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      Orzan Province, the far south of the Kistrill Empire.

      The 29th year of the reign of Willard III, High King of Kistrill and, by the grace of Quam, Emperor of the Forty Crowns.

      Tennea slung a short, straight, sword over her shoulder to hang on her right hip, then tucked a knife into a belt sheath at the small of her back. She pulled a long linen duster over her muslin tunic and buttoned it down to the waist to conceal the blades, then slipped a slender dagger into a wrist sheath under the left sleeve of the duster. Finally, she lifted her long skirt just high enough to slide a fourth blade into a scabbard cleverly built into her right riding boot.

      “Holy Quam,” Lieutenant Coltan muttered. “How many people do you intend to stab?”

      Tennea paused before answering, watching the sun slide towards the hazy green mountains. There was an hour or so until dusk, she judged. Just enough time to find out what she needed before the real work of the night.

      “I intend to crack some skulls and bust up some rum dives,” she replied. “Stabbing, though? That depends on who resists. And how hard. Are you ready, Sergeant Workman?” She turned to her oldest provost soldier.

      “Yes, Ma’am.” Workman nodded.

      Lieutenant Coltan looked nervous.

      “Are you sure it’s a good idea, just the two of you going into town?”

      Tennea gave the lad a sharp glance.

      “Hunter may be in that dirt-hole, Lieutenant. We’re not going to spook him by barging into town with a whole company of cavalry. Don’t worry about Workman and me, just wait for the alarm trigger.” Coltan raised an eyebrow, so she repeated, “Don’t worry. The alarm will work. You’ll feel a tug. Just follow it. Probably to the nearest tavern. Wait for the second alarm, and then come in hard and fast. Understand?”

      Coltan nodded.

      Tennea crammed a broad-brimmed straw hat over her thick orange-ochre hair and nodded at Workman. The sergeant was also plainly dressed in raw muslin trousers and tunic, but he openly wore a long, heavy, dagger on his left hip. With his weapon, and with the brutal arrow scar that marked his left cheek from mouth to ear, and with an ugly scowl to match the scar, Workman wasn’t likely to have much trouble with casual thieves or rowdies.

      Tennea led the way out of the banana grove where the cavalry company was bivouacked. She strode into Orange Grove Town, taking the air of a noblewoman out for a stroll, with Workman trailing behind like a slab of hired muscle. They could have saved the acting. The streets were nearly deserted. The town square was sunbaked, dusty, and empty but for a few market stalls. The sellers were all women, locals, short folk with leaf-green skin and violet hair. They all wore the same sort of clothes Tennea had seen on her way through Orzan province so far, white cotton blouses with bright embroidery at the neckline and hem and on the bodice. Their cotton skirts fell only to the knee, scandalously short for the halls and sitting rooms of the northern heartland of the Kistrill Empire, but admittedly appropriate for the heat of Orzan.

      Tennea saw stalls sparsely stocked with vegetables, sugar cane, fruit, colorful thread, or bolts of home-woven muslin, but no buyers. The vendors gave Workman suspicious looks, but they warmed quickly to Tennea. She smiled and chatted, trying to match the vendors’ patois – snatches of Imperial interspersed with bursts of rapid local pidgin. She overpaid for a pair of mangoes in one stall and a foot-long slice of cane in another, and before long they were chatting away with her. It took her less than half an hour to find out what she needed: the mayor of Orange Grove was a lazy crook; the shrine to Quam on Creek Street was crumbling and hadn’t had a priest in years; the roughest tavern in town was a rum-dive called The Filthy Bucket, and it was down on Tanner Street where no one decent ever went.

      The sun was dipping behind the mountains as Tennea touched the brim of her hat and bade the market vendors good evening. She strolled down to Creek Street to the shrine. It was wrapped in evening shadows, under the shade of a spreading coulcut tree. It was simple, a ten-foot square, brick-paved floor under a weathered timber canopy. The paving bricks were buckled, or cracked, or missing, and the whole was overgrown with weeds. A brick alcove for votives stood empty next to a simple stone altar.

      “A pity to see Quam so neglected,” Tennea said. Workman nodded beside her. “We should pray,” she said. Workman shuffled his feet and bowed his head. Tennea prayed. “Quam, Emperor of Heaven. You put the Forty Crowns of Kistrill on the head of your servant, our Emperor Willard. Give me strength, O Quam, to defend your chosen ruler and bring your glory back to this forsaken province. And give me the wisdom and strength to bring Hunter to justice.” She paused, clenched her fists, then breathed deeply and finished. “Soon.”

      With her invocation complete, they set out to find The Filthy Bucket. It wasn’t hard. Tanner Street reeked like every other Tanner Street in the Empire, reeked of blood, offal, and urine. In Orange Grove a whiff of mud and rotting fish wafted up from the river to add a distinctive local bouquet.

      The tavern itself was a ramshackle affair, walls of loosely woven wicker and a sagging roof of palm fronds, all held up by a few slender poles. It was still quiet, the evening crowd just starting to trickle in. Across the street and two-score yards further on, a woman under a mango tree was cooking a huge pot of stew beans and chicken over an open fire and selling supper by the bowl to a little crowd.

      Tennea strolled to the open-air eatery and ordered a bowl for herself and Workman. They ignored the other customers and settled down with their backs to the mango tree. They ate slowly, watching the door of The Filthy Bucket. As dusk thickened and night closed over the town a parade of men came out of the shadows and began to fill the tavern. A racket of scratching and thumping that was supposed to be music started up. Singing and cheering mingled with shouted jokes and bursts of hilarity, and by the time they finished their supper the tavern sounded like the site of a perpetual riot.

      By and by, the woman packed up her cookpot and went into her nearby hovel. Tennea tilted back her hat and waited even longer, watching the stars come out and wheel in the sky until another hour had passed. She wanted the drinking to be well underway before she arrived. Finally, she stood and Workman followed her over and into The Filthy Bucket.

      Tennea shouldered her way through a crowd and slapped a gold coin on the counter in front of a harried barmaid. The barmaid was young, pretty, with a white blouse similar to that of the woman selling beans, but the neckline was so deep it nearly fell off her green shoulders. She took a look at the coin, looked back at Tennea, and her mouth fell open.

      “Your best for me, and a couple of rounds for the house,” Tennea shouted over the terrible music. “And a table by ourselves. That one.” She pointed at a corner table where a group of men sat drinking and throwing bones.

      “Yes, M’Lady!” the barmaid shouted back. She reached under the counter and produced a pair of dusty, unglazed mugs, and poured a double shot of rum from a jug that looked like every other jug on the shelf. She came around the counter, beckoning Tennea and fluttering her lashes at Workman, and led them through the crowd to the table. “M’Lady wants this table,” she hollered at the men. “And she don’t want company. But she’s buying the house a round, so move.”

      The men glared at her, and at Tennea. Tennea smiled. Workman glowered.

      “Move it!” the barmaid ordered. “She’s paying in gold, so I guess she gets whatever she wants, don’t she?”

      The men vacated the table, trying to decide if they should give Tennea the evil eye for taking their spot or thank her for buying them drinks.

      Tennea and Workman sat, backs to the wall, and cradled their dusty mugs. Now and again Tennea raised hers to her lips, pretended to drink, then lowered it untasted. Mostly she watched the tavern.

      On the far side of the taproom, thankfully mostly hidden by a throng of watchers, several women took turns performing lascivious dances to the rhythm of the music. The middle of the tavern was full of tables where men and women sat and drank. Some were dining on skewers of pungent roasted meat, others threw bones or played twigs and stones, and the whole crowd laughed and sang and argued at full throat.

      There were at least fifty men in the place. More than half were locals, greenies, but there were plenty of brownies too. Big men, brown-skinned like Tennea and Workman, with shocks of ochre or flaxen hair. Most of the men, brown and green alike, were scarred. Many of them were missing body parts: ears, fingers, eyes, arms, or legs. All of them looked up at the barmaid with delight as she moved around, splashing fresh rum into their cups, and pointing over to the corner where Tennea sat, her words swallowed by the din but her lips always mouthing the word, “M’Lady.” Some of the men nodded gratefully. Others glared with suspicion. None of them came over.

      Tennea watched the room for an hour. It got louder, and hotter, and smellier. A fight broke out, fists flew, but the only blood was from a broken nose. Before things came to blades a big muscular brownie with a couple of nasty scars knocked some heads together and broke things up. Tennea watched the man more closely. He moved around the tavern, getting nods of respect, but not really stopping to chat for long. A man with power if not friends. A bouncer of sorts, but more than that a man who would know everyone’s business. The man she wanted to talk to.

      Tennea slid her hand into the pocket of her duster where she kept her alarm trigger. It was a little cube of wood with a hinge on the side. The hollow top of the cube flipped open to expose a knob. She pushed the knob with her thumb, then closed the lid again.

      The barmaid came back, smiled, and leaned close.

      “M’Lady want anything else?”

      “Buy the house another round,” Tennea said, keeping her eye on the room. She flipped the barmaid another gold coin. “Make it a double. I want everyone to have a good time.”

      The barmaid shrugged and scampered off to make another round of the tavern, sloshing rum and pointing at Tennea. She waited another hour and waved the barmaid over again. She came in a hurry, expecting and getting a third coin. She made a third round, and this time, besides the smiling nods, Tennea got the results she wanted.

      The bouncer came out of the crowd and helped himself to a seat across from Tennea. He nodded briefly at her, then at Workman, giving the barest respect. Up close, Tennea saw he was wearing an old army tunic, the blue so faded it was nearly white. The man’s scars were from an ax. There was a dent an inch under his eye where the ax had gouged into the bone. His ochre hair had a bare streak, too, a heavy scar from temple to crown.

      “You’re throwing around a lot of gold,” the man observed. His Imperial was clean, unaccented. “You trying to get your throat cut?

      “Oh, dear, no,” Tennea said with exaggerated concern.

      “Then quit drawing attention to yourself,” the man growled, ignoring her tone. “You could get knifed for a silver sun in here. A nice lady like you…could get worse than knifed. Even with the hired blade sitting here.” He nodded at Workman.

      “I feel safe enough.” Tennea smiled.

      The man frowned.

      “What the hell are you doing here, anyway?” he asked.

      “I’m looking for my brother,” Tennea said. “He’s a sociable chap. I thought that if I bought a few rounds, perhaps he would hear about the festivities and make an appearance.”

      “A brother, huh?”

      “And Workman’s old army pal,” Tennea explained.

      The bouncer darted his eyes towards Workman.

      “You wore the blue, did you?”

      Workman sipped his rum, nodded, and replied,

      “Didn’t we all? Sixth Cavalry. Fought at Rockharbor, Olben’s Stretch, Gory Creek.”

      The bouncer stared hard, then nodded.

      “I heard of Gory Creek. Hell of a fight, they say.”

      Workman nodded back.

      “Well,” the bouncer said, “lot of old army lads down in Orzan. Nice change of climate after ten years in the north.”

      “My brother, Hunter,” Tennea cut into the old army talk. “Tall, good looking, but odd. Years ago, took to wearing a monk’s robe, though he doesn’t act much the part.”

      “Heh! Your brother been a bad boy, eh?” The bouncer let out a big laugh.

      “Oh, you don’t know the half of it.” Tennea laughed back.

      “Well, I spent enough years wearing the blue, and I been down here for the better part of a year, but I don’t know nobody like that.”

      “He’s got a friend,” she said, “by the name of Chekwe.”

      The bouncer shook his head.

      “A greenie,” Workman put in. “Small, even for them.”

      “A greenie? I doubt I’d know him. This province is crawling with them, and I sure can’t tell ‘em apart.”

      “You’d know this one,” Tennea said. “He likes to drink, and he likes to fight. But he never liked helmets. Lots of facial scars. A real mess.”

      The bouncer’s eyes darted to the side for just a fraction of a heartbeat, then he looked back at Tennea and shrugged.

      “Never heard of him.” He lied. His eyes darted again. “What do you want with them, anyway?”

      “Well,” Tennea said, putting on the voice of the sweet noblewoman. “My brother and his little friend are deserters, and I’ve come to see them hang.” She pulled a provost marshal’s badge from her right pocket and slammed it on the table. The man stared for a heartbeat at the bronze badge. The sigil of the Imperial falcon clutched a sword in one talon and a rod and shackles in the other, and its staring bronze eye bored up into the bouncer’s face.

      The bouncer looked from the badge to Tennea, eyes wide with confusion. She could read his thoughts, like a hundred men she’d arrested before. A woman? With a marshal’s badge? What…?

      “Show me your discharge tile!” Tennea barked.

      “What the Quamdamn business do you…?” The bouncer recoiled.

      “Arresting deserters is my business,” Tennea snarled, then thundered across the tavern, “Tennea of Grenvell, provost inspector! Everyone on your knees, now!”

      Fear, then rage, flashed across the man’s face as he turned to call for help.

      Sergeant Workman came out of his seat like a bull, ramming the table into the bouncer’s chest, shoving him backward to tumble off his bench and onto the floor. Tennea flipped the table, so it crashed on top of the man, then she jumped on it pin him. As she jumped, she whipped her sword from under her duster. There was a terrific grunt from beneath her, and in front of her a bedlam of shouts of fear.

      Provost marshal!

      Run!

      Get out!

      Two men, braver or drunker than the rest, lurched towards Tennea. The first had a leather-wrapped jack, and he took a clumsy swing at Tennea’s head. Sergeant Workman intercepted the man by driving seventeen inches of dagger steel between the man’s ribs. Tennea handled the other brute, a slow-moving drunk. He came driving with a knife, his arm outstretched and reaching. Tennea grabbed the wrist, yanked the man forward and across her body, kicked him hard in the knee, and as the man buckled, she flattened him by slamming the pommel of her sword on the back of his head.

      Four heartbeats and the fight was over.

      Most of The Filthy Bucket’s patrons left through the back wall. The wicker walls burst under the stampede and the whole structure shook as one determined drunk knocked out a support pole in his haste. A few of the more drunken men stayed put, sitting and staring in shock or simply flopping on the floor in surrender.

      “Everyone on your knees,” Tennea ordered. “Backs to me. Shirts off.”

      They knelt and began to obey the order to strip. Tennea stepped back, flipped the table off the fallen bouncer, and pointed her sword at his throat.

      “You too. On your knees, and shirt off.”

      The bouncer struggled to his knees, pulled his tunic over his head, and wadded it against his bleeding nose. Tennea stepped back again and looked at the man’s muscular back. He had a regimental brand on his right shoulder blade indicating he’d been mustered into the 84th Pike. Every properly discharged man had a tile, stamped with an Imperial seal, and most men kept the tile on a string or chain around their neck for moments just like this. The bouncer had no tile. The other drunks bared their backs too. The same tale was told on their green skin. Mustering brands, but no discharge tiles.

      “Deserters. You’re all under arrest,” Tennea spat. She called over to the barmaids and the innkeeper, who stood silent and agog. “Get some rope, or good string. Help the sergeant tie these traitors up.”

      “My wall!” the innkeeper groused, waving at the shattered wall and the chaos of overturned tables and broken mugs.

      “Have you reported to the governor that most of your custom is from deserters?” Tennea snapped. The innkeeper’s face turned a very light shade of green and he kept his mouth closed.

      “I thought not,” Tennea said. “Count yourself blessed that I don’t arrest you too. As for the rest of you,” she waved her sword at the kneeling deserters, “I’ll choose whether you hang or rejoin the regiments. And the way I choose will be determined by who talks first, who talks the most, and who tells the truth. Now. You.”

      She put the tip of her sword under the bouncer’s ear and pressed just hard enough to make the man shrink away. The fellow’s eyes bulged, and he began to sweat.

      “I heard something,” he stammered. “Don’t know if it’s true. Maybe just a story. I swear to Quam.”

      “Talk.”

      “The greenie you mentioned. There’s a story going ‘round that some mad greenie killed a bunch of provincial troops down in Nezpot. A fair fight, but he butchered them so fast it might as well have been murder. Sword and ax, fast as an adder. Bloody as hell, and uglier. Scarred face, they say.”

      “When? Why?”

      The deserter swallowed.

      “Months ago? Who knows? The provincials are all rotten, so nobody cared. No, everybody was glad.”

      “Glad? Glad that Imperial officers were murdered?” Tennea leaned on the sword a little and the bouncer shrank back further.

      “Your pardon, Ma’am. Quam’s mercy. You asked for the truth.”

      “Fine. What then? Was he apprehended?”

      “No, Ma’am. Fled south, so says one story. Another says he went out to Fourhen, but there’s a small Imperial garrison there. Deserters steer clear of Fourhen.”

      “What about my brother? The fake monk?”

      “Never heard of him, Ma’am. I swear to Quam.”

      Tennea gave a soft sigh and stepped back. The bouncer drew a deep breath.

      “Ma’am!” a shout interrupted from behind Tennea. Lieutenant Coltan raced through the entrance, saber drawn, with two troopers on his heels. The three came up short, wide-eyed and panting, scanning the room for enemies.

      “You’re safe,” the young officer blurted.

      Tennea turned her head and gave Coltan a thin smile.

      “You’re late.”

      Lieutenant Coltan blinked. He glanced from prisoners to the bloodstained floor to the innkeeper and back to Tennea.

      “No Ma’am, we bagged a score or more out back. Are you safe? Wait, Quam! Is that Hunter?”

      “I’m fine, and no, it’s not Hunter. Now get these prisoners down to the town jail. It’s on the square. You’ll probably have to roust the mayor out of bed.”

      “You heard the Inspector,” Coltan said to his troopers. “Brewer, go get Sergeant Allayn and a guard detail.” He grabbed the kneeling bouncer and hauled him to his feet. The scarred man looked at Tennea with wide eyes.

      “I talked,” he blurted. “You said I wouldn’t hang if I talked.”

      “I’m not here to hang you,” Tennea sighed. “You’ll go back to the regiments.”

      “But your brother? You’re really going to hang your brother for desertion?”

      Tennea squinted at him and curled her lip before snarling,

      “Desertion is only the beginning of my brother’s crimes.”
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      Hunter’s two-part trap worked perfectly. The first part was a simple pitfall, with razor-sharp stakes at the bottom to cripple anyone who stepped in it. He’d disguised the pit poorly, as if he was in a hurry or just plain incompetent, so that whoever came along would step past the pit and hit the second part, the real trap. That was a sapling, its branches whittled to deadly spikes and then the whole tree bent down and away so that when the trigger was tripped it would whip across the trail. A goblin warrior now dangled from the spiked sapling, dead as could be. It was a big one, as far as goblins went. Alive he had probably stood four and a half feet tall, and his filed-sharp tusks were longer than Hunter’s fingers. His chest and arms carried the scars of dozens of fights, his hair was braided with garish feathers of indigo and scarlet, and he wore a crude silver torque around his throat. He’d carried an ironwood club with a couple of jagged chunks of obsidian set in it to rip gashes in flesh, but the club now lay in a pool of blood under his feet, which hung a hand’s width above the trail.

      “Not a bad catch,” Hunter said. He grasped the goblin’s head by its lank green hair and looked into its wide, glassy red eyes. Then he lopped its head off with his ax and tossed it down the trail, back the way it came.

      “A big one,” Chekwe agreed. “And fresh.”

      It was fresh. Blood still dripped slowly down its chest and legs to drip off its toes into the pool below.

      “Suppose its friends are still nearby?” Hunter asked. There were plenty of tracks in the dust of the mountain trail, and by the scuff marks they had left in a hurry when this big fellow got spiked through the sternum.

      “Goblins don’t have Quamdamn friends,” Chekwe spat. “But sure, they’re probably nearby. Probably bickering over who the chief is now.”

      Hunter wiped his bloody hand on his robe and drank in the view of the valley to his south. The sun was low in the west and threw its beams through a few clouds and cast long shadows where the steep mountains loomed over the jungle, turning the dense green foliage nearly black. Down in the creek bottom to the south he could see a long blaze of open ground, cattle grazing land. There was a farm there, a few miles to the east, out of sight from his vantage point. He’d scouted it a few times. It was a quiet place with a decent herd of cattle and a few goats.

      “Maybe we’d better track them down,” Hunter said. “I wouldn’t want them hitting that ranch.”

      “I’m all for killing goblins,” Chekwe said. “But I thought we were supposed to stay out of sight. Where there’s a ranch, there’s people.”

      “There’s a few,” Hunter nodded. “A couple of hands. Greenies. A brown woman, too.”

      “Oh, you’d notice that,” Chekwe giggled. “Ever get close enough on your scouts to get a gander at her papayas?”

      “You’re disgusting. She’s probably the owner. Probably a gentlewoman. And probably married.”

      “Actually, her husband probably went off to war and got himself killed, and now she yearns to be comforted,” Chekwe giggled again. “Too bad you’re a monk. Although you are the worst Quamdamn monk I’ve ever known.”

      “I may be,” Hunter shrugged. “But are we going to go after those goblins or not?”

      “Hell yes!” Chekwe replied.

      Hunter slid his ax into a ring on his belt and picked up his spear from where he’d set it. Chekwe drew a wide-bladed sword and hefted a bossed shield and then they moved, scrambling down the mountain path, easily following the tracks of the goblins who had recently fled this way. The trail dropped several hundred feet, nearly to the creek, where it forked to run in both directions along the stream. At the fork there was a cluster of goblins, less than a dozen, but making more noise with their shrill chittering than a troop of monkeys. Hunter had no idea what they were saying, but the way they were waving clubs and obsidian daggers at each other made it clear that they were arguing over something.

      The raging goblins might have come to blows in a moment and done Hunter’s work for him, but Chekwe wasn’t waiting. He vaulted into the cluster, bowling over half the group with his shield and killing with savage sword-thrusts. Hunter was right behind, using the reach of his spear to skewer goblins who were trying to flee.

      The fight, such as it was, was over in the time it might have taken to blink twice. Hunter stood, breathing slightly faster than usual, and looked at the wreckage of the little goblin band. There were eight bodies, all bleeding horribly and dying quickly, most spasming and mewing in agony.

      “Well, that was hardly any fun,” Chekwe grumbled. “Though their twitching is satisfying.”

      “They’re goblins, but we still shouldn’t let them suffer,” Hunter said. “They do feel pain.”

      “Not enough,” Chekwe growled.

      Hunter ignored his friend and busied himself with beheading the dying creatures. He tossed the heads to Chekwe, who caught them and stacked them in a little pyramid at the fork in the trail.

      “Heh,” he chuckled. “Nothing says ‘Stay off my trail’ like a good stack of goblin heads.”

      Hunter eyed the grim pyramid, then looked east up the trail.

      “Chekwe,” he called a soft, sharp warning.

      “What? Hell.”

      Forty or fifty yards away they heard footsteps on the trail, a pair or more of men walking slowly and carefully up the path.

      “Into the bushes,” Hunter hissed. He and Chekwe slipped into a rank growth of ferns that rioted around a jumble of boulders.

      Twenty yards away a couple of men came around a bend in the trail. It was a pair of greenies, older fellows by the streaks of blue in their dark hair and their weathered faces. They were ranch hands, judging by their rugged work trousers and cotton shirts, and a gnarly and ready pair by the look of their sour faces and their weapons. The one in front held a crossbow, quarrel in the groove and string drawn tight. The other held a cane knife in one hand; the other arm stopped short at the elbow.

      The two old men caught sight of the ragged goblin corpses, the blood-spattered earth and foliage all around, and then the pyramid of goblin heads.

      “Holy Quam,” the one-armed man breathed.

      The crossbowman’s face turned pale green, but he kept his weapon steady, slowly scanning the ground and the brush around the slaughter site.

      “This just happened,” he said. “I mean, right now.”

      “Who?”

      “Someone who likes goblins less than me,” the crossbowman said. “Someone who likes to kill. Someone I don’t want to meet.” He edged backward, and the one-armed man beside him edged back too.

      Chekwe looked up at Hunter and mouthed,

      “We should kill them.”

      “No!” Hunter mouthed back with a single violent shake of his head.

      The two old men backed their way around the turn in the trail and then, by the rapid sound of their footfalls, they took to their aged heels and ran.

      “Why didn’t we kill them?” Chekwe said out loud.

      “Because they’re innocent men!” Hunter cried.

      “But they know we’re here!”

      “No, they don’t. They know someone killed some goblins, but they don’t know we’re the ones.”

      “They’ll tell tales, to someone who’ll tell tales, and before you know it they’ll be telling the tale in Nezpot. This isn’t a big province, Hunter, and if your sister is half as Quamdamn smart as you say, she’ll hear about it and know it’s us.”

      Hunter peered down the trail after the retreating ranch hands. He bit the inside of his lip.

      “Maybe,” he said. “Maybe not.”

      “Oh hell,” Chekwe spat. “You just don’t want to kill people. Fine. Bring your sister down on our heads. I don’t give a damn. But I do know I’m thirsty. I’m going back to camp to drink.”

      Chekwe turned without another word and headed back over the mountain. Hunter stood, watching his friend go one way, then turning and looking down the eastward trail after the ranch hands.

      It’s not so bad to not want to kill people, he thought. Quam knows there’s been enough of that.

      He trailed along after Chekwe, taking his time up the steep path. At the top, he paused again to look back over the ranch in the south valley. Night was falling and the grazing land was folded in shadow. He wondered for a moment about the two men they’d let live, whether they would go to some tavern and tell the tale of the pyramid of fresh goblin heads. Maybe they’d go tonight. Or maybe they weren’t the tavern type. Maybe they were honest and sober men who went to bed early and got up with the sun.

      Quam, he prayed, wouldn’t it be nice to have some sober friends. He stood for a while, letting full night fall around him. Stars flashed gold in the sky, and the moon hung like a glinting silver bangle. A zephyr stirred on the mountaintop, cool refreshment he knew he wouldn’t be able to feel down in the jungle-choked valley, and he turned his face into the breeze. He closed his eyes to meditate on Quam, but instead of prayers or paeans coming to mind, all he could think of was glassy bloodshot goblin eyes and spurting black goblin blood. After a few minutes he opened his eyes again. I tried, he prayed. About as hard as I ever do.

      Hunter shook himself and turned back toward home. He left the mountaintop clearing and stepped into the jungle and its heavy darkness, its thick canopy blotting out the stars as if Quam himself had thrown a heavy blanket across the sky. He had no trouble finding his way despite the treacherous footing on the mountain path. He let the feel of earth and stone and roots under his bare feet guide him, along with the sound of the stream below, and the noise of ten thousand bugs and frogs taking up their nighttime clatter.

      By the time he reached their farm clearing, Chekwe was cooking supper and drinking hard. The smell of stew beans came from a little pot over the fire. The smell of rum came from the drinking horn in Chekwe’s hand. The smell of rum came from Chekwe’s breath and clothes and skin, too. He was watching the flames and stroking the cracked-leather scabbard of a sword he held across his lap. It wasn’t his own sword, it was an ancient thing with a plain hilt: worn hardwood riveted to a full tang of bronze, a brass pommel, and no crossguard.

      “We’re supposed to be hiding that thing,” Hunter said crossly, pointing at the sword. “Not taking it out and petting it.”

      Chekwe looked up. His silver eyes glinted in the firelight and his deep purple hair gleamed nearly pitch black.

      “It’s Kingmaker, the Prince of Swords. Someone ought to use it.”

      “Absolutely not.”

      “I’ve been thinking.”

      “You’ve been drinking.”

      Chekwe ignored him and went on in a sing-song voice. “You say we can’t use it ‘cause your sister has a homing stone that’ll lead her straight to us if we even draw the thing. Fine. Set a couple more traps, like the one that got the goblin. Then draw the sword and bring her right here, on our ground, and kill her. Then we can quit hiding in the Quamdamn jungle and have some good fun. A tavern for me, a brothel for you.”

      “No! First of all, we’re not killing Tennea unless we absolutely have to. Second of all, I’m not going to a brothel. When did I ever go to a brothel?”

      “Maybe you should.”

      “No! Now put that thing away. The more you stare at it and pet it, the more you’re going to want to use it.”

      “I already want to use it,” Chekwe pouted. “Besides, wasn’t it one of your own poets that said, ‘The sword unsheathes itself’?”

      “Poetry is nonsense set to meter.”

      “Maybe your poetry. Ours is lilting and magical! ‘Nanana, bolabo, nanamu’,” he sang, giggling, suddenly childish. His high-pitched drunken voice always struck Hunter as odd. Chekwe was short, even for a greenie, but his scar-ravaged face made him look like he’d be a violent drunk, not a silly one.

      “And you call our poetry nonsense?” Hunter sighed and squatted by the fire. “Is this ready?”

      Chekwe nodded, then went on about the sword.

      “When was the last time someone drew it?”

      “Don’t know,” Hunter grunted. He pulled a horn spoon out of his daily pouch. He tried a bite of stew beans. “Hot!” he cried. “Hot as hell!”

      “The pot’s been on the fire for hours,” Chekwe said.

      “I mean the spices. What the blazes did you put in there?”

      “I got some peppers from Quarla last time we were up at her place. I put ‘em all in. I keep forgetting you grew up with butter and cream for every meal. But what do you think Kingmaker does?”

      “I dunno,” Hunter mumbled around another mouthful of fiery beans. “Maybe you could use it to cut things? Stab people?”

      “No, no. The Prince of Swords has got to have some sort of power. A spell or enchantment or some kind of scary mojo. Why else would anyone keep a bronze sword for three hundred years?”

      “All I know is you kiss the pommel when you swear fealty to the emperor, and then you don’t ever want to break your oath. It might be an enchantment. It might just be the oath.”

      “So, we stole a bronze sword with no special powers? Unless you count ‘shattering on impact with a steel blade’ as a special power. Hell, we might as well melt it down for belt buckles. Quam’s buttocks.”

      “You don’t have to blaspheme,” Hunter said. “I’ve told you a dozen times, it’s not the blade that counts, it’s the symbol. Now, are you going to eat?” He gestured at the stew pot with his spoon.

      “No, I’ve got this,” Chekwe raised his drinking horn.

      “You’ve been hitting that pretty hard lately,” Hunter said, trying to keep his voice mild.

      “It helps me sleep,” Chekwe said. He took a deeper draught of rum to make it clear that he wasn’t laying off.

      “If you want to sleep well, you ought to pray instead of getting drunk. Quam gives comfort to those that ask.”

      “Is that why you cry out when you have bad dreams?” Chekwe shot back.

      “The dreams are getting better,” Hunter claimed.

      “I’ll start praying when you’re all the way better,” Chekwe sneered.

      “You should at least try,” Hunter said. “It helps me.”

      “Heh. You hardly ever meditate.”

      “Yes, I do, just not around you.”

      “Oh, is that what took you so long up on the mountain after I came back?”

      Hunter kept his mouth closed and stared at the fire.

      “Huh?” Chekwe prodded. “Is that what you were doing up there? Meditating? Or…or maybe you were staring down at that ranch, trying to decide when you’re going to go meet that woman. That’s why we went after those goblins, isn’t it? You don’t want me to use Kingmaker ‘cause we have to stay hidden, but you can go chasing skirts. Quam’s hairy buttocks.”

      Hunter sighed and ignored the blasphemy.

      “I’m not chasing skirts,” he said. “We’re going to stay hidden. We’ll scout well to the east. If those two cattle herders tell tales and someone comes up the valley, we can go deeper into the jungle. Or further down the coast. Whichever direction you want.”

      Chekwe grunted and sipped his rum. Hunter fell silent and spooned beans methodically into his mouth. It was like eating a scorpion, or one of the horrible plants the locals called cactus. And yet, the peppered beans were good, too. They were, Hunter thought, like so many other things in this strange, sun-scorched southern land. Much of Orzan was beautiful, but if it wasn’t as hot as hell, it was sharp or poisonous or venomous or clawed or tusked or fanged.

      Holy Quam, it might be best to not meet that rancher woman, he thought. Then he shook his head and put the unknown woman out of his mind. He had bigger worries, like keeping Chekwe from getting too drunk and doing stupid things. He gulped the last of his beans, burped, and got up to go use the latrine. When he came back Chekwe was still caressing Kingmaker’s scabbard.

      “Night, Chekwe,” Hunter said. “Leave the sword in the sheath.”

      “You too,” Chekwe leered.

      Hunter went into their thatched hut and stripped off his belts in the dark, hanging sword and ax on a peg. He lay down in his hammock and stared into the pitch black above him. He reached out to touch his sword in the dark. It was plain, old iron, but it was trusty and strong and keen. If bounty hunters or soldiers or, Quam forbid, Tennea herself came for him and Kingmaker, plain old iron would have to be enough.

      Hunter closed his eyes. Again, he saw broken and bleeding goblins. He pushed away the goblins and reached out for a memory, even a fleeting image, of a woman he’d once had. Ayla. It’s been so long. Most holy Quam, forgive me for asking, but let me dream of Ayla tonight.

      Sometimes Quam granted that prayer and let Hunter catch glimpses of her, glimpses that vanished when he opened his eyes. He could remember her body, though, her kisses and whispers in the dark. He knew her skin had been cream-white, warm, fragrant. He knew that unlike Chekwe’s hellish peppers, she had been soft and smooth, like sweet cream and butter. She’d had no tusks, or claws, or fangs. And not even a hint of venom.
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      Dahlia Rancher slapped the mayor of Dangritown right across the face. She put her whole arm into it and snapped her wrist and the crack of her palm hitting his cheek echoed off the garden walls. He was a tall, corpulent man, but he reeled, tripped over his own breakfast table, tried to catch himself on the tablecloth, and went sprawling in a jumble of scattered prawns, slices of beef, and spilled beer. She felt like a dozen hornets had stung her palm all at once, but she wasn’t done, and she pulled her knife out of her daily pouch.

      “If you ever touch me again…” she snarled and took a step toward the mayor.

      “Help!” he howled. “Hurry!”

      The back gate of the garden burst open and a pair of sturdy men in matching orange tunics dashed into the garden. Then they saw Dahlia and skidded to a stop, confused. They were expecting trouble, but all they saw was a…woman? She could see confusion in their eyes.

      “I thought your guards were busy helping the police,” Dahlia spat at the mayor. He sputtered and started to get up, but she made a jabbing motion at him with her knife, and he slumped back down. The guards took a step forward but stopped when she glared at them.

      Dahlia heard familiar footsteps behind her.

      “Ma? What’s going on, Ma?”

      Paul, her son, came up beside her and gawked at the sprawling mayor who had a livid hand-mark on his cheek. Paul saw her knife, saw the guards, and reached for the knife he kept in his own belt.

      “It’s alright, Paul,” Dahlia said. She slowly put her knife away, still glowering at the mayor. “This pig tried to put his hands on me, but I guess he won’t do that again. Maybe he won’t lie to me again, either. Guards too busy? Police too busy? Militia too busy? More like he’s too busy taking advantage of widows to do his job. Quam have mercy on his soul, because if he touches me again, I swear I will slit his gizzard,” she lashed. “Come on, Paul, we’re going.”

      Dahlia took Paul’s arm and hauled him away. She stomped back through halls of the villa, fuming at the luxury of its polished tile floors and mosaiced walls. She stormed past a flustered butler, who gasped in horror when Dahlia hawked and spat a gob on the floor before she slammed open the mahogany front door and marched out.

      Dahlia paused on the veranda, breathing hard.

      “What happened, Ma?” Paul asked.

      Dahlia breathed deep and tried to control the trembling in her voice. She was as angry as hell but scared too. She didn’t want Paul to sense either.

      “I asked the mayor for help,” she said slowly. “He made excuses. Told me lies. Then he tried to, umm, kiss me.”

      “What?” Paul blurted. “Mayor Ednis tried to…what?”

      Dahlia looked Paul in the eye. She had to look up now to do that. He was growing so fast. He was a good boy, but maybe he had been out on the ranch too long, she thought. Maybe he had been around good, kind folk too much. There was ugliness in the world worse than goblin raiders, and closer to home than the great war up north.

      “Some men are ugly, Paul,” she said. “Ugly inside. They never give freely, never help freely, even when it’s their job. They always have to get something in return. When a woman doesn’t have money or power, ugly men like that try to get, umm, physical favors.”

      “What?” Paul said, the truth dawning. “He tried…he really…I ought to go cut his gizzard with you,” he snarled and reached for his knife.

      “No, son,” Dahlia said. “I slapped him good and hard. There’s nothing more to be done, not without getting arrested, or worse. Come on.”

      She took him by the arm again and led him down the palm-lined street that ran downhill towards the lower part of Dangritown.

      “What are we going to do now, Ma?” Paul asked. “I thought the mayor was going to help us.”

      “I don’t know for sure,” she said.

      “We can go after the goblins ourselves,” Paul said eagerly. “Kashus and Ekchol and I all have crossbows. We can get the cattle back ourselves, and the mayor can go to hell!”

      “Paul!” she snapped. “He’s a disgusting rat, but I taught you better than to curse like that.”

      Paul dropped his head and mumbled an apology. Dahlia let it go and began thinking as they walked. They passed a few homes, the nicer ones in town, as they went down the hill. Stone and brick houses behind gated walls, houses with verandas and high ceilings and tile roofs, gave way to squat brick houses with open yards where chickens scratched for bugs and dogs lazed in the sun and scratched for fleas. At the bottom of the hill the brick houses gave way to houses of wooden planks, most of them built up on stilts in case a hurricane brought storm surges in from the sea.

      They had lost a day already, coming into town from the ranch to try to find help. The mayor had put them off for half a day. She had practically had to force her way past the butler this morning to get her ill-fated audience. And they had nothing to show for it.

      If it came down to it, they could go after the cattle themselves, like Paul had suggested. They did have crossbows. They could fight. If they could get the drop on the goblin warband that had driven off her cattle and kill a couple with their bows, the rest might panic and run.

      But if they didn’t panic? Dahlia would lose far more than her cattle. She shivered despite the heat.

      The tree-lined street came to a T at the main road. They turned south to pass by more shacks and occasional shops on their way to the small town square. On the square were more shops, a simple shrine to Quam, the town hall – where the mayor apparently did not preside very often – and the ramshackle hostel where they had spent the night at a price they couldn’t afford. And there, in front of the hostel, was a sight that made Dahlia’s heart leap with fresh hope.

      There was a soldier dismounting in front of the hostel. His light blue trousers and deep blue jacket were crisp though dusty from a long ride, and while his broad-brimmed felt hat was also dusty it sported a well-polished bronze cavalry emblem on the crown. Silver spurs and a polished saber and scabbard rounded out his kit. A real, dignified Imperial, not some slouching provincial castoff. And an officer too, Dahlia realized as she spotted the gold piping on his jacket.

      Quam, give us favor, she breathed, then called out,

      “Sir! Sir!”

      The cavalryman finished his hitch knot and turned to watch her dash across the square. His eyes widened, and he swept off his hat. He was short, compact, and powerful, his broad face tanned deep chestnut, his eyes green, his head shaved clean, but his eyebrows and lashes a deep ochre. A mean scar ran from his mouth to his ear, but a smile softened his severe look.

      “Ma’am,” he said with a slight bow.

      A woman came around a horse that was hitched next to the cavalryman’s.

      “Who’s this?” she asked the cavalryman, eyeing Dahlia.

      Dahlia eyed the woman right back. She was oddly dressed, in manly blue riding trousers and a tight blue jacket. The jacket was double-breasted with brass buttons and a mass of gold braid across the chest. Long ochre braids spilled from under the woman’s wide-brimmed straw hat. Her face had the mature look of a woman well into her thirties, but her build was tall, wiry, and athletic, more like a strong girl of seventeen or eighteen years. To top it off, she also wore a short infantryman’s sword on her right hip.

      Dahlia took in the woman’s strange looks, decided she didn’t like her curt manner, and turned back to the cavalryman.

      “Sir,” she panted, still catching her breath from the dash across the town square, “I need your help. Please.”

      The cavalryman gave her his soft smile again but nodded towards the strange woman.

      “Ma’am,” he said, “Sergeant Workman at your service, but I’m not in command. You’ll have to direct your request to the Chief Inspector. Let me introduce you to Tennea of Grenvell, of the provost marshal’s company.”

      “What?” Dahlia blurted, looking back at the strange woman. “Oh. I apologize. I didn’t realize…”

      “No one does,” the woman cut her off. “What’s your request, Ma’am? We haven’t got much time.”

      “I, uh…” Dahlia stammered, unbalanced by the woman’s sharp tone. “My name is Dahlia Rancher. I am a widow. A war widow. My husband’s been gone four years. He left me a ranch near here – south of town – and goblins have run off with all my market steers. I need your help to get them back.”

      The woman, Tennea, frowned.

      “Haven’t you appealed to your mayor?”

      Dahlia spat in the dust. “The mayor is a slob and a jackass. Says the police are all busy, the militia can’t be called out again this year, and his personal guards are needed for ‘vital service’ in town.”

      Tennea’s frown deepened. “Ma’am, I am very sorry to say, but I am here on urgent business for the Crowns…”

      “Isn’t protecting the people from goblin raids Crowns business?” Dahlia shot back.

      “It is indeed,” Tennea said calmly. “But the provost marshal’s business is first with deserters and traitors. I am on the trail of a pair of the most wicked men in the Empire, and I regret to say I don’t have time for your cows.” She saw Dahlia’s face fall and her tone softened. “Ma’am, if my mission was not so urgent, I would come to your aid immediately. If opportunity arises, I will still do so. Believe me, I hope to Quam my business with the deserters is finished quickly. And I am on my way to see your mayor at this very moment. If he has been rude to you, I will rebuke him in no uncertain terms.”

      “As a matter of fact, he tried to get up my skirts,” Dahlia spat.

      Tennea’s face clouded with anger. “There will be devils to pay, then,” she rasped. “By Quam, you have my word about that.”

      “Well, thank you for that,” Dahlia said. “But if you can’t help me now, I’ve got to go find someone who can. Or else my son and I will have to go after the cattle ourselves.”

      “I hope it does not come to that,” Tennea said. “But I must go. Quam be with you.” With that she and the sergeant strode off across the square in a jangle of spurs. Dahlia and Paul watched them go.

      “Is the provost marshal in the army?” Paul asked.

      “I think so,” Dahlia said. “They don’t fight like the other soldiers, but they round up deserters and do other police work. I guess a chief inspector is a pretty high rank.”

      “I didn’t know ladies could be in the army,” Paul said.

      “I never heard of such a thing,” Dahlia replied, “and I don’t like it either. If she wasn’t sassy before she got that fancy coat, she sure is sassy now.”

      “And no help at all,” Paul pointed out.

      “No. But help from some Imperials would have been very nice.”

      “So now what? We should go after the cattle ourselves. I’m not afraid.”

      “You should be.”

      “Well, I’m not.”

      “Even Imperials, if they have any sense, pause before they jump into the jungle on a goblin trail.”

      “We could find some Imperials. Some pensioners, at least. We could pay them to help.”

      Dahlia looked at Paul for a moment, then reached out and ruffled his hair.

      “You’re a smart boy, you know? I don’t know why I didn’t think of that. Although…I don’t know how we’d pay them, or if we could find any that aren’t crippled or bent with age, or even where we’d even find such men.”

      “A man at the hostel said something about a tavern down on the beach. I bet there’s pensioners that go there for a drink or two.”

      “Cripples and degenerates.”

      “But they might know someone,” Paul insisted. “We have to try, Ma, if you don’t want us to go into the jungle ourselves.”

      Dahlia looked back and forth across the square. A dog wandered out of one alley and down another. Nothing else moved.

      “We can give it a try. We don’t have a lot of other choices.”

      

      The tavern, such as it was, tottered on the edge of the beach. There was a precarious three-legged table that served as a bar, with three stone jugs of liquor and four chipped mugs sitting on the table. The barkeep was a crone who sat on a stool behind the bar and gave Dahlia the evil eye as she approached. Another table was surrounded by a half-dozen stools, and each stool held a pensioner. The men were grizzled and shaggy and all sporting a sort of uniform: barefoot, tattered pants cut off at the knee, and fading blue tunics. They were all drinking and betting loudly on a game of stones and twigs. The whole establishment was shaded by a rickety frame overlaid with dried out palm branches.

      Off to the side a lone pensioner with a peg in place of a foot sat on the sand, nursing a mug of grog, and staring out over the sea. Dahlia picked the loner, going over and sitting next to him on the grass. Paul followed and sat next to her.

      “I’m Dahlia Rancher,” she said, pulling a copper piece out of her purse and handing it to him. “Let me buy your next round.”

      “Thank you,” the man said, taking the piece, and giving her a sidelong glance. “I’m Ector Cobbler. Dahlia,” he said, “you were married to Bert Rancher.”

      “He was a good man. Gone these four years. Taken by the war.”

      “Aren’t we all, one way or another? But I always heard Bert was a good man. Sorry about your loss, ma’am. Can I do something for you? I don’t expect you didn’t bring your boy here for the hooch or the company.”

      “This is Paul, my youngest. Bert’s only son. And yes, I need help, bad. It’s been hard to keep the ranch going since Bert went away. The widow’s fund helped a bit, but not much. We’ve kept body and soul together, though. But two days ago, a band of goblins came through and drove off all our steers. Forty head. Everything we had ready to go to market. We’ll have no cash to pay taxes, or to pay the help, or…or anything.”

      “And the mayor was no help, eh?” Ector said.

      “The police are busy, the militia can’t be called out again this year, and on and on. No help at all. So, I need to hire someone to help me track down those goblins and get back as many of those steers as I can get.”

      Ector pointed to where his ankle ended in a peg. “I wish I could help, but as you can see, I wouldn’t be much good tracking out in the jungle.”

      “You know men, though. Someone who could help. Pensioners, maybe? My hired folk would be willing to go too. They’re brave enough, but not skilled with weapons. I need soldiers.”

      Ector sat and thought for a moment, then mused,

      “I could introduce you to thirty or more pensioners, but most of them would be drunk or crippled or both. Others would be old men who served their twenty years in the quartermaster’s company and never swung a sword in anger the whole time.”

      Dahlia felt her heart sink deeper in her chest. First the mayor, then the strange provost inspector, now this. Scraping the bottom of the barrel for help, but the bottom seemed empty. She shook her head, trying to fight back tears that suddenly threatened.

      Quam curse it all, she thought irreverently. I lost two Quamcursed days coming to this Quamcursed town for a lot of nothing.

      “Or,” Ector murmured, “or I could point you towards a few men who are genuinely dangerous.”

      Dahlia’s head came up and she looked Ector in the eye.

      “How dangerous?” she asked.

      “To you? That’s hard to say, ma’am. The only ex-soldiers who aren’t cripples or used up old men…the only kind that’s still dangerous…tend to be outlaws. They’re in Orzan because they don’t want to be found, and they’re south of Dangritown because they really don’t want to be found.”

      Dahlia took a deep breath.

      “I want that kind, then. The more dangerous the better. I want someone who will get my cows back and make the goblins stay away from my ranch for a generation.”

      “You sure?” Ector raised an eyebrow.

      “Yes.”

      “There are a few, mostly out in the jungle prospecting or farming. But if you want the most dangerous…you know where Pipe Clay Creek is?”

      “I do. There’s a little village by that name beside the creek. It’s on the road to my ranch.”

      “I tell you what, you want to find these lads, you take that side road through the village and on up into the mountains. Probably a pretty rough road, but you’re used to that I suppose. I’ve never been up that way, so I don’t know if the road forks or not, but I think if you stay along the creek, you’ll find them eventually. Or more likely, they’ll find you.”

      “How will I know them?”

      “Oh, they’re distinct enough. One’s a big brownie, good-looking as hell, but don’t get your hopes up, he’s a monk of some sort. Yellow robe and everything. Other one’s a scarred little greenie. All chewed up, like a jaguar gnawed on his face for a while. Meaner than a box of devils.”

      “There’s only two of them?”

      “Word is the greenie took on half a dozen provincials all by himself and turned them into dog meat. I think two is all you’ll need.”

      Dahlia shuddered a bit, then nodded.

      “Thank you, Ector.” She took another copper out and held it towards him. He waved it away.

      “I’m drunk enough. Save your coin to hire those killers.”

      “I owe you a favor, then. Any time you’re down south you drop on by the ranch and we’ll feed you well.”

      “Don’t get out much,” Ector said, pointing at his peg leg, “but thank you, ma’am. Quam favor your search for good help.”

      “Quam favor you as well,” she returned the blessing. “Come on, Paul, we’d better get going. It’ll be almost evening by the time we find these men.”
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      Tennea and Sergeant Workman followed the mayor’s butler through the mayor’s front hall and out into the garden atrium. The mayor sat in a wicker chair in the shade of a palm tree, a glass of beer in his right hand and a compress held to his cheek with his left. He was a big man, probably powerful once but now fleshy. The fleshiness probably sprang from habits like drinking beer in the morning, Tennea noticed with disapproval. The man’s hair was flaxen streaked with blue, and his brow was furrowed with pain and distaste.

      “Ednis, mayor of Dangritown,” the butler announced. “May I announce…these people.”

      “They didn’t tell you their names?” the mayor snapped at the butler. He pulled the compress away from his cheek to talk, and Tennea saw a deep red mark on his cheek. He eyed Tennea up and down, wrinkled his nose, then glared at Workman and barked, “Who the hell are you? What do you want?”

      “Sergeant Workman, Sixth Royal Cavalry. Seconded to the provost marshal’s company, under command of Chief Inspector Tennea of Grenvell.” Workman gave a slight bow towards Tennea, and she caught a naughty little twinkle in his eye. Workman was as loyal and tough as soldiers came, but he thought a woman inspector was a good joke and his tough expression sometimes cracked in glee at other men’s confusion.

      “Hell,” the mayor drawled at Tennea. “They’re not kidding about the manpower shortage. Well, what do you want?”

      “First of all,” Tennea said quietly, “I’m curious about the welt on your cheek. It looks quite painful.”

      The mayor took a slug of beer and sneered.

      “It hurts like hell. I got slapped by an ungrateful bitch.”

      “That’s odd. Just a few minutes ago I met a war widow in the town square. A very well-mannered gentlewoman. She told me she came to you seeking protection, but you took the opportunity to make unwelcome advances upon her.”

      The mayor glared at Tennea for a long moment, then shifted in his chair and leaned forward, pointing an accusing finger.

      “Listen, Inspector, you want to hunt deserters, you be my guest. The jungles are full of them. It’s like a hornet’s nest out there. But this is my town, so you can keep your nose out of it.”

      Tennea took a breath and remained cool. She reached inside her jacket, withdrew a slim oilskin envelope, and handed it to the mayor.

      “Mayor Ednis,” she said as politely as he could, “please read my credentials.”

      The mayor snatched the oilskin, unfolded it, and examined the slip of parchment inside. His lips moved as he read the words Tennea knew by heart.

      
        
        Tennea of Grenvell acts on my authority. I command that all men obey her word, and that her wishes in all things should be considered my own. By my own hand, Willard the Third, by the grace of Quam, High King of Kistrill and Emperor of the Forty Crowns

      

      

      The mayor looked from the letter to Tennea, eyes wide and jaw slack.

      “By Quam’s long shanks…” he muttered.

      “I will thank you not to blaspheme,” Tennea said.

      “Umm, my apologies…uh, Ma’am.”

      “Ask me again what I want,” Tennea said quietly.

      “Ma’am, uh, how may I serve the Crowns?”

      “First of all,” Tennea rested her hand lightly on the hilt of her sword for emphasis, “if I hear another word about you bothering Dahlia Rancher, I’ll haul you off to Nezpot and try you for rape. I’ll have you stripped of title and property. And I’ll have you conscripted into the Imperial army and have you fighting the Orgooth in a fortnight. Do you understand?”

      The mayor’s face went pale.

      “Yes. Yes Ma’am,” he squeaked.

      “Excellent. Next, I require your assistance, and your police force, in finding a pair of dangerous murderers.”

      “Murderers? I thought the provost company rounded up deserters.”

      “This is a pair of deserters who have committed murder. Many murders. Including murders of royal officials,” Tennea said with a pointed nod toward Ednis.

      “Oh. That’s terrible. But I’m sorry to say, my police force is sadly run down. Everyone tries his best, but conscription has stripped the province bare of able-bodied men. Especially those with any skill at arms. It’s the war, you know…”

      “Mayor, we all know that the war has been long and hard. But it is almost over. And when it is over, the emperor will reward those who have been faithful to the end…but those who have been slack in their duties will also be found out, and they will also receive what they deserve. Quam is just, and his servant the emperor must be just as well. Don’t you agree?”

      “Yes, of course,” the mayor gulped. “I have been faithful! I have kept up my quota of recruits, and taxes too. It is hard though. There’s hardly a man left in the province who isn’t old or crippled. And the boys, they don’t want to serve. There’s hardly any loyalty to the Crowns anymore, you see. The mothers discourage them. Hide them away. They go and clear little farms further and further out into the jungles. That upsets the goblins, who respond with raids. That’s the thing with that Rancher woman, Sir. She doesn’t want her son to join the emperor’s army, but she wants to expand her ranch – which her crackpot husband built well beyond the frontier – even further into goblin territory. Then she can’t understand why they raid her, and she expects me to protect her? And then she slaps me for trying to offer her a compliment! It’d be enough to make Quam himself…”

      “Enough,” Tennea snapped. “I am not looking for excuses for sloth or lechery, and I’m certainly not interested in your blasphemies. I’m looking for energetic cooperation. No, I expect it. Now, tell me where I might find a couple of murdering deserters.”

      “I already told you, the jungles are full of deserters.”

      “And what have you done to apprehend them?”

      “Apprehend them? Quam’s…I mean, how? With what troops? Inspector, even the governor doesn’t have troops to hunt down deserters.”

      “I have spoken to Governor Aerlyle about the deficiencies in the province’s administration. He saw my point of view and is already implementing changes.”

      The mayor worked his mouth for a moment before words came out.

      “Well, I don’t have enough men to hunt down deserters, but my police chief keeps them out of town for the most part. We patrol the taverns to keep order, at least. The pensioners brawl sometimes when they get into their cups. I suppose if you wanted to track down deserters, it’s the pensioners that might know something.”

      “Then where can I find such a tavern?”

      “Probably the seaside tavern. Not much of a place, but the old soldiers like to gamble and get drunk there. That’s where I’d start.”

      “Very well,” Tennea said curtly. “We will begin there. And in the meantime, Mayor, it is approaching midday. I suggest that your offices would be better served if you were downtown, in the city hall, doing the emperor’s work. I expect you to be there within the hour, consulting with your chief of police. Your first order of business might be to prepare a jail for a large number of prisoners. If the jungle is as full of deserters as you say, I expect to be capturing and re-conscripting quite a few men in the coming days. How many prisoners can you handle at a time?

      “Six? Maybe eight? It’s a quiet town, Ma’am.”

      “Fine. As soon as you have eight deserters, forward them to Governor Aerlyle. I spoke with him yesterday. He is preparing the old barracks to hold them. He knows that I intend to make a thorough sweep of the province. In fact, Mayor, just yesterday I arrested thirty deserters in Nezpot alone. A good day’s work, wouldn’t you say?”

      “Yes Ma’am. An excellent day’s work.”

      “I’m glad you agree. And I hope you will emulate my alacrity, Mayor. The war has been hard, it is true, but good folk will still save the empire. Now, good day to you.”

      Tennea stomped out through the mayor’s hall, pausing to spit on the floor before she pushed open the front door. She heard the butler behind him grumbling about cleaning up more spittle, but Tennea ignored the man and stalked out into the fierce sunlight.

      “We ought to hang that fool,” Workman growled.

      “He is stupid, corrupt, lecherous, blasphemous, and disgusting,” Tennea agreed. “But we’ve got bigger chickens to pluck. Let’s get to this seaside tavern.”

      

      The tavern was just as Dahlia had left it, except the men were all a little more drunk. The stones and twigs game came to a sudden stop and the gamblers went silent and stared, eyes fixed on the gold braid on Tennea’s jacket. The bartending crone gave them an evil eye and made some sort of warding sign with her fingers.

      “A round on me,” Tennea said, dropping a pair of silver pennies on the makeshift bar. The crone gave a sudden toothless grin, but the pensioners still glared.

      “Lads, I know everyone hates the provost company,” Tennea said. “No one here is in any trouble, I assure you, but the emperor needs your aid.” Silence. “And the emperor is willing to pay.” She dropped another two coins on the bar. Still, silence.

      “We ought to hang them all,” Workman growled, and the glares suddenly shifted to him.

      “Be still, Sergeant. There’s no hanging to do. Yet.” She looked around at the pensioners’ faces, then went on. “I’m looking for two deserters. None of you men are deserters. You’re all honest pensioners. I honor you for that…”

      “Six-pence a month don’t pay for my foot,” came a drunken call. Tennea looked and saw a man sitting alone on the grass at the edge of the bar’s pavilion.

      “Sergeant, bring that man a full mug of the establishment’s finest,” she ordered, then walked over and sat down next to the man. The fellow was as tattered as the other pensioners but had a peg in place of his left foot.

      “I regret the loss of your foot,” Tennea began.

      “Not as much as I do,” the man slurred.

      “I’m Tennea of Grenvell,” Tennea said, holding out a hand to shake. “Inspector, provost marshal.”

      “Spearman Ector, sixth company of the 36th Foot. Formerly. Now just Ector Cobbler.”

      “The 36th was up north. Way up north.”

      “It was.”

      “How long did you wear the blue?”

      “I don’t know, maybe four months.”

      “How’d you lose the foot? Ax? Hammer?”

      “Frostbite.”

      “Frostbite?”

      “Ten weeks training, then straight to the front. They put my squad out on observation duty. First night out it snowed. Knee deep. I pulled last watch. Stood out there in the cold, freezing my feet off.”

      Workman appeared with a brimming mug of rum.

      “A shame about the frostbite,” Workman said, passing the mug to Ector. “Shoulda had a mug of grog to keep the chill off, eh?”

      “Nah, I was lucky.”

      “Lucky, you say?” Tennea prodded.

      “I was at the bottom of a ridge on the picket line. During my watch, a couple of assassins snuck into camp from the other side of the ridge. Slit every man’s throat. Me and two others on picket were the only survivors. Might not have lost my foot if we’d been able to find our way back to base, but with that much snow on the ground the trail disappeared. Took us three days to make a six-mile hike. When I got my pension, they said they’d relocate me, they needed cobblers down in the southern provinces. I didn’t know a thing about making shoes, but I lied and said I was an expert. Quam forgive me for the lie, but I was determined never to see snow again.”

      Tennea nodded.

      “I understand. I expect Quam would understand too. ‘Quam the wise and merciful’, as the priests say.”

      “Well, I hope so.”

      “Quam is also just,” Tennea added. “And while I’ve never met a spearman who liked the provost company, I need help. I’m in pursuit of justice.”

      “Huh,” Ector grunted.

      “I’m searching for two deserters,” Tennea said.

      “There’s a lot of deserters,” Ector said, sipping from his mug. “And Quam’s truth is, I don’t blame ‘em.”

      “These men are evil.”

      “Says the provost inspector.”

      “No, Ector, I don’t mean they’re evil because they deserted. It’s what they did next. They’ve been on a rampage.”

      “A rampage, huh?”

      “Looting. Burning. Murder.”

      “I wonder where they learned that?” Ector slurred.

      The man was bitter, that was plain. Probably a decent man once, but hard and sour now. Tennea would need a stronger tale to stir that old decency. She took a deep breath, looked out across the waves for a few moments, then let the breath out slowly.

      “Ector, men do bad things in war. Sometimes it’s because they get carried away. Sometimes it’s under orders. The Orgooth have fought us tooth and nail and brutalized our people. We’ve had to retaliate, to punish them, bring them to heel. But that’s to protect our own people. But these deserters? They just went mad. They’re killers. I have them for a dozen murders and rapes. They’ve burned whole villages. Slaughtered livestock and left them to burn or rot. Horrifying stuff. Children. Pregnant women. They don’t even have the excuse that it’s war.”

      Now it was Ector’s turn to stare wordlessly across the water.

      “A couple of mad dogs, eh?” he finally said.

      “Exactly. Mad dogs with swords. And I’ve finally been able to track them down to this province.”

      Ector thought awhile again.

      “What do they look like?”

      Tennea pulled a little box out of the pouch on her belt and held it in front of him.

      “Do you know what a smoke imager is? This one only has a few charges left. There isn’t an enchanter between here and Roundoin, so this may be the last time it works.” She pushed a small button on the side and the box gave a slight hum.

      A small stream of grey smoke issued from the imager, drifting up to a height of about a foot. Despite the breeze coming off the sea, the smoke cloud hung in place, then slowly resolved into an image of two men: one tall, the other very short, both armed to the teeth. After a few moments, the little smoke cloud shifted and bunched up, then resolved again into images of two faces: one bearded and shaggy but handsome; the other squint-eyed and heavily scarred. The color of the smoke shifted just a little, giving the bearded man’s skin a brownish tint and the scarred man’s skin a greenish tint. Ector stared at the faces a few moments longer, and then the smoke dissipated, and the images disappeared in the breeze.

      “Never seen ‘em,” Ector said and paused for a moment. “But I know the type. Might be able to point you in the right direction.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “The main road goes south out of town. Two or three miles down there’s a little village, called Straw Hut. There’s a track that goes west from there, way up into the jungle. All kinds of rough types out there. Prospectors, hunters, lumbermen. Mostly men hiding out from one thing or another. Folk get together at jungle dives for rot-gut hooch and maybe a whore. Some nights there might be a stones and twigs game for the gambling type, which means gold dust and jade chips to draw the throat-cutting type. If I was looking for a couple of mad dog deserters, that’s where I’d start.”

      Tennea nodded. “I appreciate your help. And the emperor is grateful as well. Here, take this. If your tip turns out and I find these killers, I’ll double your reward.”

      She pulled a little sack out of another pouch on her belt and dropped six silver pennies in Ector’s hand. Ector bobbed his head in thanks. Tennea stood up.

      “Sergeant Workman, you heard the man. Sounds like we have some hard riding to do. South two miles to Straw Hut, and then west?”

      “That’s the way I’d go,” Ector affirmed.

      Tennea and Workman walked away from the tavern, back towards the town square and their hitched horses.

      “Sergeant,” Tennea said, “I’m riding ahead to this Straw Hut village. You ride back to the rest of the squad. Tell them to take off their uniforms and put on their plain clothing. Split them into twos and threes and have them travel to this Straw Hut village by different back trails. We’ll gather there by nightfall, and head up into this jungle valley in the morning. I’m afraid Hunter may have friends or informants around here, so secrecy is the watchword.”

      “Yes Ma’am. You think they’re close, then?” His voice dropped to a whisper. “Anything from the homing stone?”

      Tennea fought the urge to touch the amulet she kept hidden under her tunic. It held the homing stone. It worked much like the alarm triggers she’d used to summon Lieutenant Coltan to the tavern a few nights before, but it would only buzz and tug if someone drew Kingmaker from its sheath.

      She kept her hands at her side, though, and shook her head.

      “No. But look at this Quamforsaken place. This province has only been settled for twenty, maybe thirty years, but everything’s already broken down. The people are just as Quamforsaken. Besides deserters and cripples and degenerates, there’s not much but busted and luckless prospectors, dirt farmers, and ranchers. Like that poor woman and her lost cows.”

      “Busted, maybe,” Workman said, “but easy enough to look at. Forlorn and pretty, isn’t that how your brother likes them? She might make good bait.”

      Tennea nodded and allowed a tight smile. Soldiers usually lost all ability to think when they were around pretty women, but Workman was a sharp investigator. He could keep his head, and even make use of his manly impulses.

      “Good thinking, Sergeant. Something to keep in mind if this tip from Ector Cobbler doesn’t work out. And in case it doesn’t…before you fetch the rest of the troop, swing by the mayor’s again and tell him I want that Ector Cobbler held for more questioning.”

      “Yes Ma’am.” Sergeant Workman untethered his mount, swung into the saddle, and rode north at a canter.

      Tennea rode south. Once through the town square, the ramshackle huts thinned quickly and soon Dangritown was behind her. She finally allowed herself to touch the amulet through her jacket. Quam, she whispered, let them use the sword, and soon. I don’t know if I can depend on crippled cobblers and pretty ranchers to bring them in.
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      Dahlia and Paul left the highway at the village of Pipe Clay Creek, and at once the way began to narrow and harden. The westward road along the creek was little more than a set of wagon ruts. The surface was firm since it was still the dry season, but little had been done to remove stones or tree roots from the way, and their little buckboard wagon bounced along crazily. With each passing quarter mile, it seemed, the mountains and jungles to north and south loomed a little closer, as if mother and son were dropping into a deep green funnel – or down a caiman’s gullet, Dahlia thought with a shudder. Dahlia drove, their horse plodded along obediently, and Paul sat quietly, his crossbow in his lap, a quarrel in the groove.

      There were a few small plantations at first. After a mile or two, the farms became smaller, dwindling in size to a single shack with a few acres of corn, peppers and other vegetables, chickens, and a couple of cows or pigs. Then the trees closed in on the road and they drove along in a tunnel of branches, with sunlight streaming through chinks in the canopy.

      “I like the jungle,” Paul said as he tied a kerchief around his forehead to keep sweat from running into his eyes.

      “It’s dangerous,” Dahlia said with a shudder. She could feel her blouse sticking to her sweaty back, but the jungle gave her a chill when she thought of everything that lurked in the deep-shaded forests. “There’s jaguars. Snakes. Devils. Goblins.”

      “We’ve got all that stuff on the ranch, Ma,” Paul pointed out. “Even goblins. I can shoot a tapir just fine. I bet I could shoot a jaguar or a goblin just as well.”

      Dahlia drove quietly for a bit.

      “You’re probably right,” she said. “You’re growing up a lot like your Pa. He was a good hunter. You’ve got his eyesight and his touch on the crossbow.”

      Paul sat a little straighter. Dahlia didn’t look directly at him, but from the corner of her eye she could see a smile play on his lips.

      “So, can I go after the goblins too?” he asked.

      “No,” she said firmly.

      Paul frowned at her for a moment, opened his mouth to argue, then thought better of it. They rode on in silence for another hour, passing a few clearings where someone had hacked out space for a cornfield or banana grove, but if the farmers had homes they were tucked somewhere out of sight in the jungle.

      Finally, they reached a little settlement where the road forded the creek. There were three neat houses, with waist high picket fences setting off vegetable gardens and corn fields from roaming livestock. There were a few people about: women and girls in dark blue dresses, all of the same simple cut; boys and a long-bearded man in bleached white shirts and dungarees of the same color as the women’s dresses, with odd straps over the shoulders to hold up their trousers. Everyone wore wide brimmed straw hats, but the women had scarlet bands of cloth around their crowns. They were all pale-skinned, except for where the sun had burned their cheeks bright pink, and they had pale yellow hair that was as out of place as their tidy homes in the steaming forest.

      “Are those heretics?” Paul said, too loudly.

      “Shh. Yes, they are,” Dahlia whispered, “but they don’t like to be called that.”

      The heretics stopped their work and stared, faces blank. Dahlia reined in the horse and called out, “Hello there!” No one spoke, waved, or even moved.

      “Does the road go much further?” Dahlia asked the villagers. There was silence for half a minute, then the man stepped close to the road.

      “Road end here,” he said in an odd accent.

      “Is there a trail?”

      “No good trail.”

      “You mean it’s rough?”

      “Not rough. Cursed.”

      Dahlia stifled a snort of impatience. “But is there a trail?”

      “Trail cursed,” the man insisted.

      “Well, we need to pass through. If there is no road, we must leave our horse and buckboard here. Will you take care of them for a few hours? Or can we at least hitch it to a tree?”

      “Trail cursed!” the man said, suddenly stern. “Bad man are there!”

      “We’re looking for bad men,” Dahlia replied with equal firmness. “So, will you take care of our horse? Please?”

      The man scowled so hard his eyebrows touched, but he nodded.

      “We take care, for Quamsake.”

      “Come on, Paul,” Dahlia said, hopping down from the buckboard. She reached in the back and pulled out a sack of provisions, a cane knife, and her own crossbow. “Thank you,” she said to the heretic, handing him the reins. “We can pay you for your trouble…”

      “No coin. For Quamsake.” He shook his head gravely, but he took the reins, and Dahlia and Paul set off on foot.

      Before long they were through the settlement and on a path just wide enough for them to pass with their shoulders brushing blades of grass that stood nearly twice as high as their heads. Dahlia took the lead. She slung her sack over her shoulder, carried her bow in her left hand, and kept the cane knife ready to clear the path or deal with snakes. They marched along, nearly blinded by the grass, silent and straining to hear anything above the rustling of the grass.

      After an hour or so the path rejoined and ran alongside the creek, whose bed had narrowed and become rocky. They drank cold water from the stream and rested a bit.

      “Ma?” Paul said.

      “Yes?”

      “That heretic sure seemed afraid of the bad men. Should we be afraid too?”

      “We’re looking for the bad men he’s afraid of,” Dahlia said, then frowned. “But Ector thought they might help us. I just don’t know. We don’t have any good options, Paul. Besides,” she said, looking up. The afternoon was getting on and the sunlight streaming through the leaves above was waning. “Besides, going back wouldn’t do us much good. We can’t get home before nightfall, and I don’t want to spend the night with those heretics.”

      “Are the heretics bad?”

      “No. Just odd. They revere Quam, same as us, but they don’t believe in sprites or devils.”

      “What? Don’t believe in sprites or devils?”

      “I told you they were odd.”

      “Well, maybe that’s why they don’t mind living out in the jungle.”
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      Hunter woke up sweating. The sun hadn’t cleared the treetops yet, but already the jungle was steaming like a sweat lodge in the old home country. He grumbled about camp, eating the last of the previous night’s beans, drinking from the stream, and trying to decide what to do.

      “Quam, it’s boring as hell here,” he muttered to himself, then cringed. “Quam, I’m starting to sound like Chekwe. Ugh.”

      He looked around, trying to decide what to do. He could hoe corn. He could carry water to irrigate it. It might or might not grow, no matter what he did. He shrugged, admitting to himself that he really knew nothing about how to raise corn. On the other hand, he knew how to scout, and he knew how to hunt peccary, and he knew how to kill goblins and bounty hunters.

      He turned and peered up at the southern ridge. Mist hung over the trees, blocking his view of the crest. There might be goblins up there again today. Or maybe today he would go and meet the people at that cattle ranch.

      No, he ordered himself. It’s not safe yet.

      Still, he was bored, and lonely. He armed himself from the weapons cache in the hut and headed east instead of south. The eastward trail was dangerous because it led toward town. It was important for the same reason. He had a pit trap there that had killed a tapir a week ago, and while the trap was sprung, he still believed that rotting flesh was usually a good deterrent to unwelcome visitors – and any visitor was unwelcome to Hunter.

      Beyond the pit, though, miles up the valley, there was a little Refugee settlement at a ford in the creek. The leader of the settlement was named Shimun, a prickly old fellow who disapproved of weapons and gave spouted religious opinions. But he was a human other than Chekwe, and he sometimes had news from the north. Best of all, Shimun had the Refugees’ distrust of anyone outside his own sect. He had warmed to Hunter a bit, but Hunter figured Shimun would keep quiet about himself and Chekwe.

      Even though he trusted Shimun and his people, Hunter liked to scout the settlement for an hour or more to make sure it was safe before he approached. He took his time making his way there, keeping an eye out for a jaguar that Chekwe claimed was prowling the area, then found a perch halfway up a hillside where he could overlook the settlement and watch for anything strange. Nothing had ever stirred here, though, except the Refugees going about their chores. And that was precisely why he and Chekwe had come to this valley. As if the jungle wasn’t bad enough, Refugees were cursed. Everyone knew it. So, everyone stayed away.

      Until this day.

      Hunter heard the clatter of a buckboard wagon coming up the narrow trace towards the settlement. He jumped up and dodged behind a tree, even though he was already a quarter mile from the settlement and even an eagle wouldn’t have been able to spot him. He gripped his shield and spear and watched, breathing hard, as the buckboard pulled into sight, splashed through the ford, and jerked to a stop in front of Shimun’s house. His breath caught, then he released it in a long, relieved sigh.

      The driver was a woman. A brownie, but a local, dressed in the embroidered blouse and skirt all the local women wore. She hopped out of the buckboard to talk to Shimun, and was followed by a lad, a gangly youth taller than his mother but still as knob-kneed as a colt. Hunter couldn’t hear the conversation, but he could see Shimun’s reserved posture and imagine the old Refugee’s disapproving scowl. Hunter could also imagine the woman’s disappointment and chuckled at the thought of her driving away without whatever she came for.

      Except that she didn’t drive away. She handed the buckboard reins to Shimun, she and the lad grabbed bags out of the wagon, and together they headed up the trail, westward and deeper into the jungle.

      “What?” Hunter blurted out loud. “You can’t go that way, woman!”

      He headed for the trail at a quick trot, meaning to cut the woman off and send her back the way she came. After a hundred steps he pulled up.

      He couldn’t cut her off and send her back because he couldn’t show himself to her. Heart pounding, Hunter tracked the woman and the lad for a mile, finally getting to within a few rods of them when they stopped by the creek for a drink. He kept low and out of sight, listening.

      “Ma?” he heard the lad say.

      “Yes?”

      “That heretic sure seemed afraid of the bad men. Should we be afraid too?”

      Yes, Hunter thought, then heard words that made him reel.

      “We’re looking for the bad men he’s afraid of,” the woman’s voice said.

      No, Hunter thought in panic. No. No. No.

      The murmuring voices began to move away, still to the west. Hunter followed along, still just rods behind, until he caught his first glimpse of the woman up close. She was tall, deep bronze-brown, bounding up and over a boulder in the trail. He caught a flash of long sinewy limbs, a determined set to her spine, a thick ochre braid bouncing as she set a swift pace, and a forward thrust of her head that said she was not slowing down or turning back.

      No, Hunter groaned inside. You can’t go that way. Go too far and you’ll hit a trap. Or worse, you’ll run into Chekwe. Quam save you if you keep going.

      

      Dahlia and Paul clambered over rocks as the trail got rougher, their breathing heavier as the valley began to rise away from the coastal plain they were leaving behind. An hour passed, the trail dwindled to a trace, and there was no sign of human life. No farms, no hunter’s or trapper’s huts. Just thick, darkening forest, and a trail that was dwindling to a bare trace-mark through the undergrowth.

      Who in Quam’s name would want to live here? She wondered. Further out than heretics, who have no fear of devils. Further than any lawman could possibly bother hunting for them. Why?

      “Let’s stop for another drink,” she said. Paul threw himself down by the stream to lap at the water, and Dahlia peered around the jungle, trying to pierce the foliage with her gaze. It was no good. The whole world seemed to have turned to a blur of dark green.

      Dahlia felt her pulse quicken, even though they were resting. She realized her knuckles were white where she gripped her cane knife. I’m afraid, she admitted to herself.

      “Paul,” she said aloud. “I’m afraid.”

      “Afraid?” Paul echoed, wiping water from his face as he stood up. “Why?”

      “I can’t think of any good reasons for these deserters, for anyone, to live this far in the hills.”

      “They flog and even hang deserters,” Paul replied.

      “No one arrests deserters in Orzan. No one arrests anyone, for that matter,” she spat. “The province is thick as ticks with deserters. And cutthroats. And rapists. And, if the rumors are true, with slavers.”

      Paul was quiet for a moment.

      “You think that Ector tricked us?”

      “Maybe,” Dahlia said. “Or maybe he was just a crazy drunk and sent us on a pink peccary chase.”

      “We can go back, Ma.”

      “We need those steers,” she muttered, then declared, “we need those steers.”

      “Ma. If we can’t get the money, I can join the army.”

      “No.”

      “They say the war’s almost over. I might not be gone that long.”

      “No.”

      “Pa did…”

      “No!” Dahlia shouted. For a heartbeat, her voice echoed through the jungle before the sound was swallowed in the vastness of the hills and crowding trees. She took a deep breath. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to yell at you. Let’s go another half mile. If we don’t find anything by then, we’ll head back.”

      Paul nodded and led the way. Dahlia followed along, keeping her eye on the long shadows, and mouthing silent prayers and trying to keep her breathing even. The trail rose and dipped and rose again, and suddenly Paul yelped and jumped back hard enough to stagger Dahlia.

      “What?” Dahlia cried.

      “Look,” Paul said, pointing and shifting out of her way so she could see the trail ahead.

      “Quam,” Dahlia breathed.

      The trail just ahead of Paul was broken by a gaping pit. The pit had been covered by slender sticks and grass, but something had stepped into the trap and crashed through the covering. Dahlia edged forward and looked over the lip of the pit and saw, eight feet down, a very dead tapir. It had plunged onto a cluster of stakes, brutally sharp things that had run the tapir clean through, with plenty left protruding to kill anything else that might follow the animal into the pit.

      “If I had stepped in that…” Paul said, and his voice trailed off.

      Dahlia stared at the dead tapir. It was swarming with maggots and flies, and the sickly reek of decay wafted up from the pit. Yet another smell mingled with that stench, a smell that didn’t belong in the forest.

      Smoke.

      Dahlia peered ahead. The trail dropped again ahead of them, and through a break in the foliage she could see a valley opened in front of them. And in the valley a trickle of smoke rose from some sort of clearing.

      Even in the jungle’s heat Dahlia felt a shiver go up her back. She put her hand on Paul’s arm.

      “I think we found them,” Paul said, following her gaze.

      “I think so too,” Dahlia said. “But I also think we’d better go back.”

      Behind her a third voice spoke.

      “I think it’s too late for you to go back now.”

      Dahlia spun, crouched, dropped her crossbow, and clutched her cane knife in both hands, ready to launch a slashing attack at whoever had spoken.

      It was a man: tall, bearded, bare-armed, and wiry. In a heartbeat Dahlia took in his weapons – shield, spear, ax, sword, dagger – and she tensed her whole body and shifted her feet for a better fighting stance.

      “Don’t step backwards,” the man said.

      “What?” Dahlia spat.

      “For Quamsake, Ma’am, don’t step backwards. You saw the pit, didn’t you? And you, lad, don’t even try to load that crossbow.”

      The man raised his spear to point at Paul. Dahlia shifted her eyes to see her son. Paul was frozen in the act of drawing his crossbow string. After a heartbeat he couldn’t hold the tension and eased the string forward again. Dahlia looked back to the man and growled at him through clenched teeth.

      “Don’t you point your spear at my son again.”

      “Ma’am, I don’t want a hole in me any more than you want one in him.” He lowered his spear.

      Dahlia straightened from her crouch but kept her cane knife up. She breathed deeply and looked the man over more closely.

      Besides the weapons that were, to her eye, as well kept as could be, the man was as shaggy as a wild goat. His mop of deep ochre hair was pulled back by a greasy leather band, while his beard was an unkempt mess; just a few streaks of silvery blue in his hair and beard put his age in his thirties, she guessed. His brown skin was deeply tanned, his eyes nearly black. He was dressed in what might have once been a monk’s saffron robe, but whatever the garment had been, now it was tattered and dark with grime, cut off at the knees and cinched at the waist by a worn leather belt that was clearly made for carrying weapons instead of monkish purposes.

      “You’re the dangerous brownie monk,” Dahlia said.

      The man raised an eyebrow. “I’ve not heard myself described that way before,” he evaded, though the corners of his mouth twitched up in a quick smile.

      “Your scarred green friend must be nearby,” Dahlia added. The man’s mouth turned down now, and he shifted his feet and gripped his spear a little tighter.

      “Who sent you this way? The Refugees?”

      “Refugees?”

      “You call them heretics. They call themselves Refugees. A religious detail important to them. But not to us. Not right now. Did they tell you about me?”

      “No, they told us not to come this way. We were sent by a man named Ector Cobbler…”

      “Quamdammit,” the man blurted, then muttered to himself, “A friend besotted with wine is worse than an enemy, but that’s the only kind I’ve got. Quam curse his rum-pickled mind.”

      “You don’t talk like a holy man,” Paul cut in. The man gave him a sharp look, then a wry little smile.

      “So I’ve been told,” he said meekly. “My apologies.”

      “Well,” Dahlia brought him back, “this Ector was certainly sotted. But he said you might help us.”

      “Help you?”

      “A pack of goblins came through two nights ago and drove off my market-ready steers. I need them back, as many as I can get. Honestly, I’m a little desperate.”

      “Your husband can’t go after them?”

      “I’m a war widow,” she said bluntly.

      Dahlia watched a strange change pass over the man. He shifted in his tracks, swallowed hard, and licked his lips. He looked her up and down, then blushed and looked off into the forest, and that quickly he went from a shaggy old warrior to a boy at a summer night’s dance, a shy boy sizing up a girl he wanted to swing around the bonfire to the sound of pipes and drum and then steal a kiss or three. Then his eyes flicked back to her body, and she recognized the look of a man who wanted more than a kiss.

      She stepped forward and dropped her voice low enough that Paul couldn’t hear.

      “Don’t you think for a heartbeat that I’m that desperate, you pig. I swear I will murder you if you think I’ll pay you with that.” She raised her voice. “I thought a retired soldier might honor the widow of another man who wore the blue. I thought maybe a monk would have the pity of Quam…”

      The man stared hard back at her, his eyes fixed on hers with the determination of a decent man determined not to ogle, but with his lips set in a grim line.

      “You ought not have come here,” he said.

      “But here I am. Tell me if you’ll help, or not. Either way I need to move, and fast.”

      “Come to my camp. My friend is there. He is a greenie, and however dangerous Ector told you he is…he’s more dangerous than that. And blasphemous, obscene, and all-around unpleasant. Just fair warning. On the other hand, he does like killing goblins. We’ll listen to your story over a pot of beans and decide whether or not to help. Our decision will be…complex.”

      “That doesn’t sound promising,” Dalia said warily.

      “If Ector made you a promise, it was a promise he wasn’t authorized to give. If you’re upset, take it out of his hide. But you can’t go back tonight anyway. There’s a jaguar in this valley, to say nothing of the distance.”

      Dahlia didn’t move. Instead, she spoke to Hunter in rapid Orzan pidgin instead of Imperial. “How far away is your camp?”

      His face was blank for a moment. “Excuse me?”

      “You’re a dangerous warrior, how can we trust you?”

      “I’m sorry, Ma’am, I haven’t lived here long enough to learn the language,” he apologized. Dahlia turned to Paul and rattled on in pidgin.

      “Keep your tone light and friendly but answer me honestly. Do you trust him?”

      “I don’t know,” Paul replied. “But he’s the man we came to find. And like you said, we can’t go back through the jungle at night, can we? It’s follow him or forget about the cattle, isn’t it?”

      Dahlia gave the man a long, hard stare before deciding at last. “You’re right, it is too late to go back. But I swear to you again, I will stab you if you try to harm us.”

      The man’s mouth twitched up again in his little smile and he suddenly sketched a little bow that was utterly out of place.

      “Oh, Ma’am, I hope my hospitality won’t come to that. In spite of my appearance and current affairs, I was born Hunter of Grenvell Manor. I think I can recall a bit of my manners.” He sketched the bow again and shocked Dahlia into courtesy.

      “Well,” she said. “Hunter of Grenvell, this is Paul, my son, and I’m Dahlia Rancher.”

      

      Hunter’s heart pounded like a blacksmith’s hammer on a bent plowshare. Sweat streaked down his face, and not from the heat. He could feel his face in continual flush. The woman, the rancher woman, was right behind him. She had a son. But she was a widow. And though her features were thinner and sharper than he might have liked, and careworn too, she was pretty enough to take his breath away like a punch in the gut. And she was here. But that was a problem, because Ector was talking, and if he was telling one person where Hunter and Chekwe were hiding, who knew how many others might know their secret?

      And then there was Chekwe.

      Chekwe was crouched over the cookfire in front of their little hut, a long spoon in one hand and his drinking horn in the other. The pungent and pleasant odors of beans and peccary fat and peppers wafted from the cookpot, and the pungent and unpleasant odors of rum and sweat wafted from Chekwe. Drunk or not, Chekwe was alert, and his head snapped up as Hunter drew close with his guests.

      Quam help me, Hunter breathed as his friend caught sight of Dahlia and Paul.

      “What the hell!” Chekwe shrieked. The veins in his neck popped out and the spiderweb of white scars stood out across his mottled-green face, and he stabbed his cooking spoon like a spear at the two newcomers.

      “Chekwe, this is Dahlia and her son Paul,” Hunter soothed.

      “Quam’s buttocks, Hunter,” Chekwe cried with a gust of rum breath. “Six months of hiding, twenty miles through the mountains to the closest decent tavern, me drinking this goat’s urine most of the time,” he waved his drinking horn so fiercely that half the dram sloshed over the side, “you crying and fussing over your traps like a baby, and now you’re leading people here?”

      “Ector sent them here,” Hunter explained.

      “Ector?” Chekwe screeched. “Quamdammit, Hunter, that old cripple’s as drunk as a monkey in a beer barrel. How many times have I told you, never trust a drunk?”

      “What are you, then?” Dahlia cut in.

      Chekwe rounded on her and sliced the air with his spoon with a couple of dexterous strokes, then feinted a thrust at her nose that made her jump back a pace.

      “So, I like a drink,” he snarled. “What the hell is that to you? I’m the most Quamdamn dangerous man in the world. Who the hell are you, woman? You sure aren’t the prettiest. Quamdamn but you’re skinny.”

      “Chekwe!” Hunter growled.

      “I’m Dahlia Rancher,” Dahlia fired at Chekwe. She tossed her head a bit in pride, then flushed at her own sudden vanity.

      “Rancher?” Chekwe drawled, suddenly thoughtful. “Wait. From the big place across the ridge?” He jerked his thumb towards the south.

      “That’s my ground,” Dahlia affirmed.

      Chekwe turned slowly and glared at Hunter. “I knew it,” he spat, shaking his head. “This is her, isn’t it? Your little friend from across the mountain. I hide out here with you for months, bored as hell and twice as thirsty, being a good boy and keeping my hands off that sword, and you actually went and brought your little hussy here.”

      “What did you call me?” Dahlia snapped.

      “What did you call my Ma?” Paul snarled.

      “Chekwe,” Hunter warned, “watch your mouth in front of the lady.”

      “He’s been watching you, you know,” Chekwe gave a bark of a laugh at Dahlia. “Snooping around your place, mooning over you, probably trying to get a peek at your…” he glanced at Paul’s face, saw the boy reaching for his knife, and spun on him. “Try it, boy. Just reach for that blade. But before you do, know this, I personally and single-handedly wrecked the whole Imp…”

      “Chekwe!” Hunter slapped his friend on the back of the head with the butt of his spear. Chekwe dropped his spoon and looked wide-eyed at Hunter. Hunter lowered his tone. “Don’t brag about killing imps. No one cares.”

      Chekwe rubbed the back of his head and stepped back. “Hell, Hunter, that hurt. I’m just upset. I want us to be safe. I don’t want to have to slit these people’s throats to keep them quiet. There’d be no sport and no fun at all.”

      Hunter sighed. “Just take another step back and settle down. I didn’t go looking for them. Ector sent them. They need help. Let Dahlia tell you what they need. It might be fun.”

      Chekwe pushed his shaggy black hair off his forehead and raised a bushy eyebrow at Dahlia with exaggerated curiosity. “Well?”

      “I had a herd of market-fat steers,” Dahlia began. “I needed them to pay the tax to keep Paul from the conscription agents. They were good stock, and the price for beef on the hoof is really pretty good, but then a band of goblins came through and…”

      “Goblins?” Chekwe broke in, then shot Hunter a quizzical eye. “Goblins? Why the hell didn’t you say that to begin with? Hell yes, we’ll help the lady. A pretty young thing like her, with a nice boy to take care of? You said their names were Dahlia and Paul? Well, Dahlia and Paul, welcome to our little home. I have beans and peccary belly on the fire, with plenty of peppers. Come, eat!” He moved back toward the fire, beckoning them with his hand.

      Dahlia gaped for a heartbeat, then turned to Hunter.

      “Is he serious?”

      “Of course,” Hunter said. “Please, join us for supper.”

      “Is he safe? Is he…sane?”

      Hunter shrugged. “Mostly sane. And safe, at least to you. Unless you attack him. But he’s not cruel, so you’d die very quickly.”

      Hunter led Dahlia and Paul to the fireside, and they warily joined him cross-legged by the cookpot.

      “Tell me about the goblins,” Chekwe demanded.

      “Let me ask Quam’s blessing on this pot of beans, then we can eat and talk,” Hunter said. “O Quam, you who rule sprites and devils, man and beast, fish and fowl and every growing thing – bless this pot of beans and, in your mercy, preserve us from the hellish heat of these devil-peppers. There. Help yourselves. Do you have spoons in your daily pouches? Good. Enjoy.”

      “The goblins,” Chekwe said around a mouthful of beans. He had not waited for the blessing. He moved his drinking horn toward his mouth to wash down the beans but stopped just short of his lips. “Did you see them? How many? What kind of weapons?”

      “I looked real close at the tracks,” Paul spoke up. “I’d guess there were twenty or so. But no idea what kind of weapons they had.

      Chekwe nodded in approval. “Good eye, boy. Twenty. Well, that will make for about thirty heartbeats of fun. Plus the chase, and the plunder. Good enough, I guess.”

      “Two of you against twenty goblins?” Dahlia asked.

      Chekwe shoveled more beans in his mouth and talked around them. “It’s not really a fair fight, is it? But it’s their own Quamdamn fault. I didn’t ask them to steal your cows. Or steers. You steal the steers; you face your fears. Ha ha! A rhyme!”

      “So…you’re going to help us just because you like killing goblins?”

      Chekwe paused with his spoon halfway to his mouth and looked at Dahlia from under his shaggy bangs, then shrugged and grinned and kept gobbling beans.

      “What do I need to pay you?” Dahlia asked.

      “We should pay you,” Chekwe said.

      Dahlia looked at Hunter. “You said the decision would be complex. Your friend makes it sound pretty simple.”

      Hunter gave Chekwe a hard glance. “Chekwe, a word away from the fire. Excuse us, Dahlia.”

      Chekwe gave an exaggerated groan and walked a score of paces away from the fire before rounding on Hunter. “You led her here. She wants goblins killed. I want to kill goblins. We kill goblins for her, and everyone is happy. Don’t you want us to be happy?”

      Hunter sighed. “I told you, I didn’t lead them here.”

      “We can always slit their throats.”

      “No! We can’t slit their throats. They’re innocent, for Quamsake.”

      “Well, we can’t let them go.”

      “That’s what I’m saying. They found us, so I couldn’t let them walk away. And we can’t kill them. But we can’t leave them in camp while we go chasing goblins.”

      Chekwe shrugged. “Hell, Hunter, I don’t care. This was all your idea. I want to use the sword, not hide it. ‘Swords are for killing,’ as the poet said.”

      “Not this sword.”

      “Well then, nanana, bolabo, nanamu.”

      “That’s the stupidest poem in the empire, you know?”

      Chekwe shrugged. “You talk to the woman and decide what to do. I want to kill goblins. But I might be a bit tipsy. I’m going down to the creek for a nice long drink and a nap. Leave at first daylight?”

      Chekwe went back to the fire and scooped up the sword from where he had been sitting. He belched and stalked off into the dark, cradling the sword in his arms as he went and mumbling his little poem under his breath. Hunter walked back to the campfire and sat down.

      “Well?” Dahlia said.

      “Chekwe wants to help. I want to help, too. But there’s still a complicating matter that I haven’t decided on yet. Chekwe’s a little too drunk to talk to right now.”

      “You have an odd friend,” Dahlia told Hunter.

      Hunter shrugged. “Back home we used to say, ‘When storm-winds howl, wear the cloak you’ve got, not the one you want’.”

      “How did you meet him?”

      Hunter glanced at her, then stared off into the dark for twenty heartbeats. “On a battlefield,” he finally said.

      “My Pa went off to the war,” Paul enthused. “I want to hear about a battle.”

      “Paul, I don’t think he wants to talk about that…” Dahlia started.

      Hunter waved a hand at her. “He’s a lad. We’re all stupid when we’re lads. He might as well hear. Part, at least. Listen,” he turned to Paul. “I was your age, or a bit older. It was the very beginning of the war. We were completely broken and running like wind-driven autumn leaves…”

      “What’s autumn?”

      Hunter paused. “Uhh. After the hot season in the north. The leaves all dry up and fall off the trees. Now listen. I had dropped my shield and lost my sword and helmet and had shucked my mail to run faster, but I still had a pair of Orgooth wolfmen on my heels. I swear I could feel their slobber splattering my neck, they were that close. And then Chekwe came out of nowhere, threw me on the ground on my face, and by the time I looked up he had butchered the wolfmen with a broken-off spearhead.”

      “Are the wolfmen wolf-shaped men, or man-shaped wolves?”

      “Neither…”

      “Did you run because you’re a coward?”

      “Paul!” Dahlia cried.

      “No, no,” Hunter said, waving her off again. “I’m braver than some, less than others. But in those days, in the early days, we lost and lost and lost again. If I hadn’t run then, I wouldn’t be here now. I’m not ashamed. Everyone runs, one time or another.”

      “My Pa stood and died in battle,” Paul said, chin raised and eyes flashing.

      Hunter shrugged. “Is that what they told you?”

      “What does that mean?” Dahlia said.

      “That’s what they tell everyone. ‘You husband was a hero. Your son was a hero. Your Pa was a hero.’ But more likely than not, Ma’am, your husband died of the bloody flux.”

      “That’s not true,” Paul insisted.

      Hunter shrugged again. “Believe what you want. Everyone else does. But I’ve seen it a thousand times. Your strength pours out your bowels until you can’t fight, can’t march, can’t even stand. If you’re lucky enough to have friends, they help you roll on your own sword and end it quick. If you’re not…the wolfmen find you and it ends slow. And yes, what you’ve heard about them is true. They do eat man-flesh. If your Pa was lucky, he got rolled in a ditch and covered with a couple spades-worth of dirt and…”

      “Oh, for Quamsake!” Dahlia cried. “Have a little pity! You’re talking about Paul’s pa!”

      Hunter looked at her for a moment, his eyes wide and hollow in the firelight, then looked away and mumbled, “I’m sorry. He asked.”

      

      After that they sat by the fire for a long while, silent, watching the flames die to embers. The moon rose, a sickle-shaped sliver in the heavens. The stars danced. Frogs, insects, and night birds made their jungle music.

      “I need to talk to you alone,” Hunter said to Dahlia. “I can show Paul a place to sleep. We have two hammocks in our hut. The two of you can sleep there. Chekwe and I will make up beds out here. We do that half the time anyway. Old habits. Not used to having a roof over our heads. Here, Paul, let me show you.”

      He took Paul through the dark and showed him the latrine and the hammocks, and the youngster climbed into Hunter’s larger hammock. Hunter left him in the dark and went back to the fire.

      Dahlia had found a few twigs, stirred the embers, and was feeding the twigs into the fire one by one. A few tongues of flame licked up to cast a bit of light. Hunter sat down and looked at her. She was studying the fire, so he studied her. Moonlight and firelight softened the crisp lines of her lips and jaw and her high cheekbones, and also smoothed the worry lines at the corners of her eyes and mouth. Her eyes were more like quiet pools than stabs of lightning, but deep and downcast pools. His heart beat faster, and, afraid that she would look up and see him staring, he dropped his gaze to watch her fingers slowly twirl a twig. Before long he was imagining those fingers touching his cheek and running through his hair.

      Quamdamn me, he groaned inside. I am the worst monk. How the hell am I going to keep my vow if I’m this weak?

      Dahlia shifted a bit, then spoke without looking up.

      “You say we have to talk about something. Well let me say this first. My husband’s name was Bert. Back home, in the Kistrill valley, he was called Bert of Shelton. Here, he was Bert Rancher. He liked that better. So did I. It was who he was. He never should have gone to war. He wasn’t like you and Chekwe. He was kind, and gentle. You’re probably right about how he died.”

      “I didn’t mean to say those things about the bloody flux. I mean, it is the truth. But I didn’t mean to twist a knife in your soul. I meant to scare the lad. I’m sorry.”

      Dahlia gave him a sidelong glance. “I know you meant well. You seem like you might be kind too. In your way. Unlike your friend. He’s a little monster. But anyway, Bert…I know he’s dead. In my mind, I know. My soul is another thing. Some days I can almost feel him. Like he’s there, at the ranch. Sometimes, in the good days, he’d come in from the range and tell me where he was all day, what he’d done, and I’d know already, because I could just feel it during the day. I’d be up to my elbows in laundry, or in the kitchen, or in the garden, but I just knew where he was. Our souls were like that.”

      “Umm,” Hunter squirmed a bit. “Ma’am. Dahlia. Bert was your man. I have no right to pry about in your memories…”

      “You’re not prying, I’m telling. First of all, because there’s no one else to tell, I guess. But more important, I’ve always thought that if you want to get an honest answer to a question, you ought to be honest with the other person about what you’re thinking. Does that make sense to you?”

      “Umm,” Hunter squirmed some more, then nearly crawled away when she looked up and fixed him with her dark eyes.

      “So, I have two questions for you,” Dahlia said firmly. Hunter swallowed, nodded, and tried to keep her gaze instead of guiltily looking away. “Did you spy on me and try to peep in on me?”

      “No!” he cried, flushing, and unable to keep his eyes locked with hers. “I mean, I scouted your ranch. I scout everything. So I saw you. From a long ways away! I was curious, but I assumed you had a husband. I stayed away. I can’t…I shouldn’t be meeting people anyway.”

      “Fine,” she said. “I’m glad for that. I swear to you, this morning in Dangritown, Mayor Ednis tried to reach up my skirt and I slapped him onto the ground, and, by Quam, I nearly gutted him. You’re a sight more courteous than him, but I will not hesitate to do the same to you or anyone else if I catch you peeping on me.”

      “I’m a monk, for Quamsake, and sworn to chastity,” Hunter protested, then tried to hurry her along. His throat was desperately dry and his face as hot as the cookfire coals. “Your second question?”

      “Then as a monk, sworn to virtue – including truth – tell me what you’re hiding from way out here in the jungle.”

      “No,” he said.

      “No, what?”

      “I’m not telling you. Don’t ask again.”

      “You’re not ordinary deserters,” Dahlia pressed. “You did something. Something that included killing Imperial soldiers. You tried to cover for Chekwe when he let it slip. There’s something about that sword too. Is it stolen?”

      Hunter stared at her for a dozen heartbeats. Quam, she’s a quick one, he thought. Admirably quick. Maddeningly quick. He cleared his throat and shifted his body to face her squarely.

      “Ma’am, you’ve been clear and firm with me. Now I’ll be clear and firm with you. I don’t want to lie to you, but my secrets are my own. So never ask me again.”

      “I want to know who I’ve hired to help me,” Dahlia replied.

      “You should have thought of that before you stepped foot in the jungle looking for dangerous men. I didn’t ask you to come here, remember? And Chekwe and I will help you, like I said. But there is a price.”

      “What price?”

      “No one else can know we’re here.”

      “That’s easy,” she said. “We won’t say a word.”

      “No, you won’t. Because one of you won’t be leaving the jungle.” Hunter saw Dahlia’s eyes flash lightning again, and her hand moved towards the knife in her daily bag. He rolled his eyes. “Oh, Quam, I’m not going to hurt you. But I told you that back on the trail that you couldn’t go back, and I meant it. Before I leave on the trail of your cattle, I will have your word that you and Paul will stay here.”

      “That’s ridiculous,” Dahlia shot at him. “I have a ranch to run. What good does it do to get my cattle back if I can’t take care of them?”

      “I’ll make you a deal then. You can go home. Paul goes with me.”

      “You must be mad…” Dahlia started.

      “No, listen,” Hunter interrupted. “You want to keep him away from the conscripting agents…well, how are they supposed to find him if he’s out here with me? And all I want is to ensure that you’ll keep quiet until…until I’m done here. Chekwe and I will teach Paul a few things, starting with how to hunt goblins, which I would think would be worth something considering you live on the edge of goblin territory. Then I bring Paul back to you, drop him off, and your life returns to normal. What do you say?”

      “What do I say? You’re telling me you’re going to hold my son hostage as if you’re doing me a favor. And for how long?”

      Hunter sat for a moment, avoiding her eyes, chewing his bottom lip, thinking. For how long? By Quam, that was the question, wasn’t it? He looked up, into her eyes again.

      “It can’t be long,” he said, hoping that was the truth. “And I assure you, when my stay here is done, the war will be over, and you’ll have nothing to fear from the conscripting agents.”

      “Do you have children?” Dahlia replied. Hunter looked off again, out into the dark jungle.

      “Not alive,” he said slowly.

      “Then you know how terrible it is to have them torn away from you,” she said softly. “Hunter, I beg you, for Quamsake. Please don’t separate me from my son.”

      “I am truly sorry,” he said, still staring into the darkness. “You can take my offer and one of you can stay, or you can both stay. But look, I have something that might make it easier for you. Hold out your hand.”

      Dahlia gingerly held out her hand while he pulled a tiny pouch on a cord from under the collar of his robe. He fumbled briefly with the pouch, then tipped a creamy white gem out and onto her palm. Her eyes widened as the gem caught the firelight on a hundred facets.

      “What is it?”

      “Close your palm.” He reached over and closed her fingers around the gem. “There. Keep it closed a little longer. Good. Open it again.”

      She opened her hand. The gem was glowing softly. She gasped.

      “It’s a moonstone!”

      “Enchanted moonstone,” he corrected.

      He watched Dahlia stare at the light, her tough motherly expression melting into a girlish grin of delight. After a dozen heartbeats the light began to fade. She watched, entranced, as the light finally went out, smoothly and without a flicker.

      “Where on earth did you get an enchanted moonstone?” she breathed.

      “Umm,” he said. “That doesn’t matter. What matters is that if you hold it in your palm, it begins to glow. The longer you keep your hand closed, the longer it will glow after you open it. Careful though, if you hold it tight too long it gets hot enough to burn. I’ve heard they’ll even set tinder afire.”

      “It’s so pretty! But they must cost a fortune. Where did you…” she cut herself off and gave him a piercing look. He shook his head.

      “That’s another question I won’t answer. But listen, there’s something more. It has a twin. Chekwe’s got it now, but we can give his to Paul in the morning. Whenever one of the stones glows, it’s twin will glow too. It’s a way to signal a friend, or a son. Set a time each day to use it, and you’ll know that each other is safe and sound.”

      “It’s stolen,” Dahlia accused. “You want me to leave my son and communicate with him with a stolen moonstone.”

      “No,” Hunter said. He reached over and folded her fingers over the stone again, this time holding her hand closed with his own. “I want you to get your cattle back. I want your son to be safe. I want you to know he’s safe. But I’ve taken a holy vow to do something else as well, and I will bleed and die and give up everything else in the world before I break that vow.”

      Hunter let go of Dahlia’s hand and she slowly opened her fingers. The moonstone lay glowing in her palm. She stared, mesmerized by the gem. Hunter stared, mesmerized by her face, until the glow winked out and she looked up.

      “Do we have a bargain?” Hunter asked.

      “I don’t know if it’s a devil’s bargain,” Dahlia said slowly, “but yes. We do.”
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      Ector Cobbler was asleep, curled up under a fishing boat that had been pulled up on the beach and flipped over to have its hull scraped. If he hadn’t been snoring the police wouldn’t have found him at all. He was snoring, and they rolled the boat from over him and booted him in the ribs a few times to wake him. They half dragged, half carried him to the square, hauled him into the town hall, and dumped him on the floor of the mayor’s office.

      Ector looked up and blinked and rubbed his eyes. The room was lit by a few lamps. He was surrounded by the half-dozen policemen who had dragged him in. The police chief – a greenie in an orange tunic with brass buttons and blue piping – stood next to the mayor, who was seated behind his solid mahogany desk.

      “Quam, it’s bright in here,” Ector mumbled. “Don’t you people know it’s midnight?”

      “Kick him,” the chief ordered. One of the policemen gave Ector a halfhearted kick in the hip.

      “Harder,” the mayor ordered. A police sergeant gave Ector a solid thump in the kidney. Ector groaned, rolled onto his side, and curled up. “Pull him back upright. Punch him if he doesn’t answer, or if he’s insolent,” the mayor commanded. They jerked Ector up onto his feet, holding him upright by his arms.

      “Do you know who I am?” the mayor demanded.

      “Mayor Ednis,” Ector slurred. “I see you around sometimes. On days you actually work.” The mayor nodded at the sergeant, who slammed a fist into Ector’s gut, doubling him over.

      “You were seen in the company of a woman today. Tall, brown, comely. There was a boy with her. What did she want?”

      “She wanted to bed me, but I turned her down. I’m a pious man, I am. Quam’s truth.”

      Mayor Ednis nodded to the sergeant again, and the sergeant punched Ector in the gut again, then punched him in the kidney when he doubled over. The other policemen jerked Ector upright just as he vomited, so the puke projected and splashed on the mayor’s desk.

      “Quamdammit!” the mayor roared. “I’ll have you flayed and dumped in a barrel of seawater, you drunken piece of garbage! Now answer my question: What did that woman want?”

      Ector groaned and let a little more vomit dribble out and down his shirt before answering.

      “She wanted to hire some killers to help her track down some goblins. I told her there were plenty of deserters living up Straw Hut Creek. Same as I told the provost investigator.”

      The mayor nodded. “That’s more like it. Anything else?”

      “That’s all, I swear,” Ector groaned again.

      “Maybe you’ll remember more after a night in jail, eh? Sergeant, haul him off. No, wait. Make him clean off my desk first. With his own shirt.”

      “You heard him,” the sergeant growled. “Make it quick and make it good, Cobbler, or you’ll get another thumping.”

      Ector pulled his shirt over his head and stepped toward the desk to clean up his mess.

      “Stop!” the mayor ordered.

      “Do you want me to clean up or not?”

      “What’s that around your neck?”

      “Huh? Oh, just a little pebble in a pouch.”

      “A pebble, eh?” Mayor Ednis reached across and grasped the amulet bag and tore it off Ector’s neck. He gingerly extracted the pebble and peered at it. It was creamy, translucent, pale gold in color. “Just a pebble, eh? A piece of quartz you got cut and polished at the jeweler’s, eh? Tell me, Ector, what is a drunken cobbler doing with a gemstone that must be worth five hundred silver suns?”

      “I found it on the beach.”

      “Like hell you found it on the beach.”

      “Honest. Quam’s truth.”

      “You stole it is more like the truth, but you’re too drunk to question. Quam’s justice might loosen your tongue, though. A couple of days in the stocks to sober you up should do the trick. Sergeant, get this stinking pile of filth out of here.”

      

      The sergeant and his men hauled Ector away, leaving Mayor Ednis and his police chief alone in the office.

      “Strange goings-on today,” the chief commented.

      “I don’t like strange,” Ednis said. “Uppity women, provost investigators, now this curious little thing…” He looked closely at the little cut stone in his hand, then closed his fingers over it for half a minute. When he uncurled his fingers, the stone was glowing softly.

      “By Quam,” the police chief breathed.

      “By Quam indeed. Strange goings on, but one thing we know for sure is that our little friend Ector Cobbler did not find this on a beach somewhere.”

      “Could that woman have given it to him?” the chief asked.

      “Maybe. But where would she have gotten it?”

      “What about that investigator?”

      “Possible. But why?”

      “I don’t know,” the chief said.

      Ednis looked down at the man. He was loyal and brutal, both good traits in a police chief, but he wasn’t very clever.

      “Well then find out. Send a clever man – out of uniform, of course – to Straw Hut to keep a watch out for that investigator. Tell him to keep out of sight, to listen and watch, but not to act. Find out what this Tennea is up to. I don’t believe this business about hunting down a couple of deserters. Why would anyone care enough to follow them all the way down here? We’re at the end of the Quamforsaken world. I don’t care how many people these deserters murdered, it doesn’t make sense. The woman had a handwritten note from the emperor himself, for Quamsake. Why would old Willard give a copper half-penny for a couple of murderers?”

      “I don’t know,” the policeman said.

      “Well, not knowing makes me nervous. So, get a man moving before daybreak, understood? And remember, a clever man.”

      “Yes, Mayor.”

      “One more thing. I want you and your men to keep a sharp eye out for that Rancher woman. Or her son. They’re both to be arrested if they come anywhere close to town. I don’t think they come often, but sooner or later they’ll have to come for supplies. If the boy comes by himself, I want him in jail. If the woman comes, I want her brought to me. At my villa. Immediately. Understood?”

      “Yes, Mayor,” the chief nodded dutifully.

      “Good. Go get it done.”

      The chief gave a sloppy salute and left. Mayor Ednis held the pebble in his hand and stared at it. His other hand strayed to touch the cheek where Dahlia had smacked him this morning. He should have slapped her back, but she had caught him off guard and he had lost his balance. Next time would be different, though. Next time he would slap her. He would slap her again and again, until she would be happy to feel his caresses instead. It took some women awhile, but eventually they learned to respect him, even admire him. Women liked money, they craved jewels, but what they really loved was power.

      Ednis turned the pebble on his palm and turned possibilities in his mind. If this pebble was what he thought it was, he might be close to more power than he had dared dream possible in this reeking province.

      Reeking of puke, Ednis thought, looking at the splash of Ector’s vomit that still defiled his desk. For Quamsake, I forgot to make him clean it up. He swore bitterly and stomped out.
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      “Ector hasn’t flashed his moonstone this morning,” Chekwe whispered.

      Hunter frowned. “Maybe he just took it off to take a bath.”

      “Ector take a bath? That’s funny. Probably got stolen by some other drunk.”

      “Or he’s dead.”

      “Nothing we can do about it now. We’ve got goblins to chase,” Chekwe grinned in the early dawn light.

      “I made a deal with Dahlia. She gets to go home, and Paul gets to come with us. As a sort of hostage.”

      Chekwe shrugged. “If he can use that crossbow I don’t care. As long as he can keep up. Say,” he changed the subject, “feels nice to have a woman cooking for us, huh?”

      Hunter looked over at the cookfire. Dahlia was up and had stirred the coals and built a little fire. She was heating up some leftover beans and some bits of dried meat she had in her bag. She was crouched by the fire, firelight playing on her face. Paul sat beside her, a spoon in his hand and a big grin on his face.

      “It is nice,” he admitted. “Let’s go eat.”

      “Is that why we’re doing this?” Chekwe asked. “Because she’s got a pretty face?”

      “No. We’re doing it because you like killing goblins, and I need to do something good for once.”

      “You don’t think she’s pretty?”

      “She is, but that doesn’t matter. Come on, let’s eat.”

      “I bet if she was ugly, you would have just sent her back the way she came.”

      “Quam makes everyone beautiful in their own way. Besides, she’s admirable in other ways too. Brave. Strong.”

      “I bet you followed her all the way from the village, didn’t you, just admiring the hell out of her moral virtues when they showed as she climbed over rocks.”

      “You’re a blasphemous devil.”

      “But I’m right.”

      “Shut up,” Hunter growled. He pulled out his spoon and went to the fire and called out a good morning to his guests.

      “Good morning!” Paul said. “Ma says I get to go kill goblins with you!”

      Hunter glanced at Dahlia. She nodded at him, then said,

      “I’m so grateful you agreed to teach Paul to kill goblins.”

      Hunter caught just a hint of irony in her tone but took it that she’d want him to play along.

      “If you want to kill goblins, you’d better get used to early mornings and hard marching,” he told Paul.

      “And early mornings after standing watch half the night,” Chekwe added.

      “And you better get used to the idea of your Ma not cooking breakfast for you,” Hunter said to Paul, then turned to Dahlia. “We’re not used to having someone cook for us. We’re very grateful.”

      “It’s the least I can do,” Dahlia replied with that cool irony. “Come by the ranch when you drop Paul off and I’ll cook you a real meal.”

      “I’d like that,” Hunter said.

      “Quam’s buttocks,” Chekwe snorted. He squatted down by the breakfast pot and started wolfing down the beans and meat. Paul and Hunter gathered around and dug in beside him. Chekwe talked to Paul around mouthfuls of food.

      “Paul, you got a weapon for up close slaughtering?”

      “I’ve killed snakes and pigs and a caiman with my cane knife.”

      “If it’s good enough for caiman, it’s good enough for goblins,” Chekwe nodded. “I’ve got my swords and my ax, so I’m ready for the trail. Hunter? You want to get a move on?”

      “Sure,” Hunter said. “Once you’re done eating, you two get going. Dahlia, one more word.”

      “Let’s go, kid,” Chekwe said. He grabbed a rucksack and his shield and led the way west. Paul gave a longing glance at the unfinished meal but gave Dahlia a quick hug and scampered after Chekwe.

      Dahlia looked across the fire at Hunter, one eyebrow arched.

      “You didn’t tell Paul he’s a hostage,” Hunter said. “You made it out to him like he’s going on a lark.”

      “You’re right,” Dahlia said, eyebrow still up and tone cool.

      “I’m sorry,” Hunter said. “I was up half the night. I feel bad about putting you in this spot.”

      “Then don’t.”

      Hunter grimaced. “Ma’am…I have to. But I swear to Quam, I’ll take care of the lad and bring him back to you just as soon as I’m free to do so. And I swear, too, that when I bring him back, I’ll be able to tell you why. I just can’t now. Anyway, don’t forget the moonstone. We’ll have Paul flash it every dusk and dawn to let you know he’s safe.”

      “Oh, I won’t forget,” Dahlia said.

      “One more thing. Uh. I really would like to come by your ranch and have that meal. I mean if you were serious.”

      Dahlia’s eyebrow went up even further, but then her face softened in a wry smile. “You are a strange man. A little sweet. A little cruel. A lot insane. Go get my cattle and we’ll talk again when you bring my son home.”

      

      Hunter caught Chekwe and Paul at the base of the ridge.

      “How are we getting up that?” Paul asked, staring up at what looked to him like a sheer mountainside.

      “You got to be half monkey, half goat,” Chekwe laughed. “Follow me.”

      By the time they reached the crest of the ridge, the morning sun was high, they were all drenched in sweat, and Paul was panting heavily. They all crunched on some parched corn, drank from water skins, and looked out over the valley.

      “There’s the ranch!” Paul cried happily, pointing to the south and east.

      Hunter could see a long gash in the jungle where the Ranchers’ cattle grazed, and a cluster of buildings on the eastern edge of the grazing ground.

      “Looks like a fine spread,” he said. “Your Ma and Pa must have worked awfully hard to build all that.”

      “I’ve cleared my share too,” Paul said proudly. “Been swinging a cane knife and a wood ax most of my life.”

      “Must be good to build things instead of burning them,” Hunter said wistfully before they moved on.

      They took the trail down the mountain at breakneck speed, then they moved quickly through the more level jungle for a mile or more and came upon a sizeable creek.

      “This is Bert’s Creek,” Paul told them. “My Pa named it after himself. He was the first settler in this valley.”

      “First brown settler,” Chekwe said quietly.

      “First brown settler,” Paul corrected. “But he named it, anyway.”

      “And we’ll pick up the goblin trail over on the other side, right?” Hunter asked. Paul nodded. “Here we go then. Looks shallow enough to wade.”

      Since it was still the dry season, the water only came up to their knees and they were across in a few moments. Then it wasn’t long before they hit the goblins’ trail and turned west again, pushing hard since the trail was easy to follow. Forty head of cattle left plenty of sign on a jungle path. There was cattle hair snagged in branches as well as a trampled undergrowth, hoof prints, and plenty of cow pies. The goblins had done their part too, hacking through vines or saplings that hindered the way, or simply slashing their blades into the trunks of trees in destructive glee.

      It wasn’t long before they found their first slaughter site. There was a wide patch of ground splashed and stained with dried blood, and bones scattered around. The bones were already picked nearly clean by scavengers, including swarms of ants which were still busy finishing the job.

      “Messy eaters,” Chekwe grunted.

      “How many steers did they kill?” Paul asked plaintively.

      “Just one skull,” Hunter said. “But listen, lad, we’re not going to find any of your cattle alive.”

      “What? Then what are we doing? Why did you tell Ma you would try if you knew we wouldn’t find any?”

      “You ever see a goblin?” Chekwe asked.

      “No.”

      “They like to deck themselves out in shiny things. Silver, especially, but they’ll polish up jade real good too. They’re not partial to gold, but they’ll keep it if they find it. They know how much we value it, so they value it too. When we find them, we’ll slaughter them and strip the dead. With a little luck we’ll find enough baubles on them to make up forty silver suns.”

      “Oh,” Paul said.

      “We won’t catch them standing still,” Hunter said, and led the way forward again.

      By nightfall they had passed several more slaughter sites, some with two skulls. Paul’s head and shoulder sagged a little more with each site. He didn’t say anything, but Hunter thought that sadness was making the boy slump as much as the pace of their march.

      They made a cold camp as night fell. Paul fell asleep nearly before he was done chewing his portion of dried meat and parched corn.

      Hunter and Chekwe stayed up awhile, sitting with backs against trees and listening to the night sounds. After a while Chekwe spoke softly.

      “I’ve been thinking.”

      “At last,” Hunter grunted. Chekwe ignored him and went on.

      “We didn’t have to help them. We could have just let them go and slipped off into the jungle.”

      “I guess I should have thought of that, but it’s too late now,” Hunter evaded.

      “Ha. You’re the Great Raider, the last survivor of the 2nd Volunteers, the man some call the best regimental chieftain in the Imperial army…and you didn’t think of just slipping away? Quam’s flabby freckled buttocks, Hunter, that’s a good one.”

      Hunter stayed silent, listening to the jungle sounds. Chekwe buzzed on like an enormous mosquito.

      “I think it’s the woman,” he said.

      Hunter snorted. “She’s not that pretty. She’s a rough-handed and sharp-tongued woman with the temper of a scorpion and the demeanor of a mule. Her arms and legs are skinny and sinewy and angular and she’s sunburnt all to hell…”

      “She’s got a nice pair of mangos under her blouse,” Chekwe chortled.

      “You’re disgusting.”

      “Who’s disgusting? I see you look at her. You’re like a starving man staring at a plump roasted hen.”

      “Go to hell, Chekwe.”

      Chekwe didn’t go to hell, he kept talking.

      “Then it’s the kid. You got an itch to play at being a pa.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Can’t help but notice. He’s the same age yours would be.”

      “Holy Quam,” Hunter spat. “Ayla’s dead, and the child with her.”

      “Probably.”

      “Probably? How could she have lived? Holy Quam’s…” he bit off the blasphemy, breathed hard for a minute, and then spoke softly again. “Go to sleep. I’ve got first watch.”

      Hunter got up and stalked away from the camp. Chekwe rolled onto his side, snickered a few times, and was asleep in a heartbeat.

      Hunter prowled around in the dark for a while, listening for any sound that didn’t belong in the forest, and finally settled with his back to a tree and his spear across his lap. Thoughts of Dahlia drifted into his mind like smoke in his eyes.

      There isn’t so much to like about her, he thought. Except her raw power. And her sheer love for her son. And the way her eyes flash like fire one moment and glow like a moonstone the next. And the lines of her cheek, and lips, and the way her skirt moves around her legs…Dammit!

      Hunter sprang to his feet and shook his head, trying to clear his mind of her.

      Quam help me, he whispered into the dark. Instantly a memory flashed before him, Ayla’s soft curves under a bearskin blanket, his arm around her, his hand cupping the firm swell of her belly. Oh, thank you Quam, he growled through clenched teeth. Thank you so very much.
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        * * *

      

      Tennea lost a man late on the first day of searching for Hunter. The work was boring but hard, slogging up and down rocky jungle trails in a damp heat that seemed brutal enough to melt a candle. Her troopers arrested a few sad-eyed deserters, all of whom gave up without a fight. As always when Tennea’s men dragged criminals off to justice, the deserter’s womenfolk wept, and their confused little children wept, and of course they were all struck dumb when questioned about Hunter and Chekwe. It was depressing to the souls of honest soldiers to see folk so empty of honor, and between the heat and the boredom and both she and her men got sloppy.

      Tennea and her men took a side trail, nearly a mile off the main trail that ran along Thatcher Creek. A house stood in a clearing by the trail, a likely deserters’ jungle hideaway. Tennea waved Trooper Clarn forward while her other men began to flank the hut. Clarn called out to the house as he walked toward the door. There was no answer, so he kicked in the flimsy door. It crashed off its leather hinges, and half a heartbeat later Clarn staggered back with a pair of crossbow quarrels sticking out of his chest.

      “Look out!” Sergeant Workman cried. “Shoot through the door, now! Keep it up fast as you can!” He leapt forward, unslinging his shield, and bringing it to bear not a heartbeat too soon. A third quarrel flashed out the door and punched into the shield as Workman grabbed Clarn’s body and dragged him back.

      The troopers set up a shout and began loosing their own quarrels at the house. Its walls were woven palm fronds and half a dozen quarrels ripped through, and a shriek came from inside. Tennea heard a racket from behind the house, and she grabbed Trooper Por and ran towards the back yard.

      A pair of greenie outlaws had already scrambled out a back window. A third man, a brownie, was halfway out, thrashing to get his bigger body out the small opening. He screamed and wriggled and raised his arm to ward off a sword stroke as Tennea bore down on him. Tennea slashed the arm to the bone, then whipped her blade in a short arc and savaged the man’s neck. The outlaw sagged and writhed as Tennea turned towards the others. Por was fighting them both, his saber slashing and warding as they came at him with knives and clubs. Tennea jumped into the thick of it and drove her sword home through a ribcage. The last outlaw fell back in terror, tried to raise his hands in surrender, but Por gave him a slash across the belly that dropped the man in a howling mess of blood and entrails.

      Tennea stood panting, stifling a retch. Por spouted obscenities and thanks to Quam in turn.

      “Just end him, for Quamsake,” Tennea said. Por swung his saber again and ended the outlaw’s howls.

      “Ma’am!” Sergeant Workman’s voice came from the house. “We got a live one in here!”

      The prisoner was a boy, maybe ten years old. It was hard to tell with these stunted greenies. He had a quarrel in his hip, and he was trying to keep quiet, trying to be brave, but little groans kept escaping his tight-clenched jaw. Two troopers carried him outside to sit in the sun where Trooper Mak, who knew a little medicine, cut away the boy’s clothes and examined the wound. Mak looked up at Tennea and shook his head.

      “He might last the day, Ma’am,” Mak said. “Maybe two.”

      Tennea knelt beside the boy.

      “Listen to me, son. I have questions. Answer honestly and we’ll nurse you as best we can and get you somewhere safe. Refuse…and we’ll leave you here to die. Understood?”

      The boy nodded, teeth still clenched.

      “Good lad. I’m looking for a brownie monk and a little greenie with scars all over his face. Have you heard of a pair like that?”

      The boy nodded.

      “Where are they?”

      The boy shook his head.

      “Don’t know, or won’t say?”

      “Don’t know,” the boy cried through clenched teeth.

      “Can you tell me who does? Can you tell me where you heard of them? Can you tell me where they were last seen? Who told you about them?”

      The boy shook his head at each question, wincing in pain every time.

      “Ma’am,” Workman put his hand on Tennea’s shoulder. “We found something odd I think you ought to see.”

      Tennea followed the sergeant back to the house. They stooped and walked in. It took a moment for Tennea’s eyes to adjust to the gloom, but then she saw the stacks of amphora against side walls. A score or more of jars that held at least five gallons apiece.

      “What is it?”

      “Rum. The boys figured that out quick enough.”

      Tennea stared and thought.

      “Did they taste it?”

      “Of course. I had to threaten to shoot them to keep them from guzzling it.”

      “Did you taste it?”

      “A little.”

      “Was it good?”

      “Hell yes. Top shelf.”

      “This doesn’t seem like a great market for bulk rum sales, does it?”

      “No, Ma’am, it does not. Smells pretty damn fishy to me. The size of the stockpile, not the rum itself. The rum smells like those delicious mango fruits.”

      Tennea went back out into the sunlight. The troopers were gathered in a knot, staring longingly at the house and its trove of liquor.

      “Break open those amphora,” Tennea commanded. “Drain them all. Set a watch and scout around this clearing. We’ve lost a man already.”

      She knelt by the boy again and Workman stood over them.

      “Who is the rum for?” she asked. The boy’s eyes went wide but he shook his head, so Tennea pressed him. “Listen to me. Your soul depends on the answer, you wicked little devil. Who is the rum for? Is it for the scar-faced greenie?”

      “No,” the boy whimpered.

      “Then who? If you don’t talk, I will rip that barbed quarrel out of your hip without a hint of rum to dull your pain.”

      “They’ll kill me if I say!” the boy shrieked.

      “Who will kill you?”

      The boy’s eyes rolled back, and he fainted away.

      Tennea looked up at Workman and raised an eyebrow. “Strange,” she observed. “I understand smuggling to avoid port duties and revenue agents. And I get sneaking a couple of jugs of hooch into the jungle to illicit taverns. But a hundred gallons? Here? Why?”

      “Rum running and mutiny often go hand in hand, Ma’am. Would Hunter start a smuggling ring to gather himself a band of followers, to try to take over the province or something?”

      Tennea bit back a curse. “It’s possible,” she replied. “He’s probably bored. Quam knows he likes to take over and be in charge. But it’s hard to say. We’re nearly blind in this province. We need some intelligence. Something from someone loyal and sane. Someone more loyal than that serpentine governor or the disgusting mayor in Dangritown.”

      “The Rancher woman,” Workman said. “She seemed to have a healthy respect for the law. At least, when she needed help.”

      Tennea thought for a moment.

      “Yes,” she said. “I’ll go visit her. You can keep up the work in this valley for a couple of days. Be more careful though. A shorter day so the men aren’t tired and sloppy like I was.”

      “It’s not your fault about Clarn,” Workman said quietly. Tennea gave him a hard stare.

      “Every death belongs to the commander in the end,” she said. “Now escort me back to Straw Hut and we’ll ride to that woman’s ranch in the morning.”

      “What about the captive?”

      “Mak will treat the lad, and we’ll leave him with some local people. He’ll live, or not. Quam will decide.”
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      Paul saw the big cattle-slaughter site first and cried out in shock and dismay. The whole clearing was covered with blood and gore and strewn with bones. In the middle of it all was a large, burned patch of grass and several rude spits rigged over forked branches planted in the earth.

      “Sorry, Paul, looks like we’re not saving any steers for you,” Hunter said, patting the lad on the shoulder. He looked around and felt his heart begin to beat a faster tattoo. Besides the wreckage of Dahlia’s herd, there were footprints all over in the dried blood, as well as reeking pellets of freely scattered goblin dung.

      “Fancy camp,” Chekwe said, nodding towards the spits.

      “How can you tell it’s fancy?” Paul asked.

      “They don’t always make a fire,” Chekwe explained. “Fire is big mojo. Takes a firemaker, and firemakers only muck around with big chieftains. And this firemaker was extra clever. Smart enough to rig the spits. Usually they just chuck chunks of meat into the fire. Eat it black on the outside, bloody on the inside. This must be some sort of important feast, I’d guess. Maybe a gathering of two clans.”

      Hunter spent a few minutes walking the whole clearing, carefully scanning the ground. The more he saw the more he worried.

      “Look here,” he said, pointing to a wide path of tracks that led north and west into the jungle. Chekwe and Paul came over and looked. “Tracks coming into this clearing from three directions, but the only ones going out are headed that way. All together.”

      “That’s not good, right?” Paul guessed.

      “Hell no,” Chekwe said. “It means war.”

      “War?” Paul echoed.

      “When clans come together it’s either to feast or to fight. If they all leave together, that means there’s a bigger feast or a bigger fight somewhere else.”

      “Good news is,” Hunter put in, “that they took their time here. We’ve gained a day on them. Now they’re fat and happy and not moving very fast, so if we push hard, I guess we catch them tomorrow afternoon.”

      “But there’s more of them now, right?” Paul asked. “Isn’t it more dangerous now?”

      “Hell yes,” Chekwe said with a toothy grin. “So let’s get going.”

      The three goblin hunters went at a jog all afternoon. After a while Paul began to struggle with the pace, so Hunter dropped behind him. Whenever they came to a rise in the trail, Hunter put his hand on the small of Paul’s back and trundled him up the hill. There was no more talking now, only the jogging, punctuated by brief stops for water and a minute of rest. The trail was even easier to follow than before. The goblins had not eaten all the beef but had carried large haunches along with them. A dripping blood trail added to the scores of footprints, but Hunter worried more and more as the afternoon went on. As far as he could tell they were not gaining at all. The goblins were moving fast, and they were moving further north and west all the time, making almost a straight line.

      Finally the jungle broke, and they paused to check their bearings. Paul sank to the ground in a heap. They were on the south edge of a wide marsh, a ridge-ringed plain where Bert’s Creek had its headwaters. The goblin trail turned north into the marsh. On the far side, a mile or more distant, there was a saddle in the ridge, and the trail aimed straight for it.

      “They look to be heading for the headwaters of Pipe Clay Creek,” Hunter said.

      “We could have just gone west yesterday. Would have saved ourselves a climb over the mountain,” Chekwe grumbled.

      “We can reach the ridge by dark,” Hunter said. “Keep your eye out for caiman while we cross the marsh. I wouldn’t mind a little caiman dinner and sunrise on the mountain. You ever been on the mountains when the sun rises, Paul?”

      Paul wearily shook his head.

      “You’re in for a treat, then,” Hunter said. “Might get to see the macaws. They feed early.”

      Paul groaned and Hunter hauled him to his feet.

      “Come on, young soldier,” he chided. “First rule of the march is, ‘straggle into camp too late and you don’t eat’. And you’re going to need to eat because tomorrow you’re going to fight.”
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        * * *

      

      Dahlia started the morning with a sunrise walk to the mango tree where Bert’s shrine stood in the spreading shade. It was a simple affair, an altar made of some red sandstone rocks Bert had hauled up from near the sea. He had built it long ago, before he brought her down from the north to be his bride. Of course, they had no grave for him, had no idea where his body might be, but Dahlia thought of this altar as the best memorial possible. It was here, on his ranch, on the ground he loved and under his favorite tree.

      A flat rock at the top of the altar made a small place for offerings. Dahlia had brought a glowing coal from the hearth, and a handful of twigs, and before long she had a little fire going.

      “Holy Quam, keep my boy safe,” she prayed. She sprinkled a pinch of dried and crushed lavender on the flame. “Holy Quam, keep Bert’s soul.” She sprinkled another pinch on the flame and watched the little tendril of aromatic smoke rise up to dissipate in the leaves of the mango tree. She stood quietly then, looking up into the leaves and trying to breathe calmly for a little while. In the stillness she imagined she could feel the enchanted moonstone Hunter had given her, a faint heat where the little pouch touched her skin. Paul had signaled her this morning at daybreak, and that made her feel a little better.

      What didn’t make her feel better was thinking of Hunter. He was rude, dirty, ragged, and dangerous, and he had taken her son hostage. And yet he was brave, and confident, and in a quiet moment even was tender. He didn’t talk down to Paul, and she knew Paul liked that. And behind Hunter’s horrible beard he had a handsome smile and deep eyes. And it had been a very long time since a man had held her hand, like Hunter had when he closed her fingers over the moonstone.

      Dahlia took a sharp breath and shook herself.

      “Holy Quam, help me keep my wits so I can keep this ranch going,” she finished praying, and walked back to the ranch house.

      Jaeki, Dahlia’s kitchen help, was already in the kitchen when Dahlia arrived.

      “Good morning, Jaeki,” Dahlia called.

      “Morning, Missus Bert,” the older woman said. Ask or beg or command as Dahlia might, Jaeki insisted on calling her Missus Bert. He’d been gone five years, but still old habits held.

      “Are Kashus and Ekchol up and about already?”

      “They are, and Timchet too. He says he’s feeling fine, better than he has in a month.”

      “Good! Smells like you’ve got the griddle cakes almost ready. I’ll go call the men.”

      “They ate already, Missus Bert,” Jaeki said. “Timchet’s in the garden, of course, and the other two are taking the herd down to the creek. But my, you’re slow today. That trip to town must have worn you out more than I thought it would. What happened, anyway? We heard you horsewhipped that no-good mayor. You’re the talk of the province, Missus Bert. And I never asked last night where Paul was.”

      Dahlia weighed her answer for a dozen heartbeats.

      “Well, I didn’t horsewhip anyone, though maybe I should have. I did slap him good. And then we had to poke around some but ended up finding a couple of retired soldiers who agreed to go after the cattle for us. Paul went with them.”

      “Well,” Jaeki said in a strange tone. Dahlia looked at her and the old woman gave her a sly wink.

      “Well, what?” Dahlia asked.

      “A couple of brave soldiers who set out after the goblins to help the widow woman, eh? Now why would they do that?”

      “Plunder,” Dahlia said firmly. “And the one…he seems to enjoy killing for its own sake.”

      “Just plunder?”

      “What are you getting at?”

      “A handsome soldier might want to do a favor for a pretty lady. Especially a pretty rich lady.”

      Dahlia glared for a couple of heartbeats, then cracked a smile.

      “Fine, Jaeki. Let’s say a soldier wanted to do me a favor. What then?”

      “Why, you could let him come calling if you wanted.”

      “Tell me something. You lost your first husband to the sea. You’ve told me before how much you loved him, and how you mourned for him. How did you know when it was right to let Ekchol come calling on you?”

      “Well, it was less than five years, I’ll tell you that. And I knew it was right about the first time he pinched my rump, and I thought, ‘my what strong hands he has, I wonder if…’”

      “That’s enough of that. And that’s not going to happen with the soldier. Even if I wanted him to pinch my rump – and I do not – he seemed quite chaste. In fact, besides being a soldier he’s a monk, too.”

      “Fool yourself if you want,” Jaeki laughed. “But be careful. You’re like a wild pony, Missus Bert. Your man smoothed you out all those years, but he’s gone.”

      “I’m not a wild pony!” Dahlia protested.

      “Oh, deary, it’s not bad. People love you for it. Don’t you think there’s a thousand people that wish they had the guts to horsewhip that mayor? So you want to love again, Missus Bert? You go love. No one will think the worse of you.”

      Dahlia frowned, but Jaeki gave her the sly wink again.

      “I’ve got too much work to do,” Dahlia said. “Give me a couple of those griddle cakes and I’m off to the goat pens. I’ve got to think of some way to make cheese. And how to get more land cleared. And a hundred other things. I’ve got no time for girlish romances.”

      

      Dahlia didn’t have time for visitors, either, but as she walked back towards the house for a noontime meal she caught sight of a stranger in the dog-trot breezeway between the house and the kitchen. It was a woman in a long skirt and a duster and a straw hat, relaxing in a rocking chair with a drink Jaeki must have provided her.

      “Hello!” Dahlia called. The woman turned toward her. “Oh! It’s you. But…where’s your uniform?”

      Tennea smiled, stood, and offered Dahlia her hand.

      “Missus Rancher…or should I call you Missus Bert?”

      “Quam, no,” Dahlia laughed. “You can call me Dahlia. Missus Bert…did Jaeki put you up to that?”

      “No, just trying to be respectful,” Tennea replied. “But I’m glad to hear you’re not quite so old-fashioned. Old-fashioned ladies sometimes don’t often take well to seeing a woman in a provost inspector’s uniform.”

      “As it happens, I don’t think it’s proper.”

      “In ordinary times, perhaps not. But Quam asks us all for extraordinary sacrifices in these times. You yourself probably do a great deal of man’s work since the loss of your husband.”

      “Including goblin hunting, no thanks to the Imperial cavalry,” Dahlia said more bitterly than she intended.

      “We are all stretched thin,” Tennea said mildly. “And I apologize again, but I assure you, I am on a matter of great urgency. And now I am here to ask for your help.”

      Dahlia’s mouth opened and closed twice as she stared at the woman, trying to think of what to say. Everything that came to mind was rude or blasphemous. In the end, she decided it was better to stay on the good side of the law, just in case this woman got her urgent business finished and could still help out in some way. Like throwing Mayor Ednis in the sea, or something useful. Instead of cursing she said,

      “Fine. Give me a minute to wash my face and hands and get a drink of water. And maybe to change my mood, too. I’ll try to be a better hostess, since you’ve come all this way to visit.”

      

      Tennea sat back and breathed a prayer as she watched Dahlia walk to the well in the front yard. This rancher woman seemed about as hard and closed as everyone else in this Quamforsaken land. They all want Imperial help, but are they willing to serve in return? She put her angry thoughts aside as Dahlia came back.

      “I’m so rude,” Tennea said. “I haven’t even asked about your cattle. Did you find help?”

      “I did,” Dahlia said after a pause.

      “And is your son home? He must be here for lunch. I remember my brothers being that age. All they could do was eat.”

      Another brief pause, and Dahlia said, “No, he’s with…with our friends. Some friends from the area came out to help track down the goblins.”

      “It’s so good to have friends,” Tennea nodded in agreement. “That’s just my problem in this province. I have no friends, and I know so little of what’s going on. It makes my work so difficult.”

      “To be honest – Ma’am? Sir? What do I call a woman in the Imperial army?”

      “Oh, Tennea, please.”

      “Tennea. To be honest, everyone here hates the war. No one blames deserters a bit. You’re going to have an awful time trying to get anyone to talk to you. They’re just going to spread the word that you’re here, and the deserters will vanish into the jungle. Good luck there.”

      “My luck has been bad. One of my men – a good, honest man – was shot to death yesterday.”

      “Oh,” Dahlia said, her tone changing. “I’m sorry.”

      “There are no conscripts in my company, Dahlia. Every man is a volunteer. Every man knew there were extraordinary dangers in this mission. We are not hunting ordinary deserters. Now, you hate the war. Fine and well. I do too. I believe it must be prosecuted to the end, and thank Quam, victory is very near. But tell me, even if you hate the war, do you revere Emperor Willard?”

      Dahlia’s eyes grew wide, as if hurt by the question.

      “By Quam I do! I saw him once when I was a little girl. Oh, he was a quarter mile away, so I suppose I should say I saw his escort and his carriage, but it was wonderful! I felt fancy just seeing him go by!”

      “Can you read?” Tennea asked.

      “Of course.”

      “Read this please.” Tennea drew the letter she carried from the emperor and handed it to Dahlia. She watched as the rancher’s eyes moved back and forth and her lips silently formed the words. Her eyes grew wide, her fingers trembled, and when she finally finished, she looked up at Tennea, her mouth open but wordless.

      Tennea gazed back at Dahlia, struggling to keep her own expression mild. Her heart pounded in her chest, though, and her mind raced with wild prayers of exultation. Thank Quam! Praise Quam! Finally, a loyal subject! She leaned forward and spoke in a low, coaxing tone.

      “Dahlia, did you find deserters to help you get your cattle back?”

      “Yes,” Dahlia said, her tongue suddenly free. “I’m sorry, Inspector. I was desperate. But I would not betray a single one of the Forty Crowns on Willard’s sacred head, I swear to Quam.”

      “And did they look like this?”

      Tennea took the smoke imager from the purse on her belt, held it out, and clicked the button on the side. Thank you, Quam, she praised silently again as the vapor cloud wafted from the box and took form between her and Dahlia. She watched the rancher woman’s face as Hunter and Chekwe materialized in smoke. If Dahlia had been shocked by the letter from the emperor, she was thunderstruck by the images before her.

      “It was them,” Tennea murmured. “Wasn’t it.”

      “Sweet Quam,” Dahlia finally managed as the images dissipated. “Dear sweet Quam. Who are they really?”

      “Murderers, Dahlia. Assassins. Or would-be assassins, I should say. They broke into the emperor’s palace and…”

      “Wrecked the Imperial guard…” Dahlia vomited the words. Tennea’s eyebrows flew up.

      “They told you?”

      “Oh, Quam, what have I done?” Dahlia moaned. “The little greenie. Chekwe. If that’s his real name. He was bragging. Hunter – if that’s his name – stopped him, but now that I know, I can put three and three together. Oh, Quam.”

      “They and their band killed a dozen or more of the Imperial guard and crippled as many more. I wasn’t there, but I suspect Chekwe wasn’t idly boasting. Dahlia, I swear to you, he is a monster.”

      “I know that,” Dahlia gulped. “But Hunter? I mean, he seemed stern, and hard. But kind too, in a way. He treated me…well, like a lady.”

      Tennea fought back both a curse and a strong urge to roll her eyes. Hunter and his charm, she wanted to snarl. Instead, she reached out and took Dahlia’s hand.

      “I’m very sorry, Dahlia. Hunter…um…Hunter has a way…with people. He was a regimental chieftain, once upon a time, and a very good one too. One of the best leaders of men you can imagine. How else could he have talked seven men into assaulting the palace? It was insane. They had no chance. He and Chekwe were the only ones who made it out alive.”

      “Why?”

      Tennea shook her head. “He’s like a mad dog. Who bit him, I don’t know. Chekwe, probably. Hunter fancies he has something against the emperor, and tried to kill him in revenge, or some madness of the sort.”

      Dahlia looked up, sudden realization in her eyes. “Did they steal some things from the palace?” she said, drawing the pouch up from inside her blouse.

      “Yes. A couple of enchanted items.”

      “Like this,” Dahlia said, tipping the moonstone out of the pouch and onto her palm.

      Tennea nodded, heart thumping more wildly than ever.

      “He gave that to you?”

      “Yes,” Dahlia almost sobbed. “To help me stay in touch with Paul. It works. It’s beautiful.”

      Tennea grew suddenly firm. It was time to clinch the deal.

      “Dahlia, none of us likes to be played for a fool. I’d be angry, as I can see you are, and as Quam is just you have every right to be. So, are you going to sulk at being played, or are you going to help me bring these mad dogs to justice?”

      Dahlia’s eyes flashed and her jaw clenched.

      “By Quam I will,” she snarled. “That…lying…man took my son hostage and acted like it was a favor. Quamcurse me, I half believed him.”

      Tennea waved her hand.

      “Don’t blaspheme or curse yourself. Repent and make it right.”

      “How? They’ve got Paul. They’re in the jungle.”

      “Did he say he’d come to you?”

      “He did. Again, like he was doing me a favor to call on me. The sick, disgusting…”

      Tennea waved again. “There’s no need to blaspheme. Just to act.”

      “Tell me what to do.”

      “It’s simple, Dahlia. Wait for him. He’ll come. He has a weakness for a pretty face, and he could hardly pass you up, even if he hadn’t been alone in the jungle for six months.”

      “Will he…defile me?”

      Tennea shook her head. “He’s a murderer, not a rapist. But he is a sentimental idiot. A silly flirt, as a wise old man once called him.”

      “A silly flirt? He doesn’t look like that to me. He looks like a mangy mutt.”

      “Oh, trust me, Dahlia. I’ve been tracking this man a long time. He’s a silly flirt. So, here’s what to do. When he comes, treat him with exquisite courtesy. Make him comfortable. Flirt a little yourself if you can manage it. Then invite him back for a fancy dinner. When he accepts…come and get me. My headquarters are in the village of Straw Hut. I will come and arrest him when he comes for dinner. Can you do that, Missus Rancher?”

      “Oh yes,” Dahlia flared. “Oh, hell yes.”
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      Chekwe woke Hunter with a kick to the ribs.

      “What?” Hunter groaned.

      Chekwe hushed him. In the gloom of first dawn Hunter could see Chekwe’s finger pressed to his lips. Hunter came alert, his hand silently finding the hilt of his sword.

      “What?” he mouthed.

      “Drums,” Chekwe whispered.

      Hunter strained to hear for a few moments. The beat, when he heard it, was so low he could hardly hear it over the beating of his own heart.

      “They’re not close,” he whispered. “Must be miles away.”

      “Not good though,” Chekwe grunted.

      Hunter sat up. “What’s so bad about drums?”

      “Not from around here. Smallclan goblins don’t use drums. That’s greatclan mojo.”

      “I thought the greatclans lived on the other side of the Saw,” Hunter said.

      “They do. But they’re on this side now. That’s why it’s not good,” Chekwe replied.

      “How not good is it?”

      “If it’s a big raid, maybe five hundred fighters. If it’s a war…maybe five thousand.”

      “Quam save us,” Hunter breathed.

      “What are we going to do?”

      “Scout them, of course,” Hunter said.

      “Be the heroes, eh? I thought we came to the jungle to escape notice. First, we chase a few cows for a pretty lady. Now we scout a greatclan army. Are you going to rally the militia next?”

      “What do you want to do? Go home quietly while there’s a goblin war afoot?”

      “Hell no!” Chekwe grinned.

      Hunter got up. “Good,” he said. He stepped over to where Paul was sprawled and shook the lad awake. “Get up, son. No macaws this morning.”

      

      To the northeast the Three Sisters Mountains thrust above a wide marshland. The triple peaks were the spur of a ridge that ran eastward and separated the valleys of Eel Swamp Creek to the south and Thatcher Creek to the north. The Devils’ Saw loomed in the west, a fog-shrouded ridge of rock and moss and vines that hemmed the whole province. The rising sun glinted white-silver off waterfalls that plunged down the face of the Saw. Miles to the north another ridge ran eastward from the Saw nearly to Dangritown. That ridge too was wreathed in thick mist that rose off the swamp. But against the pale grey of the fog Hunter could also see darker tendrils rising up. Woodsmoke from dozens, maybe scores, of campfires.

      “We’ll keep to the east edge of the marsh,” Hunter said. “We can get up on the west spur of Three Sisters, and we’ll have a good view of the whole plain. And we’ll move faster that way, too. That plain is a mess of creeks and channels.”

      The goblins they had been tracking for days had taken the same route, with their usual disdain for covering their tracks. They had blazed a trail twenty feet wide, slashing their way through tall grass and hacking away at vines and creepers. They crossed mudflats where quicksand sucked at their feet. Stagnant pools hid caiman and vipers, while stands of timber or thickets of cane might conceal wild boar or tapir or jaguar. In one place the goblins had flushed a boar from hiding, and it had mauled a goblin to death. They had killed and butchered the beast, hauling off everything but skull and tail.

      The dead goblin lay on his back, his viscera mingled with that of the boar which had gashed him from groin to throat with a single thrust of its tusks. His companions had stripped him naked. His body was hairless and blotchy and warted all over, like a toad. His lower jaw thrust out to allow short tusks to jut upwards. His nostrils flared and his wide ears were set close to pig-like eyes. A shock of oily black hair splayed around his head. His mouth and eyes were frozen open in the horror of sudden pain and death.

      Paul stopped and stared at the dead goblin. His bronze-brown face took on a pallid tone.

      “I guess you never seen a goblin, huh?” Chekwe chuckled.

      “No,” Paul said in a small voice.

      “Look, they aren’t so big and bad,” Chekwe said, giving the creature a kick that flopped it over on its side. “This one’s a little guy. Barely three feet tall. Young one. Maybe his first war party. Certainly his last. Hee hee!”

      Paul swallowed hard and they moved on.

      The sun rose higher and bore down on the hunters. The morning fog burned off the marshland, but the air stayed muggy, and thick with mosquitoes and black flies. They reached a branch of a creek that was wide and sluggish and, though fordable, seemed to be boiling.

      “What’s making the water roil?” Paul asked.

      “Snakes,” Hunter said grimly. “Goblins stirred up a whole mess of them. Look.” He pointed with his spear. Halfway across the channel a goblin’s carcass floated in the muddy water, with snakes churning around it and flaying it with thousands of bites. On the far side of the creek a second goblin had managed to crawl out of the water before collapsing in paralysis.

      “Stupid animals,” Chekwe snarled. “Leave some for us to kill, dammit.”

      “We’re not far behind,” Hunter ignored Chekwe, “if the snakes are still so riled up. But we’re not crossing here. We head east.”

      A quarter mile downstream the marsh suddenly came to an end. A long lip of rock bordered the edge of the plateau that held the swampland, and at dozens of points the marsh drained in little waterfalls that tumbled down, joined together again, and went rushing through a gorge and into the jungle. The plateau’s edge made easy traveling towards the Three Sisters.

      The three goblin hunters were picking their way along the lip of rock when they heard a shrieking cackle. Paul jumped in fright and nearly pitched over the edge of the plateau.

      “Goblins!” he cried.

      “Heh. Getting close,” Chekwe grinned.

      “Quiet now,” Hunter warned, although there had been little talking all morning. “Time to move fast. Into those trees.” He ran now, Chekwe following silently, Paul splashing noisily behind. Before long they were among the trees in the shadow of the looming Three Sisters. Paul bent double, panting.

      “You alright, son?” Hunter asked. Paul didn’t reply, but they heard another goblin shriek. Then another, and another, until it became an ongoing cacophony.

      “They sound happy,” Chekwe said. “Poor bastards.” He was grinning steadily now, fidgeting from foot to foot with excitement.

      “You remember our last scout here?” Hunter asked in a whisper.

      “Of course.”

      “From the sounds of it, the goblins are in the meadow under the rocky spur. You take the game trail that heads up the shoulder of the West Sister. Paul and I will climb the slope here and take position on the spur. Half an hour from now I’ll have Paul get their attention with his crossbow. When they turn toward us…it’s your turn.”

      “Yes, Chief,” Chekwe said, his grin now feral.

      “But if there’s too many, we won’t start a fight. We’ll scout ‘em, count ‘em, and back off. Understood, Sergeant?”

      “Yes, Chief!”

      “Go then.”

      Chekwe put his fist to his chest, then turned and moved away. Paul watched him unsling the shield that hung on his back, then slip the war ax out of the loop on his left hip, adjust his grip, and then the fierce greenie took two steps before turning back.

      “Can I use the sword, Chief?” he asked.

      “No! Absolutely, under no conditions, no!” Hunter snapped.

      “No Quamdamn fun,” Chekwe muttered, and he stalked off and disappeared into the

      jungle.

      “Why did you start calling each other ‘chief’ and ‘sergeant’?”

      “Old habits,” Hunter said. “Come on.”

      “Why shouldn’t he use that sword?”

      “None of your concern.”

      “I don’t understand why you brought a sword you can’t use.”

      Hunter stopped and turned on Paul.

      “Shut up about the sword or stay here,” he ordered. Paul gulped and shut his mouth.

      Hunter led the way up the slope. It was rugged and they often pulled themselves up with roots or vines, but Hunter went slowly and deliberately. After a climb of several hundred feet, the way leveled and began skirting the western edge of the mountain. Before long, they reached the rocky spur Hunter recalled.

      “Draw your bow and set a quarrel,” Hunter ordered. “Follow me at a crouch, but for Quamsake keep your weapon pointed away from my back.”

      Scrub brush and tuffets of coarse grass gave them cover as they ducked out of the jungle and made for the point of the spur. Hunter led the way to a low screen of some sort of thorny bush and peered down the slope. The rocky outcrop slanted down from there in a tumble of rocks, a drop of maybe twenty feet over a distance of fifty or sixty yards. At the bottom of the rockslide was a meadow that measured fifty by a hundred yards. The meadow was full of goblins.

      “Quam!” Paul squeaked.

      “Did you just pee yourself?” Hunter asked.

      “No!” Paul lied.

      “It’s alright, son,” Hunter said. “That’s a lot of goblins. We all pee ourselves sooner or later. Keep your head down, sweep the field with your eyes. Start close to us and work your way farther out. Take note of everything you see. Look for the biggest, meanest, nastiest goblin you can find, and take aim at him – but keep your finger off the trigger until I tell you.”

      The goblins had a fire going in the center of the meadow, and the odor of singed beef wafted up the hill. They were having a fine party, too, with goblins shrieking and capering, sparring with their crude weapons, and holding contests of jumping over a horizontal bar.

      And, Hunter noticed, they were drinking. Not only from their water skins, but from V-shaped amphora. The jugs were so big, two goblins had to hoist one jug on their shoulders and tilt the mouth forward while their fellows came forward and slurped the libations straight from the pot. They took turns shoving and jostling each other, giggling hysterically between gulps, and working up a big drunk in a hurry. Rum? Hunter frowned. Where did these buggers get a dozen amphora of rum?

      “You told Chekwe we wouldn’t fight if there are too many?” Paul broke into Hunter’s thoughts with a whisper that was half question, half pleading. “There must be a hundred or more.”

      “Most of them are too drunk to fight,” Hunter said. “You see that big one? Near the fire?”

      There was a circle of bigger goblins standing near the fire, chieftains and ranking warriors by their size and weapons and finery. Among those, two stood out. One of them was a brutish warrior. He was a head taller than the rest, nearly the size of an ordinary greenie man, his hair decorated with dozens of parrot feathers and his neck heavy with necklaces of jade beads. He leaned on an enormous club made of a four-foot-long haft with a fork at the end, and a jagged hunk of obsidian bound into the fork with rawhide. The other goblin was nearly as tall, but slender, decked in a hat of scarlet macaw feathers and leaning on a long, polished staff.

      “The one with the scarlet-feathered hat?”

      “No. From what Chekwe’s told me, that'd be a mojo-man.”

      “A mojo-man?”

      “A wizard.”

      Paul gulped.

      “A wizard?”

      “How powerful do you think goblin magic can be?” Hunter scoffed. “Forget him. But next to him. The big bugger. Tusks a foot long. Obsidian club. Fancy jade necklaces. Feathers tied in his hair.”

      “Oh, yes. I see him.”

      “It’s been nearly half an hour. When I tell you to shoot, you shoot that ugly monster. Then you reload as quick as you can. They’re going to come for us in a hurry. You shoot as many as you can. Two or three would be good. When they get close, I’ll take care of them. Just don’t shoot me or Chekwe, you hear?”

      “Yes sir. I’m going to lie down though, sir. At this range I’ll shoot better prone.”

      Paul lay prone, resting his crossbow on a chunk of rock. Hunter squatted next to the boy and put his hand on Paul’s back. He looked down at the boy. The boy was a good shooter, he guessed. He was controlling his breathing, slowing it, keeping his finger off the trigger for now. He wriggled a bit to get more comfortable, then wiped sweat out of his eyes.

      Hunter looked at the edge of the meadow. Chekwe should be there by now, hiding just inside the jungle.

      “Shoot now,” he ordered Paul.

      Paul put slow pressure on the bow’s trigger. There was a hard slap of the string and the hiss of the quarrel as it shot away.

      Paul’s aim was off. Like most boys in their first fight, he forgot to adjust his aim for the downhill slope, and his shot was high and wide. He missed the big chieftain, but the quarrel hit a nearby warrior in the knee. The warrior crumpled and started screaming. His cry went unnoticed among all the gleeful shrieking, except by his close companions who saw the quarrel sticking out of his leg and the black blood spurting between his fingers where he clutched the wound.

      “Load!” Hunter commanded. Paul rolled onto his back, put his foot in the stirrup, and pulled the bow to full draw, then rolled prone again. “Pull!” Hunter barked. Paul shot again, and this time the big chieftain and his companions saw the quarrel streaking towards them. They scrambled away and the quarrel slammed into the turf.

      The big goblin began roaring commands, waving his ugly black club, and in a moment the gaze of a hundred goblins was riveted on the rocky spur.

      “That’s the bastard that stole your Ma’s cows,” Hunter snarled. “Bring him down this time!” Paul began to draw his bow for a third shot. Hunter stood up and raged his own battle cry.

      “Come to me, you Quamcursed monkey-spawn! Come, to me and I’ll feed you to the crows and the dogs!”

      And they came. By Quam, they came. The sober ones rallied around their chieftains and came slowly and with some order. The drunk ones came in a wild rush and Hunter killed them in a rush.

      The first he speared through the heart, quick and clean as a whistle. The second came from his left side, and he punched it back down the hill with the boss of his shield. A third went down, a quarrel through its gut – Paul had found his aim. Hunter skewered the next goblin with his spear, but this time the blade tangled in its ribs. He let go of the spear and smashed another in the face with his shield while he drew his ax, and then he split a goblin skull clear to its screaming, tusked jaw.

      Drunk or not, the goblins rethought their wild screaming assault and fell back. They regrouped around the core of big, sober warriors, spread out in a line, and came back up the hill more deliberately.

      “Keep shooting,” Hunter ordered Paul, who didn’t need to be told twice. But a number of the goblins had wicker shields at the ready now, and they formed a screen around their best fighters. A dozen archers began sending their own shots up the slope, although their weak bows could barely make the range, and Hunter easily deflected the few stone-tipped arrows that came close. Quam help us now, he breathed. Quam, send Chekwe. And hurry.

      Whether Quam sent him or not, Chekwe came.

      He gave no battle cry, no scream of defiance. He jogged across the meadow, shield ready, ax swinging low in his hand. The goblins were so intent on their march up the hill that none noticed Chekwe until he was among them, right in the thick of their best warriors. He moved with the grace and silence of a green viper passing through soft grass, and he swung his ax with the speed of a viper’s fangs. Hunter gawked in awe as Chekwe struck down half a dozen warrior in five heartbeats, smashing spines or skulls so the goblins dropped soundlessly in their tracks. Chekwe was two strides from the big chieftain when the wizard with the scarlet-feathered hat turned and saw him.

      The wizard spun and struck with his staff, and he was as quick as Chekwe, who barely saved his own skull with a flick of his shield. But when the staff touched the shield, the wooden planks of the shield shattered with a sound like a crack of thunder. Chekwe staggered back, fell to his knees, and stared up in shock.

      “Holy Quam!” Hunter yelled. “What was that?”

      The whole goblin band heard the thunderclap, and in a heartbeat Hunter and Paul were forgotten. Hunter watched, frozen in horror, as the goblins stopped at the bottom of the rockslide, like a wave that had just crested, and lapped back to surround Chekwe.

      The big, tusked chieftain with the obsidian club shouldered past the wizard to take up the attack. He swung the club around his head, gargling a goblin battle cry, and swung at Chekwe.

      Chekwe jumped back, dropped to a crouch, and spun, just in time to take a swing at a goblin who was rushing him from behind. He clipped the goblin’s leg off at the knee, then turned the strike into a lunging underhand swing that cleaved a goblin jaw, then whirled away again to chop at the wizard’s face.

      The wizard parried, and there was another clap of thunder as his staff connected with Chekwe’s ax. The shaft of the ax splintered in Chekwe’s hand. He was stunned for half a heartbeat, barely reacting to a second attack by the chieftain. The big obsidian club missed Chekwe’s head by a finger’s width. It smashed down on his shoulder instead.

      From fifty yards away Hunter heard the shattering of Chekwe’s collar bone.

      

      Chekwe disappeared under a mob of goblins. Hunter screamed wordlessly and hurtled down the hill. He sprinted, leaping from rock to rock, feet barely touching the ground, but there was no way he could close the gap fast enough to save his friend from the plunging stone knives and slashing tusks.

      Hunter was halfway down the hill when a sound ripped the air, a screech like a sheet of steel tearing, if that were possible. Hunter slipped, skidded, and fell, dropping his ax and shield. In that many heartbeats the sound stopped. He rolled to his feet again and snatched out his sword, all in half a heartbeat.

      Chekwe was already on his feet. He bled from his ears and from a dozen wounds on his body and limbs, and his right arm flopped at his side. His mouth was open in a soundless snarl, his silver eyes crazed with bloodlust.

      He gripped Kingmaker in his good left hand.

      As far as Hunter could see, the sword was as plain as could be, a simple bronze weapon, green with age and corrosion. Now it was streaked black with goblin blood. But that simple sword had made that terrible sound when it was unsheathed, and the dead goblins lying around Chekwe were smoldering with pale-green smoke.

      Hunter knew he should keep moving, that he should help his friend. But sometimes watching Chekwe froze him in place. And now Chekwe was swinging Kingmaker.

      The big chieftain was the first to recover from the shock of the hideous shrieking sound. He swung at Chekwe, a perfect stroke at waist height, too high to jump and too low to duck. He planted his back foot and twisted his hips and snapped his wrists and the obsidian head of the club whistled through the air.

      Chekwe was faster. He hopped back and the clubhead went past, he hopped forward and flicked out with the sword, and the chieftain’s right arm came off between elbow and shoulder. The goblin roared in pain, his club clattered to the ground, blood pumped from the stump of his arm – and then the stump burst into flame.

      The goblin’s roar turned into a pig’s squeal as blue flames licked up his shoulder, onto his face, and ignited his feather-braided hair. For long heartbeats, the whole goblin band stared in disbelief, and the squeal went on and on, until Chekwe ran the sword into the chieftain’s gaping mouth so far the handguard broke the goblin’s tusks.

      The goblin chieftain dropped, dead and burning. His warband shattered in every direction, including towards Hunter, who cut down three of them with his plain iron sword.

      The wizard fled, surrounded by a clutch of warriors. Chekwe chased them, slashing at every goblin in his path, and every cut spurted blood and then flame. Nothing he touched escaped, but the wizard and his guards were fleet and disappeared into the undergrowth.

      Chekwe walked back towards Hunter. Both men were panting, faces and arms streaked with gore.

      “Your shoulder,” Hunter gasped and pointed at his friend’s body. A broken end of collarbone jutted out from Chekwe’s torn skin.

      “Holy crap of Quam on a crunchy cracker!” Chekwe hollered joyfully, brandishing the sword in Hunter’s face. “Did you see that? Quam’s bilious bowels! Why didn’t you tell me Kingmaker would do that? Sweet Quam’s gaseous guts!”

      “Quit your blaspheming and sheath that sword!” Hunter ordered.

      “By Quam’s big, hairy…”

      “Sheath that sword, Sergeant!” Hunter yelled.

      Chekwe snapped out of his raptures. He wiped the sword clean and rammed it back into its scabbard. He looked up into his friend’s face with eyes wide with joy.

      “Yes Chief. But did you see that?” he breathed in awe.

      “I did. And every Imperial manhunter with a homing stone will know you unsheathed it. How many times have I told you?”

      “Oh, plenty. But that felt good. And I’m alive, Hunter, how about that? Are you glad I’m alive?”

      “Yes I am, old friend, and I’d give you a big hug if you didn’t have bones sticking out of your body.”

      “Oh, yes,” Chekwe said, looking down at his shoulder. “Quam, that hurts.” His eyes rolled back in his head, and he fainted.

      

      Hunter called Paul down from the rocky spur. The boy came slowly, stopping to retch a few times. He arrived at the scene of the battle – of the massacre – pale and drawn and wide-eyed as an owl.

      “What…what did he do? How did he…” Paul gasped, pointing at Chekwe.

      “Never mind that, Paul,” Hunter soothed him. “There’s work to do after a battle. First thing is take care of the wounded. Second is to strip the dead. There’s no weapons here worth keeping, but most of these warriors are wearing their wealth. Necklaces, armbands, and the like. The jade necklace on the big chieftain is probably worth forty silver suns all by itself. We didn’t get your Ma’s cows back, Paul, but she won’t have to worry about money for a long time. Collect as much as you can carry, son.”

      Paul stumbled off to obey. Hunter laid out Chekwe’s unconscious body, checking for wounds. He had a lot, but besides the shoulder none seemed too serious. “Sorry, friend,” he mumbled, took hold of Chekwe’s shoulder, and jerked the broken bone back into place with a sickening grate. Chekwe came out of his unconscious state long enough to scream a soul-chilling blasphemy before passing out again.

      Hunter walked to the scene of the goblins’ party and picked up an amphora that felt and sloshed like it was still a quarter full. He carried it back and began pouring rum into Chekwe’s wounds. The little greenie came awake again, whimpering and cringing.

      “Hush,” Hunter said. “Let me clean you up.”

      “Let me see that amphora,” Chekwe asked.

      “Let me clean and bind your wounds, and then you can drink all you want,” Hunter assured him.

      “No, no, that’s not it. Something about that amphora. Let me see it.”

      “What is it?”

      “Well, give me a drink first.” Chekwe took a huge gulp. “Ah, good! That settles it.”

      “Settles what?”

      “There’s no seal stamped on the jar, but I recognize the potter’s work. I know a thing or two about rum jugs, I do. And the taste is unique. Good stuff. From up by Nezpot. Only distillery that uses jugs made by that potter is Aerlyle’s.”

      “Wait, Aerlyle? He’s the governor.”

      “Is he? Well, he owns a damn fine distillery. Here, gimme more.”

      Hunter let Chekwe take several more enormous swallows of rum, then pulled the amphora away from him.

      “What the hell?” Chekwe growled.

      “Time to think. We’ve got problems, and we need clear heads.”

      “I want to think about that rum.”

      “Exactly. Why is it here? Who’s running rum to goblins?”

      “It’s a Quamdamn waste of rum. Makes me sad. I don’t want to think about it. Look at all the loot the boy is picking up, though. Think about that. I can use my share to buy a tavern. You can give your share to Dahlia. Bet she’ll kiss your lips when she sees that rucksack full of loot.”

      “We’re not thinking about that,” Hunter said. He sat and thought and watched Paul move among the goblin corpses. The boy was still trying to stifle retches as he stripped the dead of their jewels and trinkets. “Here, Paul!” Hunter called. “That’s enough. Leave the rest. You must have a fortune in that pack already.”

      Paul came over unsteadily and gave his pack a shake. There was a heavy rattle of silver and stones.

      “I guess Ma will never have to worry about money again,” Paul grinned.

      “You did good, Paul,” Hunter said.

      “I’m ready to go home,” Paul said.

      “I’m afraid you can’t go home yet. I’m sorry. But I’ve got another mission for you. I’ve been thinking. Look at all this rum. Look at all these goblins. Goblins coming from over the Saw. Goblins wizards with uncanny big mojo. Something’s wrong. Somebody’s running rum to the goblins.”

      “Who would do that? Why?”

      Hunter shrugged.

      “No idea as to who. But why? Could be a dozen things, but usually it’s money. There’s a lot of deserters, bandits, and whatnot in this province, and not much law. Somebody gets the bright idea to sell rum to the goblins. Rum for jade. Rum for emeralds. Rum for sapphires. Who wants to sweat away their life digging in a mine when you can trade cheap hooch for a pile of gems?”

      “It’s not cheap hooch, it’s delicious,” Chekwe grumbled.

      “This has gone farther than the rumrunners bargained for, though,” Hunter went on. “The goblins got a taste for it, word spread across the Saw, and now they’re gathering like flies to fresh guts. And some goblinish king, or whatever they have, has figured out how weak the province is. So maybe now instead of paying for rum, they just take it by force. Any settlement on the frontier could be in danger. Maybe every settlement. Someone has to warn the authorities. The mayor in Dangritown. The governor in Nezpot.”

      “There’s some Imperials in Dangritown too,” Paul added. “An inspector from the provost marshal or something. We met her just before we met you.”

      Hunter gave a sidelong glance at Chekwe. Chekwe was frozen, the amphora halfway to his mouth. Slowly he lowered the jug and sat up straighter.

      “You met a provost inspector?” Hunter said.

      “Sure,” Paul replied.

      “So Tennea’s in town,” Chekwe murmured.

      “That was her name!” Paul affirmed. “Do you know her?”

      “And now you’ve drawn Kingmaker,” Hunter accused Chekwe.

      “What’s Kingmaker?” Paul blurted. “Is that the sword? What does that have to do with Inspector Tennea?”

      “Never mind that,” Hunter said. He closed his eyes and sat and thought for a couple of minutes. When he opened his eyes, Chekwe was emptying the amphora down his throat. Hunter growled at him.

      “What?” Chekwe sang, wiping rum from his lips. “It’s good! Can’t take it with me. Might as well finish it off.”

      Hunter sighed. “Three things need to happen,” he said. “Dahlia needs to know Paul is safe. You need to get somewhere where you can lie down for a few days and have someone look after you. I’d say Quarla’s since she’s the only person that likes you. And the third thing is that someone needs to go to town and let everyone know there’s a goblin war coming.”

      Paul spoke up. “I can go home and then my Ma will know I’m safe.”

      “No,” Hunter shook his head. “You have to go to town. It’s not safe for me or Chekwe. That provost inspector is here for us. If she catches us, we’ll hang.”

      “Hang?” Paul echoed.

      “Hang,” Hunter repeated. “So, you’re going to help Chekwe to Quarla’s, then you’re going to town. I’m going to your ranch as fast as I can. I’ll take your sack of treasure and she can stop worrying all at once about how you’re doing and about whether or not she can pay your conscription tax.”

      “What about Kingmaker?” Chekwe asked.

      “I think you should keep it.”

      “I’m going closer to Dangritown. Won’t Tennea’s homing stone help her find me?”

      Hunter stopped and thought.

      “Yes. So, you better just resupply at Quarla’s and head back south across country. Meanwhile I can risk showing myself in a village on the coastal highway. I’ll do something memorable, something scary. I’ll set a fire or something. We’ll confuse the hell out of them. Tennea will want me more, I can tell you that. Besides, she’ll figure that if she can catch me, you’ll come to get me.”

      “That’s because I will.”

      “No, you won’t,” Hunter said. “I’ve told you over and over, I would die a hundred times to keep Kingmaker away from Willard. So, if something happens to me, you take that sword so far into the jungle that a regiment of provost inspectors can’t find you in a thousand years. Take it across the Saw if you have to. Do you understand?”

      “Is that an order, Chief?” Chekwe whispered.

      “That is an order,” Hunter replied. “Now, Paul. Do you understand how important your part is? Do you understand how many people those goblins might kill if you don’t make it to the mayor in Dangritown? Do you remember how this valley was dotted with dozens of campfires this morning? This little band here…this was nothing. A fragment of an army. Let me make this really clear to you: if you do not get to town in time, and talk to someone with real authority, and make them understand how many goblins are out here and what they intend…this province might get wiped off the map. Dangritown. All the little towns on the coastal road. All the villages up every valley. Your Ma’s ranch. Everything. Do you understand?”
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