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Night had fallen over the great desert of Aj-Shabar, and the only sound other than the endless shifting of the sands was the crackling of a small fire where Vana and Jerob had made camp in a deep sheltering pocket nestled between the towering dunes.

That night, for the first time in nearly a month, Vana and Jerob slept together under a roof in a soft bed.

When she came to Vana found she was tied up quite securely with hemp rope, lying otherwise naked on the cobblestones of the caravanserai’s front courtyard next to Jerob, who was likewise bound.

No sooner was Vana’s shade released from her body than it found itself in a hall with towering walls of golden flame.
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            Be your friend's true friend. Return gift for gift. Repay laughter with laughter again but betrayal with treachery. 
~ Hávamál 
 
And if the world turn against you, look to those by your side. These are your true friends. 
~Ab-Hajir
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The city of Bel-Athis shimmered in the distance like a mirage beneath the noonday sun. The small band of pilgrims stood fanned out upon the rolling dunes, covered from head to toe in their loose black garments. There was scarcely a wind, yet the sand rose up from the desert in twirling wisps that coursed around them seductively like dancing girls. 

Jal nar Bethad stood in the midst of the twelve men and women who had followed him here, his arms raised to the sky in supplication.

He spoke the Daily Prayer. He gave thanks to the Lord of Two Horns for their safe passage.

Then, producing a large bone knife from somewhere deep within his robes, he reached out with it suddenly, drawing its spiny razor-sharp edge across the throat of the woman standing next to him.

Sarai nib Medrad fell to her knees, her life’s blood spilling out onto the sand. The others stood very still, accustomed now to the ritual, secretly relieved that they had not been today’s victim. None of them dared to utter so much as a sigh. Jal nar Bethad was the Bone Dancer, and when he said that the Lord of Two Horns required sacrifice, there was nothing anyone could say or do to save the chosen one from his fate.

“As the desert drinks this blood, so does Baal-Qarnaim drink the lives of all men.” They spoke the ancient words in unison, and then began to systematically strip the dying woman of her garments and other possessions.

When they were done, they left the naked corpse for the vultures and began the last leg of their journey. Soon they would be safe within the city walls.

It was not long before they could see that a black cloud hovered over the city of Bel-Athis, and that it was growing in size with every passing hour. But it would not be until they were almost at the gates that they would at last realize its composition, origin, and significance. 

When the travellers were no more than thin wisps of shadow that danced on the edge of the horizon, the follower came upon the body.

A hooded figure clutching a black sorcerer’s staff and wearing a gilded mask made from the face of a human skull, behind him walked two men and a woman, all naked, their throats slashed, their eyes unseeing. Dead, yet not dead.

The sorcerer waved his claw-like hand over the sand-covered corpse of Sarai nib Medrad and at once it stirred. Then, with the slain woman’s last horrified expression still frozen on its face, it rose to follow him.
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Night had fallen over the great desert of Aj-Shabar, and the only sound other than the endless shifting of the sands was the crackling of a small fire where Vana and Jerob had made camp in a deep sheltering pocket nestled between the towering dunes.
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While Jerob slept fitfully in the shadows nearby, Vana kept watch within the fire’s glow, her pale blue eyes steadfastly avoiding the flickering flames.

Once, not long ago, she had been able to gaze into the heart of any fire and see what she would see; things far and wide, and sometimes even things that had yet to occur. But now, due to the devil’s bargain she had made with the Lord of Fire in order to save herself from the foul sorcery of Ammon-Zul, whenever she looked into that chaotic dance of light and shadow she saw only the face of the exiled god grinning back at her. Gloating.

You are mine, that face said wordlessly. You belong to me now. 

They had fled the city of Bel-Athis with as much haste as they could afford, but had been forced to stop to rest frequently due to the wound that her beloved stallion Thunrasar had suffered at the hands of the evil priests of the Lord of Flies. That wound was healing now, little by little, and she thanked the High One for that.

But she was beginning to grow uneasy, for she knew that it would not be long before the demon-lord marshaled new forces against them, and there was nowhere to hide in the open desert.

Yet, truly, how much distance could they put between themselves and that otherworldly fiend before they would finally be safe from his wrath? She knew that even ten thousand leagues would not be enough.

She tried to tell herself that at least she had gained a powerful potential ally in the fire-lord, for he would no doubt come to her aid more readily now than even the All-father, who had much more important things to worry about than saving her hide every time it needed saving.

She chuckled softly to herself. “‘He risks much who dares much.’ So saith the High One.”

But the words did not comfort her. There was something wrong in the desert tonight. Something watchful. Something that did not like them being there. Something that grew angrier with each night that they passed in that desolate place.

She looked at Jerob. By rights it was his turn to stand watch. But she doubted she would be able to sleep anyway tonight. Besides... there was the watcher. Jerob, wary little thief though he was, could not sense things of that nature as she could. And if this thing, whatever it was, decided to attack, it would be best for both of them if she were wide awake to meet that unknown threat.

A moment later, as if he had heard her thoughts, Jerob stirred and turned to look at the tall woman where she sat beside the fire, her fair skin dimly lit by its red-orange glow. She had fully recovered since the restoration of her soul-shard, thank Ab-Hajir. Vana had briefly explained to him what the stealing of her soul-shard had meant, but he was still not sure that he understood it.

The barbarians of the northern steppes had many strange beliefs it seemed. For one thing, they held that a man had many souls rather than just the one, and what’s more, that a part of the soul could be cut off as though it were a piece of flesh; a notion which Jerob found ridiculous.

But he could not deny the frighteningly real effects of whatever sorcery the High Priest of Baal-Zebub had worked upon her nearly seven nights ago. Then he had feared for her life. Now, as the firelight illumined the long braids of her golden hair and danced in her sapphire eyes, he thought she had never looked healthier, or more beautiful.

“You were supposed to wake me,” he chided her as he rose from his pallet and dusted himself off. “How can you expect to get to Rakasad before we die of thirst if you don’t allow yourself any sleep?”

“I can doze while I ride,” Vana answered after a moment. “I deem that safer than sleeping by night.”

They spoke to each other, as always, in Hamadi, the ancient language of the desert kingdoms, which Jerob himself had taught her much of. After two years, she had become quite fluent, though she still had a strong accent. He, on the other hand, had never been able to learn more than a few dozen words of her barbaric northern tongue.

“Well,” he laughed, “when you fall off your great horse and land feet-up in the sand, buried to your waist, don’t expect me to dig you out!”

But Vana didn’t even so much as smile at his joke. Her mind was elsewhere.

“Is something wrong?” he asked then.

“Yes,” she replied. Then she turned to look at him, her face half obscured in shadow. “Best get some sleep. We have a long ride ahead of us.”

Grumbling, he staggered a short distance from the camp and relieved himself. Then he returned to his pallet and lay down. It was almost dawn when he finally fell asleep again.

An hour later she shook him awake, and after a meager breakfast, they saddled up, mounted their horses and struck out once more across the sands.

There were no roads through the great desert, but there were paths that snaked through the ever-shifting dunes, and the pair had not travelled far along one of these before they spied a caravanserai in the distance up ahead amidst a small oasis, its white walls glimmering like silver against the blue horizon. They turned toward this haven then, thanking each their different gods for the welcome sight.

As they drew closer to the caravanserai they could see a pair of figures in the small front courtyard. One of them was a grey-haired old woman sitting on a blanket and playing a sitar, and the other was a barefoot dancer clad only in a long skirt comprised entirely of leather strands threaded
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