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Enchantress Hiresha made a point of falling asleep at all the best parties. Her peculiar condition no longer embarrassed her, and she rather thought it a luxury to close her eyes and wallow through the lullaby conversations of the desert empire’s dignitaries. They had to invite her back regardless.

Scarabs of lapis lazuli adorned the necks of the nobility, with beetle wings crafted of red-agate tiles. Everyone’s skin glistened with wealth from the scented wax melting from blocks attached to their hair. Ladies wore headdresses of flowers. A tribal headman stooped to speak into the ear of a fine-boned native of the desert, and all of them respected the court fashions by wearing wigs of braided black and linen of gossamer white.

Hiresha wore a defiance of purple. Amethysts in her gown glittered in spirals. Ladies and lords averted their eyes from her then snuck further glances.

A noblewoman dropped a folded cloth near Hiresha. While the lady waited for a servant to replace it, she spoke in a whisper. “The gods work through you, Elder Enchantress. Our daughter sees with two eyes because of your magic.”

Hiresha was neither so young nor so old that she enjoyed her title of “elder,” but relief passed through her to learn of her enchantment’s success. Regenerating eyes often confounded her. 

“Excellent.” Hiresha wished she could remember the client’s name. “Do the eyes match? In color.”

“Both a wonderful amber,” the lady said. Red filaments of spider lilies curved from her wig and bounced. She straightened as a lord limped near enough to overhear. Her tone of voice changed, and she took a step away. “And that hue of dress is so, ah, bold.”

Hiresha narrowed her eyes. She could excuse the wish among nobility to hide their ailments, even if it meant snubbing the enchantress who cured them. However, Hiresha had designed the dress herself and chosen amethysts because of her love for the color. She would not allow a narrow mind to condescend to her.

The noblewoman said, “Not to say that purple is a mistake, but have you thought of undyed silk and diamonds? Do promise to send my tailor the patterns for that dress.”

“Only if you promise never to wear it.”

Hiresha worried she should not have said that. Words had a habit of gallivanting out before her fatigue-soaked mind could close the doors of propriety. Weariness flowed like sand around her, each step harder and harder when all she wanted to do was lean back and let the soothing heat carry her off to comfort and peace. She swayed and blinked on the brink of dozing. Her slippered feet trod over pink and white flower petals, strewn down the center of the throne room as thick as a carpet.

She forced her eyes open to admire the quality of the palace’s enchantments. Magic pulled water upward within crystal columns and transparent walls. The blueness gushed overhead, spinning up a glass dome in an upside-down whirlpool to cascade from a central skylight to a pool in the floor. The sound of rushing water accompanied the tinkling of wine poured into glazed bowls and the ruckus of merchant lords.

Hiresha glanced over her shoulder to see her guard, Spellsword Chandur. He wore a vest of scale armor and a purple velvet coat to match her gown. His eyes reminded her of tiger-gemstones, and wonder stretched them wide as he gazed at the Water Palace, at the gushing underfoot, at the baskets on pedestals holding rainbows of fruits and monuments of sliced meats. The enchantress enjoyed having Spellsword Chandur nearby. Seeing his amazement informed her what she too might be feeling if fate had not blunted her emotions with fatigue.

“Chandur,” she began, but a glimpse of another guest caused her throat to catch. She turned away from her bodyguard, inch by inch.

Her blood surged, tingling sensations zigzagging up from her fingertips to her shoulders. Recognizing a man’s voice wakened her like teeth grazing her throat. His tones of disinterest hid a playful wickedness.

“I adore walking on water,” the lord said.

His collar jutted with crimson feathers from a man-eating bird. After the local fashion, he had painted his eyes with the insignia of a god: two scorpion tails curved upward over his cheeks. Hiresha would have mistaken him for a common nobleman except she knew the secret of his magic. Of all the guests, Hiresha suspected only she knew him as the Lord of the Feast.

“You have the sense,” the Lord of the Feast said, “you could plunge through the floor and drown in a suffocating, lungs-bursting death. All parties could use such enlivenment.”

A lady slid a hand over the gold wings of a scarab necklace to touch her throat. “I never thought of it like that.”

A nobleman backed from the transparent floor onto a flower carpet. “There’s no place I’d rather be than in the Water Palace. May the Oasis Empire rule for ten thousand years.”

“Yes...drowning.” The Lord of the Feast smacked his lips as if sampling a delicacy. “The emperors had excellent taste. Can’t have your petitioners too comfortable.”

The Lord of the Feast winked at Enchantress Hiresha. She slid her gaze away, touching two fingers to her chest. Her bodyguard, Chandur, had appeared to have missed the wink, and she hoped no one had seen it.

Hiresha had spent the last year trying not to think of the Lord of the Feast. People who indulged in Feasting magic were punished with nails driven through leg, neck, and heart. It is only right, she thought. Too much power, too little control. Hiresha had watched the Lord of the Feast slaughter men with that magic. Images wracked her mind of his fingers stretching into fangs, of his arms coiling in the air like a dance of snakes. He had killed to save her life.

“Enchantress Hiresha?” Chandur’s voice was concerned.

“The heat is affecting me. I—I must return to the inn.” There she could await commissions sent in sealed notes by ailing nobles. “We should go and leave and be gone.”

She navigated around lords arguing about how to purify salt. Priests in blue robes joined the debate, their bald heads shining. One held a small fox with a jeweled collar and an earring. The fox squeaked at her.

Hiresha strode down the flower carpet toward the great glass arch of the palace’s entrance. The door framed a sky rippling with heat.

The Lord of the Feast stepped between her and her freedom. His arms stayed motionless at his sides, seemingly paralyzed, as he walked closer.

She changed course, passing the vizier. A scribe crouched before him, holding a tray stacked with papyrus. The vizier scrawled with a quill, and in the other hand he held a staff mounted with a baboon carved from an opal, an effigy of the deity of knowledge and enchantment. Hiresha made a silent promise to her goddess that she would not dishonor her profession and her life’s plans merely because she desired an acquaintance with a Feaster.

Hiresha considered warning the vizier that one of the empress’s lords was also a master of forbidden magics. The vizier would then demand how she knew him to be the Lord of the Feast. She could lie, but as the royal guards led him to his execution, he could tell of Hiresha’s unfortunate but necessary association with him to save her city. They could search her and find a red diamond he had once given her.

She hated to think of him betraying her. The thought of doing the same to him disgusted her as much.

Perhaps he does not pose a threat to the gathering, she told herself. The accounts of him using his magic in the daytime are likely exaggerated. The brightness shimmering through the glass ceiling would dissolve his illusion spells.

The vizier never looked up from his writing. Hiresha returned the lack of acknowledgement with aplomb.

She had lost sight of the Lord of the Feast but thought that he had to want to speak to her, perhaps as much as Hiresha desired to talk to him. That scared her more than anything. 

The enchantress navigated between servants waving palm fans. A man holding a folded cloth to mark him as a noble stepped into her path.

“Enchantress Hiresha,” he said, “I assume you know whom I am.”

Since he felt himself too important for a simple “who,” she guessed him from a long line of preening peacocks. “Your pardon, yet I’m—”

“In an awkward position, I know.” The nobleman shifted his girth to better block her way. His turquoise-plated belt was like a barricade. “I don’t judge people by their low birth, and I say you deserve land titles.”

“Actually, I bought a few tracks around Morimound. Now if you’ll excuse—”

“But no plots of the royal salt fields. No influence here, at the heart of the Lands of Loam.” He shook his head. “Disgraceful, when the gods of wealth and fortune have blessed you more than any other unmarried woman in the empire.”

“These conversations tend to go only one way. Let us skip to the end,” Hiresha said. The human blockade had delayed her too long, and she worried the Lord of the Feast would catch up to her any moment. “No, I will not marry you, your sons, or any other debtors of rank you hoped to thrust upon me.”

“‘Debtors?’ I’ll have you know that my dealings....”

Some shred of instinct in the man with the gemstone belt must have warned him to silence. As she edged around the noble, a thorn of apprehension traced over the skin of her back. The Lord of the Feast stalked into view from behind a pair of tribal kings.

“Hiresha.” He bowed, arms hanging to the glass floor. “My memory must be failing. Or were you this beautiful when we last met?”

Her blood seared her face, pulsing in her neck in bursts of unwanted delight. She reminded herself that she should give no encouragement to the Lord of the Feast. Best for me to ignore him. She could have no future with a Feaster. He would destroy her life’s plan.

“My heart,” the Lord of the Feast said to Hiresha, “you must be less loud with your silence. People are beginning to stare.”

A yelp drew the court’s attention from her to the group of priests. The Lord of the Feast glanced toward the men in blue robes, and one winced and stuck the side of his hand in his mouth. The crowd rippled outward from him, and noblemen pointed toward the ground and murmured.

“The Golden Scoundrel!”

“The fennec.”

“It’s a sign. The Incarnate runs toward the door. The price of salt will go down.”

“No, you fool! It means it’ll go up.”

Hiresha used the distraction to skirt around the Lord of the Feast. A path opened between the guests and down the flower carpet toward the door. She thought she might escape.

The fox with the jeweled earring and collar strutted into her path. Each of his ears were bigger than his head, and his legs sank to the ankles in the carpet’s pink petals. Hiresha had a disturbing feeling that the tiny predator wished to meet her. Her back prickled as she sensed the Lord of the Feast also closing in from behind.

Men and women bowed before the fox’s black-tipped tail. The enchantress did not. The gems in his collar are only emeralds, after all. Neither would she walk over the kitten-sized creature. If she understood the matter, this was more than a royal pet.

“Chandur,” Hiresha said, turning her chin to the side to glance at her guard, “why is this pygmy staring up at me?”

“I believe...” Tendons tightened in Spellsword Chandur’s neck. His lips whitened when they pinched together. “...this fox is their god.”
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A single amethyst from the enchantress’s gown would have satisfied Inannis. Just one of the purple gems plucked by his hands and defiled. Her riches came from divine will. Stealing from her would be one more chance to spite the immortals who had cursed him.

Chills skittered over his skin, under his robes. His mouth was hot with fever, his tongue swollen. The urge to cough ground in his chest, but he steadied his breathing. No one looking at his calm face and priest robes would guess they hid a blighted body, an enemy of the gods.

Thoughts of stealing the jewel twirled in his mind in sweet pangs of anticipation, but he braced himself against them. Won’t risk for a trinket, Inannis thought, with a trove within reach. A life other than his uncertain one depended on his success. 

The details of his intended sacrilege turned over in his mind. On the last theft, his partner had been caught. This next heist had to be perfect. Inannis hoped both to wound the pride of a god and break free his partner, before her execution. She deserves better than a death of public amusement.

A few minutes before, when the enchantress’s gown had passed within knifing distance, the fennec fox squeaked a yip. The priest holding the Incarnate of the Golden Scoundrel nodded to her. The fennec’s furry ears rotated at the sound of her guard’s thudding step, the two cones full of white hairs on the animal’s head moving in unison. The emerald stud in one ear taunted Inannis with its nearness.

His palms itched, but he stilled himself. Patience was his strongest muscle.

The enchantress walked toward the palace doors. Inannis wanted to weep at the sight of her jewels escaping. One day, he promised himself.

“Ah!” The priest holding the fennec jerked. The god had dug his sharp teeth into the flesh of the man’s palm. With a flick of tail, the fennec leaped from the priest’s grasp.

Inannis reached to catch the fox. The thief too had been caught by surprise since the furry god usually gave a muffled bark before struggling loose of his keepers. Inannis’s hands grazed the fennec’s collar and shoulder but could not close in time.

Lunging, Inannis intended to snatch the fennec out of the air on his next leap. The fox always jumped again after freeing himself, a vaulting spring that would carry him out of reach. Inannis had developed a habit of anticipating him and took particular pleasure in outsmarting the small god. 

The fennec did not jump this time. He trotted away between gilded sandals and manicured feet. 

“Son Inannis,” another priest said to him, “why have you neglected your duties? And on Gods Week.”

Inannis gazed at his empty hands. This is good, he told himself. Now he knew not to depend on the fox’s habits. When it mattered, he would leave nothing to chance.

“The divine teeth are sharp.” The other priest sucked on the blood from his hand wound.

The priests pursued their god, Inannis behind them. They spotted the fennec marching around the enchantress, whitish gold tail rigid in the air.

“He’s such an adorable god,” one lady said.

“Ooo! Look at his cute tail.”

A priest held out his hands. “Behold! He chooses.”

The fennec walked around the enchantress a second time. Inannis noted the god’s gait was restrained, almost stiff, and for once he had given up his chattering noises for solemnity. Inannis had studied the theology of the Golden Scoundrel enough to pass as a priest, and he feared he knew what was happening here.

Don’t you walk around her again, he thought, don’t think claiming her will protect you. An itching built in Inannis’s chest into a greasy ball of flame that would burn him until he coughed. His teeth clenched even as he tried to hold muscles in his face slack.

The enchantress’s gaze lagged behind the fennec. “I cannot possibly see what interest this fox has in me.”

She took two steps toward the door. The fox ran around her a third time.

Well played, Inannis thought, you big-eared ball of immortal fur and piss. But you’ll need better. You won’t stop me unless you make me hack out my heart.

A spasm from his chest bent Inannis over. A cough scratched its way up his throat. His eyes watered, face reddened.

The fennec rested one fore paw over the other and laid his white chin atop them as if bowing to the enchantress.

The priest swung his hands into the air. “The Golden Scoundrel has chosen his bride. All praise the god of family and fortune! All praise his betrothed!”

“Praise them! Praise them!”

The rich men lifted their ebony staves and their folded cloths. The women cupped hands to mouths.

“Oh! Now the year is perfect.”

“Why couldn’t he have chosen me?”

“If only I had her dress.”

“...and with just four days left to the Newborn Year.”

“This is a good sign for the empire markets, a good sign.”

Inannis pretended to bow while coughing into the crook of his arm. No one could have heard him amid the shouting. A drop of blood landed on the blueness of his robes, but he sucked as much as he could back through his lips. If people knew a priest smuggled so much corruption inside him, they would kill him. If they found out he was no true priest—was as far from devout as a man could be—he would join his partner in a celebration of public gore. An execution is one time she won’t appreciate my company.

The enchantress’s face was the kind that hid nothing. Her well-formed features wriggled in confusion, pinched in annoyance, oscillated between shock and embarrassment, then firmed with outrage.

“Will someone of sanity explain?”

As a priest began talking to her, Inannis found himself sorry for the enchantress. The gods had chosen to lift her to prosperity, but as was their wont, they betrayed their own. She might not know it yet, but this life of hers was over.

Now he would never have one of her amethysts, unless he took to robbing tombs.
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Enchantress Hiresha had no reason to believe the fox was divine. She worshipped different gods.

“I’m a woman of principle, and I cannot be married to a fox.” Hiresha swept a gloved hand toward the enormously eared creature.

The fox hopped and bit her.

Pain zinged up her arm, and she looked to see four holes in the purple silk covering her finger. “The vermin!”

“The fennec.” An older priest bowed to the creature then lifted him. “A desert fox inhabited by the soul of the Golden Scoundrel.”

A second priest gulped air through his grinning face. He said, “It’s natural for a bride to feel unworthy. The fennec never marries more than once a year.”

“One fox, one bride,” a third priest said. His gaze was sleepy, his lips ruddy. “For the dying year.”

Hiresha leaned back, mouth agape. “‘Marries once a year?’ Just how many wives does he have?”

“Twelve wives while he lived as the emperor.” The second priest’s jowls jiggled as he beamed. “And a hundred and twenty-one children.”

“After his entombment,” the first priest said, puffing his chest out, “the god has married seven hundred and thirty-eight worthy maidens.”

Hiresha rested a hand on her brows, felt a clammy dampness there. She had taken care to organize and schedule her life around her sleeping condition. Marriage to a small carnivore in no way fit her plans. Though she had studied the foreign gods of the desert capital while at the Academy, she had a poor memory for such things while awake. She believed something about the marriage ritual had horrified her at the time. And now it’s happening to me. A buzzing feeling of unreality filled her with hot sickness.

“And I will be the first to congratulate Hiresha,” the Lord of the Feast said. A sheen of greasepaint on his face concealed the black triangle she knew branded his brows. “To be courted by a god is a grand thing, but I wouldn’t go through with the marriage. Arguing can’t be fun with the infallible.”

A few priests spluttered. “Not go through with the marriage?”

“But she must.”

Hiresha turned from the Lord of the Feast to Spellsword Chandur. Embarrassment scorched her that both men had watched her become engaged to the potentially rabid, polygamous fennec.

“You should have done something,” she said to Chandur. “You’re in charge of defending my honor.”

A priest lifted one white paw of the fennec. “It is an honor.”

“Quiet, you.” Hiresha shook with her anger. Married to a fox, she thought, preposterous!

Her eyes swung back up to Spellsword Chandur. His hair was short but all his own. He wore no wig. His cuffs gleamed with the edges of his bronze-scale armor. Chandur had a broad chin and broader shoulders, which he held up with a wealth of assurance. Most importantly, his features displayed the symmetry belonging to those of good health and lineage.

Hiresha had intended to court him once she developed a spell to cure her sleeping disease. Nothing might have come of it, she granted, as a difference in age would have caused awkwardness. That dream still seemed safer than her being with a Feaster.

And now this farce, she thought. The fennec yawned at her with needle teeth filling a mouth the perfect size for nipping fingers. Hers still stung. The fox’s onyx eyes seemed to leer at her, and black whiskers twitched with mischief.

“I am not marrying that animal. I decline. I refuse, reject, and renounce his claims.” She gazed over the assembled noblemen. “My enchantments have helped many of you. I’ve saved some of your lives. Will any here break me free of this engagement?”

Ladies hid their faces behind fans of ostrich feathers. Lords bowed their heads toward the fennec. One nearby nobleman wearing a cape of beads spoke. “Who are we men to meddle in the affairs of gods?”

A desolation spread over Hiresha, and she wondered what use her years of service had been if not even one noble would speak for her now. Maybe they haven’t the influence. The thought chilled her as she began to believe no legal route could nullify her engagement.

A priest slipped an emerald bracelet over her wrist. “The Golden Scoundrel is the perfect husband.”

“He bit me,” Hiresha said, “and what is this?”

The priest tapped the fennec’s emerald collar. “Enchanted. Will keep him from escaping too far. He has his moods.”

“I want him to escape.”

“You’ll have four days to come to love him.”

“Four days? Until the end of Gods Week?”

“And the marriage, of course.” Two priests beamed. The third looked serious.

The Lord of the Feast said, “Asking a woman for her hand must be trying work. The little delicacy is sleeping.”

The fennec curled his head under a paw in the priest’s arms.

“He proposed, and now he sleeps.” Hiresha threw up her hands. “The mark of an attentive husband? I think not.”

“Shh! Now take him, gently.” The priest tried to ease the fennec into the enchantress’s arms. She pushed him away. The man insisted. The fox woke, barked, and splayed black paw pads.

“I’ll take him.” Spellsword Chandur folded his fingers around the fennec and cradled him in one hand. The fox yipped at him, companionably. “Er, do gods like their tummies rubbed?”

Hiresha cast Chandur a severe glance.

Looking satisfied, the priests stepped back. A few ladies stayed to coo at the fennec. Hiresha dug her gloved fingers into her palms as the Lord of the Feast leaned closer.

“Hiresha, my heart,” he said. “We must once again celebrate a common purpose. Not another word now. Those ears could hear through walls.” He nodded his chin toward the fennec.

The enchantress could not tear her eyes away from the Feaster as he strode between the glass doors and left the party. Tethiel, she said to herself, what life-and-death scandal do you hope to drag me into this time?

A shadow and a sensation of heat warned Hiresha that a large person had stepped next to her. She assumed Spellsword Chandur, but she met with the surprise of an orange and black mask. Eyes bore down on her from within painted circles of white and red.

“Enchantress Hiresha, you deserve better than a god.” The masked man wore a white shawl and black kilt.

Hiresha recognized the vulture-mask design. She had worked with such men before, comparing knowledge of the human body gleaned from her magic and their grisly experience. “You have my attention, Skin-Stitcher.”

A priest bobbed beside them. “This cannot be a suitable time to speak with her. Only now betrothed and...and....”

The skin-stitcher forced him back with a faceless glare. “Hiresha, I am Ubis son of Odji, Royal Embalmer. You should hear what I have to say. Would you walk with me?”

Hiresha had not met the Royal Embalmer before, but she felt inclined to trust him. He had not seemed enamored with the fennec. After motioning Spellsword Chandur to stay back with the creature, she extended a hand to the man in the vulture mask.

The embalmer escorted her along a glass wall that rippled with water. Nobles shied away from her and her companion. He smelled of salt, with a hint of rot.

“I ask you not to wed the Golden Scoundrel, Hiresha. He has too many wives to care for any one.”

“I have no intention to participate in this ridiculous ritual.”

“You don’t?” He removed his mask, but his most remarkable feature, his eyes, did not change. Their color was of damp soil flecked with gold and lit by sunset. The kohl powder that lined them intensified their deepness. “An eternity in a god’s court is no prize when you are but one more body in the harem.”

“Exactly my thoughts.” She considered lowering her voice but decided she did not care who heard. “You assume I believe in the Golden Scoundrel. That fennec may be inhabited by nothing more than fleas.”

“The Golden Scoundrel does rule the ages, but yes, I can tell that you are too intelligent for his glamour.”

They both glanced at the fennec. Spellsword Chandur, still holding the sleeping creature, met Hiresha’s eyes.

“Most women,” the embalmer said, “cannot look away from the Golden Scoundrel. His power blinds them, the promise of everlasting prestige lures them. They sacrifice their lives, and they mean nothing to him.”

“Yes, yes, and the fennec bit me. I think the mummification process would only improve him.”

“I have waited years for a woman like you.” The embalmer faced her, clasped her hands in his. “You I can save.”

“Save me? You’ll rid me of the fennec?” Hiresha began to think she was missing something. She also grew uncomfortable with his closeness, and he presumed much holding both her hands at once.

“All the others I had to prepare,” the embalmer said. “Husks of women, killed for a golden shadow of love.”

“Who is killing? Who’s dying?” Hiresha tried to step away from him.

His grip was unrelenting. “You don’t know? The marriage ceremony is in the afterlife. The bride and the fennec go through the gates of death together, in a sealed sarcophagus.”

Hiresha felt her intestines fold over each other like fingers nervously interlacing. Her own hands stung where he held her.

“You will die on the last day of the year,” he said. “Hiresha, I do not—”

“This year?” Sweat dribbled down her back. “As in, the year ending four days from now?”

“Yes, and—”

“As in, the priests will try to kill me in four days?”

“Seal you in the Golden Scoundrel’s pyramid and wait for you to suffocate, but I can get you away. I may just be an embalmer, a man of only one title, but I’ve been planning for years. If you trust me, if you come with me.” He broke off as Spellsword Chandur clapped a hand over his and stripped his grasp from Hiresha.

Chandur still held the fennec, a curled pastry of golden-white fur. The embalmer’s full lips compressed into lines of resentment. He glared at the sleeping creature in Chandur’s other arm.

The embalmer returned his black and orange mask to his face. “We will speak again, Hiresha.”

“I thank you for the warning.” Hiresha messaged her numb hands. “Yet I’ll not need your assistance.”

“You told me you wanted to live,” he said.

“My spellsword will ensure I do.” Hiresha trusted Chandur more than any vulture-masked stranger.

The eyes within the painted rings shifted their intensity to Chandur. “A man of greater means than a simple embalmer. Most sensible, Hiresha.”

The embalmer walked away. Beads of lapis and gold clicked in the black braids of his wig.

“Thank you for interposing yourself, Chandur,” Hiresha said.

“What was that embalmer talking about?” The jeweled hilt of a massive sword jutted out from behind Chandur’s shoulder. Hiresha had enchanted the weapon, and the sight of it always reassured her, as did Chandur’s sudden look of concern. “Oh! Is he yours? That is, the embalmer who’s going to, you know. I’ve always thought it’d be painful.”

“You do know people aren’t embalmed alive.”

“Ah, right.” Chandur lowered his chin toward his left shoulder.

Her spellsword had spent more time in Oasis City than she and clearly knew something of the marriage ritual. Hiresha hoped she could rely on him to help her escape, and she wanted to plan that departure now. With fatigue heavy on her and eyes flickering closed, she spoke.

“I am feeling faint. Chandur, return the fennec. Accompany me back to my apartments.”

“No, no.” The voice of a priest was sickeningly cheerful as he intruded on the conversation. “The Golden Scoundrel should stay by your side during Gods Week. But if you wish to leave, we have your escort ready.”

“My escort?”

“The Golden Scoundrel never travels with fewer than ten men. Sometimes it is his will to test us by running. A fennec is harder to catch than salt on the wind.”

Ten men, Hiresha thought. Escaping Oasis City might be harder than she had imagined. She could not very well have Chandur knock too many priests around without the empire taking offense, the empire that owned the Academy, her research, and her home.
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Spellsword Fosapam Chandur was sorry that his mistress did not wish to marry the fennec god. True, the betrothal had taken her by surprise, but he had always suspected Hiresha’s fate to be exceptionally bright. No common man would have done for the enchantress. He had been told as much by his mother.

She and Hiresha had been childhood friends, or perhaps enemies. Chandur had never been clear on that part. He thought he remembered hearing “that jewel-shitting spinster” thrown about a few times when he was a boy. His parents had sent him away to Oasis City to study as a scribe, and when that did not work out, he had trained as a guard. They had written letter after letter telling how well the family gem-cutting business was doing, had urged him to stay in the expensive city. When calamity had forced him to return to Morimound, he had learned his father had earned nothing but debts. They had lost the family’s manor and good name.

Hiresha had given his sister a home, had taken them both back to the Mindvault Academy and sponsored their training. The elder enchantress deserved all the fortune the gods placed in front of her, and Chandur was proud to carry one such god sleeping on his left arm.

To his right, Hiresha slept, too, sitting in a sedan chair decorated with opals and a silk canopy. He could tell she had fallen asleep because the jewels of her dress flashed purple. Branching curves of gems were stitched within silk, and the light of their glowing forced him to blink.

Four of the priests’ men had taken up the honor of carrying the sedan chair. Now they lowered Hiresha’s transport to the ground, setting down their poles. Above, a camel was painted on a wall. The building’s plaster shone too white to look at in the sun.

A guard inhaled an aroma of cooking onions and lentils. “The enchantress bride already brings us good fortune. She chose an inn with a kingly kitchen.”

“Hiresha.” Chandur bent down to face her. “Enchantress Hiresha, we’re here.”

The jewels on her dress dimmed. She drew air into her nose in a gentle hiss, and her eyelashes lolled open then closed again. She extended a gloved hand to Chandur. His fingers grazed a jewel on her palm, and he activated the enchantment within the gem. Using his spellsword training, he felt like he fitted a key and spun it around three revolutions until magic Lightened the enchantress. For one second she weighed so little that she floated out of her seat, her slippers gliding over the street tiles. She tilted sideways, her balance no better than someone who had woken in predawn darkness.

Chandur steadied her with a hand on the warmth of her shoulder. Her dress left her shapely back bare, and her spine was visible down to her waist. Fosapam Chandur felt guilty for stealing the glance.

The cut of the dress was sleek, fitting, and bold. He had never seen another woman wear a gown with the same design. Then again, he supposed the same could be said of many things done by the enchantress. A pang raced through him, knowing that Hiresha would soon leave this world for the gods’ realm. Don’t be selfish, he thought, she goes to a better life. 

She rocked against him as she staggered into the building. Shade and chill inside the inn soothed Fosapam Chandur. He heard the jingle of the proprietor’s many amulets.

“Elder Enchantress Hiresha, my humble home—” The man’s face flinched at the sight of the fennec, though he recovered into a grin. “The Golden Scoundrel honors this worthless abode. This is a holy day, indeed it is.”

“A banquet.” The guards burst in. “Your finest for the fennec and his bride.”

“His bride, indeed, yes, she is beauty wrapped in fortune.” The proprietor rummaged through amulets of scarabs and camels. He found one of a fennec and pressed it to his forehead as he bowed.

Men stacked their weapons against the arched door and rushed inside, chanting. “Banquet! Banquet for the fennec!”

The god’s long ears perked up. He sprang from Chandur’s arms, tail snapping back and forth as he zipped around the men, yipping and squeaking.

“Your house has been blessed already.” A laughing priest pointed to a grey dropping the fennec had left on an ornate rug.

“Oh, yes, indeed yes, it is so.” The proprietor closed his eyes and bowed to the floor again. “Gods are eternal!”

Hiresha murmured that she wished to go to her room, but the priests insisted she stay. Fosapam Chandur unlatched his sword from his back so he could sit beside her on a rug. With a strain, he set down the blade of stone. Veins of black and white crossed within the redness of the sword’s jasper.

A maid entered carrying a bowl of berries and melon. She was Janny, and at the Academy, other spellswords had warned Chandur to heed her because of her friendship with the elder enchantress. He guessed Janny and Hiresha must have known each other for a long time. They showed little of the outward affection that he would expect between new friends.

Janny served her mistress simple food that Hiresha did not eat. The house servants carried baskets brimming with lavish fare that Chandur and the other guards devoured.

Crunchy crickets baked in honey and sesame, steamed crocodile and spices, cucumbers and quail, cobra in camel-hump soup, and even some seafood that Chandur felt bad about eating because he knew fishermen had risked their lives far from the city to catch it in monster-infested waters. The priests inhaled the cooking aromas with sighs though they partook only of milk.

The fennec rippled through the air in leaps and bounds of fur. He tipped over glasses of plum wine, to the delight of the men.

“The Golden Scoundrel!”

“And his new bride.” They clinked red-glazed glasses and drank.

Janny propped pillows behind her mistress, so she would not slump too far as she dozed. Hiresha’s jewels glimmered.  Her eyes shifted in her sleep, a bulge turning this way and that under each closed eyelid. The movement both disturbed Chandur and fascinated him. He knew enchantresses could only work magic in their sleep, a trade secret the spellsword mentors would flog him for telling.

Her closed eyes shifted to look in a new direction. Chandur wondered what an enchantress would see in her dream.
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Hiresha carved a gem with her mind. She never felt more awake than in her lucid dreams.

The greyish lump of an uncut sapphire levitated above her palm. Five hundred and forty-eight beams of color bisected the stone, marking the facets she would cut. After tweaking a last few angles, she touched the rough rock with an enchanted golden chisel. 

Crystalline flakes exploded in a glittering dust that drifted toward the dark walls of her dream laboratory then faded to nothing. The naked jewel floated above her palm, a sapphire of rare clearness carved into a snowflake too delicate to survive in the real world. She had cut out the flaws in the raw stone, leaving a perfection of crystal and mathematical design. The attention she had lavished upon it caused the sapphire to glow with dream power.

With a sigh, the enchantress blew the jewel across the laboratory. Its facets flashed white as it tumbled through the air above a table of black rock, past other floating jewels colored pink, green, and blue. The snowflake sapphire collided with a full-length mirror.

It did not shatter. The glass flowed around it, pulling the jewel into a scene of the waking world. The mirror did not reflect Hiresha at the middle of the circular laboratory but instead showed Spellsword Chandur as she had last seen him sitting beside her at the inn. She was sorry he would not witness the sapphire snowflake, made as it was from dreams. The jewel danced past his image and landed on his jasper sword. The dream gem soaked into the hilt, powering the enchantment that allowed him to swing the massive weapon.

Other mirrors slid along the dome ceiling of the laboratory. They reflected Hiresha’s recent memories. Time flowed backward in the mirrors, and people walked in reverse. Glimpses of guards rubbed their hands together as servants took away baskets bursting with food. Camel milk slid out of a priest’s mouth and upward into a cup.

She gazed at the mirror with Chandur’s still image. Armor that she had enchanted for toughness and reduced chafing clung its bronze scales to the muscles of his chest. She always worried about him overheating in his coat, though he seemed at ease in the desert climate. A more pressing concern was his lack of helmet. To escape the priests and their guards, she might have to lead him into danger.

“I must enchant Chandur a protective circlet,” she said to herself. She had planned to have had time to search the city bazaars for a likely item. “Tonight.” 

“We want the circlet to be so truly him.” The second voice was also Hiresha’s, though it came from one of the mirrors. A reflection of the enchantress wore a dress of identical style but of a different color. Yellow silk glistened, and topazes bedecked the fabric in a hue of citrus.

With a wave of her purple glove, Hiresha summoned a balance for weighing options. The risk-measuring device appeared on the basalt table in front of Hiresha. “I must find the safest route of escape from the city. I’ll not allow Fosapam Chandur to come to harm on my account. Nor even Maid Janny.”

The reflection made no effort to copy Hiresha’s movements. She hopped up and down on her yellow slippers, pointing at the balance. “Mind the desert scorpions. We hate those.”

Hiresha circled a finger, and a glass scorpion blinked into existence atop one gold tray of the balance. The insect was small, corresponding to the potential danger. A shadow fell over the scorpion from the figure of a man riding a camel. The large probability of nomads waylaying them in the desert weighed down that arm of the balance, alongside the threat of being overtaken by ships that sailed over the sand.

The next arm represented the choice of hiring passage on a land ship. This part of the scale teetered under statuettes of sailors who might decide to try to stop them. The vizier stood taller yet on the same plate, the risk of him discovering their plan. The scale had more than two arms. On another, glass models of priests towered over throngs of guards and pilgrims who would search for Hiresha if she tried to hide in the city.

While she attempted to focus, her reflection chattered about details she spotted in the other mirrors. The woman in the yellow dress distracted Hiresha with observations about how the string on a guard’s bow had worn to the point of snapping. Three of the oysters in one basket were dry and shriveled, revealing themselves as rotten. One priest’s shoulders shivered from a fever he was trying to hide.

Hiresha, meanwhile, decided she favored a sudden departure. One option was to travel at night when no one else dared to leave their homes or tents. The figurine of the Lord of the Feast crushed this possibility all the way down to the stone table. He appeared in his nighttime aspect, a man with no arms and three heads, riding a most unbecoming basilisk. The image disturbed Hiresha, but she was thankful for the reminder of how his magic distorted him. Fleeing into the night alongside him had tempted her.

“We’re afraid what he’d do to Chandur,” the reflection said.

Hiresha nodded. “And encountering him would be a near certainty at night.”

The reflection pressed her fingers against her cheeks, lips quivering as she gazed through her mirror at the balance with all its arms weighed down with statuettes. “Too much clutter.”

“Too much risk.” Hiresha pointed to another arm, its plate pressed down with the sculpture of a sarcophagus. “Yet anything is better than accepting that airless fate.”
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After Chandur enjoyed his third course of delicacies, the enchantress’s eyes opened. Her gloved finger drifted as she pointed and tried to focus her bleary eyes.

“Mind the oysters,” she said. “And that priest is ill. He should be resting.”

Fosapam Chandur always liked it when the enchantress did this, plucked truth out of her dreams. Again, he found himself sorry to think of her gone in only a few days.

The priest bowed. “I am feeling well enough, Enchantress.”

“Nonsense. You mixed pigment with oil to hide your pallor.”

Chandur’s brows rose at this. The other priests chortled and slapped the man. “Son Inannis, that’s why you missed catching the god today?”

The bowing priest spoke with calm. “You are most wise, Enchantress. I will rest until I am well.”

The fennec whirred around the priest’s feet as he left. Chandur joined the men in throwing bits of cricket that the god caught with his teeth.

“How hideous.” Hiresha shielded her eyes from the fennec.

“Nothing wrong about that leap,” Chandur said. “Look at him go.”

“My fiancé is snapping cricket heads out of the air. Abominable.”

“Oh.” Chandur rolled a ball of coconut and date between thumb and forefinger. “Did you never want to marry?”

She propped her temples up with her fingers. Pursing her lips, she glanced at him but did not answer.

Janny plopped down to sit on the other side of Hiresha. “It’s a fair question,” the maid said. The skin of her freckled face was peeling from too much sun. “Could’ve had yourself some real full shirts and full pants. Didn’t want them. Now don’t want this toothed-bunny god?”

“He’s a fox.” Chandur ran a hand over the fennec’s back as he dashed by.

“I wanted to marry,” Hiresha said, “yet it can’t be done anytime one pleases.”

“Yes it can,” Janny said. Smile lines etched her face. A turban wrapped her hair with grey fabric. A dress of the same color was filled by a body that Chandur could only respectfully call practical and built to last. “Can even happen when you don’t please. ‘Specially a hurry-up-please-before-father-finds-out wedding.”

“There is nothing more vulgar than the unplanned,” Hiresha said. “A life isn’t great by chance, but by design.”

“I could use some vulgarity tonight.” Janny winked at two of the guards. “Hope they don’t drink too much.” 

“Janny, don’t expose others to your thoughts. It is indecent.”

The maid said, “Just tell me I won’t have to pick up your wee husband god. Or comb him. I don’t think it’s fair for me to be bitten by an animal. Been bit by too many of my own babies.”

“I assure you,” Hiresha said, “you’ll have to do no such thing.”

“A toast to the bride.” Men lifted their glasses. “A ring of praise to honor her.”

“A ring of praise. Her face is more beautiful than water in the desert.”

“‘Desert?’” The man to his left grimaced. “Tough one. Oh! She’s the most valuable Oasis import.”

He pronounced the last word to make it a close rhyme to “desert.” The two priests slapped their knees in approval.

“And she’s the most fortunate woman in the lands.”

Chandur was next in the circle. Even with everyone staring at him for the next verse, he did not worry. Either he would think of a matching phrase or he would not.

“She has a healer’s hands,” he said after some thought. “Her work honors the Opal Mind.”

The following man rhymed that with “kind,” and around the circle they went praising her dress, wealth, and wishing her happiness in the afterlife. Hiresha seemed to weather the compliments well. At least she kept her groans quiet.

Chandur liked to see others compete to find the most original verse in praise rings. He thought it odd, though, that he had heard poetry describing a woman’s beauty, but never a man’s. Men had a different sort of fineness to them, which he did not know how to put into words himself but thought someone should. He was sure Hiresha must have noticed that the skin-stitcher she had been speaking to in the palace had been most handsome.

The last man to speak picked up the fennec, rubbing his sides. “Now what do you have to say to your bride?”

The fennec trilled like a bird. The men roared their approval.

Chandur shook his head in amazement. The fennec was the most adorable creature he had ever seen. “You know, I always wanted a fennec. Even more after I lost Bracelets.”

Janny lowered a cup from her mouth. “Bracelets?”

“Had a snake. She had bands, red and black. Or maybe ‘he.’ No way to know.” He smiled, remembering the smooth feel of her scales. “Slept curled around my arm.”

Hiresha rested her head against the side of her hand. “Why would you keep a snake?”

“Well,” Chandur said, “her tongue could tickle your cheek.”

The maid pretended to gag. “If you like snake kisses so much, you should’ve bought yourself another fanged missy.”

He had often thought of it. “Wasn’t sure the time was right.”

“Snakes are seasonal?” The maid pinched his arm. “Like mangos?”

Chandur worried he might not be meant to buy a snake. Perhaps he was supposed to own a bird, a fennec, or nothing. He wished the Priest of the Fate Weaver could have given him a longer reading, could have told him exactly what the goddess had designed his future to hold. Life expected far too many decisions from him.

He said, “If someone gave me a snake, then I’d know it was fated.”

Janny threw him a strange look.

Hiresha asked, “Did your snake eat rats?”

“Yeah, if I killed them first,” he said. 

“Why,” Hiresha asked, “keep something with no purpose?”

Sometimes the enchantress’s mannerisms puzzled Chandur. He looked across to Janny for help, but she was exchanging glances with a man wearing silver-fennec jewelry. “Well,” he said, “haven’t you ever had a pet?”

“I had a baby goat, once,” Hiresha said. “She would’ve produced milk, but I fell asleep and an eagle pecked out her eyes. To punish me, my mother made me kill the goat myself. I was six. I could barely lift the mallet.”

Chandur was disturbed, once by her story and twice by her quiet voice in telling it. She sounded like she was falling asleep again. It both troubled and impressed him that she never seemed further than a few breaths from drowsing. He had to lean closer to hear her murmuring.

“Cannot have goats before you’re ready. Have to plan. Everything in its proper place and time. Such a shame, my wedding would’ve been a masterpiece.”

“Oh?” Janny ate a few berries from Hiresha’s plate. “Who’re you thinking of marrying?”

Her chin drooped toward the amethysts on her chest. “Chandur, of course.”

“I knew it.” Janny cackled.

Chandur had been lifting a piece of crocodile
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