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      “It's about damn time," Roan said under the pale light of the morning sun. Swapping her goggles for a brass scope, she looked at the dusty little town sitting under the shadow of a towering rock and frowned. Her employer said the colony had grown large enough to be declared a town years ago, but now the streets were desolate. 

      "Gonn'damn dusters," she muttered. It took a heavy purse to convince her to make runs so far out in the Sandmar dunesea. The distance didn't bother her, it was that every dust-up had the same dumb people doing the same dumb things laughing at the same dumb jokes.

      Monty, a tall petra lizard at odds with patience, dug his claws into the sand and snorted. He loved Roan, but sometimes the woman sitting atop him was so cautious he wanted to screech. 

      "Stand still. We watch it first, just like always." 

      Another snort, but he stood still. 

      "Think they have a tavern?" She asked after a while.

      There was always a tavern.

      Sandrunners don't indulge on runs, and she was long overdue for fine wine. She prided herself a connoisseur, but her tastes were, in fact, undiscriminating.

      They trotted back down the dune to her two sleds and the half-buried tanga beetles that hauled them—iridescent blue shells glimmering like shattered glass in the sand. She roused each one with a light smack and whistled for them to follow. Tangas obeyed reliably, but they understood little more than simple commands.

      Like mites in the wrinkles of an old giant, they crawled between the dunes until they came to the towering rock and the nameless town below. A tall and weathered banner declared the laws of conduct. 

      No thieving. 

      No beatings. 

      No killing. 

      No deliberately hurting another's feelings.

      And, of course, no riding petras—it was a common rule in the outer towns and a perpetual irritation. 

      Roan sighed. "Gonn'damn dust-up." She hopped to the sand as Monty stretched his two powerful legs, followed by his tail, his neck, and a final cathartic shake. 

      A sudden, horrified scream, and a curly-haired man burst from an alley between two yurts. "Come on, girl, you know me!" he cried as he stumbled backwards across the street.

      A small, six-foot-tall petra followed in pursuit. 

      "Fuck," Roan said. She didn't care about the man—the world was made better without them—but no one in their right mind cared to witness that kind of gore.

      The man toppled, and the petra stumbled over him, crashing hard to its side. 

      Roan raised an eyebrow. 

      Petras don't trip.

      A batch of men and a slender woman in light brown hair burst from a yurt across the way, with a dangling sign in the shape of a mug... the tavern? Roan smiled and licked her gums, then frowned. If the petra killed the man, the people would make a big deal of it, and the place would likely be closed for the day.

      "Fuck," she said again.

      Monty stamped a giant foot. He could never understand her hesitation. 

      "Ok, fine," Roan said without enthusiasm. "Go take care of it."

      If a petra could laugh, Monty would be laughing. He raced down the street with a shriek so loud all eyes turned to him, including the other petra. It realized Monty's intention and turned to him, lowering close to the ground with a loud growl.

      Monty would still be laughing.

      He crashed straight on and tossed the other petra aside. Faster than fast, he leapt forward and stomped on its neck, pinning it to the ground. It flailed and screeched, of course, but Monty held firm until it relented, whimpered, and fell limp in submission.

      "That's enough, Monty," Roan said, jogging to the scene.

      Monty grumbled and raised his foot. The other petra scrambled back, keeping its head curled low and tail wrapped around its legs.

      "Thank Tal'Anubi, you saved my husband's life!" cried the woman from the tavern. Her hair was a mess, but her robes were loose and Roan enjoyed the show. Perhaps she might—

      "I don't know how to thank you," said the husband, an average man in every way. "My name is Nort. I'm the farmer here, and that's my wife, Evy." He cupped his palms in the typical greeting of frontier people.

      Roan ignored the gesture, eyes lingering on Evy. "You can thank me in the tavern. Food and pour’s on you, yeah?" 

      "Of course!" Nort said.
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      After many long swigs of honey-wine, Roan decided the town wasn't half bad. She sat at the far end of a limestone bar, a twenty-foot slab of solid stone cut from the same rock that held the town's dying heart—coal. The yurt itself seemed the inside of a gemstone, faceted by canvas, with a gossamer ceiling that glowed under the sun in colored panels. Scattered tables sat empty, save a few occupied by watchful, wary, patrons.

      "You import this stuff all the way from Cyndyr?" she asked the barkeep. "Gotta be s'pensive." She wasn't slurring, was she?

      "We make the wine ourselves," a happy Nort answered, sitting on the stool beside her, his brown curls bouncing like springs. "I've got beehives for the fruit—did I tell you I'm growing some dragon trees? Holy Tal'Anubi, I'm excited! Most dusters never seen one. Say, I didn't ask your name! Sorry, mind's been racing since the petra. Damn lucky you came when you did, you know that?"

      Roan said nothing. The man was a talker, and she didn't want to encourage him. 

      "So let me have it. What's your name?"

      "Doesn't matter." And usually, it didn't.

      "Ha!" he exclaimed. "Figured a sandrunner might be a mystery. Don't worry. No water lost over here. But you aren't an animal, and we got to call you something..." He rubbed his chin with conviction. "Sandy. Sandy's the name."

      She shook her head and finished her wine. "I'm looking for someone named Yono. I've got a message to deliver."

      "You came all the way from Cyndyr just to deliver a message? It must be important."

      "I don't care if it is or isn't. My job doesn't include giving a fuck. That costs extra." She gestured to Sal for another wine. It was very good. "Now, where can I find Yono?"

      "He lives close by! I'll go fetch him for you. My crops don't need no more loving today." Nort slapped the counter twice and left, planting a kiss on Evy's forehead as they passed. 

      "We don't get a lot of visitors these days," she said, slipping into the void Nort left behind. "He gets excited when someone new comes to town, especially a true sandrunner like yourself. Have you been one for long?"

      "Long enough." The woman had a familiar way about her, something that reminded Roan of soft hair and a cool night many years ago...

      Evy chuckled like a breeze. "Well, we're glad to have you. Will you be staying long?"

      "I'll be gone in two days. Just catching a spot of rest before I get on with the next run."

      "That's a shame, but at least we'll have a night or two of stories." She leaned to the side and bumped Roan playfully with her shoulder. 

      She smelled like happiness. Like young flowers and fresh soil. Cleaned up, she was uncommonly beautiful with a straight nose and rippling hair, a strand of which fell to her lips. Her pink, delicate lips... 

      Roan looked away with a frown. "I'm no storyteller."

      "I thought all sandrunners were storytellers?"

      "That's just dried shit people say." Roan took another sip of wine and wiped a rogue drop from her chin.

      "I get the hint," Evy said with a devious grin as she rose from the stool.

      "Uh, that's not what I meant."

      "I'm just having fun with you." Evy squeezed her shoulders in a quick embrace that made the sandrunner's belly clench. "I do have some business with the gentlemen over in the corner. The broccoli is about ready to pluck, and he's been asking about it for weeks. Thinks himself a Cyndyrian chef, he does!" 

      Evy left in the way all women who know they're beautiful leave, and Roan didn't mind a moment of it. 

      She returned to her glass to find the wine rippling. There was a rumble in the floor, followed by a tempest of man-voices. Petra riders, a swarm of them, judging by the sound and clouds of dust that swirled past the half-open doors.

      "Fuck," Roan said, killing the rest of her glass in one fell swig. Nothing good ever came from a pack of men storming into a drying town well past the edge of civilization. 

      She knew their type even before she saw them—a common and irritating breed too often found in the outer colonies. Loud and obnoxious, they hooped and sniggered and jeered. Their petras squawked without discipline, tied carelessly to the same line of hitches Monty currently accepted, who, thankfully, for once, kept his maw shut. 

      The doors slammed open and a giant man stepped through the dusty haze. He stood even taller than Roan—thick muscles heaped like slabs of bitter meat and a crooked nose pounded into a scarred face, laughing without mercy as he strode inside.

      Behind him followed a dozen jagged men, rough as ore, all wearing the true gear of sandrunners—boots, cloaks, goggles and all. But Roan knew they weren't true sandrunners as they spread out in small irritating groups, straddling chairs and being assholes.

      The last man to enter was of average height and build, yet she knew by instinct he was far more dangerous than the giant who'd first entered. Dark, sand-strewn hair tumbled across his shoulders, a thick tail in the back like the memory of something more cosmopolitan. Not as loud or crude as the others, his deep-set eyes were coal-black, cruel, and observant as a xavian.

      He noticed Roan straight away, offering her a smile that was boyishly gleeful and demeaning all at once.

      She knew him, or at least there was something very familiar, something that made her muscles tense. When they locked eyes, she saw nothing boyish to him at all, but something much more wild, more primal. It was a disturbing eagerness, a singular need to consume. 

      "Good sir!" the man said to the barkeep, raising his hands in the air as if they were longtime friends. 

      "We don't need no t-trouble," the barkeep said.

      "And neither do I!" The man slammed his fists on the counter so hard the other leapt backwards, flinching. "Relax, pioneer! We're here to stay, and we can't go hurting the servant if we want good service, now do we? Give me what she's having, then go take care of my boys." 

      He noticed Evy and raised an eyebrow. "Lady," he said with a respectful voice and hungry eyes. He leaned back, elbows on the counter, and explored her from head to toe. "My, you are ravishing, aren't you?" There was that eagerness.

      For Evy's part, she showed no discomfort, nor did she return his warm disposition. Roan was impressed. 

      "Thank you, sir. My husband would find agreement with you in that regard."

      "She's married!" cackled one of the men, followed by a scattering of chuckles. 

      "That ever stop Vol Kaan before?" Chuckles became laughter.

      The man called Vol Kaan didn't let his gaze falter. He kept his face to Evy, now with a grin that suggested they were sharing some unspoken joke. "You see what I have to deal with?" he said to her. "Anubi's ass! You'd think a bunch of sandrunners would know better!"

      Roan sighed and looked down at her empty glass. "You aren't sandrunners." 

      Vol Kaan stood straight, and the tavern fell silent. 

      "Say that again, miss, I couldn't hear you." His voice was as kind and comforting as a snake.

      She hadn't meant to speak out loud—that was the wine on an empty stomach—but it was too late now. Better to look tough and hope it would be enough to deter them from a tussle. 

      "I'm pretty sure you did hear me," she said without looking up.

      She heard chairs crash and bodies move toward her.

      "Vol wants you to say it again, bitch!" She could tell it was the big man. His voice was too massive and too high up. 

      She turned with her hands raised and a look of complete innocence. "Which part?"

      The giant stopped a few feet from her, his brow furrowed in a mess of anger and confusion. He glanced at Vol Kaan, then back at her. "Which part? What do you mean, which part?" 

      "Ears here," Roan answered. "I said a couple things, yeah? I'm just asking which of those things you want me to repeat. Here, I'll help you out. The second thing I said was that your pal, Vol, did hear the first thing I said. And the first thing I said was that you boys aren't fucking sandrunners."

      With a predictable roar, the mountain of flesh lunged for Roan. She casually moved out of his way and generously guided his head to the edge of the countertop so hard it cracked—the limestone cracked, to be specific. 

      "Sorry, Sal. I'll pay for that." Roan said as the man slumped to the dirt floor.

      "You'll pay for more than that, you bitch!" One of the other men drew a long dagger and braced for a fight. 

      Roan sighed and shook her head. "You boys need to expand your vocabulary. Do any of you know how to cuss? Bitch? Where's the creativity? Put some work into it. Ears here. For example, if you had a coin for every smart thing you said, you'd be a beggar. See the difference?"

      The idiot frowned, his muddled mind lacking words.

      Roan looked at Vol Kaan with a grin. "Impressive. Clearly, you run with the finest of Nan'Kadur." She turned casually, the dagger in her boot now easy to reach.

      Vol Kaan laughed. "That may very well be true, but what's a boy to do? I have a heart for fools. It's my greatest weakness, and now you know it." He looked sharply at the second asshole. "That's enough. I don't need you getting hurt, as well."

      "But Vol, that bitch just—" A copper mug flew through the air and cracked the man in the head.

      "Was I unclear?" Vol said, deadly kind. "Damn. I didn't mean to knock him out. I was genuinely curious." He looked at the other men with great concern, all of whom were now standing. "Was I clear enough, boys? You know how important word choice is to me."

      There was a scattering of affirmations.

      "Good. Now sit down and leave this rider alone."

      There was a scattering of butts returning to chairs.

      "Forgive my friend," Vol Kaan said, striding toward Roan. She didn't reply. He chuckled. "I met a woman runner once before. She was a fiery thing, toughest I ever seen. Maybe today I found one tougher."

      Roan held his gaze.

      "Nothing to say?"

      "You haven't asked a question," she replied.

      He laughed again. "Fair enough. Tell me this, you're a runner, do you know the story of the 'Farmer's Son'?"

      "Of course." It was an old story told to misbehaved kids.

      All laughter left his eyes, yet his cold smile remained. "And which are you, the farmer or his son?"

      "Couldn't tell you for sure, but if you're looking, I'll be your daddy." It was Roan's turn to smile sweetly.

      Vol tapped his full mug against her empty glass and drank deeply. "What's your name, runner?"

      "Here, they call me Sandy."

      "Sandy?" he smiled and shook his head. "Not too inventive out this far, are they?" Roan said nothing. "You are a sandrunner. There's no chance in the sands I wouldn't have heard of someone like you."

      "What's that supposed to mean?"

      "It's math. There's maybe a thousand sandrunners in active duty, and a few thousand more who're retired or fell off the sled. Take that number and find all the womankind—can't be more than a score, right? Now take that twenty. No, take a thousand! Not a one of them'll look like you. You're a Gonn'damn specimen." 

      He analyzed her face and body with a different sort of eagerness than he'd shown to Evy. "I'm not the tallest, but I'm not the shortest either, and you're probably a head over me. You're night-black, but you've got those orange eyes. They're wild! I'm not getting hot with you, but honestly, you're striking." He took another sip of wine. "Now those scars, well, those fuck it all up."

      "Same as you, speaking out loud?"

      He laughed again. Below them, the big man moaned, slowly coming back to awareness. 

      Roan stood and tossed coins on the counter. She'd been lucky. There was no reason to try her chances any further. "I'll cover you for the counter tomorrow, yeah?"

      "I don't think you know how much this cost," the barkeep said.

      Roan frowned. "We'll talk tomorrow. I'll see what I can do." She took one more look at Vol Kaan, toe to head like a petra at an auction. "I'll be leaving tomorrow night. There shouldn't be any problems between us. Yeah?"

      "You're not leaving because of us, are you?" Vol Kaan appeared sorely hurt. 

      Roan pushed past him and made her way to the doorway.

      "I love you, Sandy. You know that, don't you?"

      Roan ignored him and strode out into the early evening gloom.

      She heard Evy call and turned to see the farmer's wife. 

      "Thank you, thank you for helping back there. It was incredibly brave!"

      "I wasn't helping," Roan said flatly. "And it wasn't brave. It was stupid. I don't always know what I'm saying until I say it, and sometimes I got to deal with the outcome. Doesn't make it brave."

      "It would be nice if you could stay a while longer." 

      "I'd need to get to my yurt and rest up. It's been a long trip."

      "What about Yono? Don't you have something for him? Nort'll be back any minute."

      "I can find him later."

      "I'll buy you a drink! Whatever you want."

      "What's with you?"

      Evy looked nervously back at the entrance to the tavern. "They're likely to behave better with you around, that's all."

      "What they're likely to do is get too drunk to know what's good and what's not, and that's not a good time for a woman like me to be around. It's not a good time for any woman to be around. 'Specially not a soft one. You should go home, Evy."

      "But I'd be leaving Sal and his boy in there all by himself."

      "Those men just want his booze and his service. Besides, more of your own men will come now that the day's labor is done. Leave it to them."

      "Leave it to the men? Is that what you would do?"

      "Gonn'damn right I would! Anytime I see a chance for a man to get his ass kicked or cut up instead of me, I take it. And you should too. Nan and the gods owe it to us." She turned to leave, then paused and looked back over her shoulder. "Go home, Evy. This isn't the time to be tough."

      Roan left Evy standing there in the dust—a tired statue with shoulders slumped, forlorn under the red light of the setting god.
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      Roan woke in the morning with a long stretch and a loud yawn. She felt great, better than she had in weeks. Thanks to Vol Kaan and his beetle shits, she wasn't hungover—a near-tradition for sandrunners the first night at a new town.

      She sat up and looked around the yurt. Monty had apparently stepped out to warm himself in the late morning sun. He didn't need to be tethered—if it were even possible to do so. She merely made a show of it to soothe the minds of people giving a go at civilization.

      She guzzled a healthy pour of not-too-warm water from a flask and checked the space between her legs. When she saw no red on her fingers, she praised Tal'Anubi, cussing more than a true believer, and stood to her feet.

      "I'm in the mind for some eggs. More of that honey-wine too. And spinach, or whatever they have," she said aloud. So inseparable were the two that she often spoke to Monty even when she was alone.

      She straightened her sleeveless tunic and scratched a few demanding spots, then slipped on a pair of billowing ivory pants and a wide leather belt tucked into a fresh pair of sandrunner boots. One more stretch and she strapped on a couple of daggers, then walked from the tent into the blinding light of Nan. 

      "Gonn'damn, you never give up," she groaned at the god.

      "Sandy!" Nort the farmer jogged toward her, waving. 

      If the morning hadn't been so fine, she would have been more irritated. 

      "I spoke with Yono yesterday. He told me when he's done with his shift at the mine today, he'll come to Sal's and find you."

      "When's that going to be?"

      "A little before sundown." 

      Roan frowned. 

      "We don't use clocks much around here," he said in response.

      "Gonn'damn, this is a dust-up."

      After plenty more unnecessary words, Nort left. A moment later, Monty appeared from behind the tent, and nuzzled her head with his hard-plated muzzle. 

      "Ow! Get off me, you boneheaded bastard!" She laughed, pushing him away and smacking his nose. "Let's go. I'm burnin' for some eggs."

      On their way to the tavern they passed a narrow box-tent where a host of Vol Kaan's men lounged, having apparently nothing better to do than be lazy and look ugly.

      The stupid bastard from last night, his nose up-turned like a starving pig, whistled. "Hey, Sandy! Why don't you come over here and say good morning? The boys and I can take turns saying 'hi' back." The other idiots laughed.

      Roan showed them three fingers with the back of her hand and they laughed more—until Monty turned his cold sapphire eyes towards them and growled.

      

      The tavern's breakfast was as good as their honey-wine, and Roan had found a budding affinity for Sal as a result. "You'd hold your own at Cyndyr," she told him before her morning booze. "You're about the best chef I've ever known!" She proclaimed sometime around noon—after much more booze.

      At some point, men from Vol Kaan's gang entered the tent, including the meat tower whose head they wrapped with a bloody strip of torn cloth. They had no taunts for her now but snickered and told jokes to themselves, occasionally hassling the serving boy or a random town person.

      After a lunch of nameless roasted roots and fiery red peppers, honey-wine too, of course, she leaned back in her chair. "What else you guys got going on around here? I'm taking the day off." She smiled and locked her fingers behind her head.

      "We've got a bath-hut," he said.

      "Dry shit! A real bath-hut or a tub with luke-warm water?"

      "A real bath-hut. It's been here since the beginning."

      "This town gets better and better."

      

      The bath-hut was vacant save for a single attendant, an old lady with fleeing white hair and a maze of sun-cracked wrinkles. She demanded too much money, but Roan deserved a break and had money coming when she returned to Cyndyr.

      Sometime later, she fell asleep in a stone pool of perfectly heated water to the song of a caged yellow bird.

      She woke to the sound of someone screaming.

      Instantly her mind sharpened, and she sprang naked from the water. It was Nort's voice in turmoil, and Roan instantly knew the gang had Evy. She grumbled. "Not my problem." 

      But his begging became more desperate, then Evy cried out.

      "Gonn'damnit." Roan was not noble, nor was she a hero, but she had vowed to herself, so many years ago, that she'd never let another woman fall victim to a man.

      Not bothering to dry herself, Roan slipped into her pants and strapped on her boots. She nearly tore her undershirt as she pulled it over her shoulders, then drew her daggers and rushed outside.

      She found the pig-nosed man in the middle of the street, holding Evy with a dagger to her throat.

      "Gonn'damn you! Let her go!" cried Nort, who was holding a shaking kitchen knife several paces away.

      "One more step, and I'll cut her head clean off!" The man's voice was so high and rough she wondered if someone had kicked him in the throat and the rocks at the same time.

      "I'm begging you!" cried Nort, his eyes wet and strained, his voice teetering on the edge of a cliff. "We'll pay you whatever you want! We got more chips than most, and we'll hand it over without a fuss!"

      "No!" screamed Evy. "Not the lottery! Not our child!"

      "You want a child, do you?" said the pig-man, laughing wickedly. "I'll give you one myself while your fucking cunt husband watches! Then I'll gut you and take your chips anyway!" The men in the gang cackled behind him as people emerged to see what the commotion was about.

      "I'll kill you!" screamed Nort, unhinged, hysterical.

      A rock sailed through the air and struck him in the head so hard he fell limp, a red arc splashing to the dusty road. 

      Evy screamed. 

      Two men walked towards him, one with a dumb sneer, tossing another rock in his hand.

      Nort rose unsteadily to his knees.

      Another rock hit him in the face, cracking the bone under his eye and splaying more blood. He crumpled to his side.

      The taller of the two dragged his body by the ankle and tossed him to Evy's feet like a cruel gift.

      She cried. She begged for her husband's life.

      The man straddled Nort and yanked back his head. Roan knew the vile look in his eyes as he drew a dagger and moved to rip open the farmer's throat.

      That didn't happen.

      Instead, coming from behind so fast the other men didn't have time to shout, Roan stabbed him through the ear and killed him instantly. 

      The other man recovered from his bewilderment and tore free a short sword. He, also, was too late. Roan freed her own blade and hurled it through the air, burying it in his chest.

      In a moment of inspiration, Evy slammed her metal-heeled boot down on the pigman's foot. He dropped his weapon and stumbled back.

      Vol Kaan's men rushed forward, weapons flashing. 

      Roan dove for the pigman's fallen knife, rolled, and leapt on top of him. She pinned him to the ground, jerked his head back, and held the blade to his neck the way they'd done to Nort. "Stop, or I'll tear his throat out!" She shouted to the on-comers. Most hesitated at that, but the giant and several others cared less for their comrade and came on all the faster.

      Suddenly, a man stood at Roan's side like an iron door, with an ax in one hand and a hammer in the other. Coal fingers painted his weathered face while salty lines of dried sweat disappeared under his wild beard. The tattoo of a lesser known battlehouse adorned his shoulder, corded with muscle. He had been a pit-fighter—and survived. 

      "What'll it be, boys?" he said with a heavy accent, slowing a few of the men.

      "That's the wrong choice, pit-boy," said Vol Kaan's giant. The old gladiator was anything but tiny, yet coming from that tower of meat and veins, the words carried some weight.

      Monty was at her side with his low, eager growl—another reason she didn't tether him to hitching posts. 

      Now the giant stopped in his tracks, his flat face turning serious.

      "Evy, take Nort and get out of here," Roan commanded, her eyes not turning from the men as they fanned out.

      Evy helped her husband to his feet, holding him upright as they stumbled back to one side of the street. 

      "Don't say that," she whispered to him as he slurred emasculated apologies, the way a failed man does in the privacy of his home.

      "Who the fuck are you?" Roan asked the gladiator.

      "Yono. Heard you had a delivery for me. Figured I couldn't let you die before I got it." He smiled the way a man comfortable with conflict does, revealing a devious pattern of teeth, gaps, and red gums.

      "Well well. What are we going to do now?" Vol Kaan's regal voice carried over the tension. He appeared, his arms folded lazily, with a quizzical look. "It seems we've found ourselves in a bad way, haven't we, Roan?"

      "Fuck." He knew her name. 

      Not that it much mattered at this point.

      "I knew there was something familiar about you!" he continued. "If it wasn't for my math-man, my banker as I like to call him, I wouldn't have placed it myself. You're Roan, the Roan! You soloed Roc Turok before a single long-trader could make the trek. Solo, you did it!"

      "You're a fan? Why didn't you say so? All this drama... If you wanted me to sign your boots, all you needed to do was ask." She winked at him.

      Vol Kaan was unphased—if anything, it made the secret joke in his head more hilarious. "I am a fan," he said with wet lips. There again was that eagerness, simmering and twisted, hungry and unfulfilled. "Tell me, Roan, what are you doing?"

      "What the fuck does it look like I'm doing? I'm sitting on top of this dry-shit telling you I'll cut him open."

      "No, I don't mean… Mackel, Gonn'damnit, let her stand you up, you prick, I can't talk to her like this. Don't you know who she is? Go ahead, Roan, stand him up. I won't move, and neither will he. I promise."

      Carefully Roan stood, her knife's edge pressed on Mackel the Pig's throat.

      "There, that's better now, isn't it?" His kindness struck more fear than his anger. "What was I saying? That's right—what are you doing? Not what are you doing to poor old Mackel here, that's clear, but what are you doing in life? Huh? Where are you going? What's running you forward?" His eyes glowed.

      "That's a lot of questions. Do I need to answer them in order?"

      He laughed. Yono laughed. No one else did.

      "Let me be simple. What do you want, Roan?"

      "I want you to leave us the fuck alone and get your ass back to whatever dry-shit beetle-fucking dust-up you ugly clowns came from."

      "There it is!" cried Vol Kaan. "Tangas, you can cuss! Holy Tal'Anubi!" He turned to the giant. "Are you taking notes?"

      "I can fucking curse good too, Vol!" said the meat, his massive voice bellowing without effort. 

      Men laughed.

      "That was rhetorical." 

      Men quieted. 

      "Roan, let me tell it true. I want you to join my crew."

      Roan laughed out loud.

      "The bitch should die," muttered the giant.

      "I'm quite serious," Vol Kaan continued, unperturbed. "You say we aren't sandrunners, and I hear you're a purist, but think about it—what's the true difference between me and you? I was a sandrunner too, and we got paid for jobs like anyone else. Sure, we're honored for our skill and the name, but despite what the Guild preaches, we're no better than blacksmiths, or farmers, or any other tradesman."

      "I'm not like you."

      He stopped and cocked his head. "Tell me, what am I like?"

      "Like any other fallen runner. You smuggle coral for drug lords, you intimidate, extort, even assassinate when the pay's there."

      "Well, you got me on that. 'Specially the coral part. That's why we're here, you know. Some hunter found a bloom of it three days south, and this is the closest town—dry as it is. We're locking it down until the harvesters can get here."

      "That's my point. You're paid by crime lords and evil pagoran shits, carrying out their commands like an obedient child."

      Vol Kaan casually resumed his stroll, forcing Roan to rotate with him.

      "I'm paid by the same people as you."

      "Liar."

      "Tell me, who paid for your service?"

      "You know I won't tell you a name, but I'll tell you it was a priestess, a daughter of a rich man. And not the rich man himself."

      "Well, I'll have to give you that one. Never did anything for a priestess. A priest? Sure. The Red Monks of Nan pay more than morality to smuggle in boys. Can't say I like it much, but the coin is enough for me to stomach it."

      "What's your point?" Roan growled.

      "My point is, your wealthy man's priestess may have given you the contract, but it was his wealth that funded it. Could be the same wealth that paid for my crew."

      "That's supposed to make me want to join you? Smuggling boys to sick monks?" She slid the knife, cutting the man enough to draw blood. "Get the fuck out of this dusting town, or I'll kill him on the spot!"

      Vol Kaan sighed and hung his head. "Roan... this could all be so much easier." He straightened, and with a blur of his hand, a knife shot forward, striking the pig-man's gaping mouth, killing him. "There! Now, can we talk like civilized people?"

      Roan dropped the corpse with a scowl and braced herself. 

      Monty crouched, ready to pounce.

      "Join us and be free!" he preached. "We take any job we want! No paperwork, no waiting on approval from the Guild—you know how corrupt they are. It's not like it was when we were coming up, not anymore."

      "Kiss my rocks."

      Vol Kaan's face turned somber and his eyes cold. The air was still and so silent Roan could hear blood drumming through her veins. 

      "You know there's a bounty on you," he said at last.

      She didn't know, although it wasn't surprising considering the last few years.

      "Dead or alive, but as always, it's more if you are alive. I suppose that makes this an ultimatum. Swear loyalty to our crew, or we'll collect our bounty."

      "You want your bounty? Come and get it."

      Monty didn't recognize the words, but he knew her tone well and dug his claws into the dirt.

      "Look out!" cried someone from the tavern doors.

      The sound of clinking metal came from behind. For once, Monty was too slow as five men threw a heavy chain-net over him. He thrashed about, but it only tangled his limbs, dropping him to the ground. 

      "No!" Roan cried, dove forward, and snagged hold of the net with her free hand—all discipline lost in a flash of hysteria.

      The giant lunged for her, but crashed to the ground as Yono struck him in the back with his ax. Without slowing, the old warrior pinned the bigger man under his foot and brought his hammer down.

      Impossibly strong, the giant rolled, throwing the pit-fighter to the dust. A gruesome rift of pink meat gaped from his back like a hideous grin, yet he seemed oblivious, a raging volcano of blood and muscle.

      He stomped down on Yono's knee, shattering bones. 

      The grizzled old man cried out in pain. "You bastard!" he roared, reaching for his fallen ax.

      The giant stomped on Yono's chest, driving the air from his lungs. He gaped silent, breathless, one hand clawing at the dirt, the other gripping the giant's ankle. Then his eyes closed.

      People cried out. Angry. Terrified. Pleading.

      Roan yanked hard on the net, but it was useless against five men as the steel cable bit into her flesh. Powerful hands ripped her away and tossed her through the air like a doll. Her head hit a rock and sparks filled her vision. Someone kicked her in the back, in the gut, in the back again. Enormous arms raised her up and squeezed, crushing the air from her body like juice from a fruit.

      Her world went dark.

      

      The world blurred back into vision, head throbbing in pain. Roan sat on her knees, hands tied behind her back, in the same spot she'd fallen. Blood soaked her from the shoulder to the dusty street below.

      She looked up to see Monty, his legs tied with thick chains, pinned under the heavy steel net—now staked to the ground so tight he couldn't move. They had tied an evil sack over his head, and a quiet, harrowing sound came from within.

      She wanted nothing more at that moment than to see his eyes, to look into those beautiful blue pools and show him that, in the end, they died together. "Monty, I'm here!" And he squirmed at the sound of her voice.

      There stood the Giant, Yono's hammer hanging loosely from his thick fingers. 

      "Damnit Roan!" roared Vol Kaan, his face mutated wholly to fury and wrath. "All you needed to do was join! Would that have been so sore a choice? Now I have to make a lesson of you. Gods, woman!."

      "We've learned!" cried out Nort, quivering with the pain of his broken and swollen face. "We got the lesson. I swear we did!"

      Vol Kaan looked at Nort, his eyes red with evil hunger. "Oh no, farmer, this lesson isn't for you. It's for everyone you tell. And you will tell them when I'm done. When I'm through here, you'll scatter across Nan'Kadur, preaching my lesson at every bar and to every soul who'll hear your broken duster voices. You can't hold a story like this inside! I'll weave it with bones and the intestines of those you love most. You'll know a horror this night worse than any dream. My wrath—my creativity—will force you to evangelize in fear and sing of my prowess."

      With a nod from Vol Kaan, the giant brought the hammer down with both hands and crashed Monty so hard Roan heard a plate crack. 

      Monty cried out in a voice she hadn't heard before, and the giant cackled.

      "No! No, please, please no, Gonn'damn you Kaan!" Only once in Roan's life had she begged, and she begged now as if pride itself were the villain, hot tears pouring from her bloodshot eyes.

      "It's too late for that," Vol Kaan scolded her. 

      The giant struck Monty again.

      Roan cried, wailed, wept. Her words mutilated into meaningless sounds as she broke.

      "You let me down, Roan," Vol Kaan shook his head like a father with a little girl—caught stealing cookies. "String her up."

      The hammer dropped to the dirt with a thud, and the grinning giant came to Roan. With one massive hand, he slammed her to the ground, then jerked her forward by the hair, dragging her toward a skinny brown petra. He tied her roughly to the end of its tail while men whistled and jeered.  

      Vol Kaan spoke. "Do you know the most painful way to die?" Polite, as a tolerant teacher, he squatted and cocked his head to get a better look at her. "Dehydration. It begins with a simple dry mouth, then—oh, what am I saying? You learned all this in your first year at the academy. I have a tendency to ramble on. My point is I want you to suffer, huh? I'm going to give you a true sandrunner's death! Then we'll drag your body back and feed you to your own battered petra in front of all these fine people."

      Roan struggled against her chords. She cussed and threatened and spat while Vol Kaan and his gang laughed.

      "Drag her out of the city," he said to two of his men standing nearby. "Then walk her until she drops. Bring her body back when it's done."

      The town's people cried and shouted. They pleaded like she was their own as Kaan's men dragged Roan from the town, leaving nothing more than a terrible red trail in the dust and the echoes of Monty's sorrow.
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      In the desert, three things are true—water is everything, the sun wants to kill you, and don't fuck with petras. Sandrunners know this well, but the men escorting Roan to her death, however, were not true sandrunners.

      "Shut your mouth, or you're not getting nothing to eat!" one idiot shouted at his petra after it screeched.

      "You're staking her too tight," Roan said, sitting on the sand at the base of a golden dune with her hands still bound behind her back. "You need to give her some room, or you'll flip her red."

      The other idiot kicked Roan in the face, sending her crashing to the sand, where she slid and rolled. 

      "Got something else to say?" he asked.

      She growled as she struggled back to a sitting position. The petras watched intently, and a spark of hope flickered in her.

      "They look hungry," the false sandrunner said, misunderstanding the petra's disposition. "Maybe we should just let them eat you and we can be done with this dry-shit run." 

      "Sounds fine by me," Roan said, winking at the man through a blackened eye.

      "That'd be fun, but we can't do it," said the first idiot to the second. "Vol will be pissed if we don't come back with her body the way he wants it. He said someone looks like her'd be great for his collection."

      "His collection? I thought that was just a story."

      "It ain't. I seen it myself. Had to be a couple dozen of them! All kinds of mummies, most still wearing their clothes or armor or whatever. And he's right too. None of them look like her."

      "If I'm so pretty, why don't you come give me a kiss?" Roan asked with a coy smile.

      "I just might," said the second man. He dusted his hands with a wicked grin and slithered towards her. "See, man, what did I tell you?"

      "I wouldn't do that," said the other idiot. 

      "Why? You scared of a woman with her hands tied behind her back?"

      "Her? Yes! Ears here, just do the job and let's get back to the boys, huh?"

      "I'm going to get my kiss," said the first idiot, licking his cracked lips. "Maybe a little more. If you don't have the rocks, you can sit back and watch."

      A petra screeched. 

      "Shut the fuck up!" he roared, startled by the outburst. "You think that thing is staked tight enough? Dusts. Stake her tighter while I deal with this woman." 

      "Come on, big boy," Roan said to the man. "Don't keep me waiting."

      "She wants it! The whore wants it!" laughed the idiot. He gripped the back of her head to force her lips to his, but instead found her forehead crashing into his nose. He reeled back, stunned, trying to grasp what had happened as blood poured down his chin. She head-butted him again, harder now that she had the distance, and he flopped backwards to the sand.

      "What the fuck did you do?" cried the other man. "You... you cunt bitch!"

      "You boys really need to work on these insults. It's the same words over and over just from different mouth-holes." She shook her head and rose to one knee.

      The man withdrew his sword, doing his best to hide his fear behind a veil of aggression, but failing outright. "Come on, bitch!" he cried.

      Roan blew him a kiss. "Let's just talk this through. I don't want to kill you." 

      That was a lie.

      He forced a nervous laugh. "You're unarmed, outnumbered, and they tied your hands behind your back!"  

      "I wouldn't say outnumbered."

      Like all animals, fear can lead to sudden and desperate boldness. The man found himself in just such a state, and with a primal shout, he rushed forward.

      He made it two steps.

      Rule number three in the desert—every sandrunner knows this—don't fuck with petras. He lived just long enough to learn the lesson, as the petra maw crushed his neck and shook.

      Roan finished the other man by sitting comfortably on the back of his head while he suffocated. 

      Fifteen minutes later, she watered, fed, and began riding back toward Monty with a second petra in tow.

      

      "Vol Kaan!" Roan stood on the main street of the nameless town, bruised and battered but armored in her half-plate with the twin glaive in hand. She'd snuck into her yurt that morning, grateful to find her gear resting where she'd left them. 

      "Vol Kaan! Come out, you dry-shit beetle fucker!"

      The morning sun glared down as a breeze swept the dust at her feet.

      "Kaan!" she roared again. "I'll kill every last one of you!"

      The doors to the tavern swung open and Vol Kaan emerged, walking with his casual swagger. 

      "Hello, my dear Roan. And just how will you do that?"

      The giant and all Kaan's men followed. 

      She smiled wickedly—it was her turn to be eager. She had nothing more to lose. "I'll start with you, beautiful," she pointed the blade at one of the more grizzled men and winked. "You got a pretty smile."

      Two of Kaan's men drew their bows, but kept them lowered with a gesture from Vol Kaan.

      "Oh, come now," Roan sighed. "I just said I was going to kill all you little fucks and you just want to shoot me? Who's got the rocks to fight? You, big man? You stupid dusting shit. Why don't you come over here and test this blade, or are you too scared to fight a woman when she's not tied up?"

      The giant held a massive sword in one meaty hand. "Let me break her." 

      Vol stared at her for a long moment, his constant smirk gone as he considered his response. "She's armed this time, and you're wounded."

      "I'm fine. It was just meat, and I'm all sewed up."

      Another pause. At last, Vol Kaan shrugged. "Roan, you disappoint me. Oh well. You can have her. Try not to make a mess, though. I still have my collection to consider."

      Immediately, the giant barreled forward, sword held high.

      Roan dropped, spun with her glaive in both hands, and swept his feet out from under him. Twirling it as she stood, she brought her weapon down in a high arc. The giant tried to roll out of the way but her blade sliced clean through to the bone of his arm, where it stuck. He wailed and tore free, nearly ripping the weapon from Roan's grasp.

      He scrambled to his feet, narrowly evading her second attack as he stumbled backward. His left arm hung limply, blood pouring like red oil, his eyes wide with surprise.

      Roan struck again, using the length of her glaive to keep her distance—if he got close, she would lose the fight, no matter how tough she felt. He raised his great sword in one hand and deflected the blow at the last moment.

      She twirled again for power and sliced at his middle. Again he blocked, and the strength of it jarred her arm. He was faster than she expected, but not fast enough. Before he could counter, she recovered and thrust forward, striking home just above his heart. Yet she'd sacrificed strength for speed and wasn't powerful enough to push all the way through the layers of fat and muscle that hung from her enemy like fleshy armor.

      With a backhanded swing of his sword, he sent her weapon flying.

      She leapt back, and he hacked the air where she'd been.

      He roared, insane, and threw his sword at her. She twisted but tripped over a rock and fell to the ground as the blade whirled past, striking one of Vol Kaan's men straight through the chest.

      The giant dove and she rolled out of the way. She stumbled to her feet, but he yanked them out from under her, and she crashed back to the dirt.

      She could feel him dragging her backward. Clawing up her body with one angry hand as his bleeding arm smeared her legs, her hips, her waist.

      He straddled her as she pounded uselessly against his legs.

      All she could think of was Monty, trapped under the heavy chain, the giant smashing him...

      He brought his fist down like a hammer. It crashed straight through her raised arm and smashed her nose. Blood splattered across her face, and the back of her head smacked into the hard-packed earth. 

      The world was a blur, her vision fading, and her sluggish arm couldn't stop the pounding.

      She heard a snarl and suddenly the weight of the man was gone as hot blood splashed over her. She heard the giant screaming as she raised herself to an elbow and peered through bloody eyes.

      Monty had the man's entire neck and shoulder in his mighty jaws. 

      He shook the massive body back and forth like a rag, then tossed it to the ground and finished the giant off with a savage bite. Monty placed one mighty foot on the chest of the corpse and arced his head high. 

      Most petras can only screech—Monty roared

      The giant died there in the dust, his flat face frozen in shock and horror.

      Some petras began to thrash against their tethers. 

      "Get out of our town!" cried someone. A bottle flew and clocked one of Kaan's men on the head. He swiveled and dropped to the dirt.

      Emboldened, the nameless town's people began throwing whatever they had—knives, rocks, more bottles. And from the shadows of the tavern came Sal and a spear. He hurled it with surprising skill and skewered an invader.

      In the commotion, Roan saw Vol Kaan and three other men move for their own steeds. As the townspeople pummeled his lackeys with stones, he released his petra's binds, and climbed atop its saddle.

      "Monty!" Roan cried, just as Kaan disappeared into an alley.

      She retrieved her glaive, swung onto Monty's back, and with a quick command bolted after the fallen sandrunner. Shadow and sun flashed between the yurts as they raced after the trail of Kaan's dust until suddenly they were back on the main street—her enemy not far off.

      "Roan!" 

      Yono's voice.

      She glanced over her shoulder to see that, with Monty gone, several petras had abandoned the fight. Eight of Kaan's crew now stood against twice as many townspeople, but the men were better armed and trained. They'd even freed—and turned—two petras.

      The people had lost their advantage, and a few lie dead in the dust. 

      "Damnit," Roan grumbled, looking back at Vol Kaan. She cursed, then turned Monty around, and sprinted back toward the people. Killing Kaan wasn't worth more dead people on her conscience. It was unlikely she'd ever see the man again.

      The men fared poorly when Roan returned. Monty revived the petras with a single shriek and the two freed beasts turned on their masters. Evy and Nort cut loose the other petras and the intruders were quick to lie down their weapons. 

      Standing with the help of a spear, Yono whooped loud and long. A petra screeched in suit, and suddenly the night exploded with cheers, howls and hoops, curses and blessings, and thankful praises to any god they chose. 

      "Thank you, Roan," Evy said through a tired smile. "I don't know what we would have done without you and your steed."

      Roan smiled despite herself. Monty was alright—though he had two more cracked plates. "You're looking like a puzzle," she said to him as he nuzzled her with his boney maw, drawing a smack on the muzzle.

      

      Days later, Roan left town in the middle of the night. Despite her best efforts, she'd come to like these people, and she didn't want to go through the emotional mess of goodbyes.

      "Sneaking out, are you?" came a husky voice from under the shadow of the tavern's eaves. Roan looked to see Yono resting on a stool in a moon's shadow. "Don't you think you've earned the right to leave in the daylight?"

      Roan stood quietly for a while. "When you left the battle-pits of Cyndyr, did you say goodbye?"

      He shook his head. They understood each other. 

      "Why do you run solo?" he asked.

      "I'm not good with people."

      "Aren't you lonely?"

      "I've got Monty." She smiled, and he laughed. She liked him, she realized. "Tell me, what did I deliver? What message could be so important a nobleman's daughter would pay such a fortune to deliver?"

      Yono looked at her and smiled broadly. He withdrew the folded parchment from his vest and gave it to her. Carefully, she opened and read the message in its entirety:

      "I love you."
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