, vulnerable moment. “Don’t you have family?” I ask.

She is silent.

We walk the rest of the perimeter without speaking. One by one, the lights in the house begin to dim. If Rajne is going to keep her word, she’ll be opening the gate for us soon.

As ever with the enigmatic Priestess, I feel I’ve scratched the surface, but will never have enough time in the world to get in. I do believe one thing whole-heartedly now, though.

I’d always assumed Anala’s fervor and zealotry were born from something almost supernatural, or a personality so removed from most normal people, I could never fully grasp it. But really, her devotion to her Goddess boils down to something much more mundane, and easy to understand.

The fear of being alone.



Rajne delivers. Nearly an hour after all the lights have gone dim in the house, save the exterior lanterns, the metal gate hinges creak ever-so-slightly as she carefully, and painstakingly slowly, pushes it open for us.

“No one guards the entrance to the glade,” she says in a low whisper. “But there are two guards near the back door. You’ll need to dispatch them to get inside, I don’t think all of you will fit through the window I used to slip out.”

“Not a problem,” Anala says, strapping her shield to her arm. I don’t often see her use it, but Rajne had said there were six guards in here, all of them skilled and well-equipped. Even for Anala, that’s a tall order. She looks intense, and ready.

“There is another manor a few acres away,” Rajne warns us. “You probably saw their fields on the way here. There is a bell on the second floor. You must be certain they don’t make it to it, or we’ll have the whole clan come down on our heads.”

“Where are the others?” I ask her before we head in.

“Excuse me?” She asks impatiently.

“The other women in the harem,” I explain, “or any other servants in the house. We want to leave them the option to stay if that’s what they choose, so they can’t see what happens tonight.”

“They are locked in the servant housing with their Eunuch guard,” she says. “You’ll want to avoid tangling with Sarin.”

Anala’s ears perk at that. “A Eunuch?”

“He is enormous, and from what I understand from the Matron’s complaining, did not come cheap,” the woman claims. “I think he’s quite good with that spear of his.”

Anala gives a toothy smile. “Is he now?”

“Anala, stay focused,” I remind her, pulling my sword. “We need to try to do this quietly, and get out as fast as we can. Back door first… then across the living room and parlor to the front, right?” I look to Rajne, who nods. “And there are two more guarding the staircase to the second floor, they’re bound to see us then. That’s four, Anala. Can you handle that? We can’t afford to wait on getting to the family upstairs, or they’ll all wake.”

“Do they have pistols?” Ahsan asks, suddenly.

“The northerners’ weapons?” The woman quirks her head. “I don’t think so. If anyone had one, it would be Lord Immar. He likes to collect oddities. I’ve seen some of the guards at port carrying them, but I’ve never seen any in the house.”

“This whole thing would go down a lot smoother if we just locked them in their rooms or something,” Ahsan says quietly.

“Killing them was the deal,” the woman snaps. “Have some empathy for the other servants they’ll buy and sell in the future. Besides, you’ll need Lord Immar’s keys to get into the basement.”

“Enough talk,” Anala says, striding down the path ahead. “We are cutting the head off the snake. Let’s do what must be done.”

The two guards near the back door of the manor see us at almost exactly the same time we see them, when we round a hedge of flowering trees. From the outset, just judging by the way they respond, I know these aren’t the same grade of ‘warriors’ we encountered at the Sura depot. They only take a second or two to assess us, and surprised though they seem, they don’t hesitate to pull their blades.

“Who–” one of them begins, but then he must have caught the glint of Anala’s blade in the moonlight, and he does what I’d hoped he wouldn’t right off the bat. He shouts.

“Under attack!” He roars, raising his scimitar and shield. “Harkalla!”

The last part confuses me a moment, until I realize we have a striped hyena amongst our group. He thinks we’re from the rival Clan on the island.

But by that point Anala has charged forward, Raja and I following in her wake. We’d made sure to round the building to get to this door, so they had minimal warning before they saw us.

Anala crashes into the first man with her shield directly, bowling him off his feet. But before she can bring down her deadly killer blow, the other guard moves in like clockwork, sealing the breech in their defenses. I’m briefly afraid he’s going to land a hit, before Anala brings up her sword to parry, instead of relying on her still over-extended shield arm. I catch the glint of her teeth in the lantern light, a challenged, but satisfied grin crossing her features.

Raja and I descend on the man who’s still pushing himself to his feet, and cut him off from flanking the Priestess. He’s fast though, and swings even as he’s kicking up to his feet, not accurately enough to hit us, but enough that we both give him room.

He makes it to his feet and I’m pretty sure we’ve got him at a disadvantage, being on either side of him. But once he starts coming after me, it’s hard enough just to stay on the defensive, let alone get a hit in. The man is fast, accurate, and doesn’t waste his movements. It feels like fighting a younger Lochan.

What’s more, he doesn’t just fight with his sword. At one point he sweeps a leg out and it catches me wholly unprepared, the force of the man’s armored shin slamming into my calf making me see stars and reel in pain. I don’t fall, thankfully, but I may as well have for how open it left me. He presses the advantage and arcs his sword upwards, raking over where my neck had been seconds before. I manage to duck aside just barely, but feel the searing sting that tells me he caught me up the chin and partially across my neck, anyway. A surface wound, but too close for comfort.

Raja is trying to come at him from behind and hook his shotel into some part of where his armor is weak. The weapon is less than ideal in general, but especially against someone wearing hardened leather with brass plates. The man isn’t having much trouble splitting his attention between us.

Frustration seems to get the better of the cheetah, and he gives a rumbling snarl, dropping to his knees to hook the man’s shin. The guard had been in the midst of another swing at me, and seems unprepared for it. The shotel successfully catches him by the leg, too high along his shin to entirely avoid his armor, but Raja’s a strong man, and when he jerks the weapon towards him, it still slices a half-moon gash in leather and flesh alike.

The guard limps away from the cheetah and shoves me aside with his shield, putting his back to the wall. Then he’s facing both of us, and Raja’s lost his advantage.

“His shield arm!” I yell to Raja, bringing my sword up to parry another swing. “Get it out of the way!”

The cheetah gives me an affirmative nod, and goes in hard at the man. Of course, he now knows our plan, and switches to parrying Raja as opposed to giving him his shield. But I’d expected that. I wait for my chance, and feint an easily-blockable strike. He goes for it, bringing his shield up exactly where I want it.

I twist my body and loop my arm up and around his, locking us together, then holding on for dear life. The big guard is just as strong as he looked, and he seems to be on to my game immediately, his eyes going wide.

“Now!” I growl out between grit teeth to Raja.

The cheetah ducks one of the guard’s frantic swings, and moves into his now unprotected right side, chopping his shotel down into the man’s neck. His leather gorget catches most of the first swing, but the cheetah puts his muscle into it, digging the point at the top of the weapon in, then ripping it forward, pulling out a spray of blood with it.

The guard falls backwards, and I let go of him, watching him slide down the wall.

“More are coming,” I hear Anala say from behind us, shaking the blood off of her own sword. She takes off through the now open doorway, Rajne already moving in ahead of us. We follow the thin, young hyena woman as she leads us down an immaculately-painted hallway, the walls covered in intricate mandalas.

Heavy footsteps greet us as the hallway opens out into the first of the parlors the woman told us of. Two more guards, a woman and a man this time, are headed towards us, weapons drawn. And I can hear another shouting from above and further into the house, likely one of the two on the stairs.

“Go!” Anala yells at us, rushing towards the archway that leads into the next parlor, to cut the guards off. I hear a heavy thud as someone presumably leaps the staircase, landing in the parlor.

“Servant’s stairs!” Rajne says quickly, ushering us towards a small door that leads to an equally small hallway behind the main hallway. Lavanya and Ahsan move in behind her, but before I can follow, Raja’s hand grips my arm.

“I’m helping the Priestess,” he says. “She’s gonna need it.”

I don’t have time to think about it or argue with him, so I just nod. “Good luck,” I say, and follow the others before I completely lose sight of them.

We move through this tiny corridor, meant for servants to move about the house without being underfoot or seen by more important people, and I can’t help but reflect on the irony, that it’s serving our purposes now.

The corridor leads to an equally narrow staircase, which sounds dreadfully loud to me as we move up it. When we’ve made it to the top, Rajne cracks the door.

Almost as soon as she has, a blade wedges itself into the opening and the young hyena shrieks, backpedaling away from the attacker and being yanked behind Lavanya. The man must have been waiting there for us.

“They knew about this passage,” Lavanya says, irritated, as she extends her claws.

“They must have heard us,” Rajne says.

“Lavanya, let me–” I begin, but it’s too late. The lioness waits a few seconds more, then seemingly timed, shoves the door open with all her might.

She must have waited until the guard up there put his muzzle against it to peer in, because when we come erupting into the hallway upstairs, the man is reeling back with a bloody nose. I move in to his rear as Lavanya continues the frontal assault, swiping at him in a flurry of blows with both paws. Ahsan stands back, guarding Rajne, and I ready myself for another hard fight like the one outside the door. Except worse, because Lavanya isn’t really armed.

But she gets lucky, or else I’ve grossly underestimated her skill with her claws, and catches the man across the eyes. Bleeding now from two places on his face, the guard stumbles backwards almost directly into me. I brace myself, seeing an opening, and letting his body weight push him back into my sword.

I aimed beneath the brass plate on the back of his armor, and I end up digging the sword in somewhere around his kidney. I’m not sure how far I get, this guard is big and bulky and I’m sure most of what I run through is fat, but it’s a deep puncture, and by the time I’m kicking him off my sword, he doesn’t have the strength to stand any more. He falls to the floor and there we leave him, but not before Lavanya grabs his scimitar.

I nod at her, approvingly. The sounds of the fight downstairs continue, and it would only take a short run from here to make it to the staircase and peer down to see how our companions are doing, but Rajne is already pulling away from Ahsan and moving towards one of the bedrooms.

The door to another, this one further down the hallway, opens before we’ve even gotten to the first. A bleary-eyed, middle-aged hyena woman peers out, wearing little more than a long robe. Her gaze becomes all at once terrified, and fixed on Rajne. “You,” she breathes out.

There may have been more, but at that point the younger hyena with us rushes her, giving a cackling growl and pinning the older woman to the ground, easily. She wraps her hands around her neck, and begins to squeeze, while the woman beneath her fights and thrashes.

“All of them,” Rajne says between grit teeth, looking back at me. “The whole family… has to die.”

Lavanya looks to me, and I can see there in her eyes, buried beneath the resolve we’ve all built around ourselves throughout the last few months… the sadness I feel. This is what we are now. I’ve been a murderer since I killed my father on that day near the Hyronses… but it’s never felt as certain as it does now.

What kind of a father can I possibly be to Amon now? How can I ever explain to him that I did all of this… for him?

Justified or not. Forced into this? Maybe.

Why is it that we’ve had to do so many wrong things… to fight for something that seems so right?

Time seems to slow. Lavanya moves away from me, her eyes gone dead, as she opens one of the other doors in the hallway and steps inside. Ahsan follows me as I head towards another.

This door is locked from the inside, but it feels like a latch lock when I bang into it with my shoulder. Bracing myself, I lean back and kick at the door with all my might. The door itself doesn’t give way, but the hinges begin to, the wood splintering. A few more hard kicks, and it leans forward enough that I can shoulder-check it down.

Inside is a dimly-lit room with a large canopy bed and decorations reminiscent of most hookah parlors. Incense drifts through the air, only barely covering up the scents of sex and the Divine. The reason for both stands backed into a corner of the room, a dagger held in one hand over his paunch, barely dressed in small-clothes.

There’s a young girl… dressed in a similar saree to the one Rajne was wearing, another of his harem I’m guessing… curled up in a ball on the bed, hiding her head in her hands. She doesn’t even look old enough to marry.

I never before would have said I was grateful to have been given such an easy mark for murder. It makes what I have to do next much easier, and reinforces for me that we’re doing the right thing here, even if it doesn’t feel that way.

“Don’t look, sweetheart,” I tell the young girl, approaching the Lord.



We kill the entire family, one by one. Rajne herself kills two of the women, and her wrath and lack of empathy for them is something to be seen. She doesn’t seem disappointed that I killed the Lord who owned her… I honestly think she held more anger for the women, for some reason. I can’t know what happened in this house, what led this woman up to this moment or how long she’d had this much rage… but it reminds me of things I’d wish to forget back in the Sura manor.

It seems to be bringing a lot back for Ahsan, too. He hasn’t said a word since we made it upstairs, and his gaze is lost, not in the present. But unlike Lavanya, he doesn’t look sad, or regretful. I think in a real way, he’s accepted all of this more than we have.

Ahsan understands this woman’s pain more than any of us really can. As we descend the staircase back down into the now quiet parlor, I think back on standing with him in the desert, following the trail of stars through the sky. Is it possible that celestial road lead us here, to meet this woman? Or are there really just this many people in the world with reason to hate the Clans, and vengeance to enact?

The key loop dangles from my fingers, feeling heavier than it has any right to. Rajne leads us back downstairs, her yellow saree now stained with blood around its trailing edges.

“The basement is this way,” she says, gesturing. But at that point I catch sight of our wayward companions, and my breath catches in my throat.

The parlor is a charnel house. Four bodies are splayed out across the expensive tile floor, the blood collecting and pooling in the grout. One of them looks unfamiliar… a lion wearing less armor than the others. His massive frame and large, split-pronged spear tell me what I need to know.

“The Eunuch,” I say, eyes widening.

“We need to get her out of here,” a strained voice says from the corridor behind us. I turn to see Raja, bleeding from several places but still on his feet, supporting a badly injured Anala. I can’t tell exactly how grave her injuries are, but she’s bleeding from several gashes in her armor and one particularly bad-looking puncture wound near her shoulder and collarbone that had to have been done by that spear. The whole front of her armor is coated in blood from where it’s poured out of that wound. She only vaguely looks conscious.

“Don’t you want to get what you came for?” Rajne asks impatiently.

I look once more to my friends, then back to her. “Yes,” I say, then to the others, “wait for us in the glade. Be ready to run in case anyone comes.”

“I’m not sure she can,” Raja says, readjusting the hyena’s arm over his shoulder, “but we’ll be waiting for you.”

Lavanya joins him, helping him carry her. I hear Anala’s pained groan as they begin to move, and it cuts deep. I’ve never heard the woman cry out in pain before.

Ahsan follows us as we head downstairs towards the basement, which is really more of a locked wine cellar. It takes me a few tries to pick the right key, and then we head inside.

It’s a smaller room than I would have expected, dusty and not lit in the least, so we carry in a lantern. Rajne waits for us by the door. “I am going to get my child,” she says, “and what little provisions I can carry. I’ll be waiting with your friends.”

Ahsan is already sorting through the small collection of books down here, laid out on a writing desk where the Lord, or his seneschal, must work. It feels like an eternity passes as he carefully reads through each, then sets it aside and moves to the next. It might only have been a few minutes. I’m not sure.

When Ahsan at last finds what we came all this way for, crossed most of Mataa and fought our way through two different powerful Clans of hyenas to find… it is everything I feared and more.
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Chapter 11
Dusk

Amon. I know now I’ll never have the chance to tell you everything I’ve learned throughout my life, and impart on you my many failures, victories, and the points at which I wish I’d done it all differently. All I ever wanted, from the time you were born, was to give you a life better than the one I’ve lived. And I’ve failed in that, too.

The worst part of it is, I don’t know how I could have changed any of it. Every wrong I’ve committed, every fragment of hope I’ve had that’s pushed me onwards, every drop of blood I’ve spilled and every effort I’ve made… none of it could have overcome the odds that were set against us from the start. If I’d fought harder, if I’d done nothing at all, you’d still be gone.

If I’d agreed to come here with Ishaya, you’d still be gone.

The world never cared about my choices, my struggles, or my pain. There is no karma, or justice. We were born poor, set up to fail, and in the end, that’s all that really mattered. The circumstances of your birth are what cursed you, and me, and your mother.

And my mother, and my father… and every generation that came before… .

In the end, all we ever had was love. It’s the one thing you can always find your way towards, even when you’re in chains. It’s an escape when there is no escape. And we had it. Briefly… but it was ours and no one can buy it or sell it or take it away from us.

It’s all I have of you any more, or ever will again. I love you, son.



“I’m sorry, Kadar.”

I hear those words dozens of times, from each of my friends, all that night. Their sadness is as real as my own, and only matched by our exhaustion. We’d come all this way… for nothing.

Despite that, not a one of them blamed me. There was nothing but empathy and shared sadness.

But nothing could comfort me now, or ever again. The one thing that had kept me strong through the years I’d been indentured was the hope, often a distant one, but always there, that I would find my family again someday.

Now I knew that was impossible.

It all came down to one line in a ledger, in the basement of an Immar manor on this tiny, lonely island. Deceased.

There was no explanation, no further story to be found or trail to follow. This was it. Ishaya had come here with my son, had indentured herself to this Clan, and they had died here. Probably worked to death, or from an illness, or simple starvation. I would never know.

I chose to believe that Ishaya would never have sold our son into indentured servitude, but she may not have been given a choice. My wife and I had many quarrels, but I couldn’t believe for a moment that she would have let Amon suffer. He was just a small, fragile child, in a brutal place… and that place had killed him. And many, many others.

I no longer regretted anything I had done in the Immar manor. Or the Sura manor. Or at any point on the way here. It was clear to me now that the only mistake I’d made all this time was not fighting harder. Questioning myself.

Anala was right. We were fighting a war, and in war people die. The Clans had begun this one, centuries ago, when they began enslaving the poor and the weak, and those less able to defend themselves. If they died by our blades now, they had earned it.

Sometimes there is a justification for just about anything. Nothing in Mataa was going to change until it was forced to change, with brutality, defiance, and the willingness to do what was necessary. There would be no moral victory against these people. Only victory… and that would be hard enough to come by.

My mind is too awash with pain to contemplate the future, but I know one thing. Whether or not we rise up against them this generation, or the next, or the next… people like us will continue to fight.  My wife and son were just two more casualties in an endless history of casualties, and this much death and suffering breeds anger in its wake. A nation of anger. There are so many throughout this country raising the battle cry against them. Even their own kin, their own Clanswomen, are turning against the tyranny.

Dela once told me that we might not see our efforts prevail in our lifetimes, or even our childrens’ lifetimes. Considering the odds, that seems likely. This is just one more of the sacrifices that, hopefully far in the future, free people will look back on and be grateful for. Like the ancient lake buried in the desert, feeding an oasis, giving life and hope long after it’s gone and buried.

But that’s the future. And right now I’m mired in the present, and my sadness. My loss of purpose.

And we have other, more tangible problems. Anala is badly hurt. She has several bad gashes, and one particularly deep puncture that broke her clavicle on her sword arm side. She might never be able to wield her weapon again.

And in the short term, she’s lost a lot of blood, and keeps slipping in and out of consciousness. For all any of us know, her wound could be fatal. None of us are healers… all we’ve been able to do is pack the wounds and try to stop the bleeding. And it isn’t stopping. Especially from the puncture.

I watch Ahsan pull back the balled-up cloth that we’ve had there for the last hour, and it’s soaked clear through. His face tells me all I need to know as he inspects it.

“We can’t let it go like this any longer,” Raja says, standing over us all. In his hand he holds a long piece of wood we’ve let smolder in the fire, the tip glowing hot with embers.

Anala’s eyes roll back, and her lower jaw quivers, before she gutturally growls out, “Do it.”

It’s all we know to do, and it’s probably the best and only decision we can make right now, but it’s still hard to watch as the cheetah leans down, and presses the burning edge into her wound. Ahsan gave her the balled-up cloth bandage to bite down on, and were it not for that, her screams would have echoed across the mountain.

The smell of burning flesh and fur makes me nauseous, but I move closer to her all the same, to give her my hand. She grips it tightly enough to bruise.

By the time he’s done, she looks weaker than I’ve ever seen the woman. Her fur is damp with blood and the humidity of the air, her body bared down to her small clothes and wrapped in half a dozen places. Her features are gaunt and tired, eyes glistening with unshed tears. Her head lolls to the side to look at me, and I feel as though I’m already staring into a corpse.

“It… was a good fight,” she says hoarsely, one corner of her muzzle turning up despite it all. “The fight… I deserved.”

I force a smile. “I’m sorry I didn’t see it.”

“It wasn’t for you,” she says, turning her muzzle slowly back up towards the heavens, and the stars. “It was for Her.”

I’m honestly afraid she’ll die right there, but when her eyes close, she keeps breathing. Shallowly, but it’s there.

“What do we do?” Lavanya asks quietly, from her corner of the camp. She’s standing with her back to a tree, arms crossed over her chest like she’s cold, even though that’s impossible.

“We can’t move her like this,” I say, still holding the hyena’s hand. “But we can’t wait here for her to recover, either. We have less than two days until the ship leaves. We have to get her there, somehow. We’re not leaving her behind.”

There doesn’t seem to be any disagreement there, but Ahsan speaks up. “One of us should go to the ship and see if they can leave early. And make sure they’re ready to move the barrels. We can’t afford to wait near the docks. By the time we’re ready to move… if we can even figure out how to do that… we need to make sure our escape route is planned out.”

“I don’t like the idea of splitting up,” I murmur.

“Someone has to stay with her,” Raja says, looking down at me. “Someone armed and capable of carrying her, in case they’re found and have to move.”

“And a striped hyena won’t stand out much here,” Ahsan reasons. “I can go to make contact with the ship and get our plans in order. I’m innocuous, I’m good at talking my way out of bad spots. I’m not armed or armored, so even if they’re out looking for us by now, I won’t stand out. I should be fine.”

“It’s alright, Kadar,” Lavanya says softly. “I’ll go with him, so he’s not alone. We’re probably safer in small groups than we are all together, at this point. At least then if something happens to some of us, the rest can still get out.”

As usual, Lavanya’s logic isn’t comforting, but it rings true. I don’t like that she and Ahsan will be the ones taking the greatest risk, though.

“Unless any of the servants we left in that place run to the nearest manor and report what happened there,” Ahsan says, “the word shouldn’t get out about this attack until at the earliest, the morning. Hopefully by then, we’ll be gone. If… we can figure out how to move her… .” He looks down at Anala.

“I have a thought for that,” a voice speaks up from the edge of the clearing. We all look to Rajne, who’s standing rocking her baby. The poor little girl’s not been crying at least, but she has been fussing and whining occasionally since we left the manor. Rajne hasn’t put her down since our exodus.

“I know where I can get a wagon,” she says. “The sort they use to move bags of feed and hay up here into the mountains. It’s sturdy, a strong man can pull it, and you could cover her with hay or a blanket and make it look like you’re just servants bringing something into town.”

“That could work,” Ahsan agrees.

“Lead me to it,” Raja says, before any of us can offer.

“I can probably get it on my own,” Rajne tries to insist.

“Just show me where it is,” the cheetah says. “You can’t pull a wagon and hold that babe, especially not through forest like this.” He looks back at me. “Will you be alright for a bit on your own?”

“I’m more worried about all of you,” I say with a sigh. “I’ll be fine here in the woods.”

“That cut on your neck’s worse’n any of mine,” Raja says. “Let me put my back to use on something, alright? The Priestess fought like a demon in there, for us… and she’s still fighting now. I’ll pull her ass out of this whole damned jungle by my teeth if I have to.” He turns to Rajne. “Let’s get this done quick. Lead the way.”

The two of them head off, and I watch the cheetah’s gold, patterned fur disappear into the darkness of the forest until he’s completely out of sight. Ahsan’s hand on my shoulder snaps me out of another spiraling trail of awful thoughts.

“We should probably go, too,” he says softly. “Minimize the time we’re all apart, and get everything set up so we can get out of here as quick as possible.”

“I don’t want you to go back to port without me,” I say, my mouth dry, my body aching with fear for him.

Ahsan looks down to Anala, where she continues to breathe unevenly, fitfully sleeping. “We can’t leave her,” he repeats quietly.

I know he’s right. But I don’t know how to explain to him how badly I need him right now. How unnaturally terrified I am of being apart from him, worried that he’ll never come back to me. The rational part of my mind knows it’s just because of the realization of my recent loss. I know it’s what’s best for everyone, it’s what we have to do right now to get out of all of this alive. But… .

“Kadar?” His voice seems to echo, like it’s distant, even though I know he’s right beside me. I know I’m tired, exhausted even, and suffering the deepest kind of depression. I feel like I’m deep down a hole, and everyone around me is reaching out to me, but the hole is too deep, and they can’t possibly pull me out.

“Kadar?”

I look up to him, expecting to see sadness, sympathy, mourning. All the things my friends have been giving me, trying to help. But he’s smiling.

He reaches out, his palm pressing to my cheek, smoothing back the fur. His dark eyes are staring directly into mine, no trace of fear in them, like I know there must be in mine. And oddly, now of all times, something occurs to me.

He’s standing straight. He’s at eye level with me, as he should be… because we’ve always been the same height. But ever since I’ve known him, he’s slumped over, bowed himself before others, made himself smaller. He isn’t doing that any more.

Maybe we’ve accomplished something through all of this, after all.

“I’ll see you again soon,” Ahsan promises quietly, stroking my cheek. “I swear it. I’ll be safe.”

I don’t know why now, but I feel tears coming, and I don’t fight them. I turn my cheek into his palm, squeezing my eyes tight and letting him swipe his thumb gingerly over the path the tears trace down my fur.

“I’m so sorry I put you through all of this,” I say, nearly choking on the words.

“Kadar, I love you,” he says, leaning our foreheads together and forcing me to look him in the eyes. “I don’t regret a moment we’ve spent together. You changed me… forever, and… I wanted to help you like you helped me. I’m sorry. We did absolutely everything we could.”

I nod, swallowing. “Yes we did.” I open my eyes at length after that, and look at him. There is nothing left standing between us but my own fear of weakness, and it’s long overdue for me to let go of that. Ahsan managed to.

“I love you, too,” I finally… finally manage to say. “I’ve loved you for a long time now.”

“I know,” he says, smiling a bit. “I’ve known for a long time now.”

We kiss, and wrap our arms around one another, clinging to that feeling for as long as we can. The world beckons to us cruelly, but for now, we have this moment in time, we have one another, and no one can control how we feel, or make us stop loving one another.

Our feelings can’t be wrong, because they are ours. It’s a freedom no collar, no Clan, no force can take away from us.



Two hours pass. It can be hard to tell time at night, but I’d almost literally been counting the seconds.

Two hours.

I know in my heart something’s gone wrong. Ahsan and Lavanya had to go all the way to the port, make their way to the ship and start making plans, so I hadn’t expected them back until the morning. But Raja… .

Unless this cart had been miles away, which wouldn’t make any sense, he should have been back by now.

I keep going over everything in my mind that could have possibly happened. He could have been spotted… chased. The baby could have given them away somehow. But he was armed. Maybe he tried to protect Rajne and the child?

“You have to go look for him,” Anala croaks at me, coughing between breaths. She’d woken some time ago, parched and in too much pain to continue sleeping. I’d given her what was left of our water, but there was nothing I could do for the pain.

“I can’t–” I begin.

“I’m not going anywhere,” she says, a deep sadness and, I think, a hint of resignation to her fate creeping into her voice. I haven’t looked at her wound since we seared it closed, but I know some of her others are still bleeding. And even if she lives through this… her days as a warrior are done. And that’s all she lives for.

She turns her head just slightly, enough so that she can look at me. “Go,” she commands, quietly but sternly. “Find him. He might need your help.”



It takes me less time than I’d thought it would to trace Raja’s tracks through the woods. In a forest this dense, the only way to get through portions of it is to cut your way through, and he’d done exactly that, with his shotel.

The cheetah had headed off in the direction of one of the nearby fields we’d passed on our way here, apparently sticking to the forest rather than the road, which was good. He’d been trying to play it smart. I travel for a bit, following signs of his passage, my mind racing, wondering how far I’ll have to trek before I catch up to him or catch some trace of what may have happened.

I’m not nearly as far away from Anala as I’d thought I’d have to look before I begin to smell something disturbing.

Blood. A lot of it.

I speed my pace at that, rushing through the forest, heedless of how it tears at my body and clothing, and sinks into my paw pads. I’m covered in small cuts and up to my knees in mud by the time I find…

… him.

The big cat is lying like a crumpled pool of gold in an earthen ditch, tangled amongst the raised roots of a tree, his long limbs splayed in the dirt and leaves. The moonlight pierces the canopy here, showing his true colors even in night shine. Staining his beautiful, unique pelt is a deep, dark stain, emanating from his lower back.

I stumble down the ditch, falling flat to my rear as I slide down nearly into him, fumbling for his body, my hands shaking. I reach for the wound, and my paw comes away such a deep red, it looks black in the near darkness.

“Raja,” I say, my voice gone breathless. I lift him as well as I can, my body shaking. “What… .”

It’s then that I see the dagger. It, too, is stained, but enough of the metal shows through that I catch it out of the corner of my eye, discarded in the ditch beside him. I lean down and pick it up, realization dawning slowly, like my mind can’t wrap itself around something so terrible.

It’s the same dagger Lord Immar had been holding in the manor, that very night. I’d left it on his body after I’d killed him, but… .

“The woman,” his ragged voice stirs me, and I hold him up a little closer to me, feeling the warmth still leaving his back, seeping between my fingers. His blue eyes open to slits, enough that he can look at me. “Raj… ne,” he growls out. Or it might just be blood in his lungs.

“She did this?!” I demand, terror gripping my heart. I’d thought… perhaps… she might have sold us out after we’d let her go back into the manor the first time. But after all we’d done? Why?

“Didn’t… see it coming,” Raja says, still with that low gurgle in his voice. “She still… had that… baby in her arms. I never thought… .”

“I’m going to get you back to Anala,” I say, trying to put my shoulder beneath his arm. Lifting the big cat will be no mean feat, but I don’t care to think about what’s possible right now.

“You have… t-the Guardmaster’s… sword,” Raja says. I’m not sure if it’s feverish ranting at first. Why is he talking about my sword?

“Don’t… let me die like this,” the cheetah chokes out, and I at last grasp his meaning.

I shake my head. “No. No, no… .”

“I won’t,” he growls out, and this time I know it’s a real growl, “die. Collared. Kadar. They… can’t… have me… forever. Don’t let me die… with this thing… around my neck.”

I look away, standing and putting my paws over my muzzle, running then up over my head to my ears and back. For a time that’s all I can do, shaking and blocking every sense I have from the world around me… wanting so badly for this all to not be real.

“My friends are dying all around me, and all I can do is cry.”

I hadn’t even realized I’d said it aloud until he replies from where he lies. “That isn’t,” he says hoarsely, “all you can do.”

I force myself to look down on him. His gaze is on me, plaintive and fading every moment.

“They never,” he swallows, “owned me, Kadar. No one. Ever. Owned me. Give me this. I want them to know… I was free. In the end.”

My hands are shaking so badly, I can barely grip my sword. I pull it, the broad blade, once the most well-kept possession of a great warrior, still as sharp as it was when I inherited it. I’d kept up all this time on caring for it with Anala’s whetstone and her tutelage. I hadn’t ever dreamed I’d put Lochan’s care, and Anala’s well-meaning advice to such hideous purpose.

Raja closes his eyes, and I grip the sword so tightly, I feel I’ll never be able to let go.

“I’m sorry,” I say in a shuddering voice.

“Set me free,” he rasps.

I scream, because I can’t help but do anything else, and bring it down on my friend’s neck.

I free Raja from his collar, at last. And then I throw myself down beside him, in fury, cursing the world and everything in it. I bury my head in my paws, sobbing and willing myself to be anywhere… anywhere but here.

Anywhere but beside my decapitated comrade, who not hours before had been with us planning our escape from this cursed place.

Rajne.

I force myself to stand, like something from beyond is lifting me. I can’t possibly have any more strength in my body left to go on… but yet, I’m standing. And then pulling myself from the ditch, and racing through the forest, as fast as my legs can take me. Back to Anala.

Rajne Immar. The woman we’d helped, the woman we’d murdered for. She was out there, and she knew where we’d been camped. She knew almost everything about us.

My mind races as fast as my legs as I move. Had we mentioned the ship we were leaving on by name? No. We hadn’t mentioned the names of anyone working it, either. She knew our names. She knew what we looked like. If she went to her clanmates, would she send them after Ahsan and Lavanya first? Or… .

My questions are answered all too soon, when I hear the sounds of other bodies crashing through the forest. Distant, for now… coming from many sides. But it’s clear where they’re converging.

I make it to Anala, my lungs screaming for air, desperation clawing at my chest like a beast wanting to escape. The Priestess is awake, but still unmoving, her head weakly turning to the side as I approach her.

“They’ve found us,” she says, knowingly.

I nod, gritting my teeth and fighting back another wave of tears.

“I don’t… know what to do,” I admit, my breath coming out heavily on the last word, leaving me feeling devoid of all air.

“Help me to my feet,” she says, stiffly using her good arm to begin, laboriously, to push herself up. “If we are… to die… I will die standing.”

It’s possibly the last request she’ll ever make of me, so as foolish an idea as it is, I acquiesce. I kneel beside her, carefully putting my shoulder beneath her arm, wrapping my own arm around her midsection, and lifting her to her feet as carefully as I can.

There is no hiding the pain she experiences, but she soldiers through it, crying out only between grit teeth. My own shoulder burns from where I lifted her… I’d had to use my injured side to ensure I could lift her on her uninjured one.

But no part of her is uninjured, really. Blood seeps from many wounds over her body, and even once standing, she can’t truly support herself. Her form is shaking and cold, but when I look to her, her eyes are alight like fire.

I try to let her strength flow into me, and I think back on every time throughout my life that I’ve been tested, and prevailed. But this… this truly feels like the tides have gotten hold of me, at last… pulling me out to sea.

Everything out here changes. So fast.

If there’s one thing that finally gives me serenity, and lets me accept all of this… it’s the knowledge that Ahsan isn’t here. Two of my friends, at least, escaped this. I have to have hope… as hopeless as the world’s shown itself to be… I have to have hope. For them.

The men after us close in around our small camp from all sides, and soon I can see their shadows in the dark. They stay at a distance, strangely. And then a series of distinctive, metallic clicks sound from each of them, one by one.

“Of course,” Anala’s rough voice says from beside me. “Cowards.”

One of them steps forward, enough into the light that I can see him. He’s a hyena like any other, spotted, wearing leather armor with red bands around his wrists and the Immar clan symbol emblazoned on the front. And he’s holding a pistol, pointed at us. They all are.

“Disarm yourself,” he demands. “Or we shoot. Now, scum!”

Anala’s hoarse chuckle breaks the following silence. “I am the sword of Anala,” she says, and pushes away from me, suddenly. “I can never be disarmed.”

Before I can stop her, she throws herself across the clearing in a wild charge, stooping to grab up her sword with her off hand and rushing the man holding the pistol pointed at us.

Almost a dozen shots ring out through the clearing. At least half of them hit her, and she drops to the ground mid-charge, crumpling to a heap.

Someone grabs me from behind as I try to go to her, a pair of large, strong arms yanking mine behind my back, while another snaps a man catcher around me.

I fight to keep my eyes on her as I’m dragged to the ground. She’s still aware, but fading quickly, looking almost drowsy as her eyes slip slowly closed.

“Anala!” I scream, struggling against the group of men holding me down. “Shaan!” I scream again, using her given name.

She turns her head just slightly against where it’s plastered to the bloody earth, looking at me with recognition.

“I’m with you!” I cry out. “I’m with you, you are not alone!”

I can’t be sure, but I think she smiles.

“I’m with you!” I continue to scream, as the life fades from her eyes.



I began this journey in chains, and it seems that’s where I’ll end it. Hours pass… perhaps more than a day… in the Immar prison cell where I’m taken. I hardly remember most of the trip down the mountain. My body is beyond weak from struggling, every fiber, every muscle torn and aching to the point that I feel like I’ve already begun to die. My voice is gone from screaming. I have nothing left inside me.

I have nothing left at all.

The only thread I cling to is that somewhere, out there in the world, two of my friends might be alive. I am resigned that even if they are, they cannot and should not try to help me.

This is the end. I want to say I’m at peace with it, but that would be a lie. Even in the depths of my deepest misery, after all I’ve lost, dying is no escape, because of the knowledge that my passing will pain someone else. I just hope he’s left this terrible place by now.

If I’ve one comfort, it’s knowing that I’ve left behind two very important forces in the world, both of which have the capacity to change it. Somewhere, hidden away in the depths of a frigate, is a tool that could free thousands. And hopefully, escaping in that very same ship, is the man I love… the man I taught to stand up, and look out at the world, not down at the ground.

I will never know what happened to him, I realize. Like many of the realizations I’ve come to the last few hours, it’s a hard one. But there is no getting around it, and if I want to go to my death with any kind of closure, I’ll need to accept it somehow.

I will never know what happened to my family, or Ahsan and Lavanya.

I will die soon. The guards have made that clear. I’m to be executed at dusk, for my crimes against the Immar family.

I never saved my son. I never even found him, or any trace of what really happened to him.

All these facts, I have very little time to come to any accord with. The dim light coming in through the window is fading.

The cell I’m in is one of many built into a brick building, but all of the doors face outside, not an interior hallway of any kind. So when I hear footsteps approaching, I assume it’s just another guard patrol.

When I look up to see a slender young hyena, the combined fury of my entire lifetime’s experience rises inside me, giving me enough strength to lunge forward, pulling taught my chains, standing rigid against them.

“Rajne…” I growl, her name slipping out between my teeth like a curse.

“Even if those restraints don’t hold, you’ll not get past the bars,” she tells me, as though I needed to be told. “So stop straining yourself.”

“Why?!” I demand, snapping my teeth, feeling the spit pooling at the corners of my mouth, every fur on my body raised.

She gives me an odd look, and I can suddenly see her ferocity, her calm from the glade, for what it is. Uncaring, unfeeling coldness. Her eyes are dead. I don’t know how I didn’t see it before.

“You have a child,” she says. “I should not have to explain it to you.”

“How does killing my friends and selling us to the people who enslaved you help your daughter?!” I demand, ferociously.

“You killed Lord Immar, and every inheriting female in his line,” she replies, matter-of-factly. “My daughter is the last direct descendant. Once the Grand Matron succumbs to age… and that won’t be long… Manjusha will become inheritor of her title. And by proxy, we will become the ruling family.”

“How could you possibly want that for her?” I say, aghast. “You were bought and sold, same as us. You know how we suffered! Do you really want to become a part of that?!”

“I am no longer indentured,” she says, hooking a finger beneath her still-present collar. “I made a deal for you… for the whole of my contract. By tomorrow, I will be free, and my daughter and I will retake that manor… as its masters.”

“I have nothing to lose,” I warn her. “I’ll tell them what you did. That you were a part of it!”

She smiles slowly. “Do that,” she says, unconcerned. “Let them know how much they should fear me.”

I lower my head, my body shuddering from the strain of even standing. But I refuse to fall now. “You could change things,” I say, hoping somehow, although it seems impossible, I might get through to this woman. “You know what it means to be collared. You could change the system.”

“The system works well for those at the top,” she says, dispassionately. “And from this day forward, I will never let my daughter and I fall from that roost. Lord Immar was a weak old man. Manjusha and I will grow this Clan, and my daughter will live a blessed life, and inherit a powerful empire. She will never suffer as I’ve suffered. She will live a better life than I’ve lived. I’m sure you want the same for your son, and you would have done anything to give it to him, so don’t act superior. How many people did you kill for him, in the end?”

“My son is dead thanks to your Clan,” I say, darkly.

“That’s actually why I’m here,” she says, cryptically.

Something sparks in my chest. Something I’ve felt all these years, that I’d thought doused by that ledger in the basement. But… .

“I lied to you,” she says.

“You’ll have to be more specific,” I growl out.

“About not knowing your wife,” she says. “I did know her. There aren’t many jackals on the island… and only two golden that I’d ever seen. I’ve been here since the colony was formed, and Lord Immar let me travel into town and to other manors often. I know nearly everyone.”

I stare at her disbelievingly.

“Your wife served at Kanesh Immar’s manor,” she informs me. “She was a house servant. She had a little boy with her, a few of the times I met her. He looked like you. He had two different colored eyes? That was him, yes?”

My heart hurts at the mere mention of Amon, but I still want to hear everything she has to say.

“I don’t know how,” she continues, “but she did die. I believe it was some kind of accident. That’s why the ledger listed her as deceased. Lord Immar never kept good records, though. Your son should have had his own history marked there… but he didn’t. I think because of the nature of his contract.”

“His contract?” I demand. “My wife would never have sold him!”

“Your wife died,” she reminds me. “Leaving a son behind, too young to fend for himself. They drafted a contract for him soon after. I’m not sure what excuse was made, but it’s not as though there was anyone present to claim him. Indenturing him likely saved him from starvation.”

“Where is he?!” I demand, the chains clanging as I pull them taught again.

“I don’t know,” she admits, “but I intend to find out, and ensure I buy his contract out from whoever has him now. I’ll be sure he isn’t sent to the fields. He’ll get good work. I’ve decided I owe it to you, for what you’ve done for me.”

“Set him free!” I beg her, letting my exhaustion take hold, sinking to my knees. I even bow before her, doing everything in my power to plead with the woman on the other side of the bars, who now holds my son’s life in her hands. “Please,” I plead. “Please, set him free.”

“And release him to where?” She asks, spreading her hands. “His mother is dead. His father is soon to be. He has no way off of this island. And even if he did, he’s a child. He won’t survive in the world alone. Collared life is not easy, but I made it through it,” she holds her head high. “Your boy is alive, jackal… and will continue to be. Be grateful.”

She allows me nothing more, turning and leaving without a second look at me. Her final words stay with me, but perhaps not in the way she’s intended.

The thing is… I am grateful.

Not to her. Not to anyone. Just… grateful.

My son is alive.

My son is alive.

My son is alive.

	The words echo inside me with every heart pound, every second that passes by as dusk falls, and soon, with the sound of drums from the street outside.

When they come for me, I can barely hear the world around me anymore. All I can see, hear and feel is the promise of hope in those four words.

My son is alive.

They pull me to my feet, unchain me, and surround me as they march me out into the waning red light. Two spears to my back, two at my sides, and many more men surround me. All of them stand at a distance warily, despite the fact that I can barely walk under my own power, and carry no arms.

I feel invincible. It doesn’t matter what happens to me.

My son is alive.

I’m lead through a gathering crowd outside, many of them Clan members, but many more of them collared like me. No one calls out or jeers, like I’ve seen at many public executions. No one is bemoaning my fate, either. The crowd is silent as the dead, all eyes following me as I walk the short distance towards the gallows.

Two men wearing ceramic masks bound over their muzzles, and hoods drawn up over their ears, wait for me on the raised wooden platform. I take the stairs, my feet dragging with each step, my body ready to give in. I come to stand where they lead me, and stare down at the rotting wooden boards.

No one else is here. They’re only hanging me.

My son is alive… and my friends probably are, too.

Not a one of these guards, or any of the people in the crowd, whether here for the spectacle or because they were forced to watch someone like me be made example of, know how free I truly am in this moment. They can’t know the peace that I’ve found. They will never know peace like this. I’m convinced no one can, unless they’ve suffered so much for something, only to find in their final moments when all seemed lost… that they’ve won.

A shout pierces the crowd, as the noose is slipped over my neck. It’s the first voice I’ve heard since I was led outside… and it’s the voice I most wanted to hear, if I’d been given one final wish.

“Stand up straight, Kadar!”

Smiling, I put the last ounce I strength I have left into standing tall, lifting my chin high to the crowd and the heavens above, the first of the stars beckoning to me in the deep blue sky.

I am free.


Epilogue

It’s nearly dark when they finally lead him out of the cell block into public view. He looks weak, beaten, and frayed. It reminds me of the first night we met, when he was fresh from the cell on the Sura Plantation. Everything has come full-circle since then, in so many ways.

Back then, I was resigned to the life I knew, clinging to the few bastions of safety that presented themselves. And he’d been one of them. He’d picked me up, stared me in the eyes and told me I was more than I’d ever thought I could be. And he’d been right. For a time I’d clung to him simply because I thought that even though I couldn’t fight back… he could. But he’d taught me how to fight. More than that, he’d taught me why I should. That I was worth fighting for. That I could be my own champion.

But I can’t be his. Not here… not now. All that’s left is to throw myself into the maw and die beside him. And I’ve been fighting to do that for over a day, now. But my friend won’t let me.

Even now, she clings to me desperately, whispering in my ear to look away. We’ve run enough risk even coming to the execution… our ship waits for us, and we’ve spent the entirety of the last day exhausting every possible option.

The Immar are everywhere. Their guards are everywhere. Even getting close to the cell block proved impossible. I wasn’t even able to see him until now.

Lavanya’s claws dig into me, holding me back from the very last border into oblivion. The weight of my love, and my responsibility are absolutely crushing. I am being pulled apart in both directions, and regardless what I choose, I will bear the burden of it for the rest of my life… however short that may be.

I know what he would want. Lavanya has reminded me of it every hour since we discovered he’d been captured. But it doesn’t make this any easier.

My cheeks are damp from a day’s worth of tears, my throat raw, my sobs choking me so much, I can hardly breathe. Lavanya’s arms tighten around me even further, holding me back from that cliff edge. Holding me back from doing what I want so badly in my heart to do… and running to him.

He looks so tired. And yet… is he smiling?

When he comes to stand near the noose, I know I’ve only moments left to give some part of myself to him in his final breaths. I cannot save him, as he saved me. All I can do is reach out to him, somehow… and give him strength.

The words he always spoke to me, when my weakness manifested itself, rush into my mind. Memories upon memories of him, from the moment we first met to now… his constant reminder to me, to be strong, and show that I feel I’m worth more than the world says I am.

I pull forward against Lavanya’s grip, enough to lift my head into the crimson sky and raise my voice.

“Stand up straight, Kadar!”

I see him look in my direction, as do many others. I can’t see his face, but I know he heard me. He straightens his back and lifts his muzzle proudly to the sky.

“Look away, Ahsan,” Lavanya begs me, softly.

“No,” I say in a shuddering breath, staring straight ahead.



24 Years Later



“Show me how it works,” I ask of the old rat.

He holds up the familiar metal ring, worn from the many years I’ve had it around my neck. I run a paw up along the ruff of my neck slowly, rubbing at the spots where it dug into me over the years. I’ve had it off for over ten years now, but it always feels like it’s still there.

It’s hard to imagine that soon, I’ll be putting it back on of my own free will.

The man turns it to one of the seams, and indicates a small circular hole in the side of it. “Wedge something sharp in there,” he explains, “then pull.” He shows me with a small metal letter opener, tugging up the corner of a hidden pin. Once he’s got it lifted enough to put a claw under it, he pulls it out entirely.

And the collar opens.

“The hinges work well,” I nod at him.

“You can take it on and off with minimal help, or even on your own with a mirror,” he says with a toothy smile.

I smile back. “You did very well. You have no idea how much this will help the effort.”

“Thank the Dog Lords,” the rat shrugs, putting the pin back in and closing the collar shut again, testing the hinges a few times. “It’s their craftsmanship… all those intricate little parts on their pistols opened up a world of new study and engineering… much of which I relied upon to build this little marvel.”

I stand, narrowing my eyes as I catch pieces of an argument taking place just outside the door. Two of the younger recruits, most likely.

“Sir?” The rat looks up at me.

“It’s nothing,” I mutter. “Just need to go play peacekeeper.”

I take the collar from him, and head towards the door, pushing it open and interrupting an apparently fierce debate. It is in fact two of the younger recruits in the movement, but one of them is Sasha, a young woman from the Kadrush, recently freed from the northern coast. She’s only had her collar off for a year now, but she’s proven a very capable spy, and she’s not one for flying off the handle.

“What’s wrong here?” I ask, looking between her and the other, a young leopard who came in just a month ago with a group from the western coast.

“I have information, sir!” The leopard says immediately, like he wants to beat Sasha to it.

“The Shanivaar are a black hole,” Sasha growls. “We don’t talk about–”

“Wait a moment,” I tell her sternly, then look to the leopard. “What about the Shanivaar?”

Though it pains me to discuss the place, and anyone who’s been here long enough, (like Sasha) knows my history with it, I can’t blind myself to information that could be of value. Lavanya’s with her cell in the south right now, and I know for a fact that even if we combined forces, we’d still not have the manpower to break through the Immar Clan’s formidable infrastructure. But… .

“I just heard it through a mercenary outfit that came out of the west,” the leopard explains. “There’s some kind of local conflict brewing over there, between the Immar and an Amurescan Fleet.”

I narrow my eyes. “The Amurescans don’t do ‘local conflicts’,” I tell him. “If the Immar are fighting the Dog Lords, in any way, that’s a breach of the treaty. That’s… war, son. And I’d have heard about a war.”

“I don’t know the specifics,” he insists, “but the mercs insisted there’s a fleet docked there, on the big island. And they’re tangling with the Immar.”

I consider what he’s saying carefully, trying not to get ahead of myself. “We’ll need to confirm it,” I say, my mind drifting back years… decades… to that awful place. I’d spent the last two decades building my resistance, using the tools we’d stolen, and the resolve and fury I’d found there, to accomplish all we had. The most we’d managed so far was to help small pockets of people, and be a thorn in the Clans’ side, raising the cost of their business and making trouble for them at every turn. I’m not going to say we haven’t had major victories… and even the small ones feel pretty important, most times.

But the Immar are stronger now than they’ve ever been. Even if they’re dealing with a few problematic guests on their island, the place is still a fortress.

“Sir?” I hear Sasha speak up, quietly. “Are you alright?”

I look down to the young corsac fox, nodding. “Yes, sorry. Miles away.” I stare past them off the balcony overlooking the coastline, and the small city beneath us. I wonder how large the settlement on Shanivaar has grown by now… .

“I think it’s worth investigating,” I say at length. “If there’s one hell-hole I’d like to liberate before I die… it’s the Shanivaar.”

Sasha gives me a sympathetic, knowing look. She, too, lost a lover and most of her family in a revolt. It’s how we found her… being sent along with a half dozen others to a labor camp to be worked to death.

“How should we approach this one, sir?” She asks, intensely.

I look out to sea for a while, considering.

“Let’s try to reach out to this fleet,” I say at length. “See what their position is. We need to be certain we can work together before we attempt anything.”

“I can go myself,” she offers. “I know a fishing vessel–”

“You’ll both go,” I say to the two of them, “with me. The Shanivaar is no place to be taken lightly, and I’d like to speak to whoever leads these Dog Lords myself. Besides… I think it’s high time I returned.”
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