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To those who are trapped



in prisons of sorcery and guile:



The first step to freedom



is learning to see the walls.



             
      Invocation




The life of a bounty hunter is a hard one, and for most, a short one as well. In each lies a heart that beats the proud 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.



             
      A Plague of Peskies



Get off! You had yours!


Karsten shoved the llamas hairy muzzle out from under his arm, and resumed his line, thanking blade and star yet again for the damnable gloves. It had gotten to the point where even the simplest contact between them now was enough to form the connection and fill their senses with the intoxicating power of the worldsong. But where he was properly cautious and mistrustful of such arcane powers, Babette was the opposite, seeking any and every excuse to brush against him, doing her best to catch him unawares and make contact, trying to force the issue. The leather blacksmiths gloves had been a stroke of desperate genius and given him back a sliver of control, but they had not come without cost. He glanced down again at the heavy leather that encased his arms and shook his head in disbelief. Imagine, having to wear full-length leather gauntlets in the middle of a poxing desert!


Rebuffed again, Babette had set off in full pique, striding away across the sand with her nose in the air while avoiding his gaze, as though he were some troublesome street urchin chasing along behind her, begging for coins. She wanted him to know that she was no longer traveling with him. She just happened to be in the same place, traveling in the same direction, and if anybody got the impression that they might actually be acquainted, well that was just a burden she would have to bear with grace.


Karsten sighed and tried to ignore her, turning his attention back to the pocket she had tried to pilfer. He tugged it open nervously and took a quick glance inside. Good. She hadnt damaged it. The pale yellow rind shone up at him and his mouth immediately flooded with anticipation. That was entirely the point, of course, and he closed the pocket back up, patting it gently with his gloved hand. It was a trick hed learned long ago, from a crafty old sand-strider in exchange for a bag of plums. Instead of sucking pebbles to make spit and keep your insides wetted, save a single, succulent piece of fruit and carry it in your pocket. It was a much lessabrasive way to accomplish the same goal. Assuming you had any willpower, of course. Something a certain llama clearly did not have.


A breath of wind shimmered across the sand to fling a spatter of grit against his boots. The old man instinctively turned his back into the breeeze and pulled his sandrobe tighter, but he did not break stride. Wind on the desert was sometimes a blessing, sometimes a curse, but it was better to assume the worst. Otherwise, you could quickly find yourself scoured down to the bone.


Sure enough, that shimmer of breath grew into a keen, stiffening against his back and he could feel the growing sizzle of grit against his sandrobe and cuirass. Bloody daft it was, being out here on the sand in mid-day, but they were playing a game of flinch with Fate herself and time was precious. It would only take one slip, one chance brush of skin against fur, and the bloodsong would take them, roaring up like a spring flood to sing the joys of all creation.


And in that moment, the Emperor would have them.


Better that they should hurry, now that they were close, and not give Fate one more day to turn against them. Llamas were notoriously gut-led creatures, and sooner or later, Babette would push things too far. He had to get them to a place of safety before that happened, although it was more than passing strange to think of their current destination as a place of safety.


Karsten raised his face slightly, careful not to expose his eyes to the scouring wind, and scanned the horizon. It was waiting there, he knew, in the north-east, but still half a day off and not yet risen into view. Eyzam Alahut.


The words meant Bones of the Whale in the Venkhathi tongue, but being so far from the sea, it was a purely poetical name; a reference to the strange array of twisting columns that were said to thrust their way up out of the sand there. Large enough to have been the bones of some great leviathan, but in no way related to any actual beast of the sea. A strange name for a strange place, miles distant from any city or stronghold.


And that really was the watchword of the place: strange. The stories surrounding its grim and ancient spires were as bizarre as they were frightening. Not even the Venkathi tribes would venture near, and their bravest hunters would shield themselves from the glare of the name if it was spoken in their presence. They told tales of a foul place that crackled with ill-starred magery by both day and night. Karsten had seen hard men shudder into their cups while recalling the tortured screams theyd heard drifting to them across the sand at night. Even a mile or more distant. Others would only whisper in terror of what theyd seen; shadows of misshapen creatures flickering and looming from within vast dust storms that stretched from horizon to horizon, blotting out the noon-day sun. One caravan master had even told him of a storm so furious that he had watched it descend upon a living camel and flay it down to its very bones. A common enough occurrence in the desert, some might say, but in this case? The storm the man spoke of had been no bigger than the beast it consumed.


Yes, a strange place. But despite all the storiesor perhaps because of themthis was the destination Karsten had decided to make for. The place where he and Babette would at last be able to take up the powers that had been thrust upon them and learn the manner of their use. Why choose such a terrifying and unquiet schoolyard as Eyzam Alahut? Because if the Emperor could track you just by listening to the magesong every time it sang, there was only one place a man could go to practice his singing in secret: a place where that song was always being sung.


But it wasnt enough to simply reach the spires. They also had to get there without being seen along the way. That meant not touching the power even once before they were wrapped within the sheltering embrace of the Bones. And as close as they were now, even a single note would be enough to tell Marghul and his trackers exactly where they were heading.


The wind sighed out its last gasp and the skirts of his sandrobe stopped their flapping. Up ahead, Babette had caught a scent on the fading swirls of air and Karsten muttered a quiet curse as she glanced off toward the west. Hed hoped she wouldnt notice where they were, but it had been a fools hope, and she turned back with perky ears, blinking her appeal from beneath fuzzy pink eyelashes. What had made him think he could put one over past a llamas nose?


Not this trip, he called out. Its an hour out of our way, there and back. If we stay this line, well have the Bones in sight before sunfall and can follow the spectacle the rest of the way in. By full dark, well be as good as invisible to His High and Mightiness.


She looked again to the west, but the old man was firm. You really want to go another night without a good chin scratch? he asked, raising his staff to show her both gloved hands as a reminder.


It was the oasis that had her grousing. Olahua. It served as a waypoint for greedy caravaners who sought to shave the corner on the long, dog-legged road that ran between Sheffiq in the south-east and the twin cities of Aqdam and Ayadi in the north. But that was a demons razor. The time savedif anywas rarely compensation for the troubles it brought, the last of which was usually the arrival of a man like Karsten. He himself had been out here half a dozen times, sent by one angry merchant or another to bring back whatever fool had tried to hurry his coin by risking the merchants goods to the sand. And to the Venkathi.


But Babette didnt care about merchants and swindlers. All she cared about was the valley that called to her with its scent of stinkberry and apple. Delights that she would never taste because a certain bounty hunter refused all reason. Just another betrayal. Babette turned reluctantly away from her dream and pressed on. Not in a grumbling, disgruntled manner, but with a new, bold purpose, as though she were suddenly determined to reach the Bones this very hour. Karsten knew her moods and could surmise her new plan. She intended to leave him behind to die alone on a dune, scorched to a husk by her withering fury.


Careful now, he called out. Normally hed have let her posture and prance all she wanted, but not out here. If he didnt reign her back, the heat and the shifting sand would have her fully blown before they went even another mile. And then it would be a measure of days before they reached the Bones, if at all.


I know yer anxious, but keep to the discipline. Short steps, shallow breaths, and never fight the sand. What goods getting there three minutes sooner if yer dead when ye do?


Babette turned and nipped pointedly at her own flank, as much as calling him a cowardly fur-tick. But after a stride or three to underscore her irritation, she relaxed her pace and let him close the gap. Not enough that he could actually take the lead or anything. That would be giving too much. But she was no fool and she chastened her gait to match his.


To Karsten, walking the sand efficiently was a dance. Not a fast one, but rhythmic. Step, glide. Step, glide. For Babette, with her narrower, pointier feet, the choreography was a bit differentmore of a high-stepping prancebut just as slow. And together they made their way gracefully over the sand. Step, glide. Step, glide.


Tell ye what, the bounty hunter said as they topped a low dune. If ye can top two more without taking another piss break, might see my way to giving ye my moonfrui


But his attempted bribe was interrupted by the sound of three sharp sounds echoing across the sand. Crack! Crack! Crack! Babette jerked her head west, scanning the horizon and Karstens eyes followed. Due west. It had come from the oasis. Was that, he began, but he was cut off again as three more cracks rang out. Three bangs, followed by a pause, and then three more.


Corpses and taint! the old man cursed.


Babette looked across to meet his gaze, then she belched something impatient in high llamic.


Karsten shut his eyes in frustration and drew a breath. I know someones in trouble! he growled. I aint deaf! Hadnt he just been saying how only fools rush about under a hot desert sun? A man could at least consider whether hed actually heard the call, couldnt he? Whatever trouble was brewing, thered be nothing left to do by the time they got there but bury the bodies. And then hed be stuck for another night in these taint-poxing gloves.


Babette, however, had taken a less analytical view of the situation.When Karsten opened his eyes, it was only to see her rump already bounding away across the sand, heading straight toward the oasis. The bounty hunter let out a sigh. A man of his years really ought to have more say about what scrapes he got dragged into. But apparently, that particular wisdom had never been given to llamas. With a grumble under his breath about idiots and carrybeasts, the old man lifted his staff from the sand and broke into a run behind her.


At least this would give him someone new to yell at.



***




What in the seven devils?


Karsten came to a halt at Babettes side and stood there, gaping down into the oasis below. This was Olahua. The water cradle. It was a roughly twat-shaped gouge in the desert, buried to its stony lips in the surrounding sand. The sheer vertical sides made it seem a crack that had split the world open from below, swallowed the sand and was now regurgitating life. Babette was standing at the rim of the southern entrance, a series of wide switchbacks that would lead them down to the valley floor, but she had stopped. At first hed thought she was waiting for him but now he saw the real reason for her delay.


Their path was blocked by a flock of sheep.


It was a sight so unexpected that the bounty hunter had to take two steps forward and poke the nearest one with his staff before he would believe they were real. Not one, not two, nor even a dozen, but fully a hundred baaing, chomping, shitting, fucking sheep. They were everywhere in the valley. Clustered in clumps around the sparkling pool on the western edge of the valley below, scattered among the berry bushes that surrounded it, straggling in and out through the orchard that ringed those, and a few more scattered across the narrow plain that filled the rest of the valley to its walls. But by far the greatest portion of the flock was arranged right here on the road in front of him, wandering like fluffy clouds of stupid across the slopes that switched back and back again, down into the valley below. Slopes he needed to use.


The bounty hunter glanced at Babette, who looked back at him, and together they shared a brief, bewildered shrug. It was one of the strangest things either one of them had seen in two lifetimes of strange sights. A flock of sheep. In the middle of a desert.


But they only took time for that one brief shrug. Whatever emergency had brought them pelting across the open sand, there was no sign of it from up here. They would have to hurry down if they wanted to learn what variety of trouble was brewing, and hope they werent already too late.


Karsten set off down the trail, leaving Babette to follow behind. The slope was wide enough for a dozen men to walk abreast, but it made no sense to plow two lines through the flock. They were in a hurry. But even single file didnt get them far before their progress was brought to a standstill by the press of curious sheep.


The old bounty hunter thumped the ground with his staff and called out in as gruff a tone as he could muster. Yah! Back, sheep!


Most of the wool-brains closest to him obliged, startling back to one side or the other. One, however, did not: a burly ram. Or, on closer inspection, make that two; the ram, plus the timid little ewe that was peeking out from under his eager attentions. Poor thing looked like shed welcome a break, but the brute on her back was in no hurry to give up. And since Karsten was pretty sure that neither of these was the reason hed been summoned, he stepped carefully around the pair and pressed forward into the breech left by the scattering flock. Babette followed close at his heels.


It took several more shouts and a few well placed kicks to discourage what Karsten assumed were the stupidest sheep to ever sprout wool, but eventually they reached the bottom of the switchbacks and paused to consider the situation.


Theyd seen no sign of trouble anywhere in the valley on their way down, so that only left the station itself; a collection of three smallish stone huts clustered together near the rippling pool ahead. But that too was the very picture of tranquility and ease. There were no fires raging in the underbrush, no marauders making off with some poor caravaners daughter, no obvious rockpiles where a hapless traveler might have been pinned and now lay waiting for a long, slow death by starvation. There was only green grass, blue sky, and a gentle breeze that smelled faintly of apple blossoms. And of course, the sheep.


This is damned peculiar, Karsten said as Babette leaned her head forward to sniff more closely at the air. But when she turned to look back at him, it was only to give an uncertain grumble of her own. Neither one of them had any idea what was going on. And unfortunately, the ram and ewe up on the slopes had sent the bounty hunters suspicions down an altogether different river.


I got this gut-twisting notion were gonna find the shepherd of this flock, he said, And when we do, steada finding a desperate traveler on the edge of death, were gonna catch some sheep-eyed git slapping his plums against the fluffy flanks of his favorite ewe.


Surprisingly, Babette did not laugh at such a ribald notionthe kind she normally found quite funnyand Karsten could only surmise shed been thinking along the same lines herself.


In one last gesture of decency, he touched his Sistersthe matched pair of blades at his waistrattling them loudly in their sheaths. Just to be sure they were free, you understand. Then, worried that this might not have been quite enough, he turned and gave Babette a quick once-over as well, making sure to move their cooking pots clumsily as he did so. When he was at last satisfied that they were indeed ready for polite societyand that society would be polite when they arrivedhe strode forward across the grass.


Hed given their sheep-tupping summoner every chance to get his rod and staff back where they belonged. If anybody ended up having to look anybody in the eye nowor lowerhe himself could not be blamed.


They were just passing the first hut when the woven reed doorway of the one beyond it swung open and a tall man in silk robes stepped out into the sunlight in front of them.


The fellow blinked at Karsten in obvious distaste. What use is a stable boy? he asked, his accent thick with the nasal tones of the eastern districts. Where are the others?


Karsten had brought his staff into ready-front position and was leaning on it lightly as if it were nothing more than an old mans walking stick. He looked the fellow over with a practiced eye. Not a fighter. Not a merchant. Not a caravaner, nor travellers watchman, and certainly not a shepherd. He had more the look of an undertaker. Or possibly a coin counter. But the attitudestanding there, glaring defiantly down his nosesaid servant of some kind. And probably an important one.


Other what? the bounty hunter said, returning the cold stare measure for measure. The only sign that the fellow was anywhere other than a noblemans manor was his rather badly sunburned face and the distinct lack of oil in the otherwise dainty moustache that now twisted into a sneer.


The rest of your squad, or cohort, or whatever it is you people call yourselves. Where are they? One old man isnt of any use to me. Not against an entire army.


Army? Karsten said as he looked again around the quiet station. They hiding over there in the rushes? Or is army the polite word for flock these days? Never could keep up with the latest trends of fancy talk.


Not the sheep, the man growled with contempt. Them! Then he raised one delicate finger and pointed north, high over the bounty hunters shoulder. But Karsten had been in the intimidation game for far too long to be taken in by such an obvious ploy, so his gaze never even flickered from the mans face. Instead he called out to Babette.


What about it, girl? Somebody there?


When she gave a confirming chirp, Karsten risked a quick look. Somewhat to his surprise he could see that, indeed, two silhouettes were now visible in dark relief against the blue of the sky, up on the northern rim of the valley. They were standing at the top of a set of switchbacks that mirrored the ones he had come down himself. Now that hed seen them, they melted away again, vanishing into the heat haze that shimmered along the rim, but the bounty hunter had seen them. And the shape of those silhouettes had spoken plainly enough.


Venkathi striders, he said, and he could feel his sphincter clench tight in response.


He hadnt been here five minutes and hed already managed to get himself stuck between a Venkathi raiding party and the only source of water for two days trek in any direction.



***




And thats what he said, did he? That hed kill you?


The sneering manwhose name was Bezhikhad done little but complain for almost ten minutes. First about the missing army, and then about Karstens lack of intimidating stature. Nowhere near the standard of proper guard. This had then been followed by a long and strange harangue that, as far as Karsten had followed, boiled down to a command to, Keep his horny camel away from my delicate ewes. When the fool had actually gotten around to talking about his real problemthe Venkathithe bounty hunter was surprised to hear that theyd actually threatened the man. Striders never gave warning to someone they intended to kill.


Bezhik paused in mid rant and blinked. What who said?


The Venkathi headman. He threatened to kill you? Said so in as many words?


The man looked appaled at the suggestion. Ive never met the devil!


Karsten cocked his head in confusion. This day just kept on getting stranger. You mean he sent a lesser man? To treat for water rights?


No.


Then who is it threatened to kill you when you summoned them to take water?


The man recoiled as though hed been scalded by a chamber harlot. Summoned them? Those sand eaters? Do you take me for an imbecile?


And suddenly the gravity of the situation became clear.


Of all the mother humping You mean youre sitting here on the only source of water for a score of leagues in any direction, and when a band of travelers showed themselves on the rim, abiding by custom and awaiting your invitation to approach, you decided to call the guards and have them run off?


Travelers? Venkathi are privy scum clinging to the sphincter hairs of proper society. Id no sooner have one here than put one in my masters bed.


Karsten could scarcely believe his ears. Of course ye wouldnt. So much more exciting to deny them water and then see how high ye can count before they come tearing down here and fill yer veins with piss, which is what theyll do, because thats the way they thank a man fer water misery. And whats to stop them, do ye think? Especially with you protected against mischief by the presence of so many witnesses and all.


For a moment, Karsten considered killing the idiot himself. To a Venkathi, such a gesture would be taken as entirely appropriate and might be enough to get him and Babette out of this mess. But what about all that my master tripe? Was the fool really about to be rescued by some well-heeled merchant? He certainly seemed to think so. And if they arrived to find their man dead in the sand by Karstens hand, wouldnt that only drag him deeper into the very circles he was trying to avoid?


But the victim in question seemed entirely unperturbed by the account Karsten had given of the situation. Am I to take it, he asked, his voice ringing with contempt, that by failing to invite armed heathens to come murder me and then steal my sheep, I have broken some trifling peasant code?


Thats about the stretch of it, Karsten replied. Deny a man water out here and hes in his rights to kill you for the discourtesy. Probably take yer flock too, as compensation. Or at least, whatever meat they can carry of it. Rest theyll leave fer the vultures.


But thats preposterous! the man said. Theyd dare not trifle with the with my masters property!


Oh, they wouldnt? And your masters name is written on them, is it? In large, Venkathi letters? Cuz if not, whos gonna tell them about his loftiness when all yer blood is soaking into the sand?


Finally, the bounty hunter thought he saw a glimmer of understanding flicker in the fools eyes as he glanced quickly toward the sheep scattered around the valley. When he turned back, a decision had been made.


The flock must not be harmed, Bezhik said. You seem to understand their ways, so you will serve as emissary. Explain to them that we were unaware of their custom and wish to negotiate a peace.


Karsten let out a bark of a laugh. Me? Wouldnt take that job fer all the sheep in Shirqazee.


But Bezhiks face cracked with a cold, calculating smile. You came in answer to my call for help. Not the kind I wanted, but perhaps youll serve after all. And now you would turn your back, simply because that service requires the spilling of words instead of blood?


The bounty hunter was about to tell the fool to go hump his mother but Babette interjected a yowl and tossed her head toward the sheep. They were variously chewing grass, munching shrubs, or slumbering in the mid-day sun, each equally oblivious to their impending doom, in accordance with the most ancient of sheeply customs.


Karsten let out a sigh. Trust Babette to take the livestocks point of view. He hadnt considered their preference in all this at all, but what hed said earlier was the mostly likely outcome. If he left now, one way or the other, the flock would be dead before dark. And Babette would be insufferable about it for weeks. When the Dowager had saddled them with these cockamamie powers and sent them off to bring justice to the world, she hadnt meant he should bring it to the barnyard too, had she? But in his heart, he knew that she probably had.


With a growl of frustration, the bounty hunter turned back to face the shepherd. Alright, he said. Weve taken a vote and were agreed. Dont neither of us much care what happens to you, but well do what we can. Fer the sake of yer sheep.


The shepherd stroked his long moustache and nodded, as though the outcome had never been in doubt. Clearly he didnt care about Karstens whys and wherefores. In his mind, all that mattered was that hed won and that the bounty hunter would do his bidding.


Karsten gave himself a count of seven to fully imagine knifing the fool where he stood, but then he turned away, jabbing his staff rather violently into the dirt, and then strode off toward the northern path, with Babette once again falling in behind.


Theyd go up, smooth the situation over as best they could, and then continue on their way. With any luck, they would still be able to make camp within range of the Bones and get rid of these poxing gloves! What could possibly go wrong?



***




They were starting up the last switchback when the silhouettes returned to the rim above them. Karsten had seen no activity there since that one brief appearance earlier, but clearly somebody had been left on watch. Thats the way it always went with these damnable tribesmen. The desert was their home and they could be as invisible as a dry wind when they wanted to be. A man could spill his blood into the sand from a hundred knife wounds out here and still believe to his very last breath that he was utterly alone.


The two silhouettes were waiting just the other side of the rims crown. By custom they could not step onto the inner slope without an agreement, so they waited patiently at the edge of the desert sands for Karsten to come to them.


As he made his way toward them, the silhouettes grew more distinct and resolved into two men, as alike as two rocks jutting from shifting sand. Slightly different shapes, but utterly the same. Each was smaller than Karsten, but that meant nothing. Theyd be formidable foes if it came down to it. And with Venkathi, a disagreement over water almost always came down to it. The best way to avoid all that would be to ensure that Bezhiks insult never became anything more than a friendly misunderstanding.


Both men had the drape of their black keffees raised to cover their faces, which left just their eyes exposed. But what caught the bounty hunters attention was the jewel each man wore at his forehead, affixed to the rich, dark cloth with golden wire. One was a blueish twist, like an antelopes horn, the other a crimson crescent. Venkathi witchstones. Both of them.


Karsten had never seen such an opulent display of wealth among the tribes before. They normally considered such things vulgar. An entire clan might have one stone, or maybe two if they were especially lucky or especially prosperous. But here were two individual men, each displaying a stone like it was common jewelry. Clearly theyd gathered their entire tribes wealth to put on casual display here, just to impress him. But why?


As he drew closer, the bounty hunter noticed that the one with the blue twist seemed to vibrate ever so slightly, as if anxious for something to happen. A kid? An idiot? Maybe both. Karsten ignored that one and angled himself toward the slightly shorter and stockier man at his side. This would almost certainly be the tribes headman. No other man would have been entrusted to negotiate for the clan.


The bounty hunter drew up in front of the headman and planted the butt of his staff into the last wisps of grass at his feet, then leaned lightly against it as Babette took position at his side.


I greet you, water-cousin, Karsten said as the men looked him over.


The headman gave no reaction, but the nervous one gasped with shock, his eyes flicking once to Babette and then back to Karsten before narrowing in outrage.


You dare call him cousin? Lugar of the Sea has no llama fuckers as kin!


Inwardly, the bounty hunter gave a sigh. Hed often wondered how many of the blood-soaked battles of history could trace their roots to the plums of some young buck, proving his virility with the ill-timed thrust of his manly tongue.


Yes, cousin, Karsten repeated, ignoring the kid and addressing himself directly to the other man. For surely two men, each saddled with an idiot who would give offense to powerful strangers, must consider themselves cousins. If not of water, then at least of simple restraint.


Now openly enraged, the younger man threw back the drape of his sandrobe and made a show of reaching for the wicked looking blade that jutted from his belt. A Venkathi krambat. Karsten could have killed the kid where he stood, of course. His own Sisters gleamed from their matching sheaths on his belt but he would not have wasted time with them. A fast upward flick of his staff could have laid the kid out on the sand before he even saw it coming. Most fools ignored such a humble crutch, thinking it an old mans liability rather than the dangerous weapon it truly was.


Lugar of the Sea, however, was no such fool. Karsten saw the headmans eyes flick quickly to the staff and then narrow in understanding. With a deceptive economy of motion, the Venkathi elder turned slightly, extending his arm as he did so, and rocked the younger man back two steps with a powerful cuff to the ear.


The kids dagger dropped nervelessly to the sand, but give him credit. Even with his ears ringing and his balance staggered, the boy managed to lurch forward, still eager to answer the bounty hunters insult with superior bravado.


Enough, Lugar said, his voice no louder than a cartman clucking to his mare. And it was enough. The kid jerked to a halt as though hed run headlong into a wall.


Lugar shook his head sadly at the kid. The water master is correct. We are made kin by a burden shared. Then he turned to face Karsten. Perhaps my new cousin would extend clan rights?


And that put Karsten in an unexpected bind. The crafty old bugger had accepted his claim of water kinship, and then used it immediately to invoke family privilege, which left the bounty hunter with a poor choice. He could deny clan privilege and in so doing, rescind the automatic peace of kinship, or he could accept it. But that would mean accepting the designation of water master along with it. By rights, that title should have fallen to Bezhik, who had been the first to enter the unoccupied valley. Karsten had intended to be nothing more than the shepherds bartering agent. But Lugar must have concluded for himself that Bezhik was a fool, and according to Venkathi custom, the weak were to be taken, not treated with. Especially over something as important as water. So he was giving Karsten a choice: take responsibility for your idiot, as I have done with mine, or clear aside and let us kill him.


Karsten drew a slow, focusing breath and then released it. He glanced quickly at Babette, but he already knew where she would stand on the question. She would side with the sheep of course, and one thing was certain; if Lugar took possession of the oasis, those brainless gits would be worth far more to him in the form of jerky. Poxes and taint! The conversation had barely even started and he was already boxed in on all sides! So much for reaching the Bones before dark.


With a tight nod, the bounty hunter accepted the terms and then sealed it by offering the formal invitation. I invite you to take water with me.


Over the next ten minutes, the two men discussed the particulars. Karsten learned that there were six in Lugars group, plus camels and a few tracking beasts. But the important news was that this was not a full clan. They were a hunting party, scouring the local wastes for a wild kedjek that had been harassing their clan each night for the better part of a week. Karsten had never hunted kedjek himself, but by all accounts they were a fierce and wily predatora reputation only reinforced by the fact that Lugar had brought an entire fist of hunters with him, in pursuit of a single one.


When the words had all been spoken, Lugar of the Sea simply turned in place and walked away. The youth, who it turned out was Lugars youngest son, Naaz, took the opportunity to throw a glare of warning at the bounty hunter. But Lugar was no fool and without even looking, grabbed the boy by the scraggle of his chin hairs as he passed. The last Karsten saw of them was Naaz bent half over and running sideways trying to keep up with his fathers cruel pace as the pair slipped below the crest of the ridge.


One idiot gone and one still in the pot, Karsten said. Then he turned and began the trudge back down to the oasis to explain the terms to Bezhik.


The shepherd was not going to like them.



***




Kedjek? Here? Impossible! The unlikely shepherd tried to hide behind a facade of pompous bluster, but it was clear from the widening of his eyes and the subtle catch in his voice that the man had heard of the creatures before, even in a rich mans manor house, and knew enough to be worried.


Keep yer softclothes dry, the bounty hunter grumbled. Theyre a nasty critter, Ill grant you, but theres just the one and it aint like Lugars bringing the poxing thing with him. Hes hunting the beast, not suckling it to his teat like some grief piglet. Karsten had been worried about how to harness the sheep-keeper to the agreement hed made, but seeing the mans apprehension about kedjek gave the bounty hunter all the halter he needed.


So if you want to be sure no kedjek get in and rip yer flock into chunks, we best let Lugars people water themselves quickly and get back to the chase.


All of them? Here? Stinking under my nose and fouling my masters flock with their filthy desert ways? Out of the question.


Funny you should put it like that, Karsten said with a grin. Cuz youre not going to be here. Nor your fluffish friends either.


Now the shepherds eyes blazed. So, you think to sell me out, do you? Ill have you know that my master will not permit


Oh, shut yer poxing hole!


The bounty hunter immediately regretted having let his reins slip like that, but Bezhik, who might never have heard such a direct and uncourtly manner of address before, quickly shut his poxing hole in surprise.


Better, Karsten said. Now keep it that way and listen. Im not turning you out, but if you interrupt me again, maybe Ill just leave and let Lugar solve the situation his own way. Brutally effective folks, the Venkathi. Not delicate, not by a long walk, but real, real effective.


Bezhiks eyes narrowed into twin ice-picks of hatred, but he kept his lips pressed tightly together and nodded his understanding.


Karsten continued. Now, the arrangement is simple, he said. Youre to take your flock off to graze or whatever on all that lovely grass up on the south slopes. And while youre there, keeping them all safe and protectedand visible from here so theres no mistakeLugar and his clan can come in from the north, load their fill, and be off. Quick and clean and nobody has to stink under anybodys nose.


The look of hatred he got back from the shepherd was of a pure and professional caliber, and it was no simple feat that the man managed to ask his next question without ever diminishing the intensity of his glare.


What is to stop them from overpowering you and staking claim to the entire valley? With you dead, I myself would be but a minute behind, and my masters flock another minute more.


The bounty hunter grinned. Hed been expecting that kind of question. Not just from Bezhik but from Lugar as well, only he hadnt wanted to reveal just how little he and Babette had to fear from the Venkathi clan, so hed demanded a few concessions from the headman to make it seem that he was being suitably cautious.


I aint a complete fool, you know. They wont be coming all at once. I told him they could only come down in pairs. Well never be outnumbered, unless you count their beasts.


What beasts?


Each groupll have a camel to haul the barrels, plus theyll have a few peskies along, too. Never heard of them myself, but apparently theyre good at sniffing out kedjek. When the shepherd seemed about to object yet again, the bounty hunter flicked a glare of warning and headed him off.


You and yer sheepll never even meet them, he said. Theyll come in with each group and then go back out with them again too. Lugar just wants to let them come down and have a sniff around. Be sure you aint had any unwelcome visitors in the night.


Bezhik blanched at the suggestion and quickly nodded his agreement, which made the bounty hunter smile to himself. Those kedjek were going to make this relationship a whole bushel easier to manage. And if it turned out that any kedjek had been making midnight water visits, the shepherd and his flock would probably be over the hills and gone before Lugars people had even filled their first skin. But for now, the shepherd still wasnt finished with his veiled criticisms.


How many groups? Ive heard that their clans number in the hundreds. They could be here for a week!


Hundreds? Karsten had never seen a gathering of more than thirty. True, Lugar had claimed to have only a fist, plus himself, but he had avoided any mention of how far away the rest of the clan might be, or how large. And why would he? An opponent who cannot guess your strength is an opponent who dares not move against you. What the headman had done though was give his assurance that his people would be in and out before the suns disk touched the sand. Two groups would be enough, so there was plenty of time. For all Karsten knew, that might only be a fraction of their true tally, but so long as Lugar kept to his word, their full number should never become an issue.


Youll be back at your fire in time for supper, he said. but he was beginning to tire of the mans unending quibbles. Now, enough questions. You asked me to speak you a peace and I have. So do your part and get your woolly muddle together and out onto the south slopes. And mind you keep them above the lowest ramp so theres no risk of trouble. The sooner you get up there, the sooner thisll all be over.


Bezhik fingered the drooping ends of his moustache in contemplation for a moment, as though it bridled his nature to give in without further argument. But at last he nodded, and with a look very much like that of a brothel-girl being sent to service an ugly patron, the man began to gather his flock from their various dull-eyed mischiefs. And a few minutes later, he was leading them out of the station, gathering more around him as they all headed south.


Karsten grunted to himself in satisfaction as he watched them go. It seemed nobody was pleased with the agreement hed struck. But in his own long experience, those were the only kind that stood any chance of success.


Finding himself now unexpectedly alone, Karsten looked around to confirm of his good fortune. Sure enough, the llama had indeed wandered off, and with her gone, he couldnt let the opportunity pass. The sigh that escaped him as he slipped his hands from the prison of those infernal gloves was almost carnal, and he stood there for as long as he dared, letting the warm desert air kiss them dry. But it was temporary relief only. Far too soon he found himself working his chapped and blistered fingers back into the squelching skins. And with that brief indulgence now past, there was just enough time left to go see what mischief the llama had gotten herself into before Lugars first group arrived.



***




To Karstens surprise, the situation seemed to be well in hand. The shepherd had kept his word and was holding the flock above the lowest ramp to the south. Well, mostly above. Meanwhile, the first group of Venkathi had arrived from the north and were unshipping their gear. Lugar himself had led them and Karsten gave a grunt of approval to see that the man with him was not Naaz. Insanely though, this man also wore a witchstone on his keffee. A pale white triangle gleaming against the black. But having seen two already, the third could only hold the bounty hunters attention for the space of a few moments, and he soon turned his attention to the six little creatures that had come with the group. The peskies. They had already wandered away from the camel and were beginning to nose about the little station.


In size they were somewhere between a large house cat and a small pig, with short, golden-brown fur and large, expressive eyes that gave them the look of constantly bewildered children. Instead of paws though, their front legs ended in nimble little fingers, gloved in white fur. Karsten didnt know what a working peskie was supposed to look like, but so far hunting looked an awful lot like pestering llamas. Taking pity on Babette, he went to see what aid he could render.


Here now, thats enough, he said to one little bugger that was jamming a curious finger down into her woolly ear. After checking to be sure his gloves were pulled up proper, he swept a hand firmly but gently over Babettes back, from head toward flank, herding the over-eager ear inspector ahead of him. The peskie didnt complain and simply shuffled along good-naturedly until it ran out of territory and then half jumped, half fell from her rump and thumped firmly to the ground.


While that one waddled off, Karsten squatted down to peer under Babettes belly where he found a pair that had set up shop in her shady underhang. They paid him no mind and continued about their business, searching for delicious bugs in the llamas long, straggly fur.


Kitchens closed, fellas, he said, as he reached in. They didnt try to dodge, nor did they struggle when he grabbed them, and he soon found himself with a peskie in each hand. Karsten stood up, peering at the strange little fellas, who just blinked at him as though waiting calmly for the inevitable crushing that was to come. Hed never encountered any creature quite sodocile. And these were hunters? He had half a mind to go ask Lugar about it, but he lost that chain of thought when both of his captives looked straight at him and their eyes began to bulge.


Poxes and taint! the bounty hunter cursed as he dropped the pair like hot coals. He mustve squeezed em too tight. And the crazy thing was, even as the little dunders had been about to explode, they hadnt made so much as a squeak in protest!


But when they bounced up out of the grass at his feet, they seemed none the worse for it. They just looked at each other and squirbled something in their nonsense peskie language.


Then their eyes started to bulge again.


Dammit, I didnt even touch you this time! Karsten barked. He glanced quickly at Babette who seemed just as surprised by the fit as he did. But the peskies ignored them both and continued to swell at the face, until a tiny series of percussive, choking coughs broke the silence and the two peskies fell into convulsions. The fit went on for several seconds, with each of them coughing and choking and shaking like two little cowherds in the throes of an actual pox.


Karsten was just about to go tell Lugar that his useless hounds had taken a fit and were probably dying when the whole spectacle was suddenly over. The coughing died off, the twisting and jerking settled, and then the two little creatures got back onto their feet and toddled off through the grass. It wasnt until the smaller one casually swiped its hand-like paws over its nose that Karsten realized what hed seen. They hadnt been choking at all. Theyd been sneezing.


Had the poxing Venkathi brought some kind of herd sickness into the oasis? He said as much to Babette, but she didnt seem at all ruffled about it. She just gave him a quick grunt of thanks for his timely help with her invaders and then wandered off toward the huts.


Karsten was left shaking his head in wonder. Bloody typical. She may have just been exposed to a life-threatening plague, but what was that, compared to the generous cluster of stinkberries that was waiting for her at the back of the station?


After watching her amble off into the shadows, Karsten turned and went to find more peskies. Hed seen a pair earlier, heading for the waters edge. Were they all sick?


He eventually found three over near the pond, but he couldnt tell if these were the same ones or different. None of them seemed to be convulsing or coughing now. In fact, they didnt show any signs of anything at all, and were now absorbed in a new set of daft and pointless fascinations. One had climbed a tree and was hanging from the bottom of an under-ripe pear, swinging back and forth in a mad attempt to make it fall, while a companion sat in the grass directly below, trying to stuff a blade of grass up its own nose. He almost tripped over the third. It was laying on its back on a rock, staring in wonder at what looked to be the remains of a butterfly squeezing out from between the fingers of its clenched fist. They were all daft as the offspring from a long line of cousins, but there wasnt a cough or a twitch from any of these. The more he saw of them, the more puzzled he became at what these imbecilic little creatures could possibly have to do with tracking kedjek.


It was time to start asking questions.


Striding back to the pool, he found that Lugar and his companion had carried their casks across the pond to fill them at the springhead itself. The pool spread out in a broad half circle, with the valley wall forming the straight side. Long ago, a narrow cleft in that wall had collapsed in the middle of the pond, leaving an apron of jumbled stones below, which the water now bubbled and splashed over. Since then, someone had dragged a few of those stones back toward the huts, forming a chain of stepping stones from the station to the springhead. Lugar and his man were there now, holding one of their casks in the cold, clear flow. Apparently they preferred to fill there, even though it would take longer to haul the empty casks across and the full ones back.


When Karsten reached the shore, he could hear the two men bickering quietly over some impenetrable detail of Venkathi water lore, but as water master, he had the right to interrupt.


I thought the little ones were here to work, Karsten called out. When the two men looked up, the bounty hunter tipped his head toward the south, where Bezhik could be easily seen standing among his flock and glaring back at them.


My water brother is most eager to learn if any kedjek have been sniffing at his tent in the night.


Lugar stood up and left his companion to continue their work.


The water master is not familiar with peskies? he asked, his voice only just loud enough to be heard over the splashing water.


Indeed, I am not, Karsten conceded. Enlighten me.


The Venkathi headman paused to give some brief instruction to his tribesman and then danced his way across the sun-baked rocks, toward the waiting bounty hunter.


A peskie is not the hawk that must seek with its eyes, the headman said as he stepped up onto the grassy bank. It is the coyote that hunts with its nose. And a peskies nose is always hunting.


So if there had been a kedjek here, theyd already have scented it?


Perhaps, the wily old fellow said.


Karsten wasnt sure he liked the sound of that. Only perhaps?


Lugar of the Sea shrugged. There are many scents that a kedjek might leave, and not all peskies are sensitive to each. It is why we must hunt with many noses and not just one.


Karsten sighed. Hed been hoping to bar the inquisitive little pests and their sickness from the oasisif for no other reason than to protect Babettebut it seemed he would have to allow them in after all.


Well, its good to know I dont have peskie snot on me for nothing.


The Venkathi didnt seem to understand. Peskie snot?


The little beggars are sick or something, the bounty hunter said. Sneezing and spewing all over me. Lucky thing Ive got the gloves or I mighta had to pitch em all into the pond. But best keep them away from the sheep. I doubt the shepherdll be best pleased by having his precious flock come down wi


Sandmouth!


What are you Karsten began, but the Venkathi headman wasnt paying him any mind. Instead, Lugar of the Sea was glaring southward with his arm stuck out, pointing at the distant shephard.


The sheep-lovers word is sand! he spat.


Karsten peered at the slopes himself but couldnt see what the Venkathi was so exercised about and said as much.


He has violated our agreement! the headman said. They were to stay on the second ramp or higher, but clearly there are three sheep on the lowest.


Karsten sighed. Sure enough, three white puffballs could be seen on the lowest switchback. Theyd probably just drifted down, following the tastier grass. But its only three, he said. And theyre only a few paces too low.


The headman snorted with disdain. So, I should just bring four men in the next group instead of two? he asked. Standing near to our words is as good as standing on them?


Karsten cursed to himself. Hed forgotten how prickly the Venkathi could be over water agreements. To them, it was not the spirit of the thing that mattered, it was the actual words spoken. But Lugar wasnt finished.


A mans word is either iron or sand, the headman said. One is strong. The other is for pissing on.


Karsten could only wonder how hed managed to become the adjudicator in all this. Babettes fault, probably. Such annoyances in his life usually were. But whoever bore the blame, the last thing he needed now was for the headman to decide that the agreement had been broken and use that as an excuse to bring the rest of his people down.


Ill go explain it to him again, he said. Lugar gave a dubious grunt but seemed satisfied. For the moment.


The bounty hunter snatched up his staff and then let out an irritated growl when he noticed another peskie dangling from the end. And get these vermin under control before I get back! he barked. Then he gave his staff a quick flick and launched the beast into a nearby shrub. More Venkathi he could handle. But more peskies?


Shuddering with horror at the thought, he set off for the southern slope.



***




Karsten stood at the bottom of the first ramp and sighed. Higher up the slope, that trio of wayward sheep had now grown to a quartet, all still happily munching their out-of-bounds lunch. Hed hoped the poxing shepherd might see him coming and save him the trouble of making the full journey, but the man was still nowhere in sight.


Letting his staff rest against his shoulder, the bounty hunter cupped his gloved and aching hands around his mouth and gave a call.


Hello the flock!


With the valley walls narrowing together and the front faces of each ramp stretched wide above him, his voice reverberated oddly, bouncing back and forth a dozen different ways, but none of them produced an answer from the shepherd. So he tried again.


Bezhik!


He couldnt see the tops of the higher ramps, but he could see their front edges, doubling back and forth above him, and he scanned those now, watching for signs of a particular sunburned face. A few pillowy white sheep-backs were visible along the second tier, where some of the flock had strayed perilously close to the edge, but there were no human faces among them. Hed have to find the man the hard way.


With a few choice words for the fool who was making his life so thoroughly delightful today, the bounty hunter set off up the slope, driving his staff harshly into the grass with every step and giving it a rough twist before pulling it out. If each crater left behind in the grass just happened to look like a surprised mouth missing all its teeth, that was just a poxing coincidence.


Eventually, Karstens temper cooled, and as he approached the sheep below the switchback, he was able to deploy his staff more gently, chivvying them up the slope and around the turn with gentle taps. Their placid, slow-eyed faces peered up at him in annoyance, chewing constantly, but they moved along. Stupid beasts had no idea how close they were to becoming Venkathi travel jerky.


It wasnt until he was actually at the turn that he could finally see up the next ramp over the backs of the flock. But what in the nine hells?


There, halfway up the second slope and all the way back from the edge, Bezhik was kneeling on the grass with one arm buried to the shoulder in the tangle of snarewire bush growing against the face of the third ramp. No wonder the fool had not answered. Hed gotten himself stuck in a poxing trap!


Karsten called out twice more, but whether it was the intervening flock of wool muffling the sound of his voice or the rustling of brambles in Bezhiks ears as he struggled to free himself, the calls went unanswered.


Poxes and taint! Was it not enough that there were angry Venkathi in the station below? Or that a wild kedjek might be lurking in any one of a thousand shadows? No, clearly that was not enough challenge for one mans patience. So now, on top of all that, he would have to go rescue the shepherd from his own poxing stupidity. Again!


Still grumbling and cursing under his breath, the bounty hunter strode up the second ramp, now swinging his staff with unchecked abandon to clear a path for himself through the pressing sheep. What could have led the fool to stick his arm into a poxing snarewire hedge in the first place?


But the situation only got stranger as the bounty hunter approached. The first thing he noticed was that there was something moving in the hedge, twitching and shuddering in a rhythm different from the shepherds own struggles.


Then, to Karstens utter astonishment, the shepherd finally worked his arm free, only to plunge it straight back into the hedge again!


What in the flaming blue fires of hell are you doing! he shouted.


The shepherd glanced over his shoulder at the interruption, but then went immediately back to his daftwhatever it was.


Taking three furious strides, Karsten reached the fool and came to a halt, jamming the end of his staff into the grass between them like a challenge. Youd better hav


Quiet! the shepherd hissed over his shoulder. Youll scare her away.


And as Karsten struggled to find the right curse to express his fury, he watched in dumbfounded amazement as the shepherd withdrew his arm from the prickly thorns, aimed a little further to his left, and then jammed it back in. It was like the fool was trying to get stuck.


During the brief moment the mans hand had been visible, Karsten thought hed seen a glimpse of something blue and leafy, but it had disappeared again before he could be certain, buried back into the hedge. But not deeply enough, it seemed, because the shepherd muttered in frustration. His silken robes had snagged on the brambles, just as they had the previous times, and brought his thrust to a halt.


The hedge baahed in frustration.


Curious now, the bounty hunter leaned in closer, trying to peer in through the foliage, but it was too thick to see what was happening in there. All he could make out was the muzzle of a sheep reaching forward for the blue leaves from inside the bramble, and then pulling away. Reaching forward again, and then pulling away again. Rhythmically. Almost as if


With sudden realization, the bounty hunter thrust his staff into the hedge and then shoved it aside, levering open a narrow gap through the thorns. Sure enough, there in the back he could see that same damned ram, still going about his frantic business. The ewe was different this time, with black ears instead of white, but she bore the same look of tired resignation hed seen on her predecessor.


Bezhik immediately took advantage of the opening Karsten had created and jammed his arm in through the gap, finally delivering his handful of fodder, which the ewe began to chew in time with the rams affections.


Karsten could only stare at the shepherd as he withdrew his arm again, smiling now in satisfaction.


Strange hobby you have up here, the bounty hunter said.


The shepherd sneered. This is not some baudy entertainment, he said as he climbed to his feet and slapped bits of grass from his robe. It is why th why my master sent me here. He wishes his sheep to breed, and so they will breed.


The hedge continued to pulse as the shepherds breeding program continued, although the ewe now had a less focused look about her. Not exactly complacent. Justless aware.


Karsten raised an eyebrow. You doped her? The very idea made the old mans flesh quiver, but the shepherd laughed.


Dont be such a quivering duchess. Its only dullards mint. Youd be surprised how much a female will endure once shes been given the proper attitude.


A cold shiver ran through the bounty hunters belly and he paused to consider whether the world truly needed all the shepherds it currently held. One less would hardly be considered a catastrophe. But alas, this would be a poor time to correct the count. Not while they were in full view of the striders down in the station. As distasteful as he found the mans treatment of the animals in his care, an open brawl in the ranks of a water masters clan would be taken as a sign of weakness. And the last thing he needed now was another complication from his Venkathi guests. Better to get on with what hed come for, and save the balancing of scales for later.


Youre in violation, he said as he pulled his staff from the hedge and waved it downslope. Two of the sheep hed chivvied up earlier had already found their way back below the switchback. They were to be kept above the first ramp, he said.


Bezhik glanced at them quickly but seemed unimpressed and answered the bounty hunter with a careless shrug. So a few have rounded the switch. What harm? I dont think anybody cares ab


Do you not? Karsten replied, shifting his staff to the point down into the station. Are those the faces of Venkathi raiders who do not care? Lugar and his man could be seen beside the pool, staring back up at them. Their expressions were impossible to read from that distance, but their postures spoke loudly.


Or those? he continued, raising his staff to indicate two more tribesman who were clearly visible on the north rim. By the set of their shoulders it seemed plain that they were as ill-pleased as their headman.


Who do you think sent me up here with this warning? Lugars been strangely tolerant for a strider, but hes still a strider. Id say yer about five minutes from becoming the guest of honor at a traditional Venkathi shit-kicking party. Then he leaned in close, to be sure his point was taken. And I dont like parties.


Bezhik might have been a rich mans dog, but he had stones, give him that much. Instead of quivering in fear as most of his kind did, this one held his ground and glared back at the bounty hunter, hard and steady, taking his full measure. It was only after glancing up to the ruinous gallows scar etched in Karstens forehead that the shepherd finally swallowed and looked away.


My master would be most displeased if anything were to happen to his flock, he said quietly.


And who is it you think hes going to blame if it does?


Whether it was simple fear of the gallows mark, or fear of his masters wrath, Karsten didnt know, but whatever the reason, the shepherd gave a tight nod and then immediately set about correcting the situation.


Or at least, he tried to.


Truth be woven into it, the man had little knack for beastwork. He seemed able to drive a single sheepthrough shouts and physical intimidation, mostlybut he gave no eye to the rest of the flock while he did it. So every time he chivvied one puffball back up the slope, another or a pair would slip past him heading down.


Karsten watched this tuneless dunders waltz play out for several minutes before finally growling to himself and lending a hand. It seemed his day today would consist of nothing but the wrangling of other mens livestock. The peskies had vexed him thoroughly enough, but their affable good nature had made it hard to work up a hate for them. Sheep on the other hand


The bounty hunter grumbled to himself as he worked his three sheep up past the one that was still defying the shepherd. The grumbling, however, was aimed at Babette. When theyd first heard that clapper out on the sand, he had wanted to ignore it, but she had made the decision for the both of them. And where was she, now that there was work to be done? Avoiding it all, of course. Probably standing in the shade somewhere, laughing to herself and making herself sick on berries and apples.


With his three back where they belonged, Karsten took up position a dozen strides above the switchback and held the flock there with nothing more than his steely glare of hate. As he waited for Bezhik to pass with the last one, the bounty hunters hands throbbed at him, itching something fierce and giving texture to his deepening fury. But he couldnt risk taking the damned things off, because that would be precisely when the poxing llama would show up and toss another flaming torch of complications into the dry thatch of his life. So he stood there, legs planted firmly and daring even one of the fleece-brained ninnies to approach. And perhaps they could smell the smoke of his smouldering mood, because not a single one tried.


When the shepherd finally appeared, stamping his feet and waving his arms behind a ewe that seemed more embarrassed to be near him than frightened, Karsten glanced over his shoulder to the north rim. The silhouettes that had been watching were now gone, and down in the station, Lugars workmate had gone back to wrestling with a cask. The headman himself must have moved around behind the camel because he was not currently in sight, but wherever he was, he was definitely not glaring up at the shepherd with murder in his eye any more. So, with everything now seemingly back onto a peaceful footing, the bounty hunter gave his bated breath to the wind and let it take his tension with it.


The funniest part about the calm after a storm was how it sometimes felt like suddenly too much calm. As though the chaos of a disaster was too exciting a thing to let go all at once, and so a mans mind had to find a new danger for him to fret over, making the peacefulness itself seem untrustworthy. Survivors twitch, he called it, and over the years, hed become accustomed to it. If the calm seemed deeper this time, like even the stars in the sky had gone out, it probably just showed how strange his day had been. The feeling would pass. It always did.


But just to help it along, the bounty hunter closed his eyes to examine the feeling. If he could listen to those vanished stars, remember what theyd sounded like, he would be able to


Get out! Get out! It was the shepherd.


Karsten snapped his eyes open and spun around to see what had happened. And then he felt his stomach drop to his knees. The fool shepherd was now pelting madly down the slope.


And every sheep in the damned flock was giving chase.



***




By the time Karsten had given up trying to push his way through the flock and had gone thundering down the steeply sloped side of the ramp instead, the shepherd had gained a considerable lead. But Bezhik had lived the life of a manor servant, whereas Karsten had lived his chasing men who were desperate to get away from him. He overtook the shepherd halfway back to the huts.


Have ye gone poxing mad! he shouted as he yanked the shepherd around to face him. You set foot in there with all them running loosehe pointed back to the sheep that had lost interest in the chase and were now milling around at the foot of the rampsand Lugarll cut you into jerky, just on general principles!


But this time he has violated the agreement! the man sputtered, still pressing to get past the bounty hunters leveled staff.


How? Theres still just the two of them here. The rest are up on the rim. Saw a couple of them there myself.


Finally the shepherd realized he was not going to win a shoving contest and stepped back, straightening the dignity of his robe as he did. When he responded, it was with a renewed sense of his usual pompous superiority.


The agreement was also that he would not enter the huts. As first to arrive here, they are mine for as long as I wish the use of them and none shall enter without my leave. Apparently hed been paying more attention to the terms than hed let on.


And you think hes violated those conditions? Thats a pretty hefty accusation for a man who cant


Its no accusation. Its a fact. I saw him enter my sleeping hut with these very eyes.


Dammit! Karsten had assumed the Venkathi headman had just been momentarily out of sight, but if Bezhik was right, then there was more going on here than a simple water squabble. A Venkathi would normally go to great pains to be seen complying with an agreement. It was like a competition with them; who could be more persnickety in their observance of the rules. If Lugar had indeed broken faith by going into the huts, then something much more complicated was at stake.


Well, that still doesnt change thi


Bezhik opened his mouth to argue and Karsten quickly raised a hand for silence, but it was probably the accompanying snarl of exasperation that actually did the trick.


It doesnt change things for you, he concluded. You get yourself back to those slopes and get your poxing herd up where you said you would keep them. Ill deal with Lugar. If what you say is true, its the water masters job to handle it, and thats me.


It took a few more minutes, but he finally got the shepherd turned around and heading back to do his damned job. Which meant it was time to deal with Lugar.


As he stode around the corner of the first hut, the bounty hunter almost stepped on a small, furry form, sprawled across the sand.


Damned peskies, he muttered. Hed been so focused on his coming confrontation with the headman that hed forgotten about the furry little buggers. He rolled this one toward the hut with the end of his staff and watched it flop over onto its back like a tiny beached walrus. A rope of shiny drool draped from its open mouth and ran back across its chest, rising and falling in the sunlight with every breath, so it was alive. Pissed to the tips of its ears maybe, but alive. Anything more would have to wait for later.


He looked quickly behind the huts, expecting to find Babette, but she was no longer there. Hed hoped she might have seen what Lugar had gotten up to in his absense, but she was no doubt off gorging herself at one of the other groves of Olahuas plenty. Typical llama. Never around when a situation was brewing. But there, at the waters edge, loading casks onto the camel as though hed been there all along, was Lugar.


Ah. The water master returns, the headman said, spreading his arms wide in greeting as the bounty hunter approached. Then he turned to gesture across the camels back toward his companion, who was cinching a load strap on the other side. Our casks are filled, Lugar said, and we are ready to depart, as agreed. The next of our clan will return in


Will return when Im satisfied, and not before, Karsten growled as he reached the Venkathi and came to a halt, grounding his staff into the grass at his side. The shepherd says he saw somebody go into his hut. Is this true?


Lugars face clouded over in an instant and his eyes flicked to the south, where all could see the shepherds flock still milling about in unsupervised confusion, clearly far below their agreed upon station. But it was the other Venkathi who stepped forward, fury darkening his face.


Now the worm accuses Lugar of having sand in his mouth? he cried as he threw back his sand robe to display the hilt of the krambat jutting from his sash. Clearly, this was an insult of intolerable proportion and there was only one thing to be done about it. Lugars glare seemed to be in agreement.


Didnt say who it was, Karsten replied, doing his best to be diplomatic with the prickly sand striders. Only that he saw someone go in. Coulda been one of the peskies even. Already saw one back there been into the sauce. Could itve been him, or maybe one of his friends?


The headman seemed to relax a little, and with a slight nod from him, the other man let his hand drift away from his belt. Lugar was about to say something when a muffled shriek split the air around them.


Karsten whirled, his staff coming up automatically into a defensive position, and beside him the two striders stepped back-to-back, their own wicked blades now out and ready for trouble.


At first there was nothing to see. A couple of peskies wandered unsteadily across the grass, but there was nothing else but the huts in front of them and the trees beyond. The door to the third one, which had been closed only moment ago, now stood open. Then Karsten cursed as the shepherd emerged from its yawning darkness and stepped out into the light.


His chest and arms were covered in blood.


She-shes dead! he said. Then he collapsed to the grass.


It took less than a heartbeat for the clues to click together in the bounty hunters head. And then he took off at a dead run.


Babette!



***




Karstens entire world collapsed into a narrow tunnel of light in front of him as he shouldered his way past the still-wailing shepherd and into the hut. Somebody had converted the space into a stable, but it was too dark to make out the details and a cloud of fodder dust still hung in the air from the shepherds passing that threatened to choke the very air from the bounty hunters lungs. Throwing a forearm across his mouth, he leapt across the space toward a pale mass lying in the back corner.


His eyes might have been slitted almost closed against the dust, but his nose still worked fine, and the smell it reported to him was unmistakable. Wet animal hair. Blood. Death.


With a sick wrenching in his gut, Karsten realized what star had been extinguished in the sky of his mind, and the old bounty hunter sank heavily to his knees, reaching out to stroke her poor, stupid shoulder. His gloved hand settled on a tangle of stringy hair, and the leather between them now felt obscene. He tore the glove off and placed his bare hand on the wet meat, but not a note of worldsong rose between them. And with that silence, he felt his last hope collapse inside him. Hed failed her. He was the one who had brought her to this wind-blasted shithole. And now she was gone.


Sadness filled the old man like a bag of heavy sand pouring into him, filling his chest and belly. He slid his hand slowly up her shoulder and along her neck, reaching for her head. Shed always loved to be scratched under her chin but hed used that as a tool, holding back even as simple a kindness as that, in an effort to control her. The bitter cruelty of it now tasted of shame, and he could withhold no longer.


Unfortunately, he could not find her chin. He patted around a little further before he realized that he couldnt find her head at all. His stomach gave a lurchnot of disgust, but of rage. Who could have done such


But then he found her foot. Where her head should have been.


Confused, the bounty hunter wiped at his streaming eyes with his keffeeit was the dustand then blinked down at the carcass laying in the straw in front of him.


Its too small, he said, utterly bewildered. And indeed, it was far too small to be a llama.


Suddenly, Karsten was as light as smoke and he leapt up to his feet. Its a poxing sheep! he declared. What hed taken to be the neck of a llama was in fact the leg of a ewe.


Of course its a sheep! the shepherd cursed from the doorway. Those Venkathi sand fuckers have murdu


Karsten whirled and caught the fool by the throat before he could finish his thought, choking the air from him before it could fly from his chest to become an accusation.


As it happens, Im in a good mood just now, the bounty hunter confided. He flicked a quick glance out the door to see that the sand striders had moved closer and that both still had their knives out. Karsten leaned in closer to glare into the face of the squirming shepherd.


Like I said, a good mood. But them words youre trying to say are gonna turn all that good feeling to bad, real quick.


Wha? Bezhik squawked, through a face that was slowly turning purple.


I gave my vouch for you, and my regret for doing so grows deeper with every sniff of breath you draw, but its already given. Insult them now and its my blood theyll want as payment, not yours.


But they killedUrk!


Jumping mother humpers! The bounty hunter squeezed harder, and this time the shepherds eyes seemed to bulge from the sockets of his skull like two curious gophers emerging at dawn.


Dont double your stupidity for the day by flexing your tongue instead of your poxing brain! Think! Sure, somethings done yer stupid sheep in, but even knowing theres a kedjek been sighted, you still want to say it was the sand striders done this?


Understanding seemed to seep into Bezhiks face like a stain. Finally he gave a tight nod of agreement and the bounty hunter released him.


She was hurt, the shepherd said, and could not be moved. If they done as they agreed and stayed out, they would not have learned


This aint about your grievings, the bounty hunter said. All the sheep. On the slopes. Higher up than bottom so we can all see. Seems thats three promises, and you plainly aint kept even one. And now you want to balance all that against maybe they broke just one, and then again maybe not?


But my master will want compensation, the shepherd said.


Karsten had to lock his own hand rigid with his mind before it could reach up to strangle the fool. Here he was, dancing the intricate swordplay of an agreement with Venkathi over water rights, all on behalf of this sand-mouthed idiot, and now the idiot wanted to ask the striders for payment?


Thats when the other hand joined the argument. Before he could even think, Karsten reached out, grabbed the fool by the front of his fancy robes, and flung him roughly against the wallnot actually through it thoughand then he stormed out.


When he emerged into the light, Lugar was waiting, although the other man had wandered off somewhere.


Your water brother is troubled, headman said, and Karsten felt a shudder of relief. If Lugar had heard anything to offend him from the shepherds idiot tongue, hed chosen to ignore it.


The bounty hunter nodded gravely back toward the hut. He grieves for a lost member of his flock.


Lugars eyes narrowed. Truly? But all were to be taken to the slopes.


Sometimes it felt like the entire world was wandering around with red-hot pokers in their hands and he was the only quenching bucket, but Karsten wasnt in the mood to argue. Instead, he cocked his head and gave the man a quizzical look. Surely that was not meant to include the dead ones?


In truth, he wasnt sure when the ewe had died, but Lugar didnt know that.


No, the headman said. We spoke no bond about what was to be done with his meats.


Then we are agreed, the bounty hunter replied, bringing the matter to a close.


He was about to ask if Lugar had seen which way Babette had wandered off when they were interrupted by the other Venkathis return. The man stood in the shadows of the second hut and beckoned for Lugar to come. Karsten couldnt make out what they then said, but he did see what they were talking about. The other Venkathi kept lifting his hand, gesturing with it. And every time he did, Karsten could see the drooling little peskie staring up at them. And they seemed worried.


Finally, Lugar gave the fellow some kind of instructions and then waved him off and he left, taking the strangely intoxicated creature with him. Then the headman turned back to Karsten and bowed formally.


Time flows around us like wind, he said. The sun will soon be gone and there is still another camel to load.


Clearly, something about the drunken peskie had slapped the rump of their plans, but Karsten knew better than to ask about it. He flicked a glance toward the afternoon sun which was well on its way toward the western valley wall.


Indeed, he said. And I must see about locating my missing llama. She seems to have wandered off while I was absent.


The Venkathi nodded and Karsten got the distinct impression that the man truly had no idea where Babette had gone. Probably because hed been too busy with whatever he and his partner were really up to.


My brother will lead the next tent, Lugar said. He is Gedzh. I will see the water master again at the tally. Then he turned and went to join the other man who was already loading barrels hastily onto the camels back. Just minutes later, Karsten watched the two men pass into the orchard, heading for the northern slopes with Lugar in the lead, urging the fully laden camel to as fast a pace as he could. The bounty hunter might have been worried about what he sawa Venkathi arguing in public with a carrybeastbut it was hard to take it as fully serious, given all the peskie heads bobbing up and down. A cloud of little fluffy knobs that seemed to appear and disappear at random as they clambered in and out over the disappearing Venkathi and their gear.


Crazy way to travel, the bounty hunter mumbled. But now that they were gone, it was time to set idle curiosities aside. He had a powerful urge to check on Babette and the next Venkathi group was at least a half hour away.


It should have been plenty of time.



***




They get stuck? Here? But how? Karsten turned around slowly, wondering what he was missing.


The vertical walls that formed the sides of Olahua undulated in a series of swells and folds that made them seem a vast curtain of stone set here to shelter the valley against the prying eyes of the world. He was standing in a narrow thrust of grass at the bottom of one of those folds, trying to make sense of what the shepherd had told him.


The thrust was perhaps three paces across and about twice that deep, surrounded on three sides by the towering wall of stone and floored with a flat expanse of ankle-deep grass. The open side flowed out into the rest of the valley without so much as a stone or hump to serve as a barrier between them. The nearest obstruction was a stunted fig tree fully twenty strides further up the valley. Bezhik claimed to have found a yearling in this very place, trapped and terrified and bleating for its mother, but Karsten simply could not swallow the hook. It wasnt possible. A creature that stupid would have kicked itself to death in a tragic suckling accident in its first few hours of life.


It hadnt taken long to search the orchard for something as big as a llama, and after coming up empty, hed pressed the shepherd for other places to look. Anywhere an animal might get itself stuck. According to Bezhik, the false canyon just behind the lone fig tree on the east wall was precisely the kind of place he was looking for. But according to Karstens own eyes, it could not be. This little thrust of grass was hardly a false canyon and the only reason he hadnt been able to see that from the station was because the view from there was blocked by the fig. Obviously, the shepherd had lied. The question now was, why?


Again the bounty hunters gaze flicked north. Slowed by the weight of the water, Lugar and his man were only now reaching the uppermost switchback. Above them, the next group was already waiting, two slender silhouettes standing on either side of their camel, enjoying the view. What had Lugar called their leader? Gedzh. Well, Gedzh would not begin his journey until Lugar had completed his. Only one water party at a time was permitted within the oasis bounds. Those had been the terms. And the Venkathi were scrupulous about such things. So for the moment, Gedzh and his companion would just have to wait.


And that meant Karsten had plenty of time to go have another chat with Bezhik and still be in the station to welcome them. The shepherd had sent him on this dunders hunt intentionally, and the bounty hunter intended to find out what was going on.


Karsten jammed his staff into the grass and spun to the south, the ember of his fury beginning to blaze up inside him. But before he could take even a single stride, a voice called out from the back of his head.


Where are we going now?


The bounty hunter paused and looked back behind him. There was nothing there, of course. Nobody to ask questions or contradict him. No laughter at some foolish idea or indignant huff over more work to be done. And he realized for the first time how much he had come to rely on her counsel. Llamas may not have the power of speech but he knew of one who had become a bloody poet with body language. Not to mention body fluids. If she had been there, she would have asked her questions and he would have answered her. And in the doing, they would probably have come to a more subtle plan than simply, Beat answers out of the shepherd until he can no longer make vowel shapes with his lips.


Aint it obvious? he replied to the question still hanging over him. Were going to have a talk with the shepherd. Find out what he did to you.


He could almost see her eyes rolling at himfor being stupidfollowed by a quick flick to the south.


Karsten looked south as well. I know where he is, dammit! Hes been there half the day!


The bounty hunter felt silly arguing with the wind, but his initial blind anger was already cooling into something a bit more considered and he shook his head in irritation. Even absent she could be so poxing stubborn, forcing him to talk things out proper. See her angles as well as his before rushing to Oh. Half the day.


So yer saying he couldntve done nothin to ye. He was already up there when I hustled them peskies off yer fat and woolly rump, and I got back to the station ahead of him too. Bezhik never had a chance to do ye any misdeeds.


He ignored her self-satisfied nod of superiority. He was too busy untying the rest of the knot. If the shepherd hadnt done it Karstens gaze drew narrow as he looked north again. Actually looked this time. Now that Babette had got him thinking, there was a tickle in the back of his head. Something hed missed earlier. Something not quite right.


Lugars group had rounded the switchback now, but Karsten could still see nothing amiss. There were two men and a camel in each group, one on the ramp, the other on the rim. Everything was as agreed.


And then he saw it. Two silhouettes standing beside the camel. Karstens eyes snapped back down to Lugars group. One man riding, the other behind.


Idiot! he cursed, driving the end of his staff so fiercely into the ground that his sweaty hand almost slurped itself out of the glove. The Venkathi had a saying: Any man who will not caress Mother Sand with his feet better be bathing her in his blood. Only the sick, the gravely injured, and women heavy with child were permitted to ride. Yet today a fierce Venkathi raider had chosen to ride up the slope like a common birthing girl? Perhaps if he had somehow lost a leg in the last half hour, but no lesser injury would have been sufficient cause. That rider was no more than a bundle of blankets tied together and draped with a sandrobe. He was sure of it.


Which means that one of the pair never left the orchard at all.


With his hot fury now tempered into a colder, more calculated cunning, the phantom llama faded away leaving one deeply pissed off bounty hunter striding across the valley floor. He was alone now, his head packed full of questions.


And it was time to get some poxing answers.



***




After the chaos of peskies constantly poking into every corner and under every foot, the station now felt different as Karsten strode through. The quiet babble of the spring gurgling down over the rocks now seemed almost deafening. He paused long enough to give the area a quick scan, but there was no sign that anyone had doubled back this far, so he strode on toward the north, taking the same track that Lugars group had taken. He only got a little way into the trees again before he found what he was looking for.


Like they werent trying to hide at all, the bounty hunter muttered, as he examined the tangled tracks of animals and men. The Venkathi had organized their deception in great haste and either hadnt noticed or hadnt cared that they were leaving the tale pressed into the moist, shade-dappled soil beneath their feet. Probably thought they had me thoroughly shammed and didnt need to be careful. Although even as he said it, the bounty hunter felt a burning in his cheeks at how close that had come to being truth.


From out of the churn of footprints, two sets of tracks emerged. Those of the camel and one man proceeded north, while the second man went off alone into the trees. Lugar himself by the look of it. His companion had been tall and lanky. Not right at all for these shorter, stockier strides.


Warming to the chase, the bounty hunter turned aside and followed the tracks through the low berry and nut bushes that lined the path until they thinned out and he found himself in a wooded glade.


The grass was taller here, as deep as his knees, which presented a bit of a mixed gift. On the one hand, it was easy to see where passing legs had disturbed the blades of grass to catch a different angle of the light, but he could no longer see individual footsteps in the soil below. And with all the activity in the valley that day, there were now several lines crisscrossing through the area, complicating the story.


At first it was easy enough to ignore the other trails that crossed sharply over Lugars, but eventually he came to a place where the Venkathi seemed to have divided himself and taken two routes. One seemed to curve around, bending north to follow the valley wall while the other went left, toward a tall, tooth-shaped standing stone set a pace or two out from the rough cliff face. It seemed unlikely that Lugar would have decided to take a stroll up the valley, so Karsten chose the leftward track. But when it reached the sentinel stone, it stopped.


Intrigued, the bounty hunter turned a slow, careful circle, but there was no further sign of where the Venkathi might have gone. It was as though the man had tried to walk past the big stone and been snatched from the world by the gods for doing so.


Karsten checked the Sisters at his waist, making sure they were still loose in their sheaths, and then he took a breath and approached the stone. When he reached it, he put out one gloved hand and gently touched its face. No gods appeared in a billow of smoke, which was good. And he did not disappear into one, which was even better. But it still didnt answer the question. Where had Lugar gone?


Turning to look back, he could see that his own trail in the grass was still clear. It didnt end abruptly the way Lugars did, but on the other hand, they were no longer on top of each other either. Karstens trail diverged from Lugars and came straight toward the stone while the Venkathi had stayed on a line to go around.


Two long strides took him to the point where Lugars trail vanished, and he turned to study the valley wall looming in front of him, but if the Venkathi had seen what was about to happen, there was nothing to see now. Which only left one way for the bounty hunter to learn what had happened. Raising his foot cautiously, he took a half step forward, and then stumbled the rest of the way, completing the step. It was as if the tall grass that had been a constant drag against his feet had suddenly let go.


Freezing his feet in position, the bounty hunter twisted around, to stare at the ground behind him. He could see the grass. It was a little darker, this close to the wall, but it was there. Only it showed no sign of his having just walked through it. Sacred mother of graves! Even the blades he was standing on had not bent under his weight. They were still standing straight up, emerging through the tops of his boots! It was as though hed become a ghost after passing the stone!


In a blink, the bounty hunter leapt back the way hed come, and though his heart was now pounding, he was overjoyed to hear the grass rustle against him and then to see it bend once more beneath the weight of his feet as he landed. So, it was not he who had become a ghost, after all. It was the grass.


He didnt understand what had happened, but now that he knew about it, he was able to mark out where it happened, and in a few moments he had stomped out the boundaries of the mysterious ghost grass. It formed a roughly triangular patch, beginning at the standing stone and stretching out to left and right behind it, as though the stone itself was casting a shadow of death upon the valley wall.


It was a dark thought, and Karstens gaze narrowed in mistrust as he stepped into the patch once to investigate, but he could find nothing of interest on the ground or in the grass itself, other than its strange disinterest in acknowledging his presence. So once he had crossed the space several times, he turned his eye to the face of the cliff.


There wasnt much to differentiate this section from any other stretch of the valleys perimeter. Rough, angular planes of pinkish-brown stone towered above him, roughened with the usual assortment of cracks, bumps, depressions, and knobs one might expect to find on any cliff face. When he pressed his face in close, he could see tiny flecks of black and blue and white embedded in the stone, just like everywhere else, and that its texture included the same little pockets of dust and dirt and old leaves. But when he raised his hand to poke at a tiny seedling that had sprouted from a crevice, his gloved finger passed right through it. Sprout, rock, and wall.


So. Not just ghost grass, then; it was ghost rock as well. And something told him that the answers to his question were waiting for him on the other side.


Doing it, however, was harder than hed expected. To begin, he had to go slowly, starting with one cautious half-step forward. He slowed for a moment and forced his eyes to watch as his upraised foot actually passed into the rock. Then he watched again as his hand and his staff passed, followed by the elbow and then the shoulder.


But the hardest part by far came as the tip of his nose vanished and the rock face loomed there, filling his vision. It was so close to his eyes now that he could no longer even focus on it. He knew it was an illusion, that his eyes would pass as easily through the mirage as the rest of him had done, but that couldnt silence the lifetime of conditioning that was screaming at him to protect his vision and to poxing well not press his eyeballs forcibly against a wall of gritty, scratchy stone.


Did it make him a coward that, before he could make himself do it, he first had to close his eyes? Well piss on your mother if you think so, but thats what he did. And the moment he did, he felt the tension drain away. Without his eyes screaming for help, his frantic muscles relaxed, and he almost fell the rest of the way through the wall, as easily as parting a harlots veil.


The moment he was sure his eyes had passed the surface, he snapped them open. Tricking himself into taking the step was one thing, but walking eyes-closed into a potential trap was another. Hed expected to find himself in some kind of darknessthe sort of space he imagined lay inside every rock wall: oppressive, lightless, and confining. Like finding yourself in a lightless coffin filled with sand. But what he experienced was not darkness at all.


Instead, Karsten found himself standing in an eerily lit chamber, with strange, almost fluid-seeming walls. They were stone of course, and quite solid, but they seemed to have been frozen into their current shape in the midst of some undulating, pulsing dance. Soft, round curves of muted red and orange rock swooped and dove in an elegant chaos all around him, sketching out the boundaries of a space that was perhaps three or four strides across.


Karsten turned immediately to look back the way he had come and was relieved to find that he could still see out into the valley beyond. It was darker, as though he were looking through a smoked glass, but the back of the sentinel stone was right there in front of him, and beyond it were the very same trees and grasses and berry shrubs hed just passed. The only thing missing was the wall of rock itself. From this side, the illusion seemed to be no more substantial than a veil.


It was a masterful work of magery, that much was certain, but who could have done it? Lugar? If so, then the man was far more dangerous than Karsten had estimated, and he couldnt be sure of course, but it didnt feel like the Venkathi. Nor did it seem to resonate with the shepherd. No, this felt old. Very old. Like the false wall might be every bit as ancient as the real stone around it.


He was still pondering what this place might have been when his musing was cut short by a sound that reverberated from the very bowels of the cavern behind him.


It was the sound of a llama. And she was angry.



***




There was no way to be certain whether these caverns had been carved by magery or by some natural process, but Karsten suspected the latter. The tunnel he was following meandered in an unhurried, serpentine fashion, with far more madness about it than method, and it seemed to him that a scheming mind would have taken a far more direct path. The dim glow emanating from the stone, however, had probably been added when the veil had been pulled over the tunnels mouth. But even if the space had been in utter darkness, he would still have had no trouble finding his way. Several times, hed found himself at a branching point, but the sounds he was following never once led him astray.


They were the sounds of some kind of struggle, but curiously, it did not seem to involve Babette. At least, not directly. Her yowls and complaints seemed to come as counterpointsor commentaries evenon the fracas itself. As though she had a ringside seat to a tavern brawl.


Karsten kept moving, following the sinuous path deeper into the stone, moving as quickly as he could, but at last he heard a distinct voiceinto the sack!and came to a halt. The voice had been Lugars, and it had come from just a little further ahead.


Where the bounty hunter stood now, the tunnel was level, but it arched slowly upward in front of him and then quickly down again, hiding the Venkathi from view. But a brighter, warmer light illuminated that last twist of tunnel, which might work to Karstens advantage, allowing him to approach from darkness toward light. With any luck, Lugar would be fire-blind.


No! Grab the stupid beast and shove! The headmans gruff instruction was followed by an answering whuffle of llama indignation, but it was still her angry whuffle. Not the one she made when she was hurt or scared.


There was another man with Lugar and they were both muttering and grunting with effortand more than a little frustrationbut what held Karstens attention was the animal sound. A hissing, spitting sort of chittering sound. Not loud, but angry. Far angrier than Babette. This was primal. Like a wildcat in a corner, fighting for its life.


Karsten moved quickly up the center of the tunnel, staying low until he reached the crest of the slope, where he dropped to his belly and peered over the top.


Dont give it to me! Pour some into the bag!


With a calm detachment born from years of prying dangerous men out of dangerous holes, he scanned the room itself, and then its secondary players, orienting himself to the general situation before focusing his attention on the action in the middle.


The cavern was relatively spacious. A proper chamber, larger than the tunnel he lay in now. It was perhaps ten strides across and was lit from above by a brilliant, rosey glow that spilled from a narrow channel in the caverns roof. Around the perimeter, that light spilled across smooth stone walls that were pocked by a hundred alcoves of different sizes and shapes. Circles and squares mostly, but there were triangles and crescents too, ranging from just a few inches across to almost a foot. Most were empty, but a few along the uppermost row at the back, seemed to hold small carved figures that Karsten recognized immediately as Venkathi witchstones. Lugar must be using this place as a storehouse for his clans wealth. No wonder the headman had been so secretive.


A single Venkathi was perched halfway up the back wall, reaching to collect the treasures one by one from the alcoves above him and placing them in a satchel that hung from his shoulder. He was not particularly fast and looked a bit awkward at it, but he was getting the job done.


To Karstens left, a second tribesman was doing his best to keep Babette contained. She was stamping and shimmying, looking for a way past the man, but he held her there at the point of his krambat. From the way he was nursing his other hand, hed already discovered the folly of reaching for her halter.


Seeing no immediate threats at the periphery, the bounty hunter turned his attention to the pair in the middle: Lugar of the Sea, and his son, Naaz. The headman was wrestling with a furious bundle, all spines and claws and gnashing teeth, while the younger man stood ready in front of him with the neck of a large sack stretched open between his hands. Naaz was trying to get into position so his father could force the creature down into the bag, but every time they got close, the furious little bundle managed to claw its way up or around and get the headmans arms between it and the waiting trap.


So that, it seemed, was a kedjek. Nasty looking thing. About the size of a coyote, but meaner, and covered in prickly looking spines. Karsten had heard the stories of course. Who hadnt? But hed never actually seen one. Not many had these days, save for the tribes who hunted them. But why was Lugar trying to capture it? Why not just stick it with a blade and be done? And what was Babette so exercised about? From her agitated dance in the corner, it seemed she was trying to get at the kedjek. Like she had a score to settle. Her Venkathi minder wasnt holding her prisoner; he was holding her back!


Karsten had no idea what that was about, but he knew where his loyalties lay. As he picked himself up from the tunnel floor, preparing to intervene, Lugar seemed to reach the same conclusion that Karsten had about the creature in his hands.


Draw your blade, the headman said to his son.


Immediately Babette lunged forward with a furious bellow, pressing herself against her minders knife. She was so enraged that the headman would deny her whatever revenge she was after that she was putting her own neck on the line to lodge her complaint.


Thatll be enough, Karsten said, stepping into the chamber and bringing his staff to guard position in front of him. He wasnt sure how the sand striders would react, but given the numbers, it was best to be ready with the staff if things got ugly, and leave the blades for later.


All eyes in the room snapped around to look at him, except for Lugar, who seized on the momentary distraction to jam the squirming beast down into the sack. Naaz seemed startled by the sudden burden in his hands, and then hissed as a spike-covered leg thrust immediately back out between his fingers. It looked like the beast would escape again, but with a snarl of exasperation, Lugar snatched the dangling draw string and jerked it tight, sealing the creature within the bag before his son could even blink.


The headman stooped to pick up a small flask from the cavern floor at his feet, but he flicked a glance of acknowledgment toward the bounty hunter as he placed the end of the flask between his teeth.


Water master? Why have you come? he asked around the end of the bottle, then he pulled the stopper and upended the flask over the fabric of the bag, which was still writhing and hissing in Naazs hands. When the bottle was empty, Lugar placed it carefully inside his sandrobe and then turned to give the bounty hunter his full attention, apparently still waiting for an answer.


Karsten glanced at the roomful of Venkathi around him, clearly more than the two that had been agreed, but he wouldnt offer a thimbleful of rat piss to talk about the oasis or the agreement just now.


Im here for the llama, he said, flicking his gaze toward the underling who still held a blade against his best friends throat.


Lugar made a quick handsign to the man and the blade vanished. Then the headman turned and gave Karsten a tight nod. My apologies, he said. Our prey had attacked her before we arrived and she seemed most vexed when we did not kill it immediately. It was necessary to restrain her so that she would not hurt herself or our herd as we completed the ritual. It is a male. Very ferocious. He will do well.


Herd? Karsten looked around again. There wasnt a peskie among them. Aside from the striders and himself, there was only the one angry llama and the single kedjek, which had finally accepted its fate and stopped thrashing in its sack.


What herd? he asked.


Lugars seemed to consider him for a moment, and Naaz hissed a warning at his father. But the headman silenced the boy with a glance before waving him forward. Show him.


The younger man looked back and forth between the bounty hunter and his father, but then he shrugged and turned the bag over. Pulling the drawstring open with one hand, he gave the whole thing a vigorous shake with the other and its occupant tumbled out onto the sandy floor.


It was a peskie.


Karsten stared at the creature in the sand for a moment, trying to make the pieces of the puzzle fit together in his head. Kedjek were ferocious, spine-covered terrors. Peskies were sleepy, fur-covered idiots. As he watched, the one on the floor rolled over and tugged at the lace of Naazs boot. Then it slowly and methodically shoved the end of the lace up its own nose, probing deeply, like a monkey searching an ant hill with a stick. Yup. That was a peskie alright. Completely daft and utterly useless. Somehow, Lugar of the Sea had transformed a terror beast into a simpleton.


I thought you hunted them, he said.


Lugar shrugged. Not all hunting is killing.


But why hunt them at all?


Why does the shepherd keep sheep? Why does the water master keep a llama? Because they are useful.


But useful how? You said you used the peskies to help you hunt, yet you have none of the others with you. How did you


Now Lugar laughed. You thought them mighty killers? Like fighting scorpions perhaps, to be loosed upon the sand so they might bring down their prey and drag it back in exchange for a belly rub? He nudged the peskie in front of him with an outstretched toe. Loose this upon the sand and it would soon drown itself in a bucket trying to see what was at the bottom. No. Peskies do not bring our prey to us. Only cowards hunt in this way. Peskies merely point the way.


Suddenly, Karsten remembered. The sneezing, he said, and the headman nodded.


It is how they tell us that the prey is near. And with many peskies together, they point the way, as a floating needle points the way to the southern skies.


But before Karsten could ask anything more, they were interrupted by the tribesman who had been collecting the witchstones, who now raised the satchel in salute to the headman, indicating that he was finished. Karstens gaze flicked across the alcoves and, indeed, they all now stood empty.


Lugar waved a hand, indicating that he and the others should go, but to Karstens surprise, they did not leave by the tunnel. Instead, the one with the satchel went to a side wall and began to climb, with Naaz and the other man following close behind. When they reached the point overhead where the cavern walls converged to the narrow, light-filled channel, they just shimmied themselves up into it and continued their climb, alternately pressing outward with their hands and then their feet, crab-walking silently up toward the surface above. The light in the cavern dimmed and flickered as the three men climbed, blocking what Karsten realized must be sunlight filtering down from above.


Lugar must have seen the puzzled expression on the bounty hunters face, because he laughed. Do not tremble, water master. My word remains iron. They will not broach the walls of Olahua. Instead they return to wait with the others until the last of the water has been collected. Then the headman bent down and scooped up the peskie in his hand. Come. Let us go see if Gedzh has arrived.


Karsten let the headman go ahead. He wanted to spend a quick moment with Babette before following. But when the llama reached him, she just snuffled her nose up into the air and strutted by, leaving him to stare at her hindquarters in confusion.


What are ye mad about now? he called after her.


But Babette did not reply.



***




Karsten wandered alone, retracing his steps back out through the twisting tunnels of stone. Lugar had hurried on ahead, eager to check in with Gedzh, and whatever was aching Babettes belly, shed probably gone to bury it under a mountain of stinkberries, which was fine with him. There werent likely to be any delicacies waiting for them at the Bones, so she might as well get them while they were plentiful. It would be easier to find out what was bothering her once shed had her fill.


As the walls slowly widened out around him, he found himself fascinated by their smoothly flowing curves. Now that he wasnt in a hurry, he was more open to its quiet beauty. There was a sense of peace, ancient and deep here, that seemed to seep slowly into his skin the longer he was in it, slowing his pace and calming his nerves. There was somethingcomforting about its undulating curves and surfaces. Like a warm bed or a good woman.


But like all dalliances, the cavern soon came to an end. And not being one to linger over his goodbyes, when the bounty hunter reached the illusory cliff that divided the canyon from the valley beyond, he strode right out through it without even breaking stride. He felt refreshed and invigorated, and by the time hed rounded the sentinel stone and the grasses had resumed their steady pressure against his boots, his attention had already returned to the situation at hand.


Daylight was fading now. The sun had dropped behind the valley wall in the short time hed been gone and its shadow now darkened half the valley. This was the deadline the shepherd had insisted upon, and Lugars group were now bound by honor to depart, finished or no. And when they were gone, Karsten meant for himself and Babette to be close behind. There wasnt even any reason to speak to the shepherd again. Bezhik would see them all heading for the north slope and know that the valley and flock were his once more.


Karsten turned to the south and took a good long look at the bewildering lot of them. It was still hard to credit them as real, but there they were, as hard to ignore as a knife in the back. White clouds of wool in stark contrast against the green of the slope. Shadow had claimed the lower ramps, but the flock had moved with the light, following it higher and higher as though fleeing from the tide of darkness that rose up below them. Although maybe the darkness chasing this flock away was more carnal in nature.


From where Karsten stood now, the ewes all seemed to be clustered together on the uppermost slope, about as far as they could get from the solitary figure glaring hungrily up at them from the edge of shadow below. But it was not the shepherd they cringed from. That honor fell to Hammer Bil, laboring now atop the back of some new unfortunate ewe, and clearly already eager for her replacement. Karsten shook his head in wonder. In all his days, he could not remember ever seeing a more vigorous and persistent male in action.


Once again, the shepherd was nowhere to be seen, but this time, the bounty hunter could almost feel the weight of that particular burden lift from his chest and take to the skies. The fool was probably on hands and knees in the midst of the flock somewhere, forcing another of his medicaments on whatever ewe hed selected to be next in line for Bils attentions, but that was no longer any of Karstens concern. With the Venkathi visit coming to a close, he was now free to collect Babette. And the sooner he got her away from that herb-happy sheep-breeder, the happier he would be.


As if in answer to his unspoken thought, a quiet whuffle drew his attention back from the distant flock and over to the berry hedge behind the huts. Hed expected to find her there, and sure enough, there she was. But instead of filling her gullet with as much of the foul-smelling fruit as she could reach, the silly llama was trying to work her way under a dead tree branch, probably to scratch her back, but she wasnt paying attention to the dunderclutch of peskies clamped onto its upper side.


These must have come down with Gedzh, but they seemed every bit as daft as the previous load had been, chewing at the dead wood as though at a banquet, as oblivious to the llamas presence as she was to theirs. Had Babette learned nothing of those infuriating little pests by now? The last thing he needed was to have to rescue her from new storm of their rodent foolishness.


Here now! he called out as he strode across the sward toward her little menagerie. Leave them peskies to their stu But the bounty hunters voice broke off abruptly as something caught his eye.


What in the seven hells?


In a habit so old it was as much a part of him as pissing, the old mans eyes had been in constant motion, sweeping the terrain around him for hidden dangers. Especially from the shadows. So as hed been stalking past the open door of the bier hut, his constant vigilance had scouted that yawning darkness as a matter of course and found nothing.


Only it was too much nothing.


The bounty hunter stepped into the open black rectangle and peered to the back corner, but it only confirmed what his gut already knew, and he could almost hear that heavy poxing bird of obligation as it came screaming back out of the sky and slammed its weight back onto his chest.


The ewe was gone. And it didnt take an imperial inquisitor to figure out what had happened, either.


Lugar.


Karsten put his hand on the doorframe and closed his eyes, drawing breath slowly in through his nose in an effort to keep it from feeding the rage that had suddenly ignited in his belly. He was playing peacekeeper today, not punisher, and that was a thankless job that called a man to eat the fire rather than give it air. But of all the poxing idiocies! To steal a dead sheep? Sure, meat was a valuable commodity in the open desert, and only a fool would let it go to waste, but the shepherd had seemed unusually upset about losing this particular ewe, and that posturing little pissant did not seem the type to take a generous view if he came down from the slopes and found his murdered hump-mate now roasting on a Venkathi spit.


The muscles of his gut clenched tight as Karsten turned to look back toward the pool, fearing he would see the worst. Lugar and two of his striders were standing beside their fully loaded camel, looking down at something between them, but clearly they were not butchering a feast of mutton. Treasure the simple mercies! Maybe there was still time to avert the worst of this brewing mummers farce before it got out of hand. With a sigh that seemed to rise up from his toes, the old man pushed himself away from the hut and went to confront the tribesmen.


As he approached, he could see that the drawstring bag was stretched open between the men and they were staring down into it with total fascination. The recently captured peskie was standing there in the open sack, offering them something in its paws, and all three Venkathi seemed to twinkle with excitement.


Karsten shook his head, already weary at the thought of having to listen to the usual sand strider prattle about signs and portents. How many different kinds of auspicious turd could there be? But maybe he could capitalize on their buoyant mood.


Ho, Lugar! A word!


The headman looked up and the moment he saw the bounty hunter coming toward them, his mood darkened. Snapping a word of instruction to his countrymen, Lugar stepped forward to block the bounty hunters path with arms crossed over his chest. He did not look pleased.


Save your smiles and your whisper-words, Lugar said with a sneer. They are dry and have no taste. Then he jabbed a finger angrily toward the southern slope. You promise and you promise until your words hiss like snakes. Where is the keeper now? What treachery have you assigned him that his sheep must be left to tend themselves?


Karsten cursed silently to himself. Apparently he was not the only one to have noticed the shepherds absense. Had he known Lugar any better, he could have just explained that Bezhik was likely off drugging the sheep into fucking for his own amusement, but he didnt so he couldnt. And with no easy answer to offer, he decided to just ignore it altogether. For the moment, sheep dipping had become the least of his concerns.


That is a topic for another time, he said, still clinging to his tightening smile despite the headmans surliness. The ewe is gone and no meat right has been granted.


Lugar seemed genuinely startled by the announcement and glanced beyond Karsten toward the bier, but then he checked himself and rounded back on the bounty hunter.


You answer grievances by naming me hyena?


Karsten shook his head. No. I only seek to honor what meat has been offered to the sand, but it must be done properly. The shepherd must be given first right of


Enough! the Venkathi spat. You say you do not call me hyena, but also that I have taken meat that was not mine? Dance your words in other ears. I no longer hear them.


With a tight shudder rising up from his boots, the bounty hunter shed his smile as a wet dog sheds water and he bristled in reply. You ask the water master to explain the workings of his clan? What does Lugar of the Sea know of the tending of sheep? Of wool-knots and distemper, of lambing and split-foot? The shepherd tends his flock even now, whether the great Lugars eyes understand what they see or no.


He was making it all up, of course, trusting that the sand striders ignorance of sheep husbandry was even greater than his own. So the two men stood there, leaning into each others faces, with chests heaving in a mutual display of barely restrained rage. But before the strings of tension between them could snap, the headmans eyes suddenly widened in surprise and Karsten felt himself shoved to one side from behind.


He recovered quickly and was reaching for his blades when he recognized the smell of the rough hairball storming between them. Babette was bucking and shaking, with half a dozen peskies clinging desperately to her back and hanging from her sides. The bounty hunter heard a yowl of distress as the llama bounded blindly onward and slammed against the side of the camel, shaking two of her peskie antagonists free before correcting her course and then darting off again in a new direction, now apparently looking for a second low-hanging branch to sweep the vermin from her back. The last Karsten saw of her, she had one peskie digging deeply into her ear, one lifting her tail and peering beneath, while the rest hung on and enjoyed the ride.


The two men stared after her for a long moment, but finally, Lugar snorted in mild amusement and turned back to face the bounty hunter, the tension between them now somewhat dispelled.


The ways of meat are indeed a mystery to the People of Sky and Sand, the headman conceded. But that is of no consequence. We do understand our word and that is enough to stand on. Fetch your invisible sheep keeper to the standing rock and there we will count the tell. Soon the sun will be gone, and I would be gone with it.


Karsten nodded his agreement, but could not pull his gaze from the place where Babette had vanished. Part of him wanted to go after her and ease her torment, but having so very nearly lost it, Lugar was still offering the chance to be shut of this preposterous farce and that had to be the greater priority. Shed gone nosing for trouble and it had found her. Dealing with the consequences would have to be her price. Meanwhile, hed deal with Lugar, whose sudden change of mood reeked of veiled treachery. But that, at least, was something the bounty hunter could deal with.


But first hed have to find the poxing shepherd. Again.



***




Now that he knew to look for them, the signs of the shepherds passing were obvious. Scuff marks outside the hut and a few broken berry bushes nearby pointed the general direction, and footprints in the fertile soil told the rest. Someone clumsy had headed off with a burden, circling around behind the huts and then heading east, toward the last shrinking puddles of daylight.


He spotted the body first. It lay at the base of a large gumnut tree near the outer edge of the orchard. The ewe had been wound tight in a heavy stable blanketno doubt to protect the shepherds delicate robes from the mess insideand the bundle now sagged over the trees gnarled roots. Bezhik himself could not be far off.


Karsten stepped wide around the tree andFor love and mothers! The fool was out here preparing a poxing grave!


For three long beats, the bounty hunter just stood there, unnoticed, as he tried to unravel what the hell the fool was doing. And the only answer that made any sense at all was that the shepherd must have had some illicit connection to this particular sheep. To have chosen funeral over feast? For a dead meatbeast? But there were more pressing things to worry about now than who had been humping what.


Worried the Venkathi will want a piece for themselves, are ye? he asked as he stepped into the edge of the shepherds view.


The man jerked backward with a squawk, startled by the bounty hunters unexpected arrival, but then he nodded and went back to his task. I heard them plotting, he grumbled. They were going to eat her, but I couldnt allow that. My master would take their heads for such an outrage. It is better if they do not get the chance.


Karsten wasnt so sure about the master part. Servants and underlings always seemed to have an over-soaring sense of the importance of their work. But from what hed seen, if a rich man were even to notice something as trifling as the loss of a single sheep, hed be more likely to vent his spleen on the weakest person he could find to blame for it, not the strongest. That, however, seemed a useless point to quibble now.


You know the man, so Ill take yer word, Karsten said. But meanwise, theres still the matter of you being down here instead of up on the slopes, as was agreed.


Bezhik continued to pull bits of debris and muck from the hole, but he was obvious annoyed.


I dont see you keeping your promise, he spat. Those sand suckers have made free run of my home and you do nothing about it, which goes against your word. Why should I keep mine when you do not?


The bounty hunter bristled at the little mans twisting of the tale. Right. When the shits in trouble, accuse the kaibo of stink. Is that it? Must be some tactic of negotiation I aint learned yet, but it dont change the facts. Sunll be gone soon and Lugar with it, but hes a prickly sort and hes calling the tally. Ye want the striders gone? Yell have to come let him speak his peace first.


Call the tally?


Its a tradition, the bounty hunter said. When unrelated clans meet and strike a bargain, they call the tally at the end. Gives everyone a last chance to say if theyve got a grieve to tell. After that, all debts are done. On the sand, they might not cross paths again for a decade or more, maybe never, so its speak up now or forfeit the claim. Forevers too long to nurse a complaint. Thats how clan wars get started.


Bezhik pulled the last of the debris from the hollow in a mess of fluff and twigs, which he tossed onto the low pile hed been making. Then he brushed his hands clean and turned to face the bounty hunter.


What do I care for the complaints of savages? Tell your bone-picker friends that I release them from all bonds. Just get them out of my valley.


Karsten did his best to hold his rising anger in check and placed a hand on the shepherds shoulder. He didnt squeeze. Well, not very hard.


Thats not how the tally works, he said. Lugarll want to hear it from your own mouth. If I carry your word, hell only come back here and make you tell him again for yourself. And you dont want that, do you? He flicked a meaningful glance toward the shrouded corpse slumped against the base of the tree.


The shepherd yanked himself away from the bounty hunters grip and spoke over his shoulder as he peered into the newly-cleared hollow.


I told you I heard those filthy sand suckers weave their plot. Standing outside my very door! I heard them cackling with glee about fresh mutton in their bellies tonight. My masters mutton! Well even his table scraps would be too good for those dung smokers. I wont take another step until his mutton is safe from those thievingNo!


In the interest of moving things along, Karsten had stepped over to collect the wrapped body, but at the shepherds sudden cry he turned back and raised an eyebrow at the strange little fellow.


Took all ye had just to carry this out here, he said, nudging the blanket with his boot. Yell never get it up into that nook by yerself. Save time if I just


No! Dont touch it!


But the damage was already done. The bounty hunters simple nudge had flipped the corner of the blanket aside, revealing the end of the leg wrapped inside, and Karsten felt the blood drain from his face and chest. It was not the white and fluffy leg hed been expecting.


What in the seven hells have you done? he whispered.


The shepherd grabbed at his arm and tried to pull him back but Karsten batted the fool away and reached down to throw the blanket aside.


It was a human leg, attached to a human woman. A dead human woman.


And worst of all possible worlds, it was a dead Venkathi woman.



***




Karsten stepped away from the tree and examined their handiwork with a practiced eye. It had taken some doing, and hed had to widen the cavity with Sister Grim to make enough room, but theyd eventually gotten the entire woman into the tree, blanket and all, with most of the branches and twigs stuffed in around her. But even with all that, it was only the rapidly growing darkness that gave him any hope. Someone walking quickly past might not notice, but anyone searching with intent would be sure to investigate such an obvious hiding place.


Beside him, Bezhik was fussing at the creases and folds of his disheveled robe, as though his appearance was somehow of greater concern than the giant boiling kettle of shit the fool had dropped them into. Getting the body hidden had been the first priority, so hed held his tongue and seen the job done right. But now he wanted answers.


Karsten grabbed the man by his robes and threw him brutally against the bole of the tree. Are you enfeebled? he hissed as he brought his staff up crosswise between his hands and pressed it firmly against the idiots exposed throat, pinning him against the tree. You wanted the sand striders gone quickly and figured the best way to see it done would be to bait one away from the others and kill her?


Wh-what? No! the shepherd mouthed, but no sound could squeeze past the bar across his windpipe. His blink of panic however, suggested that he was genuinely shocked by the accusation.


Karsten eased up just enough to let the fool speak. Well, what then? Who is she? And how did a sniveling worm like you come to be lugging her corpse around if you did not do the deed yourself?


The worm wriggled and licked his lips, clearly on the verge of offering another lie, but the bounty hunter had lost all patience for such damnable foolishness and slowly tightened his grip, twisting his staff between his two gloved hands. The dry creaking sound of leather stretching and slipping against heavy wood promised much about what those hands might do to a neck if his patience was tried any further.


Bezhik swallowed and his shoulders slumped, then he gave a nod. I- Im a panderjomo, he said.


This, finally, was a nugget of truth, but the word meant nothing in the bounty hunters ear.


A pander-what?


Panderjomo, the shepherd repeated. It is my honor to oversee my masters wives and courtesans. See to their needs, keep them hidden. Keep them ready. Zariya, he said, his eyes flicking toward the body in the hole beside him, was one of them.


And you brought her here with you? Why? To keep your own bed warm?


The shepherd rolled his eyes. Dont be absurd! No panderjomo could ever take such pleasures for himself. We are not capable.


Karsten was only slightly surprised by the revelation. That much at least made sense. But it didnt come close to answering any of his real questions.


Then why bring her with you at all? And how? Its hard to credit any master letting the stable boy take one of his wives for sport.


This time hed touched a nerve, and the shepherds face blazed with righteous fury. I am not some minor servant fallen from favor and sent to tend his masters sheep! the man spat. I am Bezhik Al Wachan, panderjomo toto a great House. Even now I enjoy my masters fullest confidence and tend to his needs with my every breath.


In Karstens experience with the folks of high Housesand their servantsthe more pompous they got, the more they were trying to cover. So your master prefers sheep to women then, does he?


Bezhiks eyes narrowed in disdain. Trust a gutter hound to even suggest such things! Are you really so dim? Then Ill explain in simple words. My master is no straw-stalker. He takes only women to his bed. Women of great beauty, refinement and breeding. Daughters of powerful Houses. Zariya was one such, gifted to my master by the Grand Fist of the Venkathi himself. She and her bed-sisters were all entrusted to my care. Those are not sheep that I tend upon the slopes. They are my masters women!


Karsten just stood there, trying to fathom what the odious little man was telling him. Could this be another lie? But before he could decide, a voice cried out in the distance like a temple priest calling the faithful.


Water master! -aster! Ollawanu akabah! -abah! Ollawanu akabah! -abah!


The song echoed from the surrounding valley walls, making it hard to place the direction, but its meaning was clear. Lugar had grown tired of waiting and was trying to hurry things along.


Karsten leaned in close to the shepherd. Seems the Venkathi is eager to settle up, so well go settle up, but you aint anywhere near done explaining.


Pulling his staff from the mans throat with one hand, Karsten spun him with the other and then added an ungentle shove, urging him back toward the station while he followed along behind.


Now, that dead woman of yours. That Zariya. You mean to say she was actually the dead ewe, turned back to her natural form? And that those sheep up there on the slopes, those are all real women? Actual, living, people-women?


Even a blind dog eventually sniffs his way to truth, the shepherd said. Karsten ignored him.


But why would any man turn his women-folk into


Bezhik stopped and turned back to glare proudly at the bounty hunter.


Because my master is a powerful man! he said, his chest puffed out with pride. There are many who would seek to gain advantage over him. People who would think nothing of slipping a spy into his bed. But what spy would breathe even a word of what she had learned if doing so would leave her as mutton at his table? Maybe even to be served in a feast to those she had conspired with?


Karsten could scarcely credit the depravity of what he was hearing. Trust a wealthy merchant to find such a new low, lower than even a bounty hunter had ever heard. But as preposterous as it all sounded, it did explain a great many things that had seemed out of step before.


With a grunt, he urged the little man to resume the trail and then fell in behind, calling out his further questions as they picked their way back through the trees.


According to the shepherdor panderjomo or whatever he wasthe women of this powerful master were kept in sheep form by day, and only allowed to return to their human selves with the setting sun. Ready in any night to please their lord if he should summon them, but completely incapable of fleeing by day. How far could a sheep go in the middle of a desert? Or put a pox on it, how far could she hope to go even if she escaped in the middle of a city? Shed be leashed, corraled or butchered by some starving alley-squatter before she had wandered even a hundred paces. The more Karsten heard, the angrier it made him. All this! All these transformations and manipulations, just so that one man could have variety in his bedchamber and not have to guard his tongue. Or worse, so that he could actually brag at leisure and not have to worry about the consequences.


Only a mage could perform such devilry for him, Karsten said once hed finally mastered his revulsion. And a powerful one. Who is your master that he would put so little trust in his wives and so much in


The bounty hunter halted in midstride as a cold, dark knife of realization sliced upward from his plums and drove itself into his belly.


Poxes and taint! Your master is an Advocate!


As the words took form on his lips, he knew them to be true. Sacred mother of graves! In an empire filled with vile and detestable miscreants numbered in the tens and scores of thousands and more, there were but a dozen among them that Karsten needed to avoid at any cost. And here he was, tiptoeing through the boudoir of one of those very dozen!


The shepherds eyes peered nervously back at him as though realizing that hed said too much and fearing that some palace spy might have overheard them, and that honest expression of panic was all the confirmation Karsten needed. An Advocate! But rather than let the shepherd see how unnerved he was by the news, he motioned the man to continue onward.


The trees ahead were larger and more heavily fruited than the ones behind, meaning that they were nearing the pool, so he steered the shepherd on a more northerly route, making directly for the sentinel stone and the waiting Venkathi. Theyd be there in just a few minutes more and there would be no more chance for questions once they arrived.


So whats the business with the ram? he asked. No rich man Ive met was generous with even their most trifling possessions. Cant see a man like that wanting any other male tupping his flock, not even a barnyard male, and Im guessing hed welcome a horned baby in his nursery about as much as hed welcome a pox in his codpiece.


There was a sneer in the shepherds tone when he answered. Shows how much you know about the keeping of women, he said. Every panderjomo keeps a brute or two. A rough and eager lout, held at a fever-pitch of need by our secret arts, and unable to seed the fields they plow by way of those same arts. When my master comes to call, his women trample over each other for the privilege of spending time with him, time away from this place and our insatiable brute, even if only a single hour.


The entire practice made Karsten sick in his gut, but he had to admit that there was a devious cleverness to it. No man steeped in the powers and privileges of an Advocate was like to be gentle with his women, but even those depredations would seem as fawning milksoppery compared to the insatiable and brutal attentions theyd been getting from Hammer Bil. Brutal enough that hed now killed at least one of his unwilling partners.


But there was another fact revealed in the shepherds boast that worried the bounty hunter even more. If the Advocate came, he wouldnt just open a doorway and send a servant through to do his fetching for him. Hed come in person. And with the sun now all but gone from the sky, it could happen at any time.



***




And so, we are agreed, Karsten intoned, looking left and right to be sure he had everyones attention. Lugar has the water that was promised, and Bezhik has possession once more of the station, free of all visitors. All goods have been delivered, and all prices have been paid. Does the host now release his guests from all and any further claim?


Karsten locked eyes with the shepherd, willing him with a silent glare to say nothing about the ewe. Her death had still not been explained to anyones satisfaction, but given her recent transformation, nothing good would come from reopening the issue. Even so, Karsten felt himself tensing up inside, certain that the shepherd was about to prove either his stupidity or his arrogance, but the man quickly nodded his head.


Yes, yes. The host agrees. All prices paid. All goods delivered. Can I go now?


The bounty hunter gritted his teeth in annoyance. It was tedious to have to go through the formality, but whatever you might say about the Venkathi, at least their rituals were short. The idiot had managed to turn even a simple yes into an unpleasant experience, but Karsten ignored that and turned to Lugar.


And does the guest now release his host from all and any further claim? All the headman had to do was say the words and everyone could get back to their separate lives, which meant that Karsten would have to go find Babette. Of course, he had no idea where shed gone when shed raced off with those peskies. And the chances hed find her ready to go were


The guest does not.


Karsten had been so deep into his mental planning for the journey ahead that he almost didnt hear the words, but some part of him must have been listening, because the words were still lingering there in his head. When he caught the echo, the bounty hunter turned a bewildered stare at the weather-beaten old sand strider.


The guestdoes not?


Lugar shook his head. The water master skipped the part about asking if there are any other grievances, so we will do it here. No, the guest does not release all claims.


Grievance? What grievance?


Do not pretend to ignorance, the headman said. You will return the sculptor.


Karsten turned slowly to glare at Bezhik. What have you done now? he asked, but the shepherd seemed equally confused. Turning his back more fully to the Venkathi raiders, Karsten cocked an eyebrow at the shepherd and nodded his head ever so slightly in the direction of a certain hollow tree. Was she? he muttered under his breath. But Bezhik quickly shook his head.


After a moment, the bounty hunter turned back to the waiting headman. I have spoken with the host and he insists he did not


Not the foolish wool farmer, Lugar said, his eyes narrowing with impatience. The fault is yours, water master. As he said it, he turned to take something from Gedzh. When he turned back, he held the item up for Karstens inspection. This is not the sculptor!


Karsten blinked in confusion, half wondering if this was some impenetrable form of Venkathi humor. Perhaps a rough jest they liked to play on sandless travelers? But from the look in Lugars eyes, it was no joke.


Of course thats not a sculptor, Karsten said, still probing the situation cautiously, trying to find the twist that eluded him. Its a peskie. But that too seemed the wrong thing to say.


I know its a peskie! Lugar snapped, his voice teetering on the brink of rage. But this one! Cannot! Sculpt!


The headmans mounting fury slowly tightened every muscle in his bodyincluding his fistsand the placid, shining eyes of the peskie staring back at Karsten bulged wider and wider.


For a long, pregnant moment, it seemed the little creature was on the verge of exploding.


And thats when the naked women arrived.


The first one wandered into the clearing from the south, seemingly distracted and confused, like a sleeper recently awakened from a dark and troubled dream.


Bezhik? she asked, upon seeing the shepherd. Has he come? Then she seemed to notice the council of strange men standing around her keeper. With a cry of alarm, she scooped up the nearest thing she could find to cover her nakedness, and crushed a pair of startled peskies against her warm skin. But one of them must have moved, proving itself to be alive, because she quickly gave another cry and flung them both away as she turned and ran back into the trees, shrieking.


The second one emerged from the trees more alert than the first and peered around the clearing with concern.


Aveeza? What is the But then she too realized that there were strangers present, and she too shrieked in alarm and bolted back into cover.


The first of the Venkathi to succumb was the younger man with Gedzh, not much older than Naaz. Karsten almost felt sorry for the hot-spirited youth, torn between obedience to his clan and the calling of his loins. But when the third and fourth women stumbled together out of the trees, the boy could contain himself no longer, and broke away to investigate this unexpected delight.


He didnt get far though, because more and more women kept coming into the clearing, drawing his attention first one way then another. And some even seemed receptive to his attentions, as they turned and darted coyly back into the trees, shrieking now with delight instead of fear.


Then the Venkathi began to appear. The younger ones first, judging by their ear-joining smiles of expected conquest. They stepped out from behind their rigid trees, and arose from the centers of fragrant bushes, hoping to claim more of the same, and Karsten realized that the headman had been planning violence. Lugar had brought his entire party down from the rim uninvited, but there was nothing the bounty hunter could do as all around him the cries of laughter and merriment only drew more merrymakers in.


Soon the scene was in utter chaos, as naked women darted from tree to tree, scooping up peskies to use as portable cover, or wandered out in brazen immodesty, defiant in their altogetherness and using their charms to lure the striders who now chased after them. It was a complete mummers farce, with naked women and peskies and desert tribesmen chasing each other in chaotic circles through the tall grass.


But Lugar was not so helpless, and before Karsten could capitalize on the chaos, the headman regained control of those closest to him.


The water master has betrayed us! he shouted, raising his voice to be heard over the cries and laughter of the chase. Kill him and the women are yours!


Karsten looked quickly to either side as first Gedzh and then Naaz abandoned their lusty sport to answer Lugars summons, moving quickly to block Karstens routes of escape. He was out of time. Hed be hard pressed to defeat these three Venkathi raiders on his own, and at any time, any of the others might join the fight, making his odds even worse. He had to act quickly.


The first lesson of fighting when youre outnumbered is not to fight when youre outnumbered. The second lesson is to fight them with a barrier at your back. Something wide enough to keep all your enemies in front of you. But all Karsten could see in the glade was the sentinel stone and that was too narrow. What he needed was to get beyond it to the valley wall.


Flicking his gaze left, the bounty hunter let out a panicked shout. No! Dont!


The two more experienced fighters ignored him, but Naaz took the bait,turning slightly to address the implied new threat, and Karsten was past him in a flash, racing toward the towering stone for his very life. At the last moment he leaped up into the air and threw his entire weight at the top of the slender stone.


He had time for only a brief flicker of worry that he might have misjudged, but then he slammed against the ancient sentinel and heard it groan within his bones as it tipped slowly backward and then toppled to the ground.


Momentum carried the bounty hunter off the end of the stone in a controlled tumble, which he managed to roll through and wind up in a crouch. Then he stood, and turned to face his assailants with the entire breadth of the valley wall now safely at his back.


But the Venkathi had not been gawping at him idly. It seemed Naaz now felt he had something to prove and had followed the bounty hunter over the fallen stone with all the ferocity of an embarrassed youth fighting to redeem himself in the eyes of a disappointed father. Karsten only just managed to bring his staff up in time to deflect the boys initial swipe, but he did manage a nice finesse at the end and gave a little push, forcing the younger man back a step.


Karsten settled into a full guard stance as Gedzh stepped forward on his right, and Lugar on his left. They paused there for a moment, each staying just beyond reach of his staff as they looked him over, probing for his weaknesses. But before they could move in, a voice rang out over the glade, even silencing the squeals of debauchery and indulgence from the orchard beyond.


Halt! In the name of Jehn Al Wallah, Baj of Uzerbari and Advocate to Marghul II, Emperor of the Grand Mujain, I command you to be still!


It is a testament to all three of his Venkathi opponents that they did not turn to look at the proud older woman who strode into the clearing behind them, completely unconcerned by the sagging and bulging ravages of time she now displayed to a pack of salivating desert dogs. Karsten was impressed by her presence for the space of two entire heartbeats before one of the Venkathi behind her raised his blade and stepped forward with a wicked grin.


No! the bounty hunter cried, but that was all he managed to get out, because in that very instant, something grabbed onto the back of his sandrobe and yanked. Hard. The last Karsten saw was a regal feminine neck and a blur of murder descending toward it from above.


And then darkness swallowed him whole.



***




Heat on his cheek. Sloppy. Wet. The song came at him out of nowhere this time. Not swelling quickly up out of his boots as it had done before. This time it was just there, immediate and complete. Silent winds wailed and whistled in his head, haunting and mournful, like a caravaners pipes in the night, only louder. So much louder. A stampede in a canyon. The music wrapped him up and crushed him in its pulsing grip, beating at him with unrestrained power. And through it, he could sense her. Babette. Himself. It was confusing. Unity and separateness. Loneliness and reunion. And then an image. Veils of shimmering gossamer. A waterfall seen from behind, which immediately froze and its icy solidity darkened into stone.


The wet tongue withdrew from his face and the music was gone.


Babette? he started, Then he remembered what hed seen before he was grabbed and he rushed forward. But instead of stepping through the wall and emerging back into the valley, he slammed against solid stone. No!


Karsten spun to find Babette standing behind him.


What have you done, you silly beast? He raised his hands between them, showing her his gloves. You rescued me only to plunge us both into a deeper pot with the Emperor! Hell have heard that!


Babette shook her head defiantly, seeming to believe shed done no such thing. She even said as much. Her exact words were, The Emperor heard nothing.


Karsten cocked his head and peered at her more closely. You can talk?


Dont be silly, she said. Shes a surprisingly intelligent creature but she cannot speak. I did.


Babette lowered her head and a peskie climbed up the back of her neck to stand between her ears, presenting itself for his inspection. No, not a peskie. A kedjek. Or something in between. It was peskie-sized, and had the same coloring, but dark spines stood out all over its body, like thick, dark hairs lifting up from beneath its fur. They were not completely extended, but if they had been at full station, he could see how they would make the creature look larger, darker, and decidedly more threatening. Easily as ferocious as the creature hed seen struggling in Lugars bag.


Dont expect ye to understand, Karsten said, completely ignoring the fact that he was having a conversation with a rodent. Last week it had been raccoons. Its a magery thing. Didnt mean hedve heard the actual sound. Meant hedve hear


Heard the bloodsong. I know what you meant, and I tell you he did not.


Karsten turned around and pressed his hands against the now solid wall of stone that separated him from the outside world. Through it he could still hear the faint cries and shouts hed been pulled away from, although whether it spoke of laughter or slaughter he could not say.


This wall aint thick enough to keep the likes of Marghul from hearing. Now lets get it open and get back out


For a creature with such large ears you seem remarkably unwilling to use them, the peskie said. Karsten turned back to see its own tiny ears twitching in annoyance atop its furry little head.


No time, he said, jerking his head back toward the valley. Them women are


Thanks to the pair of you, the women are no longer in danger, the peskie said. Now, do you wish to continue guessing answers from the sky, or would you rather listen to them from one who actually knows what is going on?


Karsten stared hard at the little fellow standing there on Babettes head and seemed to see him for the first time. Not it, he realized. Him.


Better, the peskie said, seeming to sense the change in the bounty hunters perspective. My name is Kreeezgh. I am first teller of the children of stone, and last of my kind. Or rather, the last one free. Whether that will remain true tomorrow is now a decision for you.


The bounty hunter listened in stunned silence as the little ball of fur explained. Yes, Kreeezgh was the same kedjek that Karsten had seen captured earlier, but what the bounty hunter had thought to be the simple capture of a dangerous animal had in fact been the final battle in a war that had been raging over decades.


Witchstones had been the backbone of Venkathi trade for almost thirty years. Before the clans had arrived at city gates with those beautiful little trinkets, there had been no item they possessed and no service they could perform that were of any value to the wider world. But now, wealthy women in every court and at every merchants table proudly displayed one or maybe two of the delicate little pieces. Their rich colors and strange shapes were the talk of the empire, and whenever a new piece came to market, everyone who heard about it would gather to bid, but few would tell anyone else, for fear of raising the already ruinous price.


Time and again, some charlatan or another had tried to pass off fakes, but there was something ethereal about the real ones that made them impossible to counterfeit. And what happened to those who tried and were caughtas they always werewas not pretty.


But the market had been drying up in recent years, which of course had driven the prices even higher for the few that did emerge. And now, thanks to Kreeezgh, Karsten understood why.


Because the witchstones were not in fact produced by Venkathi craftsman at all, as those who sold them had always claimed. Nor were they ornamental trinkets, meant to adorn the necks or bodices of a wealthy mans concubine. They were a form of writing. Sacred writing. Sculptures that encoded the deep history of the people who really had made them. The kedjek people.


When it began, Lugar and his clan had been content to raid this canyon and steal the cultural treasures of these tiny and secretive people, selling them in the cities to the highest bidder. But with every raid, Kreeezghs people would mount what defenses they could, only to see their numbers dwindle against the much larger and more skillfully violent raiders. So every year there were fewer kedjek left to write their stories into stone and fewer to defend the ones already written. Meanwhile, public appetite for the witchstones only grew.


Eventually, Lugar had realized that his supply was in danger of drying out altogether, and so hed shifted his strategy. Instead of killing the kedjek defenders, he and his raiders had switched to capturing them instead, and drugging them into the stuporous condition Karsten had first met them in. The peskies. But try as he might, the headman had never succeeded in training his vacuous prisoners into crafting new stones for him. All they had been useful for was serving as bait to lure others of their kind into attempting rescues and becoming captives in turn.


For years, Lugar had been hoping to finally locate the master sculptor kedjek, the one who did all the actual sculpting. It was something that had eluded the headman for almost twenty years. Until today.


But the joke was on him. Kreeezgh truly was the most talented of his people in the crafting of histories, but any of them was capable of doing it. They needed but three things: a pile of sand, a story to tell, and a clear head. But in an irony that towers among the great ironies of the ages, the Venkathi had given their slaves inexhaustible access to the first two, but in enslaving them, had denied them the third.


And that is why he now seeks to kill you, Kreeezgh said as he ended his tale. You have learned too much. Not only do you know the secret of his wealth, but he is convinced that you have also stolen his sculptor. Clearly you wish to produce stones of your own.


But youre the sculptor, the bounty hunter said. And until you yanked me in here to introduce yourself, I had no idea who you were or why he wanted you.


Kreeezgh reached out and scratched Babette affectionately on the ear beside him. No, but she did. She really is quite clever. I tried first to make a blood-poultice from the dead barn animal, but alas they are not creatures of the desert, their blood has no shimmer, and hers was already long-spilled. But when your friend here


Babettte, Karsten said. Her name is Babette.


The kedjek nodded wisely. A noble name that I must record as soon as time permits, he said. Then he resumed his story. When Babette here discovered me and learned of our plight, she was most eager to help. It was she who offered to let me take her blood


Her blood! the bounty hunter exclaimed, unconsciously stiffening to come to her defense, but Babette yowled and fixed him with a look, reassuring him that it truly had been voluntary.


And it was only a pricked thumbs worth, Kreeezgh added. Just enough to channel the magery. But then the raiders found us before I could use it to free any of my people. There was only enough time to hide it in her pack and then stage a fight between us so they would not suspect our collaboration.


Something clicked into place and Karsten stared into Babettes eager eyes, suddenly seeing her in a new light.


So that was no accident back at the station, he said. You covered youself in peskies and then careened straight into that camel. All for a purpose. You werent blind with panic; you were swapping one of the dunders for him. And you did it without any of us even noticing.


Babette nodded, seemingly relieved that he finally understood. The kedjek rode out her vigorous confirmation, and was busy nodding himself.


And then she brought me here and used my own poultice to free me. The raiders never suspected a thing.


It is a mistake we will not make again, said a voice. Karsten looked up just in time to see Lugar drop from a side tunnel, set high into the wall beside him, and land in a crouch between himself and Babette. When the Venkathi rose, he had his krambat at the ready. Then five more Venkathi dropped into position around them.


Once again, Karsten found himself surrounded.



***




This time, however, he was not alone. The side of his face still tingled from where Babettte had licked him, and since their harrowing escape in the Wrinkles, theyd been practicing constantly for this sort of thing. The bounty hunter brought his gloved hand to his mouth and licked the pads of the fingers, then he pressed them to his face, mingling his own spit with what the llama had left there. The tingle in his cheek escalated immediately to a burn and the song filled them once more. Quieter this time, not as intense, but potent just the same. The bloodsong had them.


Karsten shook himself once, trying to settle into the union, but it would not click. Still, it was a beginning. With all Venkathi eyes focused on him, Karsten did the unexpected, charging forward on his llama legs and shouldering two of the tribesmen aside. He was still struggling for balance, trying to grab hold of his llama ears with his peskie paws as he reached up with a people hand to scratch himself by the approaching llama chin.


Full contact brought a widening of the river they swam in, and at last he felt the connection settle. As one, he turned all three heads to glare at the slavers who had already regrouped and closed in around them. There was no time to choose. Six krambats rose in unison and Karsten reacted on purest instinct, but it was an instinct not entirely his own. The bounty hunter, born to conflict, forged in the fires of battle, relaxed every muscle in his body and breathed out. And as he did so, he spoke a silent word on each of three tongues.


Stone.


Freedom.


Love.


Immediately the cavern filled with light, as if the very roof above them had been exploded by the noon-day sun. Fireflies of magery shot around the cavern, looping and diving in the currents of air, twisting and twining around the people and animals and each other. Karsten looked out from inside the light. Karsten viewed the light from afar. Karsten was the light. The sound that filled his ears was of honey bees dancing the creation of flowers. The taste on his tongue was butter and salt. The air was crisp and cold, the night was hot and full of stars.


And it was done.


Long moments later, as the last trickles of bloodsong leaked out of his fur, Karsten let go of Babettes ears and reached out with a tiny paw to make a gesture. In response, the solid stone wall in front of him melted into shadow as twilight seeped back through it. He could see out once again into the valley. All was quiet. Nothing moved but the trees. No person stirred.


Then contact between them broke, and the bounty hunter was back inside his own body. Alone.


He turned slowly, surveying the narrow canyon mouth from a single perspective once again, but there was nobody there save Babette and Kreeezgh. The spot where each of the Venkathi had stood was now a column of frozen stone, seamlessly flowing up from the floor as though it had been carved there by whatever forces had first given shape to the canyon. The only feature marring their gentle curves was a small depression in the valley-facing side of each with a different witchstone set into each. They were embedded into the very stone itself, peering out at the valley beyond. Karsten looked close and was surprised to recognize them. The blue twist, the red crescent. These were the stones Lugar and his men had been wearing, now back where they belonged, but with a difference. Once, they would have stood in tiny receptacles along the walls, but now each was integrated into its own sculpted column; larger witchstones that told six stories of slavery, each built around the story told by the original stone embedded in its core. Stories never vanish from the world, it seemed. They only get enfolded by layers into the stories that follow.


And on the bounty hunters tongue, and single world still tingled. Stone, he said quietly, remembering its taste. Its power. And now here was that word again, written upon the world.


Still not sure what had happened, the bounty hunter turned and went out into the valley. Darkness was growing deep now but the sky still provided some little light. He used it to search the glade and found the women, asleep. Each was curled up comfortably in the grass. Some were alone, some lay in groups of two or three, and some were joined by dull-eyed peskies who continued their obsessive fascinations in total disregard.


Among them, he also counted eleven more columns. Each was like the ones in the canyon. Each a work of subtle beauty on its own, and with a stolen stone embedded at its core.


Hearing a swish of movement behind him, Karsten turned to see Babette approaching across the glade. The kedjek stood between her ears like a sea captain sailing an ocean of grass at the prow of his llamish vessel.


The bounty hunter looked down at the bodies slumbering around him and then hunkered down to scoop a solitary peskie up in his hands. Its mouth was full of rocks and it was busy trying to stuff more in. Karsten didnt need to say much. As he stood back up he looked at the kedjek and repeated the word theyd spoken earlier. Freedom?


The first teller shrugged. Truly they are slaves, he said, his voice high but somehow wise as well. but they can be freed with a simple poultice. There were others here who were held captive, and their freedom could not have been so easily achieved.


As if a bell had sounded, calling them to dinner, the women around him began to stir. Karsten was pleased to see the older onethe one hed thought was about to dierise from the grass. She seemed a little unsteady, but after taking scarcely a moment to regain herself, she turned and saw the bounty hunter watching her.


Something has changed, she said. There was a ghost of a frown at the corners of her mouth. Whatever change she had noted, it worried her.


Now thats a pale way to tell it, the bounty hunter replied. Ye feel alright?


The matron looked to the others, who were on their feet now too, and moving into groups to consult one another in quiet tones. But there seemed to be a current of excitement in their movements as well, and when she turned back to him, it was with a smile.


It seems we are agreed, she said. The curse no longer calls to us. Could it be that we are free?


Freedom, Karsten repeated under his breath. And he found that he approved.



***




Sunlight broke over the eastern rim and Karsten turned to the matron. Daria was her name. She was not a particularly lovely woman, but there was a natural beauty in the way she let the sunlight play across her naked skin. It was like watching a child splash in a puddle or a fawn take its first steps.


Its true, she said at last, as she opened her eyes and saw him watching her. It really is over.


Not completely, Karsten said, gesturing with his staff to the north. Daria turned and saw what he was pointing at. Just beyond the trees, in a pool of brilliant light at the base of the valley wall, seven sheep were calmly munching grass.


The matron sighed. You said you incanted freedom, but there were a few who spoke quietly in the night of fear. Fear of having to fend for themselves in the world, fear of losing their protections, and one even who said her life in the curse had been like a happy dream. Perhaps a few did not see their lives here as captivity, so there was nothing to free them from.


Not even Bil? the bounty hunter asked, shaking his head with disbelief at what he saw. It seemed the ram had lost no time in resuming his sacred duties, even though his ewe-of-the-moment was less than fully receptive.


Daria shrugged. For some, even the attentions of Hammer Bil are an improvement over the lives they must have known before. Karsten couldnt help noticing a shudder of memory as the woman watched her recent bed-sister try to fend the creature off. But no harm. Sheep being sheep was about as natural a way to end things as he could imagine.


They were standing in the station, next to a string of camels. Whatever Lugars people had been doing, they had not loaded much water. But the women had been busy in the night, and after rounding up the scattered beasts, they had been working tirelessly to stock them with provisions from Olahuas bountiful larder. Water from the pool, bakers rushes pulled from its banks and now drying in the sun, and as much fruit as the camels could carry.


North and west, Karsten said, reminding Daria of what theyd discussed earlier. Best that the women stay together until they got off the sand. Some had come from the tribes, like Zariya, and could lead, and some were familiar with caravans, but not all. They would need to work together if they were going to survive the journey that lay ahead of them. Karsten had offered to serve as guide, but the matron had been surprisingly firm in rejecting his offer. They need to learn that they are capable, shed said. That they can live in this world without the help of any man. Even one who means well.


They would make for Dinzanar, across the border, before taking to the roads. It was a little ways farther than going back to Sheffiq, but it was the shortest route that would get them out of Uzerbari and keep them from sight until they got there. Nowhere in this District would be safe for the escaped slave-wives of the Baj. Not once he discovered them gone. It had been a stroke of good fortune that he had not come for them during the night, but how long that luck would hold was not something any of them could guess. Only one thing was certain, Daria had assured him. When he did come, Jehn Al Wallah Baj was not a man who would be satisfied to pick from his seven most timid wives. He would hunt them all down, each and every one. But only if he could do so in secret. He would never risk having to tell his fellow Advocates what had really happened. And that ego would be their best shield. So after Dinzanar, they would make for Qintarahome to the Bajs greatest rivaland hope to lose themselves for good in that crowded foreign city.


Karsten didnt know that it was a good plan. Staying together like that made it easier for them to be caught together as well. It seemed to him that they should split apart as soon as they made Dinzanar, but theres something odd about shared peril, and he was unable to convince the bed-sisters to part company. Still, it was their freedom and they could do with it as they chose. He meant it honestly when the caravan at last pulled away from the station and he called out a final, Good luck!


There was a bit of trouble as the troop of camels and women tromped past when Karsten spotted a shy youngstershe couldnt have been any more than tentrying to sneak past him with a cuddly bundle hidden behind her back. He found the presence of such a young girl in the group more than a trifle disturbing and he couldnt imagine how harsh this life must have been for her, but that was no justification to let her leave with one of Kreeezghs people.


Karsten was as gentle as he could be when he confiscated the dope-eyed little bundle, but when he investigated further, he found no fewer than eight of the women trying to sneak the little buggers out, and realized that there were probably more. He couldnt tell them that their cuddly new friends were really enslaved members of a higher cultureKreeezgh wanted time to rebuild his people without interference from the outside world and had sworn the bounty hunter to secrecy. So he told them instead the peskies were here to recover from an insidious sickness. After that, six more bundles of fur were promptly returned without argument.


Finally the train got fully under way. He watched for a time, and when it had passed the bedraggled little flock of their most timid sisters and reached the bottom slope, the bounty hunter turned at last to go. It was time to get back on the road themselves. He wanted the poxing gloves off so badly he could already smell the fetid sweat that he knew would rise up from the hot leather when he finally pulled them off.


But first, he would take his leave of the true master of Olahua and his people.



***




It seemed the llama had taken a similar notion, and Karsten found her standing in the shade of a stoneberry tree, watching the peskies and kedjek bustling around the pool as he came to join her. Kreeezgh had freed about a third of his people from the Venkathi potion so far and those who had fully recovered were now doing what they could to help, combing through the grasses and the trees, searching out the rest of their countrymen and leading them back to the freedom of the first tellers ministrations.


When the Dowager sent us out to deliver justice to the people, you think she knew how many different kind of people that meant?


Babette turned her head toward him and nodded, then she turned back to the action. A quiet grew between them as they looked out together over the fruits of their work. Their first real accomplishment in this strange new life theyd been dropped into.


Was a piece of work just trying to keep all the humans from killing each other, the bounty hunter said. Never woulda noticed what was going on with these little buggers. Babette said nothing.


After a time, Karsten set a gloved hand on her shoulder. Time to go. But it was no longer about his eagerness to get to the Bones, or even to get shy of the poxing gloves. There was somethingprivate about what was happening here, about watching a people pull themselves out of the ashes like this. It was uncomfortable. Too personal. Like theyd come across an old man straining to take a dump in the woods. A thing that needed doing, to be sure, but not something the old man would have thanked them for watching.


He had just finished checking her straps when a high-pitched voice spoke to him from a low-hanging branch above.


So. Youve leaving.


Karsten looked up to see Kreeezgh crouching in the tree. He had a cluster of stoneberries gripped between his paws and was nibbling at it in short, frantic bursts of movement. It was a conflicted image for the bounty hunter to absorb. On the one hand, he was talking to an ally from a recent campaign, but on the other, that ally was busy hoarding nuts in his cheeks for winter.


Got lucky this time, the bounty hunter said. Only had to face a few sand striders, so a little bit of magery went a long way. But the folks coming after us know a good reach more and Babette and me, we still got a lot to figure out if were gonna face em. Were heading for a place I know where the Emperor wont be able to hear us do all that figuring.


The first teller nodded with understanding. Eyzam Alahut. Its a dangerous place, even for powerful men.


Karsten was annoyed that the little guy had figured it out so quickly. The point of going to ground was to not leave a trail of people behind you who knew where you were going. But still, if he had to trust the secret to anybody, the leader of a race nobody even knew existed was probably a safe bet. It was hard to imagine anyone from the Emperors court stopping to interrogate the local squirrels if they came this way. So he just shrugged. Beggars do as beggars must.


The little kedjek stared down at the bounty hunter, his eyes suddenly fixed and piercing. It felt a little like having his soul excavated, but it did not last long. After a moment, the little guy seemed to come to a decision.


There is another solution to your problem, he said. Stay here. With us.


Babette, who had been listening to the entire conversation, now turned and nodded at him. Probably thinking with her stomach, swayed in a heartbeat by the never-ending bounty of fruit and berries.


Karsten shook his head. Were gonna make a lot of mistakes with the magery, he said. Its the only way to learn proper. Need all that chaos as a screen if we want to keep the Emperor from hearing.


The kedjek turned and looked back toward the valley wall. You forget the canyon, he said, but the bounty hunter shook his head.


For all I know, Marghul was asleep. Or maybe he was in the middle of some magery of his own and couldnt hear us. No way I can trust a blind I cant test.


But you did test it, the kedjek said. Think back. Do you not recall the silencing of the blood? When I first led Babette into the canyon and you were up on the slopes. Did you not feel the link between you sever as though cleaved by an axe?


Karstens eyes snapped open. Of course he remembered. At the time, hed thought Babette had died, and that was not a memory he would soon forget. And having experienced it for himself, Karsten knew that the first teller wasnt exaggerating. Somehow, the walls of that canyon held back more than just light and sound. It kept magery contained as well. All of it.


The bounty hunter turned and looked around the valley again, seeing it with new eyes. A bountiful oasis, dug impossibly into the middle of a bleak and oppressive landscape and hidden from the entire world. Its straight, vertical walls rimmed with harsh and inhospitable crags barred entry from almost every direction, save for the two staircase switchbacks at either end, that forced every visitor to present themselves in vulnerable fashion, perfectly visible from every point in the valley below. It was like a fortress, buried in plain sight.


What is this place? he said.


The kedjek above him smiled. It is a good that you are impressed, he said. But you have still seen only the garden. Wait until you have seen the temple it serves.


The bounty hunter was surprised to find himself actually considering the offer, but still, a lifetime of hardness and brutality had forged a caution into him that would not yield so easily. Mention of a temple reminded him of the world beyond and jostled another problem loose in his memory.


The Baj, he said. Jehn Al Wallah. He comes here regularly. Maybe even tonight.


Now Kreeezghs eyes sparkled. And do you know of a better place to hide from your enemy than in the bedchamber of his wives?


The bounty hunter snorted with laughter and Babette nodded her head in vigorous agreement, as if to say, See? I told you this was a good idea. And against his inclinations, Karsten found himself agreeing. The idea of going to ground in the Advocates very own boudoir was almost too delicious to resist.


This temple you mentioned. I suppose it offers more cover than just these three small huts when he does come?


Come, let me show you, the kedjek replied. Then he scampered back along the branch and down the trunk of the tree to bound away over the grass, back toward the pool.


From the way hed said it, Karsten got the distinct impression that there was a lot more waiting to be revealed than just an extra hut or two. He started to make a checklist in his mind, listing the pros and cons, but then, with a laugh, he set all that aside and decided to trust his gut, and strode off after their host, with Babette falling in at his side.


Say, he said, as they approached the pool where Kreeezgh was already bounding across the trail of rocks, heading toward the spring. In all the kafuffle, I forgot to ask what you did with the bloodsong. Love, wasnt it? Seems a strange word to build a vengeance on. I know it was the shepherd you threw it at. Could feel that much. But what did you do to him?


Babette turned to blink at him with her big, wet eyes, then she tossed her head to the north. Karsten looked but the shepherd was nowhere to be seen. Just the sheep and the ram and that one unfortunate ewe Then his eyes boggled and he snapped back to stare at her with awe.


You didnt, he breathed.


Babette nodded her head and let loose a low chortle in the back of her throat. Her meaning was entirely clear.


Damned right I did.


Then she stepped out onto the rocks and began picking her way across to join Kreeezgh, who was waiting for them at the spring.


The bounty hunter watched after her, either in disbelief or admiration, he couldnt decide which. Then he turned one last time to watch Hammer Bil pounding away like a woodpecker in a hardwood.


Now that there is a solid piece of justice, he said. Then he turned his back on the shepherds fate and went to join his bloodmate.


Correction. He went to join his partner.



             
      
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 now that weve found eac other, shouldnt we at least stay in touch? 



See, I have this thing called The Liars Hearth. Its not a newsletter. Think of it more as a virtual watering hole for adventurers, where meetings are held every month or two, and attended by email. Its a place where those of us who enjoy journeying to realms of the fantastic can kick back, share a few pints, and then hose each other down in a tide of rumors, half-truths, and flat-out lies.


Of course, if you prefer to just get notified when new books come out, you can sign up for just the alerts. Or tick all the boxes. You decide. Whatever magic tingles your gizzard.


Anyway, if that sounds appealing, just take a moment to pop over here and tell me how to reach you. Ill take care of the rest.


Well both be glad you did.


Until our paths cross again, 
 Jefferson Smith
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