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To those who travel the quiet corners,



seeking the echoes of times long past:



Be careful what you wish for.



             
      Invocation




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 abilities: 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.



             
      The Widow's Wrinkles



That dont look right.


Karsten came to a halt and tugged his weatherbrim down over his brow, trying to shield his gaze from the wet slash of the storm. It didnt help. His attention remained fixed to the dark slope rising up beside the road ahead. Something about it was off.


Lightning flashed, lighting up the sky and the wind seemed to lean closer in response. Behind him, the llama yowled a complaint about stubborn old men. The bounty hunter glanced back at her, irritated by the interruption.


Dont go starting on that again, he growled.


Babette just stood there, blinking her misery back at him. Days of rain had dragged her fuzzy coat down into the weeping strands of wool that now hung from her like moss from a pier at low tide, dripping and disgusted with itself. Much the way she was with him.


Aint the time nor place for it, he grumbled. Weve got darker troubles brewing. He inclined his head toward the looming bulk of the hill and the unexpected crease he had spotted cut into its flank. Cant you feel it?


Babette sneered and shifted her feet, lifting them from the sucking ooze of the road one at a time and letting each squelch sound a seperate splashing accusation as she dropped them back into the mud.


Plop. What did she care for hills and dark troubles? Her feet were wet.


Splot. They should be working with their newly-given powers. Practicing.


Sclorp. And what would make a better study piece than drying her soggy feet?


Blorp. But no, he wouldnt practise. He was too scared.


Something in the old bounty hunter snapped on blorp, and he rounded on her with a snarl. Scared of magery? Yer damn right Im scared, but it aint practicings put the quiver in my boots! You think the Emperor aint heard about that mess we left back there? And now every barn and tavern is suddenly filled with tales of some mysterious brigand mage terrorizing the High Ways round these parts. Only we cant find anyones so much as seen this villain, much less been terror-struck by him. Whats all that about, do ye suppose?


The llama yawned, snapping her mouth shut with a wet clomp that sprayed droplets around her muzzle in a sudden halo of rain.


No it aint a damned coincidence! Its a cover tale, I tell ye! An excuse for his Advocates to come sweeping in with their magery and make a big show of saving the day. Brigand mage my bony arse! Im the brigand them rumors are talking about, and youre his flighty familiar. Make no mistake, weve got Advocates and mage-breakers on our trail and theyre closing fast. But you dont want to keep yer head down and run like any sensible beast spotting the jaws of a trap. No, you want to nibble at the bait some. Play with it. Think youre smarter just because some wizened old crone laid a hand on ye and filled your head with tales of honor and duty. You really think were ready to face an Advocate?


At that, she finally looked away. Not bested. Just unwilling to argue that particular point. They both knew they werent ready for an Advocate. Not even close. She just didnt want to say so because it meant agreeing to wet feet too.


Ah, whom I mad at? the old man muttered as the thunder boomed around them. Standing here under a witchs leaky teat and yelling at my boots for being wet. He turned a wary eye into the wind again. It was that bloody hill had him unnerved, thats what it was. Or rather, the new road carved into it. It hadnt been there the last time theyd been through, and now, with mage-lords closing in from behind, suddenly there it was, all tempting and convenient and such. An easy way out of this magery-infected mess. Either that, or the coincidence fairy was getting ready to fuck him again. And that one was never gentle with her love.


Leaving the llama to make up her own damned mind, the bounty hunter turned away and stalked forward into the storm, his gaze drawn like a magnet back to that slash in the hill and its backdrop sky flickering and flashing with malice.


Mighty peculiar, he said as he reached the crossroad and halted again. His feet were now smack in the middle of an intersection that had sprung from nothing in damned little time. Two months back, there had been nothing here but a bend in a cowardly road that flinched aside from even the skirts of the hills it encircled. Yet here now, when they needed it most, came an entirely new road branching off. Not only happy to approach the dark terrain, this crazed addition actually seemed to attack it, cutting straight back like the thrust of a sword into the black and impassable landscape known as the Widows Wrinkles. Though now he got a closer look, he wondered if maybe the word road might have come to him in haste.


The Wrinkles were about as mean-spirited, ill-tempered, and altogether objectionable a sight to behold as the women theyd been named for. Not just impassable, they were damned inconvenient into the bargain. Standing between the rich grazing lands at his back and the market town of Tarakan ahead, they were scarcely a league from one side to the other. Unfortunately, nobody had ever explained that to the road, which took its sweet bloody time getting there, refusing to broach even the shallowest swell, and instead wending all the way around. So what should have been a mornings easy walk was still a full two days off. Three maybe, in this weather. Originally, that had been the point of coming this way. An inconvenient road was one that attracted few travelers who could then report the whereabouts of an old man and a llama seen traveling together.


Today though, that quiet inconvenience had been dealt an unexpected helping of convenience, and Karsten found himself with a decision to make. Take the old, trusted road? Or this new and unlikely shortcut? He waved Babette forward and she came to stand beside him where they could both get a good look.


The new road sloped upward somewhatthough not near as steeply as the hill it bisectedand laid the land open to the sky. More a cleaver wound than a sword-thrust actually. Brutal and rough. Not the kind of work hed expect from a high and mighty Advocate, to be honest. Could it really be what it seemed? Just a simple solution to a real problem, commissioned by the local farmers guild in an effort to shorten their journey to market?


If so, theyd been robbed. The idea was good, mayhap. It was the doing of the thing that showed room for argument. The work had been hastily done, probably by some itinerant dirtmage. And not a good one. The cut was too narrow and the walls too steep, the reward of which could be seen easily in the shallow river of runoff that was coursing out the end of the new road and across the old, washing both out into the fields beyond. All that hasty and new eroding the tried and true. Bloody poetic, it was.


Karsten kicked at the flow with a wet boot. At any other time, he would have stuck with the road they were on. It was plenty wide and had a good bed. But with the Emperor threatening to roll them up from behind, there was more at stake than just a day or two more of wet feet. Getting a two-day jump could make all the difference, and that only made him mistrust it all the more. So which would it be, shortcut or folly? Coincidence or trap?


He turned to the llama and cocked his head. Well? Whats yer vote? She didnt have a bone of logic in her entire skeleton, but shed always had good instincts. Especially when it came to avoiding danger and discomfort.


Babette had no trouble deciding. With her nose held high despite her bedraggled appearance, she gave a short whuffle of disdain and then stomped past him, casting her vote with her feet and heading straight up the narrow channel without so much as a glance toward the old road. The entire display was only made slightly less haughty by the constant sucking and farting of her toes in the mud as she passed.


Karsten cursed quietly under his breath. Served him right for giving her the choice in the first place.


New road it is then, he muttered. Then he jabbed the heel of his staff down into the muck to be sure of his footing and set off after her.



***




They climbed steadily for more than half an hour in total silence, save for the splashing of their feet and the steady patter of rain dripping from his hat onto the shoulders of his oilskin. 



It was rare for the llama to take the leadshe was usually too lazyso the bounty hunter took advantage of this unexpected respite and bent his attention to the dark hillside rising around them. But if hed been hoping familiarity would breed some semblance of comfort, hed been mistaken. What he observed only served to deepen his sense of unease.


Steadily the embankments inched higher, and as they did, they bit ever more deeply into the soundscape. The hiss of rain and splashing feet took on a darker, more muffled aspect, swallowed by the rising slopes along with what little light remained in the sky and all other natural-seeming things. The keening of the wind had fallen to the whispers of a tomb, and even the thunder, when it boomed, now sounded dull, as though emanating from deep within the mass of the earth rather than from above it. This was not a helpful silence against which the rustling armor and muttered curses of an approaching foe would ring more clear. This was the opposite. A killing silence that ate all sound, both distractions and warnings alike. How would he hear the Emperors thugs when the very world around him would mask their approach?


But with every sucking step, his concern about the Emperor fell back, to be replaced by another, more pressing worry. Hed feared this route would prove to be a killing zone, but what he hadnt considered was that the final blow may not come from the Emperors goons at his back. Instead, it could just as easily be hanging there above him, waiting to strike from the slopes of the road itself. Everywhere his gaze fell there were more tell-tale signs of shoddiness and haste. It was as though the hill itself didnt want him here, and the road that cleaved it echoed its agreement, resisting his every movement with the incessant drag of runoff fleeing the other way, desperate to get off this hill, and urging him to follow.


The only blessing was that it was too coarse. Too brutal. Toohonest to be the work of an Advocate. The further they walked, the more certain he was that this was the work of a pathetic dirtmage. Why, over there was now the third time hed passed a mound of hill soil slumped onto the roadway. So maybe he was not about to be killed by the Emperors pet mages. Instead, his murderer would prove to be an incompetent ditchmage, and that was so much better.


Karsten considered turning back, but decided against it. That would only add disaster to despair. It would be a net loss of an hour, maybe more, and for all he knew, the Emperors dogs werent any farther behind than that. So death trap or not, they were committed now. And may the Widow have mercy on their sorry arses.


He was still fuming over his own stupidity when Babette interrupted his recriminations, letting out a yowl of complaint and stopping in her tracks ahead of him.


Here now, none of that, he grumbled, looking up to see what she was on about. Youre the one who picked this But Babette was not glowering some new disgruntlement at him as he had expected. Instead, she was staring up to the right, at a spot partway up the embankment.


Trouble? he asked as he turned to peer up at the dark silhouette of the hillside glowering over them against the gray sky.


Llama vision is better than human, and Karsten had learned to pay attention to his traveling companions scouting instincts. At first he could see nothing of concern, but after a moment or two, his eyes grew better adjusted to the gloom and he could make out what looked to be another slump of disrupted earth. More proof that this blighted roadway could collapse in a trice and kill them both. But that didnt explain Babettes sudden concern. Llamas had no head at all for tactical geography. 



Then he spotted a glimmer of stone half buried in the mud and chuckled with sudden understanding. It was paler than the surrounding mud, and smooth, like a ball. Or a skull.


Glad for the distraction, Karsten swallowed his amusement. Hed often wondered whether all llamas were like this, or was it just his ill-starred luck to have found the only one in all the Empire that suffered from the heebie-jeebies? But he knew from hard experience that teasing her about it would only make her crankier. And slower.


Just an old grave, he said as he stepped forward to stand beside her. Folksre always burying each other on hilltops. I daresay youve carried more men to their final reward than all thatre buried up there. Youre like the carry-beast of Death himself. Maybe its them bones oughta be scared of you.


But Babette seemed unconvinced and continued to stare nervously up at the spill. If he let her set to brooding about it, he knew shed soon get herself worked into a panic, and then shed be useless. For her nerves as well as his own, it was time to stop with the quivering and get on with the doing. And nothing motivated the llama like an appeal to her flaming sense of self interest.


Come on, he said, putting a rumble of confidence into his tone. Keep to the pace. This cut will have us to a hearth by nightfall, and I, for my own self, will be glad of dry feet. Then he turned away and resumed his sodden trudge, taking over the lead and leaving the llama to herself. Alone in the gathering darkness.


For a moment, he heard nothing at all. But after a dozen strides or so, he caught the sound of a quiet whimper, which was quickly followed by the familiar slook-ka-slorp-ka-slurp-ka-plop of her mud stride. Karsten shook his head ruefully. There wasnt much to tricking a llama. All you had to do was know what they wanted and do your best to give it to em.


As they continued to climb, Karsten set aside his misgivings about their route. With the decision made, further deliberation could only be a distraction. Instead, he turned his attention to the terrain, wondering how he might use it to his advantage if their pursuers did catch up. They were nearing the top of the slope now. The runoff was thinning, and with it the steady drag against his stride. But like most good things, it was trumped with bad. Rushing water may no longer be holding them back, but now their progress was impeded by the sucking ooze of the roadbed itself. In places, they actually had to pull each foot forcibly out of the muck and throw it forward before repeating the effort with the next.


A proper fools business, Karsten muttered as he cleared one such bog and paused on a patch of relatively firm ground to catch his wind. To be true though, he wasnt sure which fool he meant. The mage who had cut the road? Or the sun-slaved farmers who had hired the imbecile in the first place? He could almost hear them now, crying to the Advocate for relief from the oppression of their own stupidity.


You show me one turnip farmer who didnt tie the noose of his life around his own damned neck, he muttered to nobody in particular, and Ill show you a Suddenly, his head snapped up.


Did you hear that?


Babette came forward to stand beside him with her head cocked to one side in curiosity. The old man peered further along the trail, but it crested just ahead and hid the downslope beyond from view. Couldve sworn I heard Then he heard it again.


Knock, knock, knock. But not like a woodpecker, nor even a deranged carpenter lost in the wilds. It had a slower, measured cadence, like a hand rapping on a wooden door wanting to be let in.


Or on a coffin lid, wanting to be let out.


Bandits? he asked, but the llama shook her head.


Then we best go see what boojum awaits.


He let his fingers brush across the grips of the twin blades strapped to his hips, reassuring himself that they were still there. Then together, the bounty hunter and the llama hurried forward into the gloom.



***




Yup, a fools business, Karsten said, giving the cart a shove. Its siderail wobbled at his touch and the heavy wooden handle of the pony flick hanging from it knocked against the treadboard. Knock, knock, knock. The wind was swirling here, hemmed in by the narrow slopes at either side. Thats what had set it to knocking in the first place. Karsten unlooped the blasted thing and set it into the cart, but he felt wrong doing it. The damned whip was about the only thing left here that could move.


After convincing himself that they werent about to be jumped from ambush or buried in an avalanche of mudat least, not yethe turned back to regard the tragedy theyd stumbled across. The scene laid out across the road was something out of a mothers nightmare. A young boy with his donkey and a cart full of kavafruit, heading for market. Ought to have been a simple enough chore to entrust to a boy of twelve or thirteen. But somebody hadnt figured on the rain and the unproven roadway. Between the sloppy road and the heavy load, the narrow wheels of the cart had sunk further and further into the muck until the axle had finally bottomed out. The lad and the donkey had worked at getting it free, but all theyd managed to do was turn the cart sideways, blocking the narrow route right from one side to the other, like a bung in a bottle.


And this, as near as Karsten could figure, was when things had turned truly grim.


The donkey had died first, collapsing in the traces, most likely from exhaustion. Unfortunately for the lad, he mustve been underneath at the time, tightening the girth strap for a better pull. Karsten squatted down to get a closer look, but there was nothing more to see. Just a spindly pair of hips and two legs sticking out from under the beast, face down in the soupy mud.


An ugly way to go, he muttered. Behind him, Babette snuffled her agreement.


There was little doubt the boy had been beating the animal. Maybe hed been the kind who just liked to hurt things, or maybe hed been driven to it by fear of the farmers wrath when they arrived late to market, but whatever the cause, the ugly red welts marching up and down the donkeys flanks told the tale. The boy had worked the beast savage hard and then paid for his mistake in full.


Karsten stood up and stretched his back, wincing at the nagging tightness. There was nothing like a piss of rain to get it complaining. He looked around and shook his head sadly.


Not much to be done here, he said. Lets go. Then he turned and squeezed himself past Babette and set off back the way they had come. An irritated bleat from behind pulled him up short and the bounty hunter turned to look back.


Well, you coming? Be a damned strange time to strike out on your own.


Babette turned her dripping muzzle back to the tragedy in the roadway and the shorter route that lay beyond it.


We tried it your way, Karsten said. But theres no getting past. Say this much for the lad, he managed to get this ass-cleft of a laneway bottled up good and tight before he died and I dont much like the portents. Nothing for it now but to go back down to the long road and hope we still got time. The sooner we put legs to it, the sooner well be done.


Babette took a half-step toward the boy and scraped a shallow furrow in the mud with her toe. Then she nudged the boys boot toward it. Karsten groaned.


Bury him? Of all the blasted He stalked back toward her, jabbing his staff irritably into the mud as he went.


Do you see where we bloody are? he growled. Weve got a mountain of sloping shit up that side He thrust the end of his staff into the sloping canyon wall to his left. and another on that! he said, turning now to jab at the slope on the right. This time, when he pulled away, a cascade of wet mud tumbled down to melt into the watery slop of the road.


You see that? Were in a mud trap! I hardly touched it and half the hill jumped down and tried to kill us! What do you think will happen if we try to actually dig a grave in it?


He was almost shouting now, and the truth of it was, he wanted to get out of here. Not because of the dangers of the wet slopes waiting to collapse and bury them both, but because the boy was a bright and painful mirror, shining up at him out of the mud. A lone traveler, dead on the blade of his own folly. And worse, hed taken his blasted animal with him. The notion was too close to the old mans nerve and he wanted to be gone. But trust the llama to see through his bluster and call him to account.


She waited until hed blown out the storm of his argument and then she calmly rebutted, turning her head and nodding toward the obvious solution: the cart.


Karsten stared at her for a good long breath while the rain continued to pound its sadness and misery into the both of them. It was the calmness of her gaze that eventually got to him. Tired, and a little sad, but stern. She blinked at him like an old farm wife waiting out the thunder of her husbands frustration and then, quietly, in the lull that followed, telling him how it was going to be.


And just like that unknown farmer and the countless other men in the world who had tangled with a woman and lost, Karsten sighed and nodded his head. He hated it when the llama was right. But irritated as he may have been, he was not a man to stew over his losses. Once hed accepted a defeat, he saw no point in moaning about it. All that mattered was what came next, and if they were going to use the blasted cart to ferry the bodies somewhere decent, what came next was getting it untangled. Preferably without pulling down the entire slope on their heads while they were about it.


First problem is them shafts, he said, raising his staff more quietly this time and pointing at the twin poles that connected the cart to the corpse of its former puller.


When Babette turned to look, Karsten moved in closer, squeezing past her again and squatting down over the donkeys haunches. The closeness of the raw mud slopes and the heavy clouds above had sucked most of the light from the afternoon, but there was still enough to see by if he got close, and he needed to get a better look at the task in front of them.


Fortunately, the beast had gone straight down when it died and hadnt fallen sideways, burying or snapping the poles. But they were still attached, so when the donkey had collapsed, the front of the cart had tipped down too, shifting the kavafruit forward and putting even more weight on the poles. Even if the donkey had miraculously recovered, there was no way it would ever have gotten back up again without help. The fate of both beast and boy had been sealed with the first buckled knee. Sealed in mud.


Karsten sighed and ran his hand along the donkeys hide, which he immmediately regretted. After a day or more lying dead in the rain, the flesh had developed an unnatural feel. At the same time too stiff in the skin and too jellied beneath. Chances were good he was going to come face to face with a bit more of natures ugliness before this was over, but there was nothing to do but get it done.


A quick shiver ran through him as he stood up, and the relentless rain found another gap in his defenses, sending a trickle of wet chill down inside his oilskin. For the hundredth time, he adjusted his clothes, angling them against the constantly shifting slant of the weather. Then he looked at the llama.


Get in here and lend your back, he said.


Babettes eyes widened in surprise and she shied a half step away, like she was trying to choose which way to bolt.


None of that, Karsten growled as he reached out and grabbed her halter. Youre the one that insisted, so just quit your quaking and do your part, you hear? Well not get the boy into the cart until we get the beast off him, and the beast aint going nowhere until the cart is offa it. So congratulations. In this little mummers tale youve written, youll be the one playing the role of the donkey.


As he was chiding her, trying to calm her with the gruff and familiar tone of his voice, he reached back with his free hand to release the coiled load straps on her pannier. When he turned to get a better look at what he was doing, a wet ball of llama carpet lunged in quickly over his shoulder and pressed itself against his neck.


Here now! Karsten started. He tried to pull away but the worldsong flooded into him and washed away whatever hed been about to say or do as a chorus of water angels with rivers for voices sang their thundering melody in his head. It was the song of the magefire. The voice of the land itself, the Dowager had called it. Different each of the few times hed heard it, but always beautiful. So grand as to make him weep, but simple too, composed only of the sounds natural to the world around him. The first time, in a grassy meadow at night, it had come as a symphony of birds and crickets. Today it came as the voices of a million raindrops dancing in a storm.


Through his distorted awareness, Karsten felt the halter lead fall from his hand to thump gently against his muzzle. Mud dragged at his toes as he tried to step closer, sucked at his boots as he backed away. And all around him the music! He felt a surge of power rising up through the mud, racing toward him in answer to the call of the song.


Theres no telling what might have happened next if a bolt of untimely lightning had not chosen that moment to shatter the darkness. White light filled the sky, accompanied by a crack of thunder so loud that, for a moment, even the symphony of existence was silenced. Karsten sobbed for the loss of such beauty, but with that separation came the return of perspective, and before the music could rush back in to fill the silence, he shoved the llama roughly away. The song faded off into the rumbles of distant thunder.


This aint what its for! he sputtered, unsure whether he was angry at Babette for trying to initiate the bond, or at himself for refusing it. His skin still quivered from the echo of the music and his voice had an almost frantic edge to it.


Theres mage work and theres muscle work! he shouted, And you cant do one kind with the other! You want proof? Just look at this wreck of a road you picked out for us!


Babette just glared at him, disappointment etched in every splash of rain that danced across her muzzle.


Karsten sighed. The thing of it was, she might be right. He really didnt know all that much about magecraft. Theyd been on the run since the moment the old woman had sparked them. Shed wound their springs with some high and mighty words and then sent them off as her champions, to bring justice and fair play to a land beset with villainy, or some such. But between one thing and another, theyd scarce been able to bring supper to the table in the days since, let alone put their heads together and learn the first thing about how to control this magery stuff. To spill truth, hed been kinda putting it off. Scared, Babette called it, though he preferred to think of it as proper caution.


But what did a llama care about responsibilities and consequences? Babette had been after him constantly to just dive in and try it, like now, barging in with her sopping face like that and making contact, reigniting the magefire as if maybe this time he would grab onto it and toss it around with her. Karsten had no problem with learning by doing, but as a bounty hunter hed learned plenty about the ways of powerany powerand he didnt have much truck for playing with it like a pair of kids with a sparklight. Not when he was the one standing in the tinderhouse. Even if she was right, even if he had been putting it off for too long, this was not the time to see to it. Not with the Emperors dogs at his heels, just waiting for him to grab power again and try to best them at their favorite game.


With his worries boiling up into a foam of anger, the old man slapped roughly at the catches and released the load straps. By the time he got them untangled and set to length, he had regathered some of his composure and was able to smooth most of the irritation from his voice as he turned and told her what was needed.


Ill climb over to give ye room, and then yell have to turn yerself around and step back into the traces. Can we do that much without symphonic accompaniment, do you think?


Babette moved sullenly, dropping her head in a curt nod, but she did agree. And though he was still unnerved himself, he gave her a reassuring pat on the pannier before stepping away, knowing how much she disliked being near dead livestock.


In short, they made their apologies.


With the ongoing argument thus set aside once more, Babette gave a quick, nervous shake and then stepped forward, getting herself into position, straddling over top of the donkeys head and shoulders. She had to press her entire flank against the muddy bank to do it, but most of her ended up where she needed to be, standing between the tips of the cart poles.


Once she was in position, Karsten came back in and dropped himself down beneath her so he could reach the straps that still bound the poles to the donkey. Hed have preferred to release them before shed stepped in, but shed never have gotten herself squeezed around the ends once they were up in the air. The road was just too blasted narrow.


Now dont you go making any stupid jokes about squatting on me while Im down here, Karsten said as he brushed a dangling clump of wet llama wool out of his eyes. Are we clear? The notion of ending his days the way the boy had done was enough to make him quiver, but the llama bleated a response that told him she found the suggestion insulting.


Just so long as were agreed, he said. Then he went back to working the straps free.


The one closest to him was easy enough, and popped loose in a trice, but the one on the far side was twisted around, leather-side out and the buckle pressed against the donkeys clammy ribs. He considered just cutting it free, but he didnt really want to risk cutting into the jellied flesh and dealing with the mess. So he worked at it for a bit longer and tried to ignore the sickening squish as his fingers kept sliding down between the leather and the donkeys waxy hide. Finally, he felt the buckle slip free. With a sigh of relief he withdrew his hand and pulled the strap out with it.


Got it, he said. Babette bobbed her head in acknowledgment as the bounty hunter got back to his feet, but now came the tricky part. Hed have preferred to tell her about it while talking quietly into her ear and with a firm hand on her halter, but there was no way to squeeze between her and the slope without risk of bringing it down on them. So he reached out and thumped a hand on her pannier. Just enough to let her know he was there.


If it was up to me, Id say leave em where they lay and be done, get ourselves out of this infernal damp. He hunched his shoulders forward a little and shifted to turn his back more squarely to the rain. But you were right. It dont feel right leaving the lad here to rot. And when were done, I intend to find whatever fool sent him out into this weather with too much load and not enough donkey. Whoever it was needs a sharp lesson.


Babette turned her face to peer back at him over the pannier and gave a short whuffle, but it sounded like agreement rather than a complaint, so Karsten went on.


Thing is, we wont get him nowhere without we first get that cart back up, but its jammed tight against the slope.


Indeed, the back corner of the cart was jammed into the far bank, and enough soil had slumped down onto it that it was hard to say exactly how much cart was in the hill, and how much hill was in the cart. There was no way hed be able to lift the poles without her.


Afraid yer gonna have to kneel down, he said. Only way I can get the poles strapped to you proper. Then we can lift it up together. So thats the plan. You with me?


Hed known this would be a problem for her. Babette had carried men on her back a thousand times or more. Prisoners, mostly, being carted back to whoever had paid for their retrieval. And a healthy number of those had not been breathing at the time. But even so, shed always done it without so much as a flicker of distress. This time, however, was different. This time it wasnt a dead ruffian. Nor was the body across her back. Shed always been skittish when it came to dead livestock. And now here he was, asking her to squat down low and press her belly right down hard onto a bloating, half-rotted donkey corpse.


He could feel the tremble run through her as she considered what hed said, but to his relief, she didnt shirk. She just shifted her feet impatiently, as if to say, Im standing here, arent I? Lets get on with it.


Karsten smiled and patted her harness. Good girl, he said, forgetting for a moment how much she hated being called that. Oops. Sorry, he added quickly. Dont know what come over me. Meant to say, Thank you. With that, he stepped back to give her some room.


As soon as the bounty hunter was clear, Babette folded her legs and lowered herself down, restricting her complaints to just a few low and unhappy grumbles as her belly settled sickeningly onto the donkeys head, pressing it down into the squelching mud.


The moment she was in place, Karsten moved in and laced her straps through the rings on the poles, snugging them up tight. When he was sure the buckles were good and secure, he stood back up and hurried over to the sunken wheel. Lightning flashed to light his work as he jammed his heavy staff down into the mud behind the axel. There was no room for the cart to roll back any further, but if they worked at it, he should be able to rock it forward as Babette lifted. Hopefully that would be enough travel to work it free.


Yer all set, he called out over a peal of thunder from above. Ill lever from here. You lift when yer ready.


Rain lashed down around him in a redoubled effort to keep the cart secure in its muddy trap, but they were used to it now. The cart poles trembled as Babette struggled to straighten her legs. Karsten threw his shoulder against his staff, trying to raise the axel up out of the mud and forward, by force of will as much as muscle. He was straining at the limits of his strength, slipping and sliding in the sucking mud, when a voice called out from behind him.


You there! Peasant! Ive urgent business ahead. Clear my road this very minute, or so help me, Ill have you beaten! And then, before he could turn to look, Karsten heard a sharp crack and felt the sting of a buggy whip touch him on the shoulder.


Could he be blamed if he let go of his staff just then? Babette would understand. Indeed, she knew him well and was already settling back down onto the donkey to wait as the bounty hunter brushed his oilskin back to clear the blades at his belt. With everything hed endured lately, a tussle would be welcome. Therapeutic, you might even say.


As the icy calm born of a thousand such confrontations sizzled through his guts and down to his extremities, Karsten turned to face his attacker, with a low and menacing growl.


Mister, you just put lash to the wrong man.


Imagine his surprise when he found himself facing a girl of scarcely more than twelve.



***




In two quick strides, Karsten was past the pony and at the girls chase. Before her surprise could even finish arching her eyebrows, hed snatched the flick out of her hands and broken it over his knee.


How How dare you? she sputtered. Do you have any idea who I am?


Spoiled merchants daughterd be my guess, he said as his eyes quickly swept the tiny, well-appointed carriage. But though there was room for two more on the seat with her, she appeared to be alone, save for a mangy cat in a basket and its clutch of mewling kits. If the girl had any weapons beyond the pony flick, shed hidden them well.


Satisfied that she was no threat, he handed her back the pieces of her whip. Word of advice, girl. If yer gonna pick a fight with someone bigger, be sure he dont get up. Next one might not treat ye so polite.


The girl seemed to almost swallow her tongue in apoplexy. Never had she ever and so forth, but Karsten wasnt listening, because it had now occurred to him that she probably was somebodys daughter. It was only ever the high-born reached for that much fury that quickly after starting a conversation with him.


Normally he considered this to be one of his more entertaining talents, but today it was a bit of a problem. He and Babette were trying to keep to the shadows and backroads for a reason. If the girl really was kin to some local butter-monger, then they were now just a single tale to daddy from trouble.


He briefly considered playing the bumpkin. If he showed her what she was expectingan old peasant stuck in the roadhe and Babette would sink beneath her notice and shed have no cause to mention them to her kin. No more than she would list the flies she had swatted that day or the dung piles she had delicately avoided. But he dismissed the idea as quickly as it came to him. Such dissembling might be the way for other folks, but he prefered to confront the world as he was. Kept a whole lotta things more simple that way. So he didnt tip his hat and beg her forgiveness as she was no doubt expecting.


Ye can sit there and wait, he said, or ye can get down off yer buggy and lend a hand. Then he turned around and went back to the cart.


If anything, the mud around the wheels was even wetter now and the rain had redoubled its efforts to piss him off. He had just got his staff wedged back under the axel when the girl startled him, appearing at his side.


Well, Im here. What would you have me do?


Karsten was bent low over the wheel and had to tip his head up to look at her from beneath his weatherbrim. Truth be shared, hed intended his words to slight the girl. Knock her back off her prissy perch just a bit. He hadnt even considered that she might actually take him up on it. But he wasnt about to refuse the offer.


Could use you on the other wheel, he said, jerking his head toward the far side of the cart.


The girl took quick stock of the llama and the cart poles and the dead donkey and then wisely decided on a different route, clambering up by the rails and across the front of the cart, where she dropped with a dainty splash into the mud on the far side.


Just push? she asked as she placed her hands on top of the wheel.


The bounty hunter couldnt figure why she was suddenly so agreeable, but he wasnt about to go poking any sticks into the eye of good fortune. 



Better if ye grab the spokes further back and lift, he said. Grips tighter and ye can use all yer muscles steada just yer arms.


When the girl was set, he put his shoulder to his staff and then called out. Ye ready? When both of his companions answered in the affirmative, he dug in his feetThen heave!and gave it his all.


Its possible the cart quivered, but after several seconds of unladylike grunting and burbling from all quarters, it was clear that a quiver was all they were going to get.


And off! he called out, relaxing his weight from his staff and then straightening up to relieve the knot that was still building at the base of his spine.


Its stuck good and proper, he said, rubbing irritably at the part of his back where spine met ass-crack. Whatever fool dug this road, he didnt have no hints about doing it proper. Like he was almost trying to get it plugged up first chance.


Oh? the girl said as she looked around for somewhere to wipe the muck from her hands and then decided that her skirts would have to do. And what would you have done different?


Shorter answer to tell ye what Idve done the same, he said. Walls too steep. Roadbed not crowned. No ditches. And the whole blasted things too narrow. Well be lucky the entire business dont collapse in this weather and bury us all.


Even saying it made his skin quiver, like he was daring fate to a game of silly buggers. The rain showed no sign of abating, and the road was noticeably wetter now than when theyd first arrived. The slopes were like a giant funnel, herding every drip, drap and drop from the entire region right down here to confound his troubles. For the moment, it was only a nuisance, but soon or late, all that countryside up above was going to realize it was being left out and come rushing down to join the party.


The silly buggers feeling crawled across his skin again and the bounty hunter realized that time was scampering away. With a gaze sharpened by peril, he looked around to take a proper look at the situation. A more tactical look.


First thing he noticed was that Babette was fully straddling the donkey blockage. Already halfway past. In fact, if they just left the boy for someone else to find, she could cross to this side as easy as go back. All theyd have to deal with then would be the girl and her gig. Once past that, theyd be clear of the entire disaster and on their way.


Lightning flashed above, closer now. Almost on top of the hill they were standing in. He could not have asked for a clearer sign.


Well, thats for it, he said. Two funerals is enough for one day. Time to face truth. Then he yanked his staff out from under the axel and squelched his way toward her gig.


Wait! Youre giving up? the girl called out. Just like that? One pathetic tug and its over? I wasnt really set. Lets try again and Im sure this time it will pop free. Im stronger than I look, you know.


Karsten sighed and turned around to face her. The blasted cart is sunk too deep for that, he said. I been on the roads a long while now and I know a hopeless task when I see it. Could try a hundred more times, with five more girls just like you into the bargain, and it still wouldnt budge. All wed be doing is wearing ourselves out trying to prove how manly we all was, and wed have no one to thank but the miserable dirtmage who carved this death ditch when we broke our backs trying. He rubbed again at the ache in his spine before waving the girl forward.


Now you come along and Ill get yer pony turned around for ye. Youll be home and dry, quick as yer whip, with Babette and me right behind. Yer pa can send someone out for the boy in the morning.


To show he was as good as his word, he turned and snatched up the ponys lead and started checking the tack. It was a good plan. Any decent fool would see the sense of it.


Apparently, though, the girl was the wrong kind of fool.


Let go that harness or Ill flay you where you stand! she called out. Her voice sounded strange as the wind picked up and began to howl through the cut. Even Babette seemed annoyed at it, and bleated out a belch of indignation.


Karsten sighed. Would nothing go easy today? Hed thought they had moved beyond all that lady and peasant crap, what, with her getting herself down in the mud alongside him and all. Once again he was learning that, with some folks, the worth of a man could only be measured in coin.


Thought I told ye not to go pitching promises ye couldnt back, he said as he turned to give her his scary glare. But the old bounty hunter stopped in mid-turn and gaped. The girl was no longer standing by the cart where hed left her.


She was floating above it, wrapped in a cyclone of rain.


And her scary glare was better than his.



***




I will not return to the shackle of my fathers rule! she cried.


The wind was definitely humming in tune with her voice now and the rain seemed to hiss in harmony with both. It reminded him of the water song he and Babette had shared earlier. Coarser though. Less musical. As the winds continued to rise, the temperature plunged and now Karsten could feel pellets of ice mixed into the spray as it battered his face and bent his weatherbrim down over his eyes.


So youre the dirtmage I take it?


As he spoke, he let the buffeting wind push him sideways, bringing him several steps closer to Babette. If this became a magefight, hed be as good as dead. He and Babette had to actually be touching before he could access their song, and hed already made damned certain she wouldnt be able to come to him. Hed strapped his poxing bloodmate to the fecking fruitcart!


Above him, the girl shrieked in irritation. I am not a dirtmage! she cried. Im a wetmage! Completely different thing. Now step aside and let me try to clear the way!


Karsten had never heard the word wetmage before, and suspected she had made it up, but at least she didnt seem intent on killing him at the moment. He lurched the last few yards through the mud and heaved himself heavily against the llamas pannier. He didnt want to grab the music unless he had to, but it was a relief to be close enough to have the choice.


Babette looked back at him with wide eyes. Concerned but not panicky. Bleurupt? she asked. Karsten could only shrug.


I dont know. Keep her talking, I suppose. Find out what hole weve gotten ourselves into this time and hope it aint too deep to climb out. Same as always. Then he turned to face the girl.


So youre the fool dug this menace of a road? Were ye aiming fer death trap, or was that just luck of the harvest? 



Shut up! she cried, the wind now whipping her hair like snakes boiling in a pot. I did it for my father! Do you have any idea how long it takes to bring a flock to market? This storm is going to loose him a contract. A big one. And all because that fool Droffit will be too superstitious to use my road. But if I can get to the crossroads before him, I can drove his flock in half the time and prove my worth. And then Ill have leverage. Enough at least to demand a say in my fate. Maybe even enough to earn my place as his heir.


The bounty hunter was startled by the very notion. A she-woolner? he said, as much to himself as to the girl. Sheeping was a notoriously men-folks-only proposition, and for less than savory reasons, it was often said. Why would she want admission to company like that? His surprise, however, seemed only to stoke the girls rage, and the wind slashed down harder against him as she rose higher into the air.


Is that all you see? she cried, her arms flung out to either side as she glared down on him like an angry goddess. A timid little girl? What about the powerful wetmage? What sheepsman wouldnt give his stones for surety against drought? What weaver wouldnt sell his oldest son to an ifrit for power over the river that drives his looms?


Karsten shook his head in wonder. The girl might be crazy, but she had plums on her, that much was certain. And clearly shed given more thought to her situation than hed credited her for. If she could clear the cart, he might as well let her get to it.


By all means then, yer magery, please continue.


The girl sneered at the courtly bow he offered and then turned back to her work, drifting back toward her chase to get a better look. The pony seemed unfazed by the display and backed a few steps, pushing the lightweight gig behind it and giving the girl room.


At first Karsten couldnt be sure what the storm girl intended. Her face narrowed in concentration as her worldsong rose about her in swirls of sound and rain, but nothing seemed to be happening. Then he noticed that there was something odd about the road. It was moving. No, not the road itselfit was the muddy water. It was pulsing slightly. Rippling, but not in the proper way. Instead of rippling down the slope, as it had been doing earlier, now it had reversed course and was rippling up the slope of the road. Toward the half-buried cart.


What are you trying to? Karsten began, but the girl threw a quick, menacing glare at him.


Be silent! This is hard! Then she turned back to the task laid out before her.


He watched as the ripples seemed to narrow, converging to a point like a crudely formed arrowhead aimed at the wheel of the cart. But the arrowhead wasnt stable. It would form for a moment, and then break apart, never quite doing anything more than splatter a few glops of mud onto the spokes.


At this rate, shell bury it deeper before she frees it, Karsten muttered, and Babette seemed to agree, because for the second time since theyd arrived on the scene, Karsten felt the wet press of llama fur against his neck. His first instinct was to jerk away again, but as the song began to swell up within them, he caught the gist of Babettes intent. Nothing dramatic. Nothing to give themselves away. Just a little helping hand.


The girl was shrieking now. She hung there in midair and screamed the fury of her frustration down at the road while the wind and rain whipped the sky into muddy foam. But despite the sound and the fury, it did precious little to free the cart. Karsten could feel the girls anger mounting and he knew what was coming. Any moment now her frustration would reach its crescendo and she would give up. The time to act was now.


This is your show, he thought to himself, meaning to Babette, and she nodded his head in agreement. With their own song now firmly established, but quieter somehow, his companion threw themselves into the challenge with perfect llama logic.


Karsten felt himself raise a leg to one side and let loose a satisfying stream of piss.


From within the storm, the girls screams of rage suddenly turned to shrieks of delight and Karsten looked out with all four eyes to see what had changed. The arrowhead had formed again, but more firmly now, narrowed into a tight, steady jet. As the girl gestured at the wind to correct its aim, Karsten and Babette each turned their hips, following the girls lead and bringing the stream of their muddy relief to bear more directly upon the base of the wheel. This time, a milky brown fountain spewed upward around the spokes as the sucking mud gave way to their concentrated torrent of imaginary piss water.


Back and forth they played their stream, gouging deeper and deeper into the heavy mud that held the cart in place. Eventually, both wheels were clear, all the way to the bottom, and not a moment too soon. The force of his stream had begun to falter, and as it tapered away, Karsten felt a brief flash of shame. Apparently, it had not been completely imaginary. Hed been emptying his own bladder the entire time. He was not the young buck hed once been though, so as his old-man stream diminished to a trickle in his trousers, the arrowhead lost its shape too. But it had been enough to get the job done and the girl settled to the roadway with a whoop of triumph.


Did you see that? she cried. I did it! Then she fell wearily to her knees in the road.


Karsten gave Babette an affectionate scratch under her chin in thanks and then stepped away, breaking their contact before the girl could sense the part theyd played in her victory.


Aye, he said. An impressive feat. Too bad you didnt use it to dig some side ditches in the first place.


The girl turned an exhausted face toward him. You think I wouldnt have dug them if I knew how? she said, heaving for breath like a landed trout. Or crowned the road? Another breath. Not as easy as it looks, you know. She paused again, leaning back to open her lungs wider while waving a hand broadly at the road around her. Sure, drag a bit of mud around. Sounds easy. Another pause. But where do you put it all? Any idea Breath. how much mud had to go? And every speck had to be flushed Breath. all the way to Executioners Pond. Over two miles! Breath. Cutting this death ditch, as you so charmingly put it, took me almost a month!


By the time shed finished her account, the girl had regained her wind and Karsten had found a little humility. To put full truth on the matter, it hadnt even occurred to him that the incompetence hed been cursing in the unknown dirtmage might be nothing more than lack of experience. Wisdom knew he hadnt earned the right to be pointing that particular finger. Far from it. And by the evidence of what hed just seen, the girl might even be ahead of him. Not as powerful, for certain, but more experienced with what little she had. And that was something to think on. Maybe Babette was right.


But before the bounty hunter could decide which female he owed the greater apology to, the girl pushed herself up to her feet and stumbled forward to the cart.


Come on! she said, as she dragged herself up over the rails again and in with the produce. You and your camel should be able to pull it clear now, and I can still get down to the crossroad before Droffit does. Then she started tossing handfuls of mud overboard like she was bailing a sinking ship.


Karsten nodded in grudging approval. It was clear she wasnt going to back down. He shrugged and turned to Babette.


Well, what about it? Its you asll be doing the work, not me. His camel just wriggled her rump, reminding him that she was still squatting on a decomposing donkey.


Right, he replied. Whatever gets you back on your feet soonest. Id forgotten about that.


Despite their discomforts, neither Karsten nor Babette had been much depleted by their recent magework so it was not long at all before he was back at the wheel with his staff in place and Babette had signalled her readiness. This time, when he gave the word and Babette lifted, the cart moved, rolling forward easily in the rut the girl had carved. In a trice, the back end pulled free of the slope, the poles began to lift and Babette was finally able to stand.


Keep it moving, he called out and the llama took a few steps forward. There was a bit of a stall as the cart wheels struggled to climb up out of the rut, but Babette put her shoulders into it and the whole thing popped right out.


Karsten let her pull it straight, and only winced a little when the cart wheel rolled over the back of the donkeys head and drove it deeper into the mud. But then they were past that depressing obstacle, with the cart lined up straight and off to the side of the road.


The bounty hunter called out a somber Hold! and Babette came to a stop. He might have been tempted to give a quiet cheer, if not for the sad sight now fully revealed before him in the muck.


A right gruesome way to go, he said.


Standing up in the back of the cart, the girl looked at the boy and the donkey. She seemed truly sad for a moment, but then she looked around and cursed.


Dammit! she yelled, and kicked one of the kavafruit furiously off the cart. Its still not enough!


Karsten watched the unlucky fruit embed itself into the muddy slope beside the cart, and then looked back at the girl to see what she was on about.


Apparently, shed expected to be on her way the moment the cart was free, but hed known there would still be no room for the chase to pass. He shook his head in wonder. They werent much for logistics maybe, but never let it be said that youngsters didnt feel the full flame of whatever passions took them.


Well have the boy in the cart soon enough, he said. Then we can get you turned around and well run back together. Must be somewhere further back the way ye came is wide enough to pass.


But that wasnt enough for the girl and she stomped a foot on the cart bed in frustration. Theres plenty of room at the pond, but thatll take too long! she cried. I need to be there now! Not tomorrow!


Could always fly, he said, rubbing at his whiskers in contemplation. Suppose we could leave the cart here and take the boy in your gig. Leave it for ye in town.


But the girl slumped her shoulders in defeat. I cant fly. When Karsten opened his mouth to remind her that hed just seen her doing exactly that, she cut him off.


Well, I can, she said. Here. But I cant get more than a dozen yards or so from Puriyah before the song dies. I dont expect youd know, but we mages have to stay close to our bloodmates or nothing works.


Then she threw a glare back at her chase. And do not tell me to just fly her with me. Weve argued about it for days now, but she wont leave her kits behind and she doesnt trust me to keep them safe in the air.


Oh, so it was the cat then. Hed assumed the pony was her familiar. But whichever animal it was, it sounded like their relationship was similar to the one he shared with Babette.


Then Ill suppose youve also considered flying the gig over us, and theres a reason that wont work either.


The girl nodded and her shoulders sagged even lower. Too heavy, she said.


Karsten glanced quickly at Babette and was relieved when she gave a slight shake of her head to match his own thinking. It was one thing to help the girl out when she wouldnt notice, but they couldnt risk their secret getting out. There were too many people searching for them and too much reward being offered. At this point in time, neither one of them would have told their own mother where they were. With the entire region in a tizzy over rumors of a rogue mage, the last thing they needed now was for this girl to leave here with tales of a strange and powerful man shed met up in the hills. Best he keep her busy.


Well, when ye cant do what ye cant do, he said, as much to himself as to her. All ye can do is what ye can. It sounded stupid, now that he said it aloud, but hed meant it in earnest. Well just have to get back to that pond right quick and get ye on yer way. Better to get there maybe late than not get there at all, aint it?


The girl gave a resigned shrug, but while it was clear she wasnt happy about it, she didnt seem to have a better notion herself.


So after giving Babette a quick handful of dried berries from her stash, Karsten went back and crouched down by the pair of legs sticking out from under the donkey. The only thing to do was get on with it. He waved for the girl to join him.


Ill lever the donkey off, he said, jamming his walking stick in under the gray mass. It made an unpleasant squelching sound, which he ignored, but the girls face turned a bit green at the edges.


Once I get it up, you pull the lad free. Ready? One. Two. Heave!


The bounty hunter threw his weight against his staff, straining to raise the carcass up out of the mud, and slowly it began to move. There were more sickening slurps and farts as the donkey corpse resisted, but it did lift, and a moment later, the boys shoulders and head were clear.


Hurry now, he grunted, straining to hold the beast aloft while the girl pulled.


Then the oddest thing happened. Before the girl could grab hold, the boy rolled over onto his back and his eyes snapped open.


Its about fucking time! the lad spat, gurgling out a mouthful of black, muddy water. Then there was a blur of movement and something slammed into the back of the bounty hunters head. As the windows of his soul closed down for business, Karsten caught a flickering glimpse of his assailant and was reminded of one of his oldest rules for happy living.


Never trust a donkey.



***




Poxing highwaymen! On my road!


Karsten opened his eyes as the world shook against his back. He tried to look around but a tight cord across his throat made him think twice. The girls voice was close, but he couldnt see her. Behind him somewhere, and up higher, which wasnt hard. He was sitting in the muck with his legs out in front and his wrists bound to the cart rails above his head, forcing him into the time-honored gesture of surrender.


Not bloody likely, he muttered.


It was still pissing rain which had his bindings proper soaked and theyd been tied tight, allowing him little movementespecially the one at his throat. Any attempt to turn his head only made it cut deeper, threatening his air. From what he could tell, he was lashed to the wheel of the cart. Most of what he could see was the rising slope of mud across from him, scarcely beyond his feet. To his left, he could just make out the pony in his peripheral. Something was making the beast nervous, nickering in a breathy panic and tossing her head left and right, trying to get a look back behind her.


The cart at his back shook again, and the cord bit in, choking Karstens air and dissolving his vision into a foam of black.


You leave her be! You hear me? When the shouting stopped, the bindings relaxed and he sucked in a lungful quickly.


Whatever youre shaking up there, stop it! he said. Less ye want to be facing this by yourself.


The world shuddered a third time, less violently this time, and everything leaned a trifle toward him.


Youre alive? the girl said. Where are you?


So. She must be tied tight as well. Down here, he said. Lashed to the wheel. Judging by the way her weight shifted, the girl must be in the back of the cart, to his left. Whered they go?


The donkeys still lying in the road. I dont think he can get up. I cant see the boy, but I think hes doing something to Carlotta. She sounds terrified.


Nah, yer ponys proper skittish but shes fine. Whatevers agitating her, its behind her. But hell be back, soon enough. Tell me what happened.


Before the girl could begin, a low moan rose up from the mud to Karstens left.


Crevus! Theys talkin now! The voice was deep and oddly sloppy sounding, as though the road itself had decided to speak. Karsten could just make out the low lump of donkey, now laying on its side, half buried in the muddy road.


Dont fret none, Mok! came an answering call from somewhere down the road. That would be the lad. I tied em tight. Is they moving about?


I cant see em, Crevus! Theys behind me!


Well if they got free theydve killed you again, so yer still safe. Now hold yer water. Ill just be a titch.


Dont want to get killed again, Crevus! Hurt something awful last time.


The boy called something in reply, but Karsten couldnt make it out. He needed to know what was going on.


Quickly, girl! Tell me what you saw. I need to know the situation. Before the boy comes back.


Ive got a name, you know. Its Zhalah. 



The bounty hunter sighed. Some folks just didnt have any sense for the proper timing of things.


Alright. Zhalah. Tell me what ye saw.


There was a pause as the girl took a moment to swallow her dread, but then she gave a halting account. As hed suspected, it was the donkey had clobbered him. Thumped him with a waving hoof while the boy had swarmed up like a demon out of the grave and overpowered her. Truly one of the most horrific sights shed ever laid eyes to.


What about after? Karsten prodded. The girls account had been long on fear but maddeningly short on specifics.


Apparently, the donkey had tried to get up to help his companion, but had been unable. Something about the meat being too loose, Zhalah said with a cold shudder. Karsten welcomed that small grace, but said nothing and let the girl continue.


With his partner holding watch over Karsten, the boy had dragged Zhalah up into the cart and bound her tight with one of the donkeys reins. She hadnt been able to see what happened after that, but judging by the sounds, she was pretty sure hed used the other rein to tie Karsten up. Although at the time, shed thought it odd to bother tying up a dead man.


Aint dead yet, the bounty hunter grumbled.


Well, I can hear that now, she said.


Karsten ignored the girls irritation. The squelch of feet was approaching from beyond the gig.


So its just the two of them, is it? And ones unable to move?


Yes, she said.


And what about you, Babette? He tried to turn his head to the right, but was fetched up hard by the binding at his throat. You still there, girl? A quiet llama grumble said that she was, and what the hell was he doing lying down while she was still tied to this damned cart?


Been a bit busy, he said, knowing that she was more concerned than she let on. Ill have you unhitched soon as I can. But first I gotta figger on how to deal with these two gutter rats.


But what are they? Zhalah asked. How can a dead boy just get up and do things like that?


Karsten suppressed a shudder. To put truth in it, he was getting good and tired of having to deal with dead things coming to kill him, but if thats the way the Emperor wanted to fight, so be it. They might be scary and unnatural strong, but the dead were dumb as posts. 



Ghuls, I imagine, he said, in answer to the girls question. The squelching paused and Karsten could just make out the shape of the boy. He was standing beside the chase now. No point alerting the girl to it. Whatever the boy was planning, there was nothing to be done until they could get themselves free.


Ghuls? For truth? she said, half in shock and the other half sneering. I though they were just a scare-stor


Well now ye know different, Karsten said, cutting her off. There wasnt much time and whatever devilry the boy had in store for them, it was doubtful that letting the captives talk freely would be part of it.


Ye dont hear about them much these days because they only get used in war. Now think, girl! Why would these two be way out here? There any graveyards about?


The girl laughed. Are you joking? Were in the middle of the Wrinkles!


Just then, a loud yowl cut through the spatter of rain, followed by a hiss, and then a yelp from the boy. Karsten twisted to see, straining against his bonds but whatever it was, it was over. The boy was already moving away from the gig, shaking his head in annoyance as he shoved something into his pocket.


So what? the bounty hunter said, returning to the girls comment. Its an impassable heap of rocks and swamps. Whats that got to do with it?


Thats what it is now, the girl replied. You never heard about the city of Kneve and Fleshmaster Zull? How it took the Emperor himself and three Advocates to stop him?


Of course hed heard the stories. There wasnt a lad in the Empire who hadnt taken up a willow branch to defend the honor of his familys paddock from the Fleshmaster and his horde on a dull summers day. And as those lads grew into manhood, theyd heard even darker tales, told with too many details and too few laughs, and known that there was truth behind the boyish fable. The Fleshmaster of Kneve had commanded one of the largest ghul hordes in history. If theyd passed this way, there would be a battle site nearby, and no doubt a committee of ghuls still in residence, even these long centuries later.


That was the thing with ghuls; they were patient buggers. Too stupid to die along with their bodies when the meat they were riding finally rotted through and fell from the bone. They just hung around, waiting for a newer, fresher ride to happen by. So even once hed dealt with this pair, there would still be a risk of others laying traps along the road ahead. Hed have to keep clear of those entanglements if he wanted to stay ahead of the Emperors men.


How far to the graves? he asked.


The girl gave a barely contained squeak of frustration. Youre not listening! she hissed. I told you. Were in the Wrinkles! The Emperor didnt defeat the Fleshmaster and his army in battle and then bury them. He raised the city itself into the air and turned it upside down, burying them all in one go. Every man, woman, child and ghul. Thats what the Wrinkles are! The entire region is a graveyard!


Karsten felt his blood turn to water. The entire region? Hed never heard any tale like that. No wonder these hills were shunned. Between the ill history, the spiteful ground, and the chance of ghuls met along the way, no traveler in his right mind would ever have dared such a route. Not just for fear of their own lives, but for fear of what they might unleash in dying. If the girl was right; if these hills really were the burial ground of Kneve, then the muddy slopes around him would already be thick with slinking shadows, flowing across the rain-slicked earth like a pack of starving dogs. All they needed was a supply of fresh bodies to get them started. A few dozen would do it. Fighting men, ideally, and maybe a few mages thrown in for full value.


Like the force an Emperor might send to capture a brigand mage and his flighty familar.


For an entire beat, the bounty hunter just sat there, letting the rain wash over him. The taste of stupid was bitter on his tongue. Stupid for letting the boy get the drop on him. Stupid for letting the llama chose their path. Stupid for letting the old woman saddle him with her dreams of justice in the first place. He was a mother-humping cork of stupid jammed into the bung of a district-sized cask of evil that had been left on the fire to boil.


And somehow he had to work himself free without spilling a drop.



***




Damnation!


The bounty hunters eyes flew open to find Crevus sprawled across his legs, pulling at his boots. Get off! Hed been lost in thought, trying to recount everything hed heard about ghuls, and now here he was, under one. Lightning flashed above and Karsten caught the sinister glint of steel in the dead boys hand. Sister Grace. He kicked out, trying to dislodge the creature, but could get no purchase in the mud.


Whats happening? Zhalah called. Her voice was almost drowned out by the rain drumming on the bed of the cart.


Damned ghul is after my boots!


Karsten lashed out again, trying to knock the blade from Crevuss hand. In honesty, he was more concerned about the boots than the flesh inside them. Theyd cost him a pretty jewel and had been custom fit by an even prettier cobblers wife, but those memories were beside the point. Any man who made his trade upon the High Ways knew that a good pair of boots were about the most precious things he could own.


And these were very good boots.


But the ghul was not particular. When it seemed too much work to separate the bounty hunter from his footwear, Crevus gave a shrug of disinterest and drove the tip of the blade down into the flesh of Karstens leg, biting in at the top of his calf, behind the greaves.


Damnation! the bounty hunter cursed again at the sudden burn of cold steel. But more alarming still, Babette warbled an answering bleat of concern.


Its nothing! he called out quickly, trying to calm her with the sound of his voice. Just stand yer ground and whatever blamed foolishness gets into yer head, do not take so much as a step!


Whether by cunning or luck, the ghul had lashed the bounty hunters throat to the hub of the wheel and his hands to the railing above him. If the cart rolled, the strap around Karstens neck would snap his head clean off before shed taken three steps.


Meanwhile, the ghul was now mopping at Karstens leg with a piece of wet homespun torn from its own shirt, sopping up the thin trickle of blood that now oozed from the wound. As wounds went, it wasnt bad. The leather of his pants had taken most of the damage. But it still tingled and burned something fierce. Karsten could only curse as he contemplated the foul vapors that must cling to the shirt of a dead farmboy. Vapors that would now be coursing through his veins.


Get it done if yer gonna do it, he snarled. Dont waste my time with yer bandages and kisses.


But Crevus looked up at him in surprise. Oh, I aint gonna kill ye. The master likes to vacate his bodies hisself. Does it a special way sos the meat dont rot. Then he raised the blood-stained rag so Karsten could see it. Just need yer living blood to call him to table. And with that ominous announcement, he scampered away, leaving the bounty hunter to bleed in the rain.


Karsten tried to bend his knee, hoping to raise the wound up out of the muck, but that only clenched the muscles in his leg and forced the blood out faster. With a growl of annoyance, he straightened his leg back out and let it flop down into the wet roadway.


Poxes and taint! he spat, as the slop pressed against his laceration, burning like a case of brothel rash. 



Are you hurt? The girl sounded genuinely concerned, but Karsten thought he heard a tremor of fear beneath the question. Not that he blamed her. She probably thought he was dying and that shed be left alone to face whatever was coming next. Or whoever.


Nah! Just angry, he said as the cart shuddered again at his back, but the vibration was different this time. Sharper.


Whats happening now? The boy had vanished around the back of the cart but the bounty hunter couldnt turn his head far enough to see.


Hes hacking up the railing with that big knife.


Karsten cursed again. Damn fool was going to ruin the edge and it would take a full day with a stone to set it back to rights. But if the boy was busy for a moment


Another advantage of ghuls being dim is that they werent particularly thorough. Crevus had taken the twin gleaming Sisters from his belt, but that was half the point of carrying them. Brighter men had made that same mistake over the years. It was one of the reasons he had reached the relatively rare state of being an old bounty hunter. Because the true purpose of the Sisters was to give a man something to take away, and then relax his guard, believing the bounty hunter had been disarmed.


So while Crevus continued his assault on Fort Fruitcart, Karsten set about trying to reach one of his real weapons.


There were thirteen Cousins in all. Seven secreted in and around Babette and her packs, with the other six hidden in the various folds andcrevices of his person. Hed long since become accustomed to their presence. Even jammed ass-down into a mud-hole like this, he was more comfortable with them than without.


Unfortunately, he couldnt reach a single one.


When most men tied a prisoner, they tied his hands together and his feet. Trussed him up like a roasting pig. So Karstens hidden blades were mostly positioned to aid in escaping from those kinds of situations. Nobody had ever tied him arms-wide to a poxing donkey cart before. How was he supposed to have anticipated that kind of lunacy?


But if a mans life had to be summed up into a single epitaph, Karstens would probably be: Here lies a persistent son of a bitch. So rather than give over to whining about the unfair boulders set in his path, he just started looking for another way around. And that led him to the girl. Maybe she could reach the blade hidden in his left sleeve. He didnt know exactly where she was, but every time she shifted, he could feel the movement through the cart rail behind his hand. She had to be real close. Everything would depend on how much effort Crevus had put into the bonds of a little girl. If she could move her hands, even a little, he could guide her to the hidden blade.


Hopefully without alerting the ghul.


The cart rocked again with whatever indignity the damned creature was doing to Sister Grace. Still too close to risk talking plain, but Crevus wasnt very bright and it seemed maybe the girl was.


Ye ever been held prisoner before? he called out, hoping it would sound to the ghul like an innocent question. Just two captives passing the time with chatter. Pay no attention.


You could say that, she called back. My father is the master woolner in these parts and Im his prized ewe. He means to have me promised in marriage as part of some contract before the end of summer, and will give me no say. If thats not prison, tell me the difference.


Karsten raised an eyebrow. Not the answer hed been expecting, but there was no time to get into sad tales. Crevus still seemed to be paying no mind, so he tried again. This time a bit less subtle.


I met a woolner once, Karsten said. Real pig, he was. Always eating. Man even kept a spoon up each sleeve, case of emergencies. As he said the word spoon, Karsten rapped against the cart rail with his knuckles. His wrist ached where the strap bit into his old-man flesh, but he was still able to give it a good whack. Maybe enough for the girl to hear it over the rain.


For a moment there was no response and Karsten was beginning to wonder if hed have to be even less subtle. But then he felt her weight shift.


Oh? she called. Was it a stew spoon or a fruit spoon?


Definitely fruit spoon, he said, knocking on the railing again. Cant break the skin of a kava with a dull one.


Crevus! Theys talkin about spoons and food!


Corpses take me! Karsten muttered. Hed forgotten about the stupid donkey. Though even if he had remembered, he wouldnt have figured Mok to be the one to sniff out his trick. That one had seemed about as clever as a hammer and twice as dense. 



What do you care what theys talkin about, Mok? Crevus yelled back to his companion. Clearly he hadnt detected the bounty hunters oh-so-clever deception. Maybe Mok was the brainier of the pair after all.


Theys makin me hungry, Crevus! Make em stop. Or maybe not.


Apparently Karsten wasnt the only one relieved by the donkeys reply. As Crevus told Mok to shut up and let him work, seeing as how he was the only one who was actually doing anything useful, Karsten felt the cart shift again. And a moment later, a fumbling finger swiped against one of his own. Success! Now, if the girl could reach low enough


But my belly is empty, Crevus!


Just think about something else, Mok!


But I caint! I done thought all my other thoughts while we was lying in the ground all them years. Gots nothin left to think on now cept what them two been talkin about. I surely do miss food, Crevus.


While the ghuls argued back and forth, Karsten concentrated on trying to help the girl. Normally, water will slacken leather straps, but the donkeys reins had been lying in the mud for a day or more before hed been tied with them, so theyd already done most of their slacking. Still, the bounty hunter tried to force his hand upward at least a little closer to the girls questing fingers. But no matter how hard he pushed, she couldnt seem to reach any lower than the middle of his palm.


Fine! Ill make em stop!


Karsten had missed some of their conversation, but now Crevus came stomping into view.


You two stop yer jawin about victuals! Yer upsettin Mok.


Apparently, the fool hadnt noticed that neither prisoner had said anything for several minutes nowtheyd been too busy trying to get at the hidden bladebut Karsten glared sullenly at him just the same, as though properly chastened.


Good, the ghul said. And keep it that way. Then he turned to look up the roadway toward the crown of the slope. Karsten could see that, in addition to the bloody rag, the ghul now had a solid fistful of wood shavings in his hand. A tinder pile. It was wet, and getting wetter with every minute, but aged wood like that would light in almost any conditions if it were shaved thin enough, and as dim as Crevus might be, he at least seemed to know that much about basic fire husbandry. Whatever he was planning to do, if he found a flint somewhere, hed have no troub


Up thata way, I think, Crevus muttered as he pulled something from his pocket. A tinder kit. Dammit! The boy opened the little silver box, sheltering it with his body, and stuffed the shavings inside.


Hey! Thats mine! Zhalah yelled.


Crevus looked up at the girl through wet, stringy hair and flashed her a wormy grin. Mine now, he said. Then he turned and stalked off up the roadway, leaving them with just the donkey as a guard.


Crevus? Where ya goin? Bring me back something? A squirrel maybe? Dont have to be a big one! But if the boy heard his friends request, he didnt respond.


When the bounty hunter was confident that the boy was out of earshot, he called up to the girl.


Cant you do anything with that magery of yours?


I told you, she said. Im just a wetmage. I mightve been able to make it rain at him a little harder, or make his shortclothes chafe a little tighter, but thats about it. And I cant even do that much now. Rains washed it all off.


Washed yer magery off? Thought it was in yer blood or some such.


It is, the girl replied. Normally Puriyah and I have got to be touching to do anything, but we figured out we could do it over a short distances too, if she licked my hand first.


The bounty hunter cursed himself for a fool. Such an obvious trick! For as long as the spittle remained on the girls hand, it was as though she and the cat were still touching. He resolved that if they survived this fiasco, hed never leave the llamas side again without a good tongue kiss to see him off. But first he had to manage the surviving part, and it seemed the girls powers wouldnt be much use in that regard.


Oooh. Crevus? It hurts, Crevus! Mok moaned, but his friend was too far to hear his plaintive cry.


Karsten could turn his head just far enough to make out the hunched figure of the boy, indistinct through the rain. He was kneeling at the crown of the hill, but what he was doing there was less certain. Building a fire, at a guess. Probably something to do with summoning the master, which did not sound at all promising. Escaping these two idiots was proving to be challenge enough. He didnt need their boss invited to the party as well.


Mok, however, didnt know that his friend couldnt hear him, and continued his mournful complaint. How come I gots to be so hungry and you dont, Crevus? It aint fair!


It was the girl who hit on the idea first. After the donkeys third bitter lament went unanswered, she called out a suggestion of her own.


I know where theres a big pile of kavafruit, she said. Maybe if my hands were free I could toss you some. The bounty hunter wasnt sure how the donkey was supposed to untie her from where it lay, but he had to give the girl credit. At least she was trying. Maybe her headstone would say something about persistence too.


Dont want fruit, Mok replied, sounding like a little boy being told to eat his parsnips. I wants meat. Nice squirrel would be so tasty.


That cant be right, she said. Donkeys dont eat squirrels. Donkeys eat fruit and grain.


Dont know much about donkeys, Mok moaned. But I eats meat, and squirrels has got some. Can smell it, too. You sure you aint got one over there? Or maybe a crunchy chipmunk? Smells maybe more like chippie. Id be ever so much obliged fer a piece. Just a leg.


Well, no, we dont Zhalah began. And suddenly, Karsten knew what to do.


Dammit! he shouted, interrupting the girl. In a way, it had been her idea, but they didnt have much time, and if it was going to work, it had to be done before the wilier ghul returned. How did you know about the chippies? I thought Id kept them hidden.


Really? Mok said. You aint just foolin, mister? You really got some? Can I have a taste? Dont need moren two or three. I aint greedy.


Well, I dont keep em in my pocket, Karsten replied, trying to figure out how to make it work. He couldnt turn his head far enough to look, but he knew Babette was maddeningly close on his right. He could hear her grumbling to herself and prancing her feet in the traces at the front of the cart. There couldnt be any more than a stride between them. Maybe two at the outside. Too far for him to actually touch her, but if somebody else were to get between them, maybe he could use them as a bridge, like the cat spit, but with meat. Donkey meat. It was crazy, but he was running out of ideas. And time.


Dont matter to me, he called. They aint actually mine. Theyre, um, for the llama.


Above him, the girl gave a sharp bark of laughter, but thankfully she was able to turn it into a cough before the donkey got wise. And admittedly it was a strange image. A llama standing at the side of the road, quietly munching her snack of roasted chipmunks? If the situation werent so blasted grim, he might have been laughing himself. But fortunately Mok seemed to think it entirely reasonable.


You sure she wont mind? I promise not to eat em all.


Babette, bless her wooly heart, played along, grumbling something that sounded like grudging permission.


Oh thankee, Mok said, and it surprised the bounty hunter to hear genuine gratitude in the donkeys voice. He couldnt help wondering if maybe Mok had started this whole misadventure as some poor village dunder whod gotten dragged into something well beyond his ken and had then spent the next two centuries paying for somebody elses crimes. But sympathizing with your enemy was an easy way to lose a fight, so he pushed the question aside and focused on the problem at hand.


Um, mister? Hows I supposed to get them chippies? Can you fetch em here? Id be real obliged.


Sorry, Karsten called out in reply. Yer friends got me tied to the cart.


And me too, Zhalah added.


Oh, Mok said, his voice sounding every bit as forlorn as a decomposing donkeys throat could make it. Ye think Crevusll fetch em for me when he gets back?


Cant rightly say, Karsten said. He seems pretty busy.


Yeah. Thats Crevus. Always busy at somethin. Cept when we was in the ground, course. Werent much to do then.


Can you maybe get them yourself? Zhalah asked, joining in on Karstens gambit, even though she couldnt have any idea what he was planning.


Nah, Mok said. Tried ta get up after I walloped yer papa, but these shoulders is all loose and quivery. Caint even get to my knees.


He aint my


So dont stand up then, Karsten called, interrupting her again. Just push.


Turning his head as far as he could to the left, he could just make out the lump of donkey lying beyond the end of the cart. Almost as close that way as Babette was the other. The body was still stretched across the road, right where it had been when Karsten and Babette had first arrived, but now lying on its side, after Karsten had rolled it off the boy. If Mok just pushed with his legs, hed slide right up the road now. How hard could it be to push a donkey corpse five yards through rain-slick mud?


Didnt think of that, Mok answered. You think I can? Crevus says I dont ever do nothin right.


Sliding through muds a whole sight easier than standing, the bounty hunter said.


Only one way to find out, Zhalah added. And think how happy youll be when you do get it right. Maybe Crevus doesnt know as much about what Mok can do as Mok does.


Gosh, you folks is awful kind. Sorry the master is gonna eat yer brains. But I believe Ill give it a try. I can smell them chippies like they was fryin in a pan right under my nose.


Karsten could no longer turn to look. His neck was scraped almost raw from fighting his bonds. But what he heard was a sound out of some sorcerers nightmare. The donkey groaned with the tortured, rheumy wheeze of a consumptive beer barrel as the sinews of his knees and shoulders popped and sloshed under the strain. Then, with a hideous slurping squelch, the moaning stopped and Karsten was sure the beast had pushed its own skeleton out through its skin, but to his amazement, Mok called out.


Its workin! Is movin again! Oh happy day! Been so long lyin under the ground, and then to hafta lay there all quiet on top too. Was like I were dyin all over again! But now Is not! I done it! Is movin!


Sure enough, Karsten could hear the unmistakable slurp and sloosh of a donkey corpse surfing across the mud. And combined with Moks child-like delight at such a simple victory, it was too much of a spectacle to miss. So even with the flesh of his neck screaming in protest, the bounty hunter twisted as best he could to watch this miracle of motion.


It was hard to see clear through the steady torrent, but the ghul seemed to have worked out a gruesome new gaita stride probably no man had ever seen before. Working one leg at a time, Mok threw a hoof up into the air and then quickly bent the knee before the hoof splashed back down into the mud. When all four legs were primed, he gave a mighty grunt and shoved. The two lower legs didnt seem to get much purchase, and the one front leg seemed entirely too floppy to still be properly attached, but somehow, the combination worked, and the donkey slowly oozed down the roadway like a snail trying to swallow a spider. And thats when Karsten noticed the problem. Down the roadway.


Hey! Yer going the wrong w! he yelled, his voice choking off at the end as the strap across his throat bit in extra cruel. Somehow the blame fool had managed to get the simple act of sliding on his arse wrong.


The wrong way? Zhalah called. How did he manage that? Apparently she couldnt see back behind the cart, so Karsten explained.


Mustve pivoted in the mud, he said. Them legs aint all that reliable I guess. Plus theyre being driven by an idiot.


But surprisingly, Mok disagreed. Aint goin the wrong way, mister! I told ya I can smell them chippies! Theys down here! In yer chaise-wagon! 



What? Could the girl have brought some food with her that But suddenly Zhalah made the connection and let out a shriek of rage.


Stop that donkey! Hes going after the kittens! And Karsten wasnt sure exactly what she did, but in her fury, the girl threw herself against her bonds.


And the wagon started to roll.



***




Urk! was about all the bounty hunter managed to get out before his throat was yanked savagely shut. He kicked out, thrashing his feet, trying get purchase. Enough to keep his shoulders rolling with the wheel. But they wouldnt grab and his hands were still tied to the poxing cart! He racked his elbows and managed to gain some twist, but a sudden pop in his shoulder announced the end of that dream and still it wasnt enough.


Lightning flashed across the sky, or maybe it was his eyes screaming at him to do something about the lack of air. Im working on it, damn ye! Karsten kicked again as the cord bit deeper and deeper and his world narrowed to a razor thin line across his throat. A rat trap. A cheese wire. He could feel the pressure building in his head, could feel the sinews of his throat beginning to crush. Holy mother, not like this! Not to an idiot like Cre


And then it was over. Like a blast of icy winter snow, air came rushing back into his lungs, scalding a path through the ravaged tissue of his throat as the cord across his windpipe relaxed. Somehow the cart was rolling backward now!


The urge to cough and hack and scream was a beast within him, raging to get out, but the bounty hunter fought it down. He wasnt out of trouble yet. Would the cart stop, or had it just decided to tear his head off from the other side? Could he jam something between the spokes and stop it? Maybe a leg? That wouldnt be so bad a trade.


As the wheel continued to roll back, the bounty hunter arched up and twisted his right leg around under him. It burned and screamed from the open wound on his calf but he ignored it, dragging it up under his arse and trying to feel for a gap in the spokes with the toe of his boot. He found an opening and jammed his foot back as hard as he could. But before he could force it through, the wheel reached its original position. And stopped.


Was it over? Rain pounded down on his face, now a welcome reprieve. Was it over? Had the girl somehow reached the brake? No, that mightve stopped it rolling forward but it wouldnt


A single bleat of llama concern cut through the wind and rain and the pounding of his heart and Karsten realized who it was had come to his rescue. He couldnt talk, but he gave two loud raps against the wood of the cart, hoping shed understand. Two taps on her back was the signal he used for everythings good when they needed to stay quiet.


It was about then the bounty hunter noticed that the girl, far from having been his rescuer, probably hadnt even noticed the drama shed caused. She was still pitching her fit. The cart shuddered again and again at his back as Zhalah threw herself back and forth against her bonds, screaming in fury. Seemed she was trying to make the donkey explode by the sheer force of her psychic frenzy.


Karsten knew he wouldnt be able to talk sense to herhe could still barely breathe, let alone talkbut if he let her keep on, shed set the cart to rolling again. So he dug down deep and croaked out the three most important words of his argument, timing them so shed be like to hear between the furious beats of her thrashing.


Donkey.


Cant.


Stand.


That was all he could manage, and with his throat raging from even that much effort, the bounty hunter shut up and got back to breathing. The incessant rain streamed down his face and now it seemed a blessing, cooling him from the outside while the sweet, damp air did similar work within.


His words must have penetrated the girls fury though, because a thrash or two later, the fussing up top came to a stop.


Are you sure about that? she called, her voice sounding hoarse and thin after all the exercise.


He wanted to tell her that the poor beast wasnt any more than a bag of sticks and gelatin being driven by a worm-eaten simpleton. What he said was, Yup.


Then Karsten leaned back and let the girl talk. She was going on about how maybe the pony would stomp the thing to death if it got close, and about how the cat had been a feral and was more than capable of defending her kits. Zhalah was a nervous talker, which was something that normally bothered the quiet bounty hunter, but today he welcomed the distraction. She didnt seem to need him to answer, so he just lay there with his mouth opening, letting it fill up with rain and then swallowing the cool water.


And marvel of marvels, it seemed that the strap around his throat had been loosened by his recent struggle. Not enough to let him slip free, of course. No, that wouldve been too bloody helpful. But at least he could turn his head fully now.


While the girl chattered on, the old man tried to take stock. His plan to use the donkey had gone full off the rails, so there wasnt much chance of making a bridge to the llama, unless maybe when Crevus returned Speaking of which


Karsten turned to look up the road, enjoying the new-found freedom to turn his head, and then had to shake it to be sure he hadnt choked off his air again, because what he thought he saw seemed more like an asphyxiation dream than reality.


Was the boy actually kneeling there in the rain, talking to a giant beaver?


Before he could convince himself one way or the other, he was interrupted by a squeal from the girl.


Oh, dear! What have you done?


Whassat? he grumbled.


Its Puriyah. She didnt like the donkey nosing around so shes brought her kits here!


Of course! The cat! How had he missed such an obvious angle? Probably because cats were obnoxious, uppity crittersworse than llamasso it had never occurred to him that this one might be any different. But he knew one llama who was more useful than her kin, so why not a poxing cat?


Now shes here, can ye magic us outa this? he asked. His throat still hurt but the rainwater was helping.


Not unless more wet would be helpful, she said. But Ive got a better idea. Dont know why I didnt think of it before. Wait there. Then she started talking to the bloody cat, but thunder boomed and Karsten couldnt make out what they were saying.


He turned again to look up the road, and this time he was sure of it. There was a bloody giant beaver standing there. The boy was still on his knees, now bowing and scraping at the unlikely beast. It was the size of a wolf! But what really made the bounty hunters blood run cold were the eyes. As he lay there gaping, the beaver turned its head toward him. Their eyes locked. And for a moment, Karsten found himself staring into the soul of evil.


Oh, shit.


The moment was over in a blink but it was long enough for Karsten to know that their time was quickly running out. This was not some imbecile trapped in a rotting body. Without looking away from the beaver, Karsten called out to the girl.


Whatever yer planning, better move qui But even before he could finish the sentence, he felt a slash of pain in his arm.


What in the poxing nine hells! he yelled and jerked his head up, craning to see what had stung him. The cat was on the lowest rail of the cart, nose-deep in the bleeding mess of his sleeve. Poxing beast had slashed him deep and was now What in blazes are you? Oh. The Cousin. That made sense. But why be so rough about it? No doubt the beast knew how he felt about cats.


Good girl! Zhalah exclaimed as the whiskered face withdrew from the ruin of his arm, pulling the slender blade out of its hidden pocket by the grip. Then cat and Cousin vanished together back through the rail.


Karsten twisted his head back up the road. They were coming now. The giant wolf-beaver waddled through the muck with the rolling, dangerous gait of a bear. The boy followed close behind, and a scattering of other creatures stretched across the road in their wake. It was like the surrounding hills themselves had mustered an army. Led by the Fleshmaster of Kneve.


Hurry, girl! Cut me loose!


The cart shifted roughly, and Karsten looked up just as the girls face appeared over the top of the rail. The straps! Cut the straps! he shouted, but she wasnt looking at him. Her eyes were fixed on the fur-army bearing down on them. She glanced quickly back into the cart behind her, and Karsten knew immediately what she was thinking. Her poxing kittens!


Dont be daft girl! I can protect But she looked back down at him and shook her head.


No time. Sorry!


And then she was gone.


Of all the no-good, pox-brained Shit! The bounty hunter gave a violent jerk against his bonds, but the cart barely shuddered.


Ill thank you not to bruise my new body like that.


Karsten jerked around and found himself staring at the beaver. It was sitting on its haunches in the middle of the road, looking at him hungrily and rubbing its little hand-like paws together in glee.


Go hump yer mother! the old man spat. Then he turned his head toward the front of the cart. Babette! Im good as done for! Run! He screwed his eyes shut and braced himself for the sudden convulsion that would launch his head into the air. Maybe if he aimed right hed be able to give the prick a full-face head-butt before he expired. Thatd show him.


But nothing happened.


Seems your beast is too dim to follow instructions, the beaver said. That will change when she is under my lash. Then he turned to the boy, who was standing beside Karsten, peering into the cart.


Well? Wheres the girl? Her power is but a pinprick compared to his, but shell still be useful. Never let good mageblood go to waste, I always say.


The boy turned to face his master. Shes gone, he said. She was right here when


Cease your excuses! the Fleshmaster-beaver barked. Check her chaise-wagon. She must But before he could finish issuing his command, the gig pony pounded through the group, whickering in terror as it passed. The beaver slapped the road with his massive tail and launched himself against the side of the road, but several of his furry followers were crushed beneath the ponys panicky hooves.


Karsten caught a brief glimpse of the girl bent low over the ponys neck with the basket of kits clutched tight to her chest and the hastily slashed harness straps trailing behind. She flicked a glance into the cart as they passed. Puriyah! Come on! We can still make it! Then she was gone, pounding up the road.


Crevus hurried over to the upended beaver and tried to help his master up out of the muck. Unhand me you fool!


But as the Fleshmaster was busy recovering his dignity at the side of the road, the cat hopped lightly down onto Karstens chest as though she had all the time in the world.


She went that way, the bounty hunter said, flicking his eyes up the road, but the cat just stared at him, contempt glaring from both catty eyes and every catty whisker.


She leaned in close and licked his nose, then she squatted right there on his chest and cut loose a thick, rancid stream of piss. It was just for a moment, but it was enough to convey what she thought of him, and then she too was gone, bounding up the road after her feckless mistress.


Shit! Karsten yelled again. I hate fecking cats! And now he had proof that the feeling was mutual. The stench of cat piss was so strong it threatened to choke him as it pooled there in the folds of his oilslick. Poxing cats!


The beaver was on its feet and came ambling back to stand just beyond kicking range of the bounty hunters feet.


Well, it seems to be just you and me now. Its voice was dark and crackled with malice. And soon we will both be just me.


Karsten barked a laugh. Sorry. Was I supposed to be scared? Of a big bad wizard couldnt even do better for himself than a bloated beaver body?


Joke if you like, the Fleshmaster said. But in just three weeks I have wreaked havoc on this land in nothing more than this bloated beaver body, as you put it. Imagine what Ill be able to accomplish in yours.


Thats assuming you can take it from me, Karsten said. Im betting yer stuck in there and cant get out. Else ye wouldve done it by now. But instead of being angered by a blow well struck, the beaver laughed.


You really are green at this, arent you? he said. I could have taken any body I wanted, but what would be the point of taking the farm-boy here, or any of the dozen share croppers and wanderers Ive accosted over these last weeks? They were all mundanes. Unable to access the Great River. In them I surely would have been trapped. As he bragged, the beaver crept closer and closer, his eyes flaming with hunger as he approached, looking Karsten over like a butcher eyeing a prize cow at market.


So I bided my time, building my forces, reclaiming my followers of old and waiting for someone of the blood to happen along. A body I could actually use. And now here you are. Not just able to access the River, but to bathe in it. Youre absolutely reeking of it. Do you truly have so little inkling how much power courses within you? But of course you havent. If you did, youd have used it by now. Why do you think I waited so long to come down? But if you didnt use it to save yourself from that little test I set you, youre no threat to me at all. Then his massive yellow beaver teeth were right there in Karstens face.


You dont know how to be.


Karsten wanted to lunge forward and bite that nose. Do something to upend the little bastard from his lofty perch. But what?


Its time, the Fleshmaster said, and the boy came to heel like a whipped dog. He was still holding what looked to be about half of the bloody rag, cupped in his hands. Karstens mind raced as the beaver raised its own hands and used a claw of one to slice open a gash on the other. Its blood flowed and dripped onto the rag and Karsten got a sinking feeling that this was the start of the ritual that would end him.


But what could he do? His throat was raw. His back ached. His leg burned like a son of a bitch. And all that poxing power he was supposed to have was useless to him. There was no one left to serve as bridge between himself and the pissing llama!


The Fleshmaster gathered the blood-soaked rag from the boys hands and held it up high above himself as a little redwing bird swooped in and came to light on the pile. The beavers familiar, at a guess. Sure enough, as soon as the bird settled, Karsten could hear the song begin to form between them. Low, and angry and full of hate.


If only hed known about the poxing cat-lick trick earlier, none of this would have happened. Even the mange-infected cat had been telling him so. Why else lick his nose before defiling him in such Oh good mother! Could the cat have been trying to tell him something?


The beavers bloodsong was rising now and all the little beaver hairs on its beaver head were standing straight up. Flickers of malignant purple light sparked from the tips like a crown of tiny lightning and a matching gleam radiated from its eyes.


It made sense! The tingle in his leg. The cat licking his nose. Slashing his arm. Even the poxing stream of piss on his chest. It had all been a message. Holy mother, let it not be too late!


As the tiny lightning danced and flickered around the beavers head, Karsten reached out with his inner senses, down into the slash on his arm. It was there too, just like with the leg wound. That same, tingling burn. Not vapors at all! Without pausing to overthink, the bounty hunter reached his tingling sense out through his wounds, following the blood that had leaked from him, and plunged down into the mucky water beyond.


And there it was. Babettes essence, swirling in the wet muck all around him, flowing against his skin.


With a cry of delight, he grabbed hold of the eddies of llama piss with his own power and the song erupted once more between them. Babette sang in his ear. Frustration. Relief. The poor girl had been pissing herself dry for over an hour now, trying to get him to notice. He could feel the strained ache in his own bladder, could taste the acrid soil on his tongue from where shed been forcing herself to drink the road slop and try again. But all that was over and now the gods of wind and rain boomed around them, thundering a chorus of power in their ears.


The beaver snapped his eyes open and looked at Karsten in utter shock.


Thats right ye little pissant. I might be slow, but I get there eventually.


Karsten flicked his tail and a bolt of lightning lashed down from the sky, leaping to connect with the tendrils that danced around the beavers head.


The beaver exploded.


Chunks of lightning-dappled fur and meat rained down all around, as the echo of the blast rumbled away into the hills. It was a glorious sight to behold.


But rather than die off, the echoes grew louder.


Oh, shit. Hed forgotten about that.


Karsten wasnt sure who was responsible for what, but what happened next happened in a blink. A flicker of lightning flashed up from a piece of smoking beaver meat to hit him in the throat and then Babette was hauling tail. A blur of darkness was already swooping toward them from up the road, so she jinked sideways, spinning the cart in place, and then they were off, racing down the road with Karsten dragging along beside the cart by his hands, flopping and bouncing wildly and only just able to keep his legs from getting dragged under the wheel.


With an enormous crashing shudder, the entire sky behind them seemed to rush downward. How they made it past the abandoned gig, he wasnt sure, but he thought he caught sight of it rising up into the air in front of them and then bouncing behind, just before the entire hillside on both sides slumped in to bury it and the roadway along with it.


When they were clear, Babette finally stopped running and the bounty hunter sagged against the wheel, too tired to do anything about his hands. Babette threw one last flicker of power at his bindings before the song faded completely away. Instead of flopping against the cart, he fell flat on his ass in the mud, but he didnt care. He was just glad to be alive, and instead of grumbling about being on his back in the mud, the exhausted bounty hunter let himself enjoy the feeling of being stretched out straight again. His back was keening something awful, but compared to everything else that hurt, it was just another voice in the choir.


He had only just closed his eyes to savor the feeling of complete relief when a voice cut through his revery.


Say, mister, you still got some of them chippies?



***




At the bottom of a steep hill, nestled into a fold of land in a harsh and craggy terrain, a bedraggled redwing perched on a cattail, preening at the singed feathers along its back. Golden light broke from behind a distant ridge and cast its sparkles across the pond. The storm had broken during the night and the air now thrummed with the murmurs of a thousand tiny lives, all emerging once more, back out into the light of a new day.


The redwing cocked its head and watched a trio of females flit past, waggling their tail-feathers at him provocatively. With a chirp of delight, he flung himself into the air to give chase, beating his wings once, twice, and by thrice, the four of them had vanished into the line of trees that rimmed the far shore.


Karsten pulled his cloak tighter, glad of dry clothes around him and a dry sky above, and watched the new Mok go racing off across the pond, free at last to be a young man doing young-man things. Or young bird, at any rate.


Bout as much justice as we can give him, I reckon.


Babette warbled her agreeement. And why not? It had been her idea. When theyd found the slightly charred remains of the Fleshmasters familiar in the back of the cart, it had seemed almost poetic to give the lad use of it. Poor justice for all hed been through, of course, but sometimes, poor justice was all you could hope for.


At his back, the cart and its load of kavafruit stood quietly by, while Babette waited patiently in the traces. Zhalahs road had been plugged up good and tight by the collapse, so the Emperors dogs would be two days getting to Tarakan at least, while he and Babette would arrive before high sun. Plenty of time for the brigand mage and his flighty familiar to vanish into the wild wastes beyond.


Or wait now Could brigand and flighty have been references to Zull and his bird all along? Karsten shrugged. It scarcely mattered now. By the time the mage-breakers got to Tarakan, thered be no sign of either mage left to break.


The blocked road would cause some trouble for the girl, perhaps, assuming shed beaten Droffit to the crossroad. But the girl had spunk. He had no doubt shed find some other way to prove her worth to the woolner. And if she didnt? Then send prayers for the man ill-starred enough to be given her hand unwilling. He would surely need them.


With their duty here now done, Karsten checked that his Sisters and Cousins were all in place, then he picked up his walking staffwhich had also been in the cartand set off up the grassy slope toward the road. Hed only gone a few paces before he stopped and looked back.


Well, coming or staying?


The llama glanced briefly over her shoulder at the cart, and then back to him.


I know it aint much, he said, but thats somebodys livelihood. Only right we take it to market. And we can pass word about the boy while were there. Seems like somebody ought to know.


But still the llama looked at him, and Karsten shrugged.


After that? Dont rightly know. Take a few days to be sure were clear of the Emperors men.


He paused then to consider, unsure that he was ready for the road she was really asking about, but then a flash of sense-memory called to him. Not the remembered chill of cold wet muck against his arse or the burning line of a cord pulled tight across his throat. This was more a taste on his tongue. The taste of the shame hed felt when hed realized that Babette was about to die because of his own stubbornness.


It was a bitter taste, and not one he would welcome again.


But after were clear, he said, raising his head to look the llama full in the eye, I was thinking maybe its time we learned how to use these blasted tools been shoved in our hands. Before we get too old.


Babette blinked at him.


Yes, really, he said, then he turned away and resumed his climb.


A moment later, he heard the wheels of the cart begin to turn and Babette called out a chirrup of llamish.


He couldnt be sure, but it sounded like, Finally.



             
      
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, youre going to close this book and well each go our separate ways.


But why dont we at least stay in touch? 



About three times per year, I send out a brief note to my readers, sharing whats going on in my world, and often asking for tidbits about whats going on in yours. After all, isnt 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 youd 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. Ill take care of the rest.


Until next time,



Jefferson Smith
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