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To those who have never felt hunted, harried, pursued.


You have never faced your gaunt.


May the Sands bless your continued ignorance.


      
The life of a bounty hunter is a hard one, and for most, a short one as well. In each lies a proud heart that beats loudly with the song of his abilitiies: I am stronger than my foes, more cunning, more ruthless. Every man believes his song, and every one of them is true.


For a time.


But with every passing year, such music rings more loudly with the glamors of the past and less with the truths of the present. Eventually these seekers of adventure, born to the sword and hardened to conflict, are betrayed by the very blood in their veins. Seduced into overstretching their days on the fields of glory, until at last their music is stilled by a younger heart beating a truer song. This is the fate that awaits all those who would dance at the edges of law.


Or at least, it waits for most.


For the one called Karsten, some would say a darker end came calling, springing upon him from the dregs of a bottle. Now, under covenant to an ancient power, he walks both the High Ways and the Low, bringing grim justice to the darkest corners of a corrupt and bloated Empire.


In the name of the Emperors of old, he is: The 13th Advocate.


      Demon of the Sands



“Water!”


Instinctively, Karsten rolled away, even before he was able to pry his eyes open. When he did, it was in time to see four skeletal fingers, slender like needles, plunging together into the meat of his shoulder where only a moment earlier his face had been. The bounty hunter let out a gasp—so cold!—as he fumbled in the darkness for his blades, but the blanket was tangled about him and his fingers found nothing but cloth.


The voice, as dry as desert sand, rasped again in his ear, “Water!” Unable to escape, Karsten reversed his roll, twisting himself back toward his attacker, but every movement was sluggish, as though he’d been sleeping in blankets of tar instead of wool. He caught a glimpse of withered features above him, fleeting in the moonlight, but it was enough, and he called out a warning to the darkened camp—“Gaunt!”—but there was no answer.


Where was Babette? Why hadn’t she given warning? Even as he wondered the question, the creature yanked him cruelly by his shoulder, tearing all other concerns away as a spear of icy cold lashed him down to his very bones. Karsten reared back in an arch, driving his unshod heels into the sand beneath him, trying to heave the creature away. He needed distance if he was going to fight the damned thing, but his feet could find no purchase in the soft sand and he flopped uselessly onto his back, no distance gained. The gaunt—a creature out of horror tales from the Venkathi wastes—pressed its advantage, drawing its second brace of sharpened fingers together above Karsten’s face.


With his heart hammering and his anger now at full blaze, Karsten strained back, stretching his face away from those raking claws. He gave a savage yank and managed to pull one hand free of his bedclothes, bringing it up in time to grab at the creature’s descending wrist, but it was all he could do to keep those white splinters of bone from plunging into his eye. How could something dead be so strong? He’d always thought the legends exaggerated. And where the hell was Babette?


“Water!” the creature wheezed again, its voice hollow and dry. The fetor of ancient, rotting skin hung in the air, filling Karsten’s nostrils with the must of the tomb as the mage-spawned nightmare strained above him. If he could only get free of these damned blankets!


But he might as well have wished for the sun. With one arm frozen immobile and the other pressed in close where it had no leverage, the fabled strength of the gaunt slowly won out, and those dazzling needles of bone bore steadily down, inching closer and closer to the succulent juiciness of the old man’s eye.


“Babette!” Karsten called, a tremor now edging into his voice, but the night around him was silent, save for the creaking of the creature’s taut and dessicated flesh and the thunder of his own heart. Babette did not come and did not come. Desperation mounted within him as he felt the last strains of his resistance giving way. At the last, he could only watch in horror as those needle-fingers plunged downwa—


“Saltspawn!”


Karsten bolted upright in bed. The sting of sweat burned his eyes, and his shoulder ached as though the embers of a banked fire smoldered beneath his skin. The ache was worse tonight than it had ever been and he rubbed at it irritably with his free hand.


“The attack again?”


Karsten felt the blankets shift beside him and a cool hand settled on his shoulder. “Here, let me rub that for you.” Then a laugh. “Unless you’d like me to rub elsewhere?” There was a perpetual twinkle to the woman’s voice that he normally found agreeable. At the moment however, he was in no mood for “twinkle.”


“Something’s wrong,” he said. “Babette didn’t come.” He threw back the bedding and sat up, letting the cool night air dry the sweat from his naked body.


“She comes to you often in your dreams, does she? Should I be jealous?”


Trust a woman to see sex in everything. “In that dream she does,” he grumbled. “It was Babette who drove…my attacker away that first night in the desert, and in my dreams every night since. Tonight she did not.”


Karsten hadn’t been able to keep the entire story from his bedmate—not when he seemed prone to calling out Babette’s name from within the ravels of sleep each night. He had only withheld one detail. Yeelah was delightful in the blankets, but like most underfolk, superstitious and fearful outside of them. If he’d dared so much as breathe the word “gaunt” in her hearing, she’d have kicked him out, and not just from her bed. She’d have rallied the rest of the dirt mages against him as well, and together they’d have driven him and Babette beyond the city walls before the sun had gained its own height in the morning sky. It took an adventurous kind of heart to give shelter to a man with a gaunt upon his trail, and while the folk of Pryloon might be courageous in their way, not a one of them would he ever have called “adventurous.”


Tonight, however, it was not Yeelah nor her neighbors who concerned him. He’d had the dream every night since his attack, but this was the first time Babette had failed him. Something was wrong.


The old man stood up and fumbled himself into his leggings. Not long ago, he’d have laughed at the very thought. Worrying about what did or did not happen in his dreams? Pfah! Yet ever since the Dowager Empress had laid her charge upon them both, he and Babette had been linked. They sensed each other now in ways beyond those that even long-time traveling companions shared. He didn’t understand it—he scarcely even believed it—but it was pointless to deny the worry that now prodded him to rise from a warm and willing bed.


If Babette had not rendered aid in his dream, there must be a reason for it. A reason out here, in the waking world.


Once Sister Grim and Sister Grace were settled in their places—one blade glinting up from each hip—the old man pulled on the crossed-leather vest that was like a second skin to him. He eyed the sandrobe hanging from a peg by the door, but thought better of it. Despite the local fashion, he preferred to have ready access to his Sisters should they be called into service suddenly, an expedience that had saved his life on more than one occasion.


One fashion he would not shirk, however, was his keffee; a long kerchief rolled and twisted into a loop and worn upon the head. His was silver and black and he dipped it now into the water jug beside the bed before settling it onto his brow, leaving it higher than was customary, so that his most intimidating feature could still be seen. In any other city, a keffee would have been a pointless affectation, especially given the morning chill that still hung in the air, but an hour hence, when the sun had renewed its acquaintance with the desert city, he’d be glad for its cooling presence.


Finally, when everything was settled and adjusted, he crossed the small room and eased the door open. Pre-dawn light leaked in as he peered out, but there was nothing waiting for him in the silent market beyond the door. Its empty stalls stood vigil, still awaiting the arrival of the morning’s buyers, sellers, skulkers and shills.


“Sky’s already cracked,” he said over his shoulder, as he took up his walking staff from its place next to the door. “Dimmek won’t be pleased if his nets go out with no tidewitch to mumble the expected words over ‘em.”


He rapped his staff twice against the door frame as he stepped through, giving sharp emphasis to his words. A tired groan answered from the darkness behind him, still muffled with blankets.


“Tell Dimmek his boats are welcome to sail without my blessing any time he likes.”


Karsten grunted. “I’m sure he will see the humor.” Then he pulled the door shut and went to see about Babette.



***




Karsten paused in the quiet dooryard to savor the slight breeze that had begun to stir. In the furnace city of Pryloon—the only settlement of any account in all the Venkathi wastes—even the air fled before the assault of the rising sun. Already it twitched fitfully at the hair on his arms, but he could still feel warmth radiating up against his legs from the packed dirt of the market grounds. The heat invested by yesterday’s sun had not been fully spent in the night, and today’s interest would soon be added. This day would be no cooler than that last.


A flutter from the roof of the weaver’s loft across the lane caught his eye and he looked up to see the silhouette of a pelican spreading its wings in the early morning breeze. “Morning, Flitch!” he called out, receiving a tired “Cronk!” in return. The bird was Yeelah’s bondmate, but was much more a creature of mornings than his mistress.


As if in answer to the bird’s greeting, a cantankerous yawn burbled from the darkness of the alleyway. Speaking of reluctant risers…


Karsten waited until this new arrival stepped out of the shadows. A dirty-white llama. She clopped cautiously over to stand at his side. This was Babette, his traveling companion and carry-beast. In addition to mornings, she had no love for dark places either, but here in Pryloon the fear of roasting to death outweighed that particular fear.


“Where were you tonight?” he asked.


Despite his irritation, the bounty hunter was relieved to find her safe. In stepping out of the sheltering darkness, she was actually making a concession of sorts, nor did she seem to be working up a wad of spit yet. Altogether, Karsten might have taken this for an apology from his usually cross-tempered companion, until he caught a whiff of skunk apples on her breath and learned the better of it. No wonder she hadn’t come to his defense. She’d been off raiding the market!


The old man shook his head ruefully. “I’ve told you before. You’ve got too many feet to be any good at playing sneak thief with the local merchants. Blezzan will be after me for the coins again, just you wait.”


The llama batted her eyes sheepishly and looked away, embarrassed, and the old man laughed.


“Never mind,” he said, waving a hand back toward the alleyway and the simple shed he’d set up for her behind the house. “At least one of us got some rest. Daresay I woke myself just as quick without you, and there’s nothing like a night terror to get the circulation moving of a morning. Though I am getting mighty tired of that same mummer’s show every night.”


The llama dipped her head to brush his outstretched hand, but the old man jerked away as if stung and turned to face her.


“Here now! Leave off with that!” he barked, fixing her with a glower. Damned fool beast. “I told you, that’s how the creature hunts. You want it to track us here outside my dreams?”


Babette withdrew her head and looked away, whether insulted or chastened, he couldn’t say, but it didn’t matter. His attention was already turning back to the problem at hand.


“Two days gone now,” he muttered, “chasing after those crease-faced Venkathi sand-herders. Plenty of them outside the gates, but they won’t come in. Say they don’t trust the walls to let ‘em back out again or some nonsense. Yet the moment I try to go out to them, they scatter. How am I supposed to cut the damn thing’s strings if I cannot even learn who holds them?”


Babette made no further move to touch him, but nodded toward his hand meaningfully.


“Bah! That’s your answer for everything,” he grumbled. “What shall we have for breakfast? The song. Where should we go for shelter? The song. Now I ask how are we to find the creature-master? To which you would say, again, the song. Will a song yank that demon’s bone-knives from my flesh if it finds me? Or wring the neck of the one who sent it?”


The llama continued to look at his hand.


“Try it and find out? You’re as mad as that damned meddlesome Dowager! ‘Yer mageborn,’ she says. ‘Bonded to yer pack beast, dontchaknow? Here, let me just fire the blood between you.’ Zap! ‘Now go on out and bring justice to the people.’” The old man couldn’t help but shake his head in disbelief.


“And what great power did she bestow to help with that glorious quest of hers? Songs. So now, whenever I try to load my pack beast I am filled to the teeth with the keenest of weapons: music that only I can hear. A great poxing lot of good that’ll do me when I’m faced by a dozen Advocates and the Emperor’s own army! Why, I’ll just hum them an aria and teach them the path to righteousness through the power of opera! Oh, but wait, I can’t even do that now, can I? Because every time I try to use her invincible magic choir, a creature out of some dread desert nightmare shows up and tries to suck the juices of my brain out through my eye!”


The old man stood there with both hands wrapped white-tight around his walking staff. Frustration rarely got the best of him, but in all his years of plying a dangerous trade, he had never once felt as helpless as he did now, and it was not a feeling a man of his disposition bore with grace.


Unfazed by his outburst, Babette looked steadily at his tightly clenched hands, but Karsten had finally had enough of her stubbornness.


“No!” he barked. “Not so much as a whistled note! Not until we’ve laid hands on the scurving wizir that controls the beast and I’ve cut his damned strings. Then you can have all the ‘Merry Wives A’Jigging’ and ‘Come My Darling Dancing’ you can stomach, but not a sunrise sooner. Meanwise, Yeelah’s given me the names of the other bloodtalents in this accursed city. If we can’t sniff out the damned thing’s string-puller by his Venkathi boots, we’ll pull him up by his magery-infected hair!”


The old man glared at his furry companion, daring her to continue the argument. Perhaps she recognized the logic of his position, or maybe she was simply tired of debating a stubborn ass. Either way, she nodded her head once and stepped forward, tossing her muzzle toward the market as if asking which seller they would be questioning first.


“No, you’ll be staying here,” he said.


Babette cocked her head at him with momentary surprise, then her gaze narrowed in contempt and she began to work her jaw.


“Hold your spit, damn you!” he snarled. “With this infernal heat, you’ll need every drop.”


The llama continued her steely-eyed chew.


Karsten threw up his hands in exasperation. “You can’t come!” he snapped. After a quick look to be sure Yeelah still hadn’t emerged, he snatched the llama by the halter and pulled her head down, close enough that her ear twitched at the closeness of his breath.


“I’ll be asking after gaunt magic, won’t I?” he hissed. “What’s this sand market wizir going to think when he sees my damned bondmate staring at him over my shoulder, looking all high and mighty like you’re doing right now? Even if he isn’t the one we’re looking for, it takes just one rumor and we’ll be discovered.” He flicked another wary glance back to Yeelah’s door and then lowered his voice to scarcely more than a growl. “Ain’t just us now either, is it? Trouble comes and it’s her door they’ll be thumping on, not ours. Rather not bring the woman grief if it can be helped.”


Even just saying the words sent a flutter of guilt through Karsten’s bowels. He and Yeelah had known each other for nearly ten years now, each finding in the other an agreeable and trustworthy bedfellow, for however long their paths intersected. They had never been confidantes—a man with Karsten’s history could ill afford such intimacy—but there had always been trust between them. Now he had broken that trust. He had told her about the attack in the desert, and that he had come to find the one responsible, but he had neglected to mention that he was still being hunted.


Or that the hunter was a creature from her darkest nightmares.


For almost a week he had been withholding that, but the lie was souring now in his gut like cheap wine. Did it matter that it was only for a while longer, only until he had tracked and silenced whatever puppeteer the Emperor had sent after him? Fact was, he had not told Yeelah about his pursuer, and that didn’t sit right, whether he had a name to put to the deed or not. So where did all that leave him? Feeling guilty for harboring a secret he didn’t even know himself! Damnable women! They had a way of twisting a man up so’s he couldn’t tell back from front.


Unfortunately, the logic of his innocence in the matter soothed him no more today than it had yesterday. With a growl of irritation, he released Babette’s headgear. Immediately, the llama lifted her nose up high into the air, turned around, and stalked back down the alley to her shed. If it had included a door, Karsten had no doubt it would have slammed shut behind her furiously twitching rump.


Double damnable!


Karsten jabbed his staff at the packed dirt of the market lane, exploding a clot of dirt into a smoking drift of dust. He’d tangled with the vilest men in all creation, but something told him that when his end finally did come to greet him, it would arrive in the company of a woman. Then, with a low snarl of frustration, he stalked off to begin his rounds. Let woe befall any who got in his way.



***




For a time, the former bounty hunter moved cautiously about the blistered port city, keeping himself to the cool shadows as he sought out Yeelah’s list of mageborn in whatever hole or cellar sheltered them today from the sun’s relentless fury. Not counting herself, there were only three that she knew of in Pryloon. One was a friend, a potioner named Zermin Zan, who mostly provided elixirs and tonics to wealthy merchants seeking relief from a life—or a night—of excess. Karsten had soon discovered that the potioner had been summoned to the bedchamber of a certain mistress of the city Caliph—an emergency summons, the chattermongers had gleefully reported—and would not return until her “complication” had been purged.


The second was an old weed granny who folks sometimes came to for herbal smudges and poultices, but a neighbor had told Karsten that Granny Twist was more a user of her musty gatherings than a seller, and that she’d wandered off one night a month earlier and had not been seen since. “Daft old bat,” the neighbor man had said. “So clouded up with smoke she probably wandered out into the sand chasing pixies.”


So for now, that left only Fazool, the scrollier. Well, that was the guise the man traded under at any rate, but everyone seemed to know that his real trade was in curses—a knowledge that seemed borne out by the places Karsten had tracked him already that morning. Brothels, hookah dens, and money lender lairs. All places where the desperate were likely to fetch up as the city washed over them and pulled them further down into its more fetid corners. Exactly the kinds of places where a man selling a talent for vengeance could feed upon the angry and the disillusioned. What better way to cleanse themselves of blame for their circumstances than by lashing out with a decent—and entirely untraceable—curse? Of the three names on Yeelah’s list, this was the one who interested Karsten most, because from what little he knew of the matter, gaunts were, at their heart, a curse-crafted magery.


Fortunately, the sign of the gallows scarred into Karsten’s brow, just below his keffee, gave him the look of a man with vengeance in his heart, and at each stop he’d made, he had always found some chattermonger willing to send him on to the next likely place, ultimately leading him here.


The squalid little kherabat was just where he’d been told it would be, in back of a fishworks not far from Dimmek’s pier. The late-morning sun had found its vantage by then and the stench of fish entrails both old and new hung in the air like a fog of putrefaction, urging the bounty hunter toward his goal. There was no sign to mark the entrance; just a grime-streaked adobe wall with a narrow black hole of a doorway that seemed half buried in the sand. Blowing the air from his lungs in the hope of something better inside, he went in.


A short flight of wobbling steps brought him down below ground and Karsten paused at the bottom, waiting for his eyes to adjust. As they did, they revealed an oily looking man within the dark shadows to his right, sitting alone at a table with an assortment of bottles arrayed in front of him. The saidal. Karsten paid the man for a watery looking bottle of qenet and moved deeper into the room, snatching a crude clay mug from the pile on his way past. Somewhere a window must have been open, because he could feel—and smell—the fishy mass of air moving slowly through the place, heavy and dark, like shit through a bowel and twice as rank. Several other men were scattered in the shadows, alone or in pairs at little tables, though they scarcely moved and the sound of their talk had that somber, whispered feel that one associates with funerals. Which was appropriate, he thought, since the air itself seemed to have come here to die.


Karsten knew little of the scrollier other than that he always wore a red and white keffee, in the woven style. No such head appeared to be present yet, so the bounty hunter followed the example of those around him, choosing an empty table as far from the others as he could manage and sitting himself down. Then he poured himself a generous mug of qenet to sip while he waited.


To his right, a dirty little sand rat was pestering a much larger man. Karsten watched the two of them out of the corner of his eye. The little fellow seemed to know a hundred ways to imply both a great thirst and an empty wallet while saying neither, but his companion was clearly ill-disposed to the display. Karsten judged that it would only be a matter of time before the little man elected to seek a friendlier table. Or was forced to.


A few minutes later, force won out.


“Leave me be, you conniving worm!” the big man shouted. At the same time, the smaller one’s chair flipped over backward and dumped its occupant to the floor. “And take your screechings with you!”


Karsten’s gaze flicked to the doorway once more, watching for the scrollier’s arrival. When he looked back, the beggar was sitting in the seat across from him.


“My pardons,” the little man said, looking at Karsten with pale, watery eyes. “I grow tired of that one’s dark spirit, but I sense that you have light within you.” His voice was thin and grating. Screechy. Little wonder the fellow’s table mate had sent him packing. That voice alone would be enough to earn a blade between the ribs in some of the watering holes Karsten had known.


“Careful, friend!” called out the big fellow at the other table. “Guareg is blame dog who brings only sorrow and tells only lies.”


“Blame dog?” Karsten asked, his gaze flicking from the little sniveller over to the bigger man. “I don’t know the phrase.”


The man smirked. “Is runt of the litter, does no useful work so is made to carry responsibility for the fate of all family.”


Karsten had run with a rake like that once. More of a kid, really. Passing decent swordsman though. Name of Jelhan. He’d claimed to be outcast from some far-off royal family. Said he’d been forced to serve as poison taster for his older brother and so had abdicated his title rather than risk his life for a man who loathed him. Karsten had never learned the truth of the matter, but the kid had known some awfully fancy moves for someone his age. The kind that came from careful teaching, and not of the cheap variety.


“He’s some kind of minor noble?” Karsten asked with one eyebrow raised in disbelief. It was hard to reconcile the little scrunt now grasping toward the qenet bottle with the proud and arrogant types that Jelhan had claimed to descend from.


The other man snorted a laugh. “Hardly! He is blame dog. If anything goes badly for his folk, Guareg is one to be staked out in noontide sun, appease their gods.” Karsten nodded solemnly. To stake a man out in the open at such a time was no idle fate.


“So he slinks in their shadows, fearing death for them so they do not have to,” Karsten said.


“Like that, yes!” said the man.


Curiously, the little fellow had paid no heed as his former table mate pissed all over his character. He was too busy staring at Karsten’s bottle and whispering to himself while trying not to lick his lips too obviously in anticipation. He was a scrawny wretch. Scarcely more than a sack of kindling with greasy black hair poking out from under the unwashed blue of his keffee. Karsten wouldn’t be surprised to learn that he carted bathwater in some stinking, waterless brothel to earn his keep, and never bothered to use it himself. Speaking of water, Karsten reached up and fingered the dry keffee wrapped around his own brow, and suddenly he had an idea.


Without speaking, he raised his bottle and quirked an eyebrow at his new table mate. Guareg nodded happily and held out his cup, which Karsten filled.


As soon as the bottle pulled away, the little man raised his mug in a hasty salute—“Cheat the sand!”—and knocked it back hard, draining it in a single go. Before Karsten had set the bottle down, the mug was back on the table again, and Guareg grinned up at the bounty hunter with a hopeful smile.


“Your thirst brings honor to my bottle,” Karsten said, eying the empty cup. “But one cannot give endlessly to barren sand.”


The man’s dark-rimmed eyes widened in surprise, then he scowled and looked away, seemingly disappointed to find his new well run dry so quickly. “You know the tenets,” he mumbled.


“This is not my first day in the Wastes,” Karsten agreed. “For example, I also know that water given for water offered is one of the seven sacraments.”


The little man sighed. “Alas, I have no bottle from which to honor your gift.” Then his eyes flickered hopefully. “Perhaps if I had some coin…”


Karsten shook his head. “Think, my friend. In this heat and in this place”—he gestured widely at the room around them—“would a drink for my keffee not be worth a drink for the man who offered it?” Then he looked pointedly around the room, at each of the other patrons, most of whom appeared to have similarly parched wrappings on their heads.


The little fellow looked at him blankly. Then suddenly his eyes lit up.


“Yes,” he said with visible excitement, but then his shoulders sagged and he looked up at Karsten with defeat in his eyes. “Alas, I have nothing to fetch water in.”


The bounty hunter fought the urge to sigh. Some folks really did rely on the charity of others—even for their thinking—but he flashed a knowing smile. “Perhaps if you promise to make your first offering to the saidal, he will permit you the use of his bucket?”


It took a moment, but then the idea registered behind those watery eyes and a moment later, there was nothing left of the scrawny worm but the sound of feet scampering up the stairs.


Laughing quietly to himself, Karsten poured another mug and leaned back wondering who would arrive first. The scrollier who might provide some answers? Or Guareg, who might at least provide some entertaining relief from this oppressive heat.


Assuming the little man didn’t drown in his borrowed bucket first.



***




For some while, the heat continued to mount and the men in the kherabat continued to talk in sulking whispers, but Guareg did not return. Karsten was beginning to wonder if the odd little fellow realized he was supposed to bring the water back to this kherabat, when a shadow fell across the doorway and three silhouettes came down the stairs, pausing at the bottom just as Karsten himself had done. Judging by their distinctive, brightly colored silks, the two in front were Muqarabi traders.


Karsten watched as they chatted amiably with the saidal, saying as much with the fluttering of their hands and silks as they did with their tongues. One quickly chose a bottle of spicy cha’al to share between them while the other examined the pile of mugs carefully before plucking out a pair. Then the two men stepped together into the room to scan the tables with their bright, laughing eyes.


As interesting as they were though, it was the man who followed them that held Karsten’s eye. This third man was nothing like the others. Bony in both face and arms, with dark eyes that flashed quickly from point to point, he seemed more carrion bird than man, standing there in a common sandrobe of dusty yellow. But what drew the bounty hunter’s attention was the red and white keffee perched high upon his head, in the woven style.


This was Fazool.


Karsten had already decided that a direct approach might make the scrollier suspicious, so as the fellow stepped past the saidal and his table of bottles, buying nothing, the bounty hunter lowered his head, poured himself another mug of qenet and did his best to look drunk and angry, which was not altogether a difficult feat, given the choking funk of fish in the air and the oppressive heat. Perhaps he should have sent Guareg after some incense as well.


The two Muqarabs had moved off to join one of their dark countryman and the three were already chatting happily—although quietly enough—in their native tongue. Meanwhile, Karsten watched from the corner of his eye as the scrollier moved from table to table, taking different scrolls from the folds of his sandrobe and offering them at any table with two or more drinkers. Karsten had no trouble hearing his patter as he presented “the latest tales of conquest, lust and adventure from across the Shedaq Sea.”


Curiously, the patrons who sat alone were not offered these diversions. At those tables, the beak-faced man would lower his voice and lean in close, exchanging a quiet word or two. At one table, after such an exchange, Karsten watched him withdraw a small, tightly rolled scroll and then drop it, as if fumbling. When he bent to fetch it, Karsten heard the faint clink of coins in the man’s hand as he straightened and then moved on, seeming to have forgotten all about retrieving his fallen scroll.


Officially, curses were a forbidden magery across the Empire, but the trade was generally tolerated, since wishing ill on others was only human nature, and proving the difference between that and actually causing ill was almost impossible. Clearly, this Fazool maintained at least an illusion of compliance with the ban, and Karsten suspected there was a bailiff somewhere who earned more coins looking the other way than he might have done by dragging a steady parade of harmless charlatans before the Caliph.


Sensing that the man was about to come his way, Karsten scowled more deeply into his mug and concentrated on hating the world. He did not have long to wait.


“Love or money?” asked a surprisingly deep voice. The bounty hunter jerked his head up and took his time focusing on the face that hovered above him.


“Hah!” he spat. “When is it ever not both, where women are involved?” Then he knocked his mug back quickly and bent to fill it again. As an afterthought, he reached out an unsteady hand to offer his new friend a pour. “Drink with me!” he growled. “Even a man as ugly as you must have a prick, and I’ll wager some whore has left you with little more than that in your hand at least once. Am I right?”


The ugly little man smiled and took the chair recently vacated by the water chaser. With a flourish of his hand, he produced a clean, white cup of chipped porcelain and set it on the table.


“I would be honored to drink with you,” he said as Karsten aimed his bottle carefully and began to pour. “I am Fazool.” When his cup was full, he raised it and saluted his host. “A blessing upon all virginal women…” he began, catching Karsten’s eye with a mischievous grin. “…for the rest are all thieving whores!” With his toast completed, the man tossed his drink back, draining it in a single swallow, and then he set his empty cup on the table between them.


“You’ve got the right of that,” Karsten muttered, and followed suit, setting his own cup beside the scrollier’s.


“What’re ye selling?” he asked, conversationally, as he poured out another round.


The ugly man flashed a mouthful of cracked brown teeth and leaned in over the table. “For you? Vengeance.”


Karsten shook his head and slipped Sister Grim from her place on his belt, raising her up above the lip of the table where he began tumbling her delicately between his fingers. “I got all the vengeance I need right here,” he said. “Plus plenty more.”


Fazool smiled. “Of course, of course. But I think that blade, it is known, yes?”


Still playing the drunk, Karsten reared back angrily, as if insulted. “Far and wide!” he exclaimed.


The scrollier patted the air between them in a calming gesture. “Undeniably this is true,” he said. “Yet, such fame becomes a problem, does it not?” He dropped his voice low. “When vengeance is to be delivered?”


Karsten blinked uncertainly at his steel Sister before vanishing her back into her sheath. Then he looked up to meet those black, glittering eyes. “Suppose tha’s true enough,” he said. “An I’m guessing you got a better way?”


“Indeed,” the scrollier said, nodding wisely. “Better ways are my stock in trade. Not all scrolls are fanciful tales of killing and fucking. Some can be more…practical.”


“Whaddaya mean, practical?”


“Misfortunes,” the man said. “For those who have troubled you.”


Karsten allowed himself to look surprised, appalled, and then intrigued, in rapid succession. “You’re talkin’ about cu—” he began, too loudly, but then he stopped himself and tried again, his voice now a low rumble. “You’re talking about curses!”


The scrollier nodded. “For a small token, perhaps I could provide you with a conjuration that would reverse her moons?”


Karsten looked blankly at the man, feigning confusion. The brown teeth expanded into a cruel smile.


“Twenty-eight days of blood,” Fazool explained, “and only three to ply her trade.”


The bounty hunter’s laugh was genuine. Was such a thing really possible? He allowed himself to seem interested for a moment, but then he shook his head and frowned. “Nah! There’s some men might pay extra for that,” he said. “She’s already turned my coin to her fortune once, I’ll not give her a second chance. Tell me something with darkness to it, or I’ll find my own way.”


Fazool nodded. “I’ve another that will give her boils from her mountains to her valley,” he said. “No man would pay extra for that.”


Again Karsten shook his head. “Perhaps not, though I’ll wager that you or another like you has a salve for such things.” Then he lowered his head, leaning forward and enticing the scrollier to do likewise. “Tell me of a curse to put the terror of her very life into her. That’s what she deserves, the superstitious bitch. Give me ghosts or demons. The stench of the grave. A ghoul from the pits. Something with a bit of balls to it.”


He’d all but said the word “gaunt,” but held himself just shy of it. If this vulture-faced dirt mage was the one who had set the creature after him, then Karsten’s request should seem an opening to let him capitalize again on that particular scroll, but hopefully it would not come close enough to make the man suspicious. It was a delicate balance he strove to walk, but in less than a heartbeat, he had his answer.


The scrollier’s face blanched white and he looked around nervously.


“Such things are forbidden!” he whispered, once he was sure nobody in the darkened room had overheard them.


“Could you not—?”


“No!” the old man hissed. “I do not believe your stories and I will not involve myself in your troubles. Only the Advocates and their spies deal in such horrors and I would not bring the gaze of the Court upon me to sell even a hundred scrolls. A thousand! Whoever this woman is that you speak of, leave her be, or you may soon find yourself begging for troubles as simple as a whore with boils.”


Then, with trembling hands, the scrollier stood up and smoothed his sandrobe down his front. “I think perhaps I have sold enough for one day,” he said. A moment later, he was gone.


Karsten watched him go, not looking away until the man’s silhouette had vanished from the doorway. That had been no act. No tactic intended to improve his negotiating position. By Karsten’s judgment, the man had been terrified. Not of being caught, but of even discussing truly dark curses. No, he’d been exactly what he’d seemed—a dirt mage scrollier selling small mageries to the desperate. Certainly not an agent of the Emperor. Karsten found himself wishing he knew more about mage work. The water he was swimming in now was very, very deep, and he did not know even which way to head for shore.


“That’s two ye’ve scared off now!”


It took a moment for Karsten to realize that someone had spoken to him, and he looked around until he spotted a face grinning at him. The big fellow from earlier. The one who had taken a dislike to the runt.


“Two?” he asked.


The man pointed to the floor between them, where a dark stain was soaking into the dirt floor beside an overturned bucket.


“The little sand rat came back,” he said. “Whatever you said to old Fazool musta been enough to scare the both of ‘em, though. Never seen him move so fast in all my life. Not in this heat, anyway. He’s probably run all the way back to the city gates by now.”


Karsten cursed under his breath. His luck was certainly consistent of late. He’d not only come up empty with the scrollier, now he’d have to go find his own water too.



***




Emerging from the kherabat, Karsten noted the height of the sun. It was coming to noontide, so there’d be no more searching until later, but he was only a short walk from the fish pier where Yeelah spent her mornings, so he decided to join her there. He threaded his way easily through the streets and found her just as she was taking her leave from the net mothers, having already blessed their morning’s work, supped their tea, and shared whatever new gossip the day had brought them.


The fishwives of Pryloon were a sea-blasted lot, craggy faced and wind-blown, with not a soft cheek or pretty eye among them, regardless of their years. It was said that the fish life fed on youthful vitality, almost as voraciously as did the sun. “Show me a pretty fishwife and I’ll show you a girl still not a month out of her father’s house,” they liked to say. In their world, bright eyes and a fair complexion were twin proofs of a lazy disposition.


Yeelah, blessedly, was an exception, being a tidewitch and all. With her mischievous eye and rosy complexion, she was easy to find among her friends. Like a siren among the walruses.


“You got Dimmek launched, I see,” Karsten said as he picked his way toward her, through the nets that stretched in tangled waves across the pier.


Yeelah turned and smiled warmly to see him. “I did,” she said. “Add a pair of Muqarabi spearing barges as well. They paid me with lunch.”


She raised her market hamper to show what looked to be two day’s worth of fish and sea vegetables poking out from beneath the lid, packed in shaved ice. That would all be from the Muqarabs. Dimmek’s fee would not be settled until near dark, once he had returned and the size of the day’s catch was known. With the trawlerman, she took a percentage rather than a simple fee.


Karsten reached to take the basket but Yeelah danced aside. “I carry my own load,” she said. Then she spun back, dropped her basket, and pulled his head down to give him a long and lusty kiss, which drew a chorus of whoops and cackles from the fishwives as it went on. Finally, she broke away. “But I do appreciate the gallantry,” she said as she made a show of smoothing down her skirts.


“Take him home and do it right!” one of the old women called out.


“Or maybe I will,” cackled another.


“Now that’s a puzzle,” Yeelah called out to them mischievously. “Stay here exercising my tongue with you crones, or go home and exercise…other parts with a dangerous rogue. Whatever will I choose?”


“Probably be tongue work, either way,” one of the crones said, and the whole gaggle burst into lecherous laughter. They were worse than a company of warriors.


Yeelah picked up her basket again and turned to Karsten. “I was waiting to see if we’d get any late-morning eelers, but it looks like I’ve got all the eel I need. I’m ready to come now, if you are.” Then she waggled her eyebrows, and Karsten realized the double meanings. All he could do was shake his head humorfully. He knew better than to engage this woman in a war of innuendo. If there was one thing his years of hunting dangerous men for the bounty on their heads had taught him, it was to never engage a superior foe on their own battleground.


Karsten let out a laugh. It wasn’t often he had so eager a partner to share his bed, and he genuinely enjoyed her enthusiasm. Yeelah, however, was a perceptive woman.


“Your morning was not as successful,” she said, reading the news plainly from his expression. “Let’s go. You can tell me about it. After.” Then she turned back to the gaggle of crones and nets.


“Flitch! Come away from there. We’re leaving.”


The pelican had been uncharacteristically quiet, roosting on a piling at the end of pier. Normally, he was the first to cronk and flutter at all the word play, but today he hadn’t even opened an eye. At Yeelah’s call, he finally did though, turning his beady bird eyes toward the sound of her voice.


“Yes, now,” she said. With a tired yawn, the pelican stretched his neck, fluttered his wings a bit, and then launched himself off the piling to glide toward Yeelah’s feet. Unfortunately, his right wing drooped lower and lower, which took any hope of a smooth, graceful approach and stuffed it into the nearest privy.


“Watch yer bird!” Karsten barked, but it was already too late as the sagging wing clipped one of the nets. Flitch let out a surprised “Cronk!” and tried to recover, but it was too late. With wild eyes and wings still trying to back-sweep, the pelican slammed beak-first into a lobster pot and then skidded across the decking and over the edge, plunging from sight below the lip of the pier before anybody could even take a step.


“Flitch!” Yeelah blurted as she hurried to the spot where two feathers still danced little pirouettes in the swirling breeze. A moment later, she stamped her foot in anger as she glared down at the water.


“Oh, you worm-headed git! Makshee? Again? Now do you see where that vile stuff gets you?”


That explained it. The pelican was drunk.


Not all the fishers and fishwives in Pryloon could afford the services of a true tidewitch, and some blamed Yeelah for their low station. Those malcontents could always be counted on to provide the pelican with the one thing Yeelah and her regular customers would not. Makshee. Fermented fish guts. Why the fool bird could not learn his lesson and just avoid the foul mash, Karsten would never know. Normally when it happened, he’d just shake his head and thank the stars of night that llamas didn’t drink. Or at least, not to excess. Today though, he was surprised to find he had sympathy for a fellow creature hoodwinked by drink.


In two strides, he crossed over to join Yeelah at the pier’s edge. At first, all he could see was the foamy harbor scum lapping gently below. Then he spotted Flitch. Somehow, the feathered sot had managed to fall onto—or drag himself onto—a broken oar blade floating among the rest of the crap. Unfortunately, his makeshift lifeboat was now bobbing back and forth in the chop, knocking the pelican’s head repeatedly against the heavy wooden pilings.


The bounty hunter didn’t know much about birds, but it didn’t take a falconer to know that multiple concussions would not be counted a good thing. So while Yeelah continued to shout at her floundering familiar, Karsten stepped over to a weather-beaten rowboat that lay keel-up on the planking. “Borrow this a tetch,” he said, plucking a long-handled gaffe from among the scattered gear as a bronze-skinned youth blinked up at him in surprise from under the boat.


Crossing quickly back to the scene of the disaster, Karsten took station immediately above the skull-knocked bird. Reaching down with the gaffe held at fullest extent, he was able to dip its broad hook just deeply enough into the foam to slip it under his target. “Grab hold!” he called. Then, hand over hand, he lifted the gaffe straight up, not trusting the little drunkard’s ability to stay aboard under any more riotous motion than that.


For such a large bird, Flitch was surprisingly light—even sopping wet—and it was only moments before the gaffe was back in its wide-eyed master’s arms and the bird was back in his. With that done, Karsten took Yeelah by the elbow and drew her away, steering her through the rest of the dock clutter while she laid into her groggy companion with her fullest convictions.


When they reached the roadway at the head of the pier, Yeelah took a pause for breath and the bounty hunter looked down at the sad looking bird, still dripping wet and folded gracelessly in the tidewitch’s arms. Exhausted pelican eyes rolled slowly up to look back at him, pleading, as though begging for death.


“Sorry, little brother,” Karsten said with a helpless shrug, “but some demons must be faced alone.”



***




Some time later, with the pelican draped across his roosting barrel to sleep it off and Babette munching happily on a freshly turned bale of fodder, the two humans sat in the shade of the alley that ran down the side of Yeelah’s tiny home, with their backs pressed to the cool adobe wall. A bottle of arak passed comfortably back and forth between them.


“…and the Venkathi have been bartering passage for some of their folks to move south to the isles,” Yeelah was saying, “Dimmek doesn’t believe it’ll happen, even if the Guareg did pay in adv—”


“The Guareg?” Karsten blurted, interrupting Yeelah’s summation of the morning’s news. “You mean the little guy? What’s he got to do with it?”


“Well, he’s the only one of his people who ever comes into Pryloon,” she said. “The Venkathi view cities as death traps. They’d sooner ride naked across the sand under a noontide sun than close themselves up in the hot baker’s oven of a city. Any city. So they send him in to arrange whatever they need when they’re desperate. Why?”


“You mean he’s Venkathi?”


“Yes. He’s like a priest to them or something. According to their tradition, he’s already dead, so it’s okay for him to come into the city.”


“Poxes take me!” he cursed. “I’ve been looking for one of those sand herding wanderers for days now, and what did I do when I finally found one? I sent him scurrying off to fetch water!”


Yeelah laughed and swatted him on the arm. “You did not! You’re making fun of me.”


“I swear it upon my Sisters,” he said, brushing his hands across the twin knives at his belt. “Little fellow, ugly teeth and a screechy voice. Wears a blue keffee and drinks qenet like—”


“That is him,” Yeelah said. “Why would he talk to you?”


Karsten shrugged. “Didn’t seem anyone else was willing.”


“He was here only a week ago,” Yeelah said. “That’s when he made his arrangement with Dimmek, but he said he wouldn’t return until wind season.


“A man’s needs can change,” Karsten said. “Maybe there’s a qenet shortage out on the Wastes and he’s storing it up to take back to them, one bladderful at a time.”


“Don’t say such things,” Yeelah protested. “It’s black luck to speak ill of a holy man. Blacker still to draw the ire of a power such as his.”


“The power of rancid breath, maybe,” Karsten said with a suppressed laugh. “You should have seen—” He broke off then, seeing the mounting concern on Yeelah’s face. “You’re serious?” he asked.


Yeelah nodded. “The Guareg is not to be taken lightly,” she said. Then she set the bottle aside and placed her hand on his arm. “Tell me that you did nothing to insult him.”


Karsten wasn’t sure what the fuss was about, but he cast his mind back over his encounter with the little man and found nothing that might have given offense. He shrugged. “Not that I recall,” he said.


A moment later Yeelah smiled. “Good,” she said, nestling herself in under his arm. “A Venkathi mystic is not an enemy either one of us wants to make.” Then she turned her face up for a kiss.


Karsten accepted the offer gladly, and more, but he couldn’t quite shake the feeling that she was leading him along in some elaborate prank. That little scrounger a mystic? It hardly seemed possible. Soon after that though, he lost interest in all things Venkathi. It was time to move the kissing indoors.



***




“Saltspawn!”


Karsten bolted upright in the bed. The sheets were tangled around his belly and legs, clinging to his skin like wet rope. Again with the damned dream, and this time he’d been able to feel it calling to him, hunting him. Hell, he could still feel it now, like an aching dryness at the back of his throat.


“Great, now I can even taste the damned thing.”


“Is…is it over?”


Karsten turned, startled by the question, and found Yeelah drawn up into the corner. She was holding a part of the bed rail out in front of her like a shield. Not exactly “cowering,” but in a decidedly defensive posture. And in her own bed, too.


“Damnation, I’m sorry,” he stammered and scrambled out of the bed to give her space. “Did I…”


“No,” she said, lowering her arms a little. “But I couldn’t wake you, and you were thrashing…”


“It’s gotten worse,” he said, and they weren’t just idle words to soothe her. It had gotten worse. Even in the blessed chill of night, he was drenched with sweat and every part of him ached like he’d been fighting for a week of days.


“How long?”


“About an hour now,” she said.


Double damnation! An hour? Without another word, Karsten started picking up his things. He’d go sleep in the alley with Babette. Yeelah dropped the rail on the floor beside her and sat up in the middle of the bed.


“Kar? What’s happening? This is more than just a dream. I can hear…something. In the song. There’s a sound Flitch and I hear when we do magery, a sort of distant hum, especially when we work the tides. I can hear it now, or an echo of it anyway, but it’s wrong.”


“Wrong how?” Karsten asked. He hadn’t told Yeelah anything about his visit to the Dowager, or what had happened to Babette and him there, so she didn’t know that he had been ignited to the magefire as well and that he knew about the magesong. Only, the music she described was nothing like the blast of harmonies and melodies he and Babette had heard—and that they’d been trying not to hear ever since the gaunt had found them.


“I don’t know,” Yeelah said. “It’s kind of windy now. Like when you try too hard to whistle and it comes out just blowing?”


“Dry?” Karsten asked, and she nodded her head.


Double damnation and double again! There was only one explanation. One reason why the dream would have gotten so much more vivid. One reason why now even Yeelah could hear the thing calling to him. The gaunt had found them. He still didn’t even know who was controlling it!


With a growl of frustration, Karsten grabbed the last of his things and went out the door. At least in the alley, if the thing came for him tonight, Yeelah would be safe.



***




When morning broke and the creature had not appeared, Karsten faced the brightening sky with suspicion, and his mood clung to the foreboding gloom of night. The tides of fate were shifting. He could feel it, and that sense was borne out as he made his morning rounds. A dark cloud now soured every face he saw, driving his mood blacker with every conversation. Few would say as many as three words to him, and those who did seemed to cower before his gaze, refusing to meet his eye and then taking their leave as quickly as he would let them.


Even Babette seemed to keep her distance as they worked their way through the streets one more time, seeking anyone who might know something about gaunts, or desert mages, or dark creatures skulking in the shadows. But the city had gone silent around him. The potioner had still not returned from his urgent business, and now it seemed that even the little Guareg rat had gone into hiding. Trying not to stare at the noose-shaped scar on Karsten’s forehead, the saidal stammered out that, no, the little Vekathi had not been back, and please, would Karsten just go without any trouble.


The bounty hunter stormed away without another word.


Poxes and taint! The creature was here, somewhere in the city. Somewhere close. Karsten could feel it. He could almost smell it. Maybe behind those baskets or under that cart. Somewhere. His every breath seemed to draw the ropes tighter around him.


When noontide was at last approaching and he still had not learned a flea-specked tidbit more than he’d known at sunrise, the bounty hunter whirled away from another terrified poultry seller and stalked back the way they’d come.


“Come on!” he growled as he passed the llama. “We’ll walk Yeelah home and then go find somewhere to sit like bait in a trap while the sun sets this poxing world to flame. Maybe we’ll burn before the cursed thing finds us.”


Babette followed, but not closely.


When they reached the pier, the bounty hunter’s storm had not broken, and the eyes of every man and woman he passed looked askance. All seemed afraid to draw the attention of those scowling features.


All, that is, except Mother Shorrel.


“I told you, boy, she’s not here.”


The fact that she was willing to call a man as thunderous and stormy as Karsten “boy” said much for the woman’s constitution. She didn’t even get up. She just sat there with her back against a bait barrel and glared up at him exactly as she would any annoying bumble fly.


“Of course she is,” Karsten said between slowly grinding teeth. “She said she had business with you today and that I could meet her here after. Or do you call the tidewitch a liar?”


The bulky woman snorted and waved a hand at him. “Plans change. Don’t make her a liar, nor me wrong. We did have business. She was to bless my new lobster pots.” The woman nodded her head toward three lobster traps piled on the decking beside her. “‘Cept she didn’t show. Thought maybe you was keeping her busy of a morning, but apparently not. Something must have come up. Maybe some new fella caught her eye. Don’t know. Don’t care. Now get out of my light. Can’t see a foam-tossed thing with you hanging over my work like that.”


Karsten did not back away. Instead, he raised one heavy boot and set it down right in the middle of the woman’s net.


The old sea hag looked up at him calmly and nodded, as if to say, “That’s the way it is, is it?” Then she tapped a hand against the side of Karsten’s intruding boot.


“See this?” she said, turning her hand slightly to reveal a nasty looking netting hook in the plump of her fist. “Do believe it’s got spinefish gum all over it. Would be a shame if an old woman like me slipped and jabbed that in here.” She tapped her forefinger on the spot just above Karsten’s boot and below the greave covering his shin. “Painful kinda misunderstanding that would be,” she said. “Man could lose his leg.”


Just like that, the wind blew out of him. With a sigh, he lifted his boot from her work and set it back down on the pier. He’d always liked Mother Shorrel, and now he knew why.


“Apologies, Mother. Didn’t mean to offend.” The woman nodded slightly but continued pulling gut through the links of her net and tugging them tight. “You say she didn’t see Dimmek off either?”


“You’re not the first male to come storming through today, shouting her name. Seems all a woman need do around here to upend the entire world is wander away for some peace and quiet. Dimmek was blazing a trail no cooler than yours. Ended up going out to the same shoals as yesterday, hoping her last blessing might still do some good. Said he’d see her when he sees her, and I suggest you do the same.”


“It’s not as simple as that,” Karsten said, and it wasn’t. Yeelah not showing up to meet him was one thing, but ducking out on Dimmek as well? That was peculiar in the extreme. Still, Mother Shorrel was right. There was nothing he could do until Yeelah came back. He wouldn’t even be able to bark at Dimmek until after dark. The only thing left was to go back to the house and hope she showed up there before her evening meeting with the trawlerman. Or did she plan to miss that as well?


His shoulders were significantly deflated as he turned and left the net mothers trading glances back and forth among themselves and tutting under their breath. With Babette in tow, he walked back toward the market and the house, to bide his time and to wait.


It was all he could do.



***




By the third hour of dark watch, Yeelah had still not returned, and Karsten had reached a conclusion. If there was one thing a tidewitch was known for, it was punctuality. The surging rhythms of tide and moon were as palpable to her kind as the pounding of their own hearts. She might have missed a single appointment through unavoidable delay, but three? First Dimmek, then the net mothers, and now not arriving home? Finally, the bounty hunter was forced to accept the truth. Yeelah had been detained, and probably by force. Could the craven scum who had been spiking Flitch’s lunch grown tired of such indirect measures?


With a quick check to ensure that the Sisters were still in place at his hips, Karsten snatched up his walking staff and stepped out into the rapidly cooling night. This time when Babette ambled out of the alleyway, he did not refuse her company. Nor did he object when Flitch fluttered down from the roof to land heavily on the llama’s pannier. The pelican still wasn’t fully recovered but Karsten didn’t care, so long as the wobbling bird did not get in his way.


“Come on,” he snarled. Then he stormed off down the lane, leaving bird and beast to follow along after him.


His first port of call was Dimmek, the trawlerman. The days catch would be in and weighed now, and Yeelah would be due to settle her share and discuss the plan for the following morning. Some tidewitches provided more than just blessings for the nets and boats. The good ones also provided weather counsel and even advice about the shifting moods and appetites of the local fish populations.


“Not yet,” Dimmek said, when Karsten finally found him and asked if Yeelah had come to see him. “I’ve her hundred and twenty centivars laid aside though.” The man shook a purse of coin where the bounty hunter could see it. “She had no cause to send a collector.”


Karsten brushed the man’s grumbles aside and when he told the trawlerman why he had come, all grumbling fled the man’s bearing.


“Since before noontide? That don’t lay flat, do it? Not with the likes of Yeelah. Never known her to be late by so much as a…well, not at all, truth be said. You’re right to come askin’ but there’s little I can tell. She came yestereve and we talked, all like usual. Told me keep to the north shoal beds today, even though there weren’t a hint of spawners yesterday. Still, she’s the real goods I don’t mind saying, and if Yeelah says stay tight, old Dimmek stays tight. Was back on the surge tide and the whole harbor was full of them cantankerous buggers, just like she said. Grebben lost two boats to ‘em and had to drag the boys ashore by rope.” The burly man gave a helpless shrug and looked up at Karsten. “She earned her cut today, she did.”


“Anywhere else she might have gone?”


Dimmek shook his head. “Only home, I suppose.” Then he paused and cocked his head. “No. Come to think on it, she did say yesterday she might have need today of a tonic fer the bird.” He waved an arm in salute toward the animals standing behind the bounty hunter. “Good to see you up to half mast, Flitch.” The pelican flared his wings a little in acknowledgment, but seemed precarious even at that and quickly settled back into a more stable huddle on Babette’s back.


“Did she say where she was going for the tonic?”


This time, Dimmek shook his head firmly. “Nah, didn’t have to. Only one potioner in all Pryloon what’s worth a spit. Zermin Zan. As good as any priest of Maanalu and only halfway to crazy. Nowhere else she’d’a gone. Not where Flitch is concerned.”


Karsten grumbled his thanks and turned away, leaving Babette and Flitch to fall in behind. It all came back to Zermin Zan. The one magic user in the entire city who had so far managed to avoid him.


Well tonight the avoiding would come to an end.



***




“She is not here.”


Karsten ground his teeth together, trying to spark patience from the kindling of his mounting fury. The potioner was everything he loathed. From the man’s flowing silks and oily curls, to his long, slender fingers that had never done a single day’s honest work, every detail spoke of privilege. He had a ridiculous mustache, also glistening with oil, that stood out to either side like twin stilettos of hair, and some kind of scented pouch hung from his neck, reeking of old flowers and fish. These, no doubt, were the height of current fashion, but to Karsten it was all yesterday’s llama piss. Even the receiving garden they stood in seemed designed to offend, with its almost obscene display of water wealth. The lush greenery that screened the villa proper from the throng of the street was as out of place in a desert city as a steaming turd would have been in at a dinner banquet, which was exactly how Karsten felt as he stood there. The fountain alone would have kept a family of five from the brink of death in the coming dry season. Now this dandified leech stood there, expecting Karsten to apologize for the inconvenience of his concern and leave? Yes, this, in all his arrogant glory, was Zermin Zan.


“Didn’t say she was here,” Karsten growled, once he had mastered his temper. “Only said I’m looking for her.”


The man sneered in apparent distaste at having to explain himself. “I elected to curtail your subsequent insinuations and accusations by cutting to the meat. The tidewitch is not here.”


“Fine. What about earlier? Her bird is in a bad way.” The bounty hunter inclined his head backward, indicating the llama behind him and the wobbly pelican passenger riding in her pannier. “She said you were the one she’d come to see about it.”


Zermin Zan’s eyes flicked briefly to the animals, but he shook his head.


“You can see the bird’s condition as well as I. Clearly Mistress Yeelah has not sought my aid for him. Had she done, he would be fully recovered by now.”


“Doesn’t prove she never came,” Karsten said. “Only that she didn’t get home after.”


“Point conceded, but Mistress Yeelah has come and gone safely from my home many times, as half the city can attest. She marks me as a friend, as do I her. Who are you to insinuate otherwise?”


Despite the man’s dismissive superiority, there was something about the way he moved. Sort of twitchy, like he was nervous. Hiding something maybe.


“Let’s just say I’m a friend too.”


The potioner frowned. “Yeelah has told me of her ‘gallows man’ and the impassioned little dalliances you shared, but your darker reputation precedes you I’m afraid.” His eyes flicked up to Karsten’s forehead.


So that was it. He’d intended to seek his answers the gentle way, knowing that Yeelah thought this man a friend, but the bounty hunter’s famous scar seemed to have worked its magic anyway. Karsten couldn’t count the number of times the mere sight of his gallows brand had been the carrying factor, glaring down like a third eye, giving his scowl a ruthless, almost vicious aspect that was far darker than the truth. He hadn’t intended to play it that way, but in close quarters, you grabbed whatever blade was handy.


“If you know the stories, then you also know of my famed patience for dandies who dance on words,” he said. “Now where is she?”


To Karsten’s surprise, the potioner smiled and shook his head. “That is not the reputation I meant. Upon returning home this afternoon, I chanced upon another of our mutual acquaintances. I believe you know Master Fazool? He tells a very different tale from yours, about a most troubling development in your relationship with our esteemed colleague.”


Karsten paused, his mouth already half open in retort. Fazool? What did the scrollier know ab—? Then the dots connected.


“Poxes and taint!” Karsten spat, clenching his fists at his sides. “Of all the stupid—”


But the potioner mistook his frustration and cried out, snatching a hand from within his silks and raising it high into the air. Perched upon his long, splayed fingers he held a small glass bottle that bubbled and smoked in the cooling night air.


“Do not reach for your weapons!” the potioner yelled. “This mixture is quite toxic. Should I even falter in my grip, the fumes will billow forth, far faster than you can run. You may embed your famous blades in my person, but I assure you that your own corpse will strike the ground before mine.”


Being a bounty hunter, Karsten knew all about escalating situations and this one was poised on the very brink of catastrophe. That in itself did not trouble him, but this one felt wrong. Most men try to avoid tense situations, so when they find themselves in the middle of one, they tend to respond in a panic. Karsten, however, was a seasoned professional. A connoisseur of belligerent standoffs. If hunting desperate men for pay was his art, then the confrontation was his studio—the familiar, well-lit place in which he plied his trade. So in the midst of this particular one, the old bounty hunter noticed something that a less experienced brawler might have overlooked: Zermin Zan was terrified. Not of being found out or of having his plans brought to ruin. The man was terrified of Karsten.


If that was true though, then several other things followed. First, it meant that the potioner was not the gaunt master. No man with a creature that powerful at his command would choose instead to stand here waving a poisoned concoction around that would surely kill them both. More importantly, it also meant that, dandified or not, Zermin Zan was completely innocent in the matter of Yeelah’s disappearance. He was earnestly trying to protect a friend and now found himself in unfamiliar, treacherous waters, playing blink with a trained killer.


With these realizations, the cauldron of rage brewing inside Karsten’s belly flickered out. Slowly, he unclenched both fists and shook them out. Then he took a deep breath and raised his hands, palms out, in a gesture of peace.


“Look, it’s not like that,” he said. “Yeelah’s missing. I’m just trying to track her down and make sure she’s okay.”


The potioner, however, seemed unconvinced. “Perhaps,” he said, his hand trembling in the air between them with its fuming promise. “Yet I judge it more likely that she has fled your famous temper and that you now hope to lure an unwary friend into betraying her whereabouts. We bloodtalents are rare in this world. Enough so that we each look out for the others. Be assured that you will not find her through me, no matter what tricks you employ.”


The bounty hunter sighed. Whatever he might say now, the fool was sure to see it as an attempt at subterfuge. Further argument would only waste time. Time Yeelah might not have. Why did nobody ever want to take the easy path? For what might be the first time in his entire career, Karsten the Grim was trying to back away from a fight, only this poxing imbecile wouldn’t let him! One thing was growing clear though. As long as the idiot still clung to that potion of his, there would be no reasoning with him. He was still trying to choose which of several ways to disarm the man when a shiver took him in the small of his back and, suddenly, the night exploded into song.


Babette!


The old man whirled and the music of the desert night faded as quickly as it had risen, but the llama did not. She was right there behind him, her muzzle still dipped low, where she had pressed it to the skin just below his leathers. But it was the sensation in his belly that terrified him. From those depths, he heard an answering cry. Far off, but more chilling even than the llama snot that was drying on this back. It was the cry he had been hearing every night in his dreams. Water!


“What have you done?” he hissed, but Babette refused to look away and the two of them stood there, locked in a mutual glare that was broken a moment later when the bounty hunter caught a blur of motion out of the corner of his eye. A dark shape burst from the dark cluster of shrubs beside the fountain and raced across the ground toward them.


In a flash, he yanked Sister Grace from his belt, but he was a hair slow and the blur was fast, leaping up onto the llama’s back before he could let fly. A moment later, a dark head reared up between her ears. A weasel of some kind. Karsten drew back his arm, hoping to kill it before it managed to do Babette any harm, but he was startled by a sudden cry.


“Hold! I beg you!”


Slowly, the potioner edged into sight, his hand still clutching his poison, but lowered now, no longer raised in challenge. With his free hand, the man reached out toward the weasel, who raised a small, whiskered nose to sniff the night air in response. Three paces still separated the two but they seemed connected somehow, their eyes locked in some silent communication. A moment later, Zermin Zan broke contact and turned to meet Karsten’s eye.


“It seems I was…mistaken,” he said. “Chitchik tells me that… Well, please accept my apologies. It seems you truly are seeking Yeelah’s best interest.” He looked down at the bottle in his hands, almost sheepishly.


“Here, let me dispense with this.” From an inner pocket, he withdrew a small fold of paper, which he held out to show the bounty hunter. “It will stabilize the reagents. May I?”


Only then did Karsten realize that he was still holding Sister Grace at full cock. He gave the potioner a quick nod and lowered his arm to a more neutral posture. Meanwhile, Zermin Zan lifted his paper and poured something from it into the bottle. With a fizz of bubbles, the concoction stopped spewing its fumes and the man bent to set it at his feet.


To say that the bounty hunter was confused would have been too great a simplification. He still wasn’t entirely sure what had happened. It seemed that the weasel—or was it an otter?—was not some ravening creature from the bushes after all. Unless he was badly mistaken, the furry streak was Zermin Zan’s bondmate. Not attacking Babette, but actually working with her. Acting in concert to…


His eyes snapped to Babette, who was still watching him carefully.


“You trust them?” he asked, almost incredulously, and she nodded. Karsten didn’t know much about otters or potioners, but he did know about llamas, and they didn’t trust anybody. They were skittish creatures by nature, and Babette had always been a short-tempered and judgmental example of the breed. The number of people she trusted could be counted on the fingers of a single hand, with room to spare for future consideration.


He still wasn’t entirely sure what to make of the fancy man and his fuming potions, but if Babette trusted them… With a shrug, the bounty hunter slid Sister Grace back into her sheath.


Behind him, the potioner sighed with relief. “Come, my friends. Come inside and I will give you what aid I can.” Then he turned to lead the way, and just like that, Karsten was now suddenly an honored guest. Dandies! As bad as courtiers and just as hard to fathom.


He was about to take Babette and hitch her at the fountain when the flap on her pannier lifted and a long beak emerged into the night, followed by a pelican head with tired, bloodshot eyes.


“Cronk!”


Zermin Zan looked back and laughed.


“Yes, my friend Flitch. I will give what aid I can to you as well!”


With a flutter of weary satisfaction, the bird sank back down into the bags to wait.



***




“Corpses take me! Another pocket lane!”


Zermin Zan had been as good as his word, and had wasted no time in producing a foul-smelling tonic for Flitch, but the bird had guzzled it willingly enough and only a few minutes later had returned to his normal, cronking, squawking self. Curiously, that had also provided the answer to their dilemma. The potioner had seemed surprised to learn that Karsten did not already know it, but established bondmates could sense each other in the world. With the pelican now fully restored, he was more than eager and able to lead the way to his long overdue mistress. With that plan to work with, Karsten had taken hasty leave from the potioner and set out on Yeelah’s trail. Finding her however, was proving to be more difficult than Karsten had expected.


“Do these sand-cursed Pryloonens not know the meaning of a straight line?”


The problem was that Pryloon was an ancient city. It had risen and fallen, risen and fallen, in cycles of warfare, conquest, bustle and neglect that stretched back for millennia. If there had ever been a pattern to the layout of its streets and districts, that logic had long since drowned under the crashing waves of history. Flitch could fly a straight line to Yeelah, but because Karsten and Babette were forced to negotiate the maze of streets and alleys on the ground, they could rarely follow him for more than a hundred steps before fetching up against the side of some warehouse, garden wall or freight canal. Under the strain of these constant frustrations, the excitement of finally being onto Yeelah’s trail had quickly faded.


Once again they had rounded a turn, only to find themselves thwarted, this time in a blind lane sandwiched between two large manufactories. Karsten didn’t know what crafts took shape inside, but the garbage strewn through the alley stank of vinegar and rotting cabbage, and it was piled deeply enough that its fumes clawed at the inside of his sinuses like caged bears.


With a growl of frustration, the old man whirled about and stalked back toward the last turn they’d taken, cursing under his breath and jabbing at bits of trash and clumps of fetid gunk with the tip of his staff to clear them from his path. It was like spearing fish, only here he was pretty sure he’d have been able to do the job guided by stink alone.


When he reached the more well-traveled avenue they had left earlier, he paused to take a deeper breath. It didn’t smell much better, but at least he could breath here without feeling that his skull might crack apart.


For the hundredth time, Karsten looked around and refreshed his bearings, but even that wasn’t much to go on. He was still in a dark maze at night. All the moonlight in the world would reveal no familiar tower, no famous gate or triumphal arch to align his mental map around, because Pryloon had none. There were just cobbles and columns and corners and curbs as far as the eye could see. They were making progress, that much he knew, because he kept finding more parts of this accursed city that he had not seen before. If he really had lost his way, then sooner or later he’d have found himself crossing back over familiar ground. Since that hadn’t happened though, he just had to trust that the pelican was leading him true.


Several times he’d considered linking to Babette and using magery to find the missing tidewitch, but even thinking such thoughts now seemed to awaken a dry moan of need in the back of his mind. Water! The potioner had been right. He could actually hear the thing seeking him within the currents of the song. Touching the magery now would be like lighting a campfire at night, and would draw the creature straight to him. He’d just have to find her by guile alone, and then hope he was far enough ahead of the gaunt that there would be time to get Yeelah home safely before he had to confront that next problem.


“Come on then,” he grumbled to whatever creatures might be listening, friend or foe, then he stomped off to try a new route.


When he finally found it, he actually walked right by. Flitch had flown ahead and perched himself on the roof of a small workshop, as had become their practice. The bird would find a convenient resting place and settle there to wait for the bounty hunter and the llama to catch him up before flying on to the next. This time, however, when they passed him, he did not swoop on ahead. Karsten had taken a dozen strides beyond the small building before the pelican let out a strangled sort of croak and called him back.


“Get along, fish-brain!” he called up to the damned bird. “No stopping till we get yer mistress!”


Flitch answered by tapping his long beak loudly on the roof below him, to which a voice called out in response.


“Hello? Flitch? Is anyone with you? Help!”


The voice had been Yeelah’s.


Karsten looked around, rolling his shoulders to loosen his arms within his leathers while he assessed the situation. The workshop stood out into the avenue, well away from the taller buildings all around. He hadn’t survived a lifetime among brutal men without developing a sense for perilous situations, and this felt like a trap. Only, where was the sting? The lane was quiet enough. They hadn’t seen anything more worrisome than a cat for almost an hour. Nor would Yeelah have cried out so plainly if there was anyone waiting for him inside. She had more savvy than that. Yet even knowing all this, he still could not shake the gnawing ache in his belly. The sucking, desiccated need. It felt…


Oh crap! The time for consideration and stealth was gone. The thing was getting closer.


Placing one hand on Sister Grim, the bounty hunter moved quickly to the heavy wooden door. It groaned open easily at a prod from his staff to reveal a dark and ominous hole in the night.


“Yeelah?” he hissed, keeping his voice low as he strained for any sound that should not be there. What he heard was a cry of relief.


“Karsten? Oh, thank the stars! Get me out of here!”


Calling out a quick, “Keep a wary eye!” to Babette, he leaned his staff against the wall to free his hands and then slipped inside.


With no moon and his eyes not yet adjusted, the room was as black as char.


“Where?” he hissed.


“Here!” she replied, off to the right and deeper in.


Karsten was feeling his way forward with one hand outstretched, waiting to bump either wall or woman, when he felt a new shifting in his belly and heard a faint squawk of delight from outside. A swell of light bloomed out of the darkness ahead, drawing his attention to a patch of wall that now glowed in a dim circle, marred only by the silhouette of a slender hand. Peering closely, he could just make out the curve of Yeelah’s cheek beside it.


“Better?” she asked.


It wasn’t enough light to see by, but it gave him an anchor. Like most bloodkin, Yeelah’s abilities were mostly about reading the world. Her ability to change anything was actually quite feeble. Only the Emperor and his Advocates had any real power, and theirs was so great by comparison that the lesser mageries could scarcely even be called magery. Creating even that tiny puddle of light had no doubt exhausted her, so there was no point in asking for more.


“Should be enough,” he said.


With her anchor of light to guide him, he crossed the empty room quickly and began exploring the situation with his fingertips. She seemed to be secured at the neck with a thick leather beast collar that was fastened by heavy iron chains to bolts in the wall on either side. There was no way to break the iron, so he would have to tackle the collar, which meant knife work, and delicate, but he was good with knives.


“Have you out in a blink,” he grumbled as he pulled Sister Grace from her sheath.


“My champion!” Yeelah replied, with a breathy excitement in her voice. “Get me home sir and I shall show you the fullness of my gratitude.”


Karsten shook his head in disbelief. Even kidnapped and shackled to a wall, the woman was incorrigible. Ignoring her promises for the moment, the bounty hunter tugged gently on the tidewitch’s chain, pulling her collar closer to the pool of light.


“Keep still.”


It really was delicate work. There was no choice but to slide the tip of his blade between the tight leather collar and Yeelah’s skin and to try cutting outward from there, which was precisely what he was attempting when a bleat of alarm broke the stillness of the air outside. Karsten whipped his head around to look back out the door. Babette! Then the workshop door slammed closed, followed by the sound of a bar dropping into place against it.


He was right! It had been a poxing trap! And he’d still gone and marched himself right into it!



***




The bounty hunter threw himself at the door one more time, but still it would not budge. The bolt was clearly too substantial to be snapped or shivered from its moorings by brute force.


But who could have barred it in the first place? For days now, Karsten had been listening to the dry aching need that leached into his belly—even before he’d known what he was sensing—and that hunger had not changed except to grow slowly louder and more insistent over this last day. It had definitely not roared with triumph or crowed with glee when the door had closed. Karsten felt certain that it was not the gaunt who had trapped him here.


So who had?


Cautiously, he pushed his awareness down into his belly to find the pulsing wave of need that still lay buried there. Like the wire of a harp stretched between himself and the creature, it vibrated a wail of baking heat and thirst at him. Still there, still unchanged in substance, but it was louder now than it had been earlier. Closer, and perhaps a touch thirstier, but clearly not jibbering with anticipation of the kill. It did not feel like the wail of a creature that had just trapped its prey.


Almost by accident, he plucked at the taut string with a flick of his mind and felt the pulse of his action race backward along the connection. Curious, he followed after it, feeling his way outward and away from himself. It was an odd sensation actually, like trying to trace a beam of tightly-stretched moonlight. He did not have to reach far to find the other end, the gaunt itself, but what he felt there was nothing more—or less—than a single word. Water! What did surprise him however was that the vibrating string did not end there.


Ever the wily snoop when on a hunt, the bounty hunter reached further outward, following the continuation of the cord until he came to a second end and an altogether different sensation. Here he felt delight. Anxiety. Cockiness. Fear. In his core, Karsten knew that this was the creature’s master, the agent of the Emperor, or at least the agent of the agent, and it was he who had kidnapped Yeelah, leaving her here as bait. Now that the trap had been sprung, Karsten could hear the agent’s inner voice call out along the wire, straight back into the heart of the gaunt and a chill raced through Karsten’s soul. The message was simple.


Dinner is ready.


That was all the bounty hunter needed to hear. In a blink he withdrew himself from his belly thoughts and put his hand against the door in front of him. It was too stoutly made to be pried apart. He would need more to work with than just his blades, which would mean searching the workshop entirely by feel to find something he could use. First though, he needed more hands.


“We have to get out of here,” he said, crossing quickly back to Yeelah’s corner prison. “Now.”


He quickly resumed the delicate work of slipping the tip of his blade between the leather collar and Yeelah’s warm skin, but it was a tight fit and he could not rush the job without risking her very life. For her part, the tidewitch tried to help, craning her neck up and away in an attempt to make herself narrower, but that only raised the cords of her neck and Karsten had to tell her to relax. The gnawing in his belly mounted higher, but he ignored it, working feverishly at Yeelah’s bonds.


When he at last got a full knuckle’s worth of metal inside the collar, he turned the knife gently in his grip, trying to bring the keen edge to bear against the tight leather, but Yeelah hissed suddenly and her hands clutched tightly to his arm.


“Sorry,” he said, but it was no good. There just wasn’t enough room to turn the blade.


Karsten let out a growl and yanked Sister Grace from beneath the collar, slamming her back into her sheath.


Yeelah laughed. “A man presses himself anxiously against me in the darkness only to growl in frustration and resheath his weapon? Have I truly lost my charms?”


“Shut up,” Karsten muttered. “I’m trying to think.” Maybe it was a good thing that she knew nothing about the gaunt. For now, she seemed to think this was a bit of a lark, but he knew better. The aching thirst in his belly was growing with every breath. There was surely little time remaining. The creature must have been laid up nearby, waiting only for its master to summon it. Karsten stamped down on the tension that was rising within him and noticed yet another need that vibrated alongside the others. Not as focused, perhaps, but needful in its own way. It tasted of worry. How could he have forgotten?


“I’ll be back,” he said as he spun away from Yeelah’s side and retraced his steps toward the door.


“Babette!” he called. “Kick the door in!” Storms take the damned collar! If he could get Babette in here, perhaps she’d be able to pull the bolts from the wall. If so, there’d be plenty of time to get the collar off later, once they were free of this accursed trap house.


Outside, he could hear Babette’s familiar grumbling as she sidled up to the door. No doubt she could sense the gnawing call of thirst as well as he could, coming for them somewhere out in the darkness. Somewhere close. So of course, now he’d gone and gotten himself trapped safely in here, leaving her out there to face it alone.


“All the more reason to get this door open, ain’t it?” he called out, trying to soothe the beast. “Now just wait while I step asi—”


Before he could even finish his sentence, the aching in his belly flared with sudden glee and a horrible scream ripped through the night. The scream of a llama.


“Babette!”


“What’s happening?” Yeelah demanded, but Karsten ignored her and hurled himself at the door. He battered at it once, twice, and again with his shoulder, but he could not force it open. Before he could even draw another breath of thought, a thunderous boom shuddered the door beneath his hands. Something heavy had slammed against it from the outside. Was Babette still trying to free him? Even while fighting for her life?


“Get away, you stupid beast! Run!”


But she didn’t seem to hear him. Karsten cursed in frustration and tried to peer between the planks of the door, but darkness swallowed everything. Nor could the feelings in his stomach tell him anything useful. With so many mages and mageries in one place now, and all likely thinking about him in one way or another, his gut was a tangled mess. Aching thirst, fear, rage, satisfaction, terror, urgency, frustration, anticipation, delight.


Again the door shivered under a furious blow.


Well, jumble or no, the turmoil of feelings doing battle in his stomach was all he had to work with. Diving into the threads and strands of feelings that danced within him, Karsten waded his way through them, plucking at them like harp strings until at last he found one that tasted of indignation. That at least seemed to be llama, so he grabbed it. Only, now that he had it, what could he do with it?


Another impact shook the door and jolted the bounty hunter back, but he did not let go of that strand. If it had been her halter in his hand, he’d have known what to do. So with time running out, he went with that, gripping that cord firmly within his mind and yanking her attention in close for just a single word of encouragement. “Run!” he shouted, then he wrenched the connection between them with everything he had.


Outside in the darkness, the llama ran.



***




As soon as Babette was gone, Karsten hurried back toward Yeelah’s corner. He had just reached her side when that baking wave of heat dropped three inches and hit him in the plums. Karsten fell to his knees. Sacred mother of graves! It was like they’d been nailed to a brickwork oven. The bounty hunter rolled over onto his back, his entire lower gut screaming with fire. How in…? Then he realized what was happening.


“Bloodlink,” he groaned. The creature was using his newfound sensitivity against him.


“Bloody hell!” he gasped. How was he supposed to defend himself against things like that! Stupid Dowager had sent him into battle and didn’t think it worth explaining that his gonads could be used against him? Maybe she’d thought it funny, handing him his own sack full of mystical weaponry and then just walking off, leaving him to figure it all out for himself. At least the old drunk who had given him his first knife had taken the time to show him how to hold it.


Clinging to that thought, he gathered himself together. He still needed a weapon. A knife was a marvelous tool, useful for striking fear into a foe as much as for spilling his vitals, but neither of those features would be of much use in this fight. As far as he knew, gaunts had neither fear nor vitals, so Karsten’s accustomed weapons would be of little use. He needed something more substantial. Even his walking staff would have been welcome, but some idiot had left that leaning against the wall outside.


He turned his head, still pressed against the blessedly cool wall. From the light of her little glow spell, he could see Yeelah staring back at him, a mixture of concern and fear in her eyes.


“Alright, Gallows Man, what’s going on?”


“Gaunt,” he said, and Yeelah’s eyes flared with understanding.


“You see anything around here earlier? Before dark? A hammer? An axe? Maybe something I can use as a shield?” Behind him, another boom rattled the wall and groaned the planks of the door.


Yeelah shook her head quickly. “No. Nothing. Just a couple of sacks, and an old cart in the corner, but it’s collapsed.”


Again the door shuddered under a tremendous blow. There was no telling how long it might hold. The cart would have to be enough.


“Where?” he said, turning around and peering into the blackness, but having just looked at her face in the light, he’d lost whatever darksense he’d had.


“To the right of the door. Should be three or four paces. What are you going to—”


He measured off three paces and barked his shin against rough wood, which he quickly explored with his fingers. “Do?” he asked. One of the side rails seemed big enough to be useful and was not well fastened. With a quick wrench he tore it from its moorings.


He shrugged, not that she’d be able to see such a gesture. “Die, I suppose.”


Again the door thundered in its jamb, and Karsten had to cover his mouth and nose as dry dust rained down on him from above. The planks of the door had keened a little on that one. It was only a matter of time now.


Hefting his cudgel in his hand, the bounty hunter backed away from the door and edged himself a little further from Yeelah’s corner. Maybe it wouldn’t notice her when it was finished with what it came for. Assuming it ever came in. Why didn’t it just lift the bar and open the door? Was it too stupid to solve even that simple a puzzle? The bounty hunter’s mind raced. Could that be used to advantage? Was he smarter than this thing?


One more time, the door shook, this time with the added sound of splinters breaking free. If only he could see the contents of the workshop, what resources it offered that he might use in the fight. Or maybe he could lure it back outside, and if he got that far, then maybe he—


That’s when a new pounding shook the wall behind him.


Oh crap. It hadn’t even occurred to him that gaunts might hunt in packs.



***




Water!


Ghostly slashes of moonlight flashed between the planks each time the gaunt hammered itself against the door. At least if it tore the thing from its hinges there might be some light to fight by.


Karsten flexed his knees and took an eager half-step forward, cradling his makeshift wooden club in his hands. Now that the dance was about to begin, he was anxious for it to be over. He had no illusions about what that end would be, but even a doddering old wreck like himself could face his last with dignity, and so he would. There was no point in moving any closer. He could do precisely nothing until the door gave way. So he just stood there, waiting, little more than a pace inside the door. Far enough to stay beyond the creature’s reach, should it manage to thrust an arm through a gap in the planks, but close enough to move in while it was struggling its way through the doorway.


Behind him, he heard another boom, followed by chunks of plaster falling from the wall where the second one sought to gain entry as well, but he was pretty sure the door would give first, so it was the door he faced. There’d be time enough to die a second death after he was finished with the first.


Another thundering impact shuddered the door, but this time it was accompanied by the unmistakable crack of splintering wood and the appearance of a jagged triangle of moonlight. Karsten could see the creature now, like a crow-scare made of leather, except that this crow-scare was coming to kill him. With a gap now opened and presumably the smell of human water leading it on, the gaunt redoubled the ferocity of its attack, and then doubled again until the door rang out like a company of drummers beating out the charge. The door seemed to vibrate under the creature’s hammering assault, shaking and dancing like a child’s stickman in the jaws of a rabid dog.


One by one the planks of the door shook loose, or snapped off, until the entire center had fallen to the floor, leaving a hole large enough for a man. Water! With a moan of dry need, the creature clambered through. Karsten raised his club in both hands and lunged forward as the gaunt glared at him with its empty, flashing eyes.


Then he froze.


The creature dragged itself through the remains of the door and reached toward him, bleached bones and tattered skin edged in pale moonlight, but still Karsten could not finish his swing. A hand from out of his nightmares, twig-slender with gleaming ice pick fingers settled onto his chest, and still he could not so much as twitch his weapon toward it. Karsten strained to swing his club, ached to slam its weight into the gaping leather face; a horror that was not even looking at him. Yet somehow, he could not. His attack had slowed to the crawl of worms.


The gaunt’s hand shoved, and Karsten flew backward, slamming into the rear wall of the workshop. His arms fell to his sides, empty now, as the cart rail clattered away into the darkness, but he still had no command of them. Nor could he charge the beast even empty handed. His limbs were like rubber, as though his strength had been drained out of him through a hole. The creature had no such problem though, and Karsten watched, helpless, as it rushed forward, past where he’d been standing.


And straight to Yeelah.


Everything in the world seemed to have slowed to a crawl except for the fiend. It was like that first attack all over again—Karsten was useless. Washed up. A mid-rate thug for hire whose competent days were long past. Even as he fought to run to Yeelah’s aid, his aging body leaned heavily against the wall and sank slowly to the floor. He could only watch as the creature reached the corner and grabbed Yeelah by the throat. She glared at it bravely, but then her eyes too went glassy and the creature moved in for the certain kill.


A flutter of light at the doorway drew Karsten’s attention and then Flitch was suddenly in the room, the only friendly combatant capable of movement. The bird sailed across the room screeching and scronking as it brought its wings forward to batter at the nightmare that now held his bondmate in its clutches, but the bird was no match. The gaunt paused briefly and turned its head to stare at the pelican. Its empty eye sockets flared briefly, and Flitch stiffened in mid-attack, his wing-beats slowed like sap in winter, and he too fell useless to the floor.


Turning away from the bird, the night-terror refocused on the woman, who had now opened her mouth to scream. Like lightning, the bony hand rose and its four rigid fingers clicked together into a point above her face. Water! the fiend moaned, and Karsten knew what was coming. Knew it for having lived this moment himself. Not just once, but a dozen times since. Every night he’d watched, helpless, and now that same scene played out again, only this time it was not him. This time it would be Yeelah.


Everything was frozen in molasses time. A spill of light from the door showed Flitch sprawled across the floor. Yeelah staring up in horror at the needle fingers poised above her face. Only the gaunt still moved at speed. In a blink, those fingers flashed downward, and buried themselves to the bony knuckle in Yeelah’s eye. So fast! Now everything happened at once. The tidewitch screamed. The pelican squawked. The wall behind Karsten’s head boomed. Babette bleated. Chunks of plaster rained down around him from above.


A puff of air ruffled his hair and an arm reached in through the new hole in the wall above him, grasping, flailing. He wanted to roll away from it but he couldn’t move, couldn’t turn away from the horror of Yeelah’s eye and the creature that now hung over her, draining her life out through its own lifeless fingers. Karsten sagged lower on the wall. His rescue had failed. When the creature reaching for him finally grasped low enough, he felt the furriness of its arm brush across his face. This was it then. The bounty hunter let out a sigh. He was ready, resigned to his fate.


Then it had him.


He felt the mass of its bony hoof press firmly against the side of his face, and like a fire bursting among dry twigs, the world erupted in song.


Wait a minute. Hoof? Song?


With a blinding flash, the song coalesced into images and Karsten could suddenly see. Not the physical world, but the magical. All around him, tendrils of magery twined through the air. Filaments of power writhed between masses of quieter energy. One small, softly glowing mass lay on the floor where Flitch had fallen, with ribbons of crackling light wavering up to another mass that stood upright in the corner. Over that second mass, a darkness hung. A black spike of its nothingness bored into the glowing mass, sucking, undulating, like a snake swallowing piglets of light, that flowed one by one into the darkness and vanished as though plunging into a hole.


Smaller tendrils of black writhed out from it in multiple directions. To the bird, out through the shattered door, and even to Karsten himself. Upon seeing these, Karsten heard a word, uttered to him by the land itself and he knew what they were. Saps. With a gesture of his will, almost curiously, Karsten reached out and severed the one that ran to the bird.


Instantly, the black abyss jerked its head around toward him, its attention diverted, and now Karsten gazed into its eyes—its mage-crafted eyes—and he understood it. The Thirst had been hunting him for days, 
 unable to find him until tonight it had heard a call and had answered, finding and following the scent of magewater. Or rather, it had misfollowed. Karsten and Babette had not used their magic in days, so it had affixed itself to the only scent it could find near him. Yeelah. Now, in the moment that Karsten had shown himself by filling his being with the song, the Thirst could see him for what he was, and it knew that it had erred.


Yanking its spike of hollow night from the flickering decoy, the Thirst turned away and came for the bounty hunter, but moving took time, and the Thirst did not realize how little of that precious pulse remained. It raised its spike…


And Karsten Baj sang a song. Not just any song, but the song. The song to unravel a Thirst. It was not a sound, but a pulsing of light, sung into the darkness. Ribbons of energy lashed out from him, arcing through the room, reaching for the greater darkness that reached toward him. Brighter than a summer’s day and vibrating with the music of creation, Karsten’s song grabbed hold of the creature’s shape. Filaments of song wove themselves around it, vibrating with power. Humming, and searing the blackness with white. Slowly the pitch of his song rose, higher and higher, until that creature of darkest need vibrated along with it. When the pitches had matched and the edges of the Thirst had blurred in sympathy with the song of its unraveling, Karsten raised the pitch of his song just the tiniest bit.


Discord was his reward.


The gaunt twitched once, and then, with a clap of sudden thunder, it blew apart in a shattering spray of bone. In almost frozen motion, he watched as the fragments hurtled outward and then blew apart in turn, into smaller fragments, and again, and again, until all that was left was a gentle rain of white, chalky motes drifting in the spill of moonlight. Every piece of bone that had been bound to that blackest need had been rendered into dust.


It ends?


Karsten felt the question in his mind.


Yes. It is over.


The furry hoof that was pressed against the side of his face withdrew, back out through the hole Babette had kicked in the mud wall. With their connection severed, the music faded. Karsten wanted to reach out, to touch her leg once more and reclaim the wonder of what they had shared, but other needs intruded.


“K-Karsten?”


“Here.” The bounty hunter pushed himself wearily to his feet. Most of the workshop was still in utter darkness, but that scarcely fazed him now. The song still echoed in his head. With a flicker of its lingering melody, he set the entire wall aglow. Warm yellow light bathed the workshop, revealing Yeelah, still shackled to the wall, and her eye…


In three strides he reached her, lifting her up by the arms to take her sagging weight from the chains. He brushed his fingertips carefully over the mess of dripping gore, but even though the music was still in him, he could find no song to rebuild what had been destroyed. He knew such songs were in there, he could feel the rightness of that thought, but he did not understand enough of the power laid out before him, and though he searched the harmonies and rhythms as best he could, he found no shape to undo a thing that had been done. The most he could find was a song to stem the flow of blood and knit together the tatters of her torn flesh. So he did. It was not as much as she deserved, but he was a man of brutal ways. Her “Gallows Man.” To one such as him, a clean wound was enough to ask.


As the last fading flickers of the song died away in his head, Karsten caught up Yeelah’s hands in his and wrapped his fists around the iron chains at either side of her throat. A final note of unraveling reverberated in his blood, and the iron within his grip…shriveled. It required little more than a hearty tug, and they shattered into orange dust. 



Immediately Yeelah stooped down and Karsten had to help her scoop the fallen pelican up into her arms. Flitch looked up at her with weary thanks and clopped his bill open and closed. When she didn’t respond, he added a weary “Cronk!”


At first, Yeelah only nodded absently at the sound, as though still submerged in the horror of her own thoughts. Then the sound seemed to register with her and she looked down at her familiar. 



“Flitch will be fine,” she said, pronouncing the words slowly, as though each was a rung on the ladder she was using to drag herself back into the world.


Karsten said nothing. They stood there together for a moment, the group of them. Three labored heartbeats. Three ragged pairs of lungs tasting the night air. Then finally, with a shared sigh of resignation, the tidewitch and the bounty hunter helped each other out into the night.



***




“That was the creature from your dream.” 



Yeelah sounded stronger already. They were standing in the middle of the open lane, trying to get their bearings. Karsten still had no better idea where they were than he’d had on the way in, but Yeelah seemed to be making progress, and was peering at the world in the flat aspect afforded by her single working eye.


“Ayup. It’s called a gaunt,” he said.


“I know what it’s called, Kar. Every bloodkin does. A creature of darkness that hunts the light. I just didn’t believe they were real.”


That much didn’t seem to require a response so the bounty hunter held his tongue.


“So, you and Babette?”


“Ayup.”


“How long?”


“Little more’n a week now.”


“What are you then, some kind of firecaller? I couldn’t rightly see, but it was brighter than…well, it was bright.”


“Don’t know for sure,” he said. “Suppose that comes next, now that we ain’t bein’ tracked every time we touch the song.”


“So I was what, bait?”


Karsten turned to face her and she stared back at him, daring him to look away from the ruin of her eye, but he did not.


“Never,” he said. “If I’d’a thought it would go after you, I’d never have come.” He wanted to reach out and put an arm around her shoulder, offer some small comfort, some apology, but he could tell from the way she held herself that it would not be welcome. So he just stood there stiffly at her side, unsure what to do or say.


“Then why did you?”


Good question. All his reasons now seemed self-serving. He’d needed a place to hide, somewhere close by where there would be other bloodkin to screen him while he searched. In that sense, she was right. He had come here to hide behind her, and the others like her. The realization brought a foul taste to the back of his throat. Not the sourness of guilt; this was the rancid tang of cowardice. The shame of hiding behind a woman’s skirts. It burned him to admit it, but he also knew that this was not what she wanted to hear from him now.


“Figured it was a Venkathi sent it,” he said. “This was the nearest place to their routes. Thought I could find him and snip his strings before it found me. Figured if I didn’t touch the song, it’d be blind and I’d have time. Never thought it’d actually come into town, and that’s the truth.”


Eventually she sighed.


“You really are a gallows man, aren’t you, Kar?” The face she turned to him was wet with tears. “Even when you’re not trying, folks around you get hurt.” He opened his mouth to reply, but she held up a hand. “No. Don’t say you’re sorry. I knew it about you when we first met.” A wistful smile tweaked at the corners of her mouth. “It’s what made you so damned attractive. It still does. You’re a dangerous man, but now you’ve got power to go with that, and the stakes are higher. Much higher.” She put a finger tentatively to the ruin of her eye. “Too high for me now, I think.”


The bounty hunter could only nod. It wasn’t like he had any say in the matter. Not anymore.


“So it was smarter than you judged. It trapped me here to lure you in. You didn’t use me as bait; that thing did.”


Karsten shook his head. “No, that’s not right. One thing I do know, that thing was daft as a hitching post. Didn’t even know to lift the bar off the outside of the door to come in.”


“Then who did do this to me, Kar? Somebody drugged me in the market and brought me out here to chain me to that wall. If it wasn’t the graveling, who was it? Who do I have to thank for the ruin of my remaining days?”


With Flitch back in the pannier, Babette had wandered ahead, leaving the two humans to their private talk, but now she paused and cocked her head, looking off into a side alley. Karsten’s gaze swung automatically to where she was looking and a quiet sound trembled the night air.


“Listen,” Yeelah said, turning to look as well, tipping her head to one side. “Do you hear that? Like a hungry pup.”


Karsten nodded. It was a low, blubbering whine. Halfway between a snore and a wheeze.


“Over there,” he said, jabbing the end of his staff toward the alley.


“Poor thing sounds hurt.”


Karsten guided her cautiously forward until she was able to set a hand on Babette’s harness. The sound was coming from a darkened doorway just inside the narrow lane. She was right. It did sound like an injured animal, though not any he’d ever heard before.


“Wait here with Babette,” he said. “I’ll go have a look.”


The door was set a full pace back into the wall, and in its shallow alcove he found a pile of thin rags that shifted fitfully in the breeze. Only there was no breeze. The rags were moving on their own. Twitching. The labored sound of blubbering breath was coming from within the pile.


Karsten pulled Sister Grim from his belt and knelt beside the heap. A quick flick of his blade threw back the folds of cloth and exposed a…something. A sack of meat? Its surface was damp and hairy, like skin, but it was folded oddly and piled up, sort of. He poked at it with the tip of the blade and the surface rippled a little. Another bubble of air farted from somewhere in the mass, whining like a crippled puppy. That’s when he recognized the tatter of cloth at the top of the pile for what it was.


A keffee. Blue in the pale moonlight.


“So. It was you,” the bounty hunter said, realizing what must have happened. What was it Yeelah had just said? Folks around him getting hurt? He hadn’t intended it, but that song he had sung to unravel the gaunt, vibrating its bones into shattered dust, must have echoed up the cord that bound them, resonating from the creature in the shed directly back here. To its master.


The little Guareg farted out another bubble of air and whined. With no bones left in his carcass, there was nothing for his muscles to push against. No way for his lungs to heave, his eyes to turn, nor even for the flesh of his mouth to form words. All that was left to him were those pitiable belches of trapped air, but even those would not last long.


“Guess you won’t be wetting my keffee for me after all, will you?” A low, wet fart was the only answer he got.


The bounty hunter stared down at the pile of human flesh whimpering in the darkness in front of him. He wanted to hate this man, wanted to burn him to ashes, to give him pain a thousand times greater than what he had brought to Yeelah, to make him shriek in untold agony and beg forgiveness. Karsten was a hard man, true, but he was not a cruel one, and this pathetic mess was too much. In a way, this was just another gaunt before him. Another creature of dark need dancing to the chimes of some other, more distant and more culpable master.


With a silent nod, he reached down and felt around through the layers of folded meat, searching. When he found the warm throbbing pulse in what had been the Venkathi’s neck, he leaned down close.


“Does your master listen to you now, little one, even as you listened to your own creature of torment and despair? If he does, I have a message for him. Tell him that I am coming for him, but to him I will not grant such an easy end as the one I give you now.”


Then he thrust the Sister home and gripped the lump of flesh tightly beneath his hand. After a moment of quivering, the mass gave a last quiet shudder and then relaxed.


Sister Grim was already clean and back at his hip when he returned to Yeelah’s side.


“What was it?” she asked, cringing a little as though afraid to hear his answer.


“A crippled snake,” he replied. “I ended its misery.” Then he took her hand and led her away, with Babette and Flitch following along behind.


As the four of them limped from the scene, each of them with their own hurts, leaning on the others for support, Karsten looked up at the sky—the same sky that blazed down its alternating fire and darkness over every district of the Empire. This city was just one place, one tiny corner of a vast empire, and still the power of the Emperor had reached even here to wreak his private havoc. That was the moment the bounty hunter finally began to understand what it was the Dowager wanted from him. A mad Emperor sat the throne, surrounded by creatures every bit as vile as the little Guareg but infinitely more dangerous, and there was no one with the power to oppose him.


“There are some folks as shouldn’t be allowed to keep pets,” he said, half musing to himself.


“That’s why we have wardens,” Yeelah said, not understanding his meaning, but Karsten smiled.


“I suppose it is,” he replied. “I suppose it is.”


Behind him, Babette snorted her agreement.


      

Thank You




It takes a rare sort of duck to pick up one of my books in the first place, and a truly unconventional quack to have finished it. But you know what that means? 



Now there are two of us.


Unfortunately, that us-ness is about to die, because in just another moment, you’re going to close this book and we’ll each go our separate ways.


But why don’t we at least stay in touch? 



About three times per year, I send out a brief note to my readers, sharing what’s going on in my world, and often asking for tidbits about what’s going on in yours. After all, isn’t that how friendships are built and sustained? 



So if you want a heads-up when the sequel to your favorite book is coming out, or you’d enjoy a members-only peek at some behind-the-scenes art work, or even if you just want to pick up some free short stories, then please take a moment to pop over here and tell me how to reach you. I’ll take care of the rest.


Until next time,



Jefferson Smith
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