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PROLOGUE

“Come with me, if you want to live,” she’d said once the dog nose startled me awake. My quick ‘how did I get here, and where am I going’ review prodded me to take her up on her invitation. At least she seemed to have some idea of what was going on, so I gathered up what was left of my life and joined the woman and her dog. 

Half of the Empire wanted to kill me, probably slowly. A much smaller part of the other half thought I was something special, with a grand future, a one-of-a-kind future. The way I saw it, one of these two groups was fools, and the other had my number. 

As we trudged over the crest of the ridge behind my cave the enforcers rappelled from the whispering airship. These weren’t fools. I watched them scamper about, find nothing, then use the flamethrowers. With newfound respect I stared at my rescuer, my jaw slack, my mouth emptied of words of wonder. 

She beckoned at me to get over the ridge, get out of sight, not stand like an idiot silhouette for target practice. Snapping to I leapt away but my foot slid some and I dropped on my belly on the slope. “That’ll work also,” she commended me. “Now just lie still for a bit, until they leave.”

“Can’t I at least move down some, find some shade?”

“Lie still!” she hissed.

What? Why? I wondered. Surely they don’t hate me enough to scour the gravel and sands for me, right? “Impressive,” she murmured from her crouch. “Whoever you are, whatever you did, they’re really pissed off.”

Wow. Should I feel proud? For some time I’ve felt pushed forward by events, forces behind the scenery, and now my exit is getting the big production. Eventually somebody’s going to figure out all these schemes and scripts are wasted on me. I have no intention of standing out, much less leading. 

“Looks like they’re leaving. Give ‘em a bit – one or two might be clever, circle back.” 

So, for a bit longer I laid there, gravel cratering my cheek, a stone under my hip, and thought about how I ended up being pursued by powerful people, by some as a scoundrel, by others as a future leader. Laughter bubbled up in my gut, some spat out past my tight lips. 

“Okay, they’ve moved on.”

And then I laughed, rolled on my back, marveling at the idiocy of the universe. Those fools could actually start a war over me.

“Yeah, can’t say as I disagree,” she said. 

* * * * * 

I asked her what her name was, what I should call her, and she looked around the empty horizon and gave a bemused smile. “’You. It’s just us two, if you’re talking to somebody it’s gotta be me, and if I’m talking it’s gotta be to ‘you.’” She was like that, and during our months together she taught me new ways to see things, to read situations, that were old. I carried her expressions, her saying with me afterwards, and they would pop into my head, reminding me of her and her quirky wisdom.

And when she was done I woke up one morning to see she and her dog (‘Dog’) were gone, and a medium town was a few-hours’ walk. 
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PART ONE​
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Treasure and Terror

“You can pick your nose and pick your friends, but you can’t wipe your friends off on the saddle.” 

CHAPTER ONE

“You had to open your trap about the treasure!” I bellowed at Jedub as we dodged the bullets and feces (feces! Damned ranchers!) all hurtling in our general directions.

“Sorry, Boss, how was I to know they took this crap seriously?!” he whined just as a sizable rock zipped between us and exploded in a cloud of dust and fresh gravel.

“We’re taking it seriously, aren’t we, you fool!?” I barked, but he’d zagged out of earshot by then. 

No matter – just like the rest of life, right then and there it was each man for himself, and if Jedub and Lordano and Drishter didn’t make it through this kerfuffle, well, there were plenty more where they came from.

My feet hurried, scampered, scurried to safety. There’s a problem with deserts—there’s everywhere to run, but nowhere to hide. I imagine outer space is kinda like that.

Once we were all well outside the town limits we separately hunkered down along a ravine.  As each discovered he wasn’t alone there came quick curses and mutters, after which we all opted to keep moving, but spread out. It would be slow going for us in the soft sand, scrub and shingles, but there would be enoughcover and shadows, maybe even water. In time, after a few more aethergun-sizzles, ricochets, animal crap and small explosions, the townspeople seemed to grow bored and the desert fell quiet.

I waited, judging that one of my crew would poke his head out soon, guessing calm meant safety. I’d let him find out for me just how safe things truly were.  I was hoping for Jedub.

Suddenly a sizzle and a shriek pierced the peace. I poked my head out and saw Drishter was down, his red shirt glistening with his own blood pumping from the stump where his arm had filled the sleeve.

Great.  Now that the townspeople had ‘tasted blood’ they’d hang around even longer. Then a voice came from somewhere above—I was pretty sure it didn’t have divine origins, though. “Just give us the map. That’s all we want is the map to the treasure. Then y’all can all go on with your lives, and we’ll go on with ours. ‘Ceptin’ we’ll be rich, and y’all will still be poor tramps!” and then disembodied cackling rattled us.

There was no point in answering. Whoever was talking, I was pretty he sure had no intention of honoring the promise. Even if he did, it wasn’t like we were being chased by an organized committee, with spokesmen and a hierarchy and rules and all. No, the speaker might hold his fire, but just to be sure we understood the realities of our predicament some more blood would have to spill before any deal was finalized.

So, we waited and waited. At least my people had shade, and could maybe access  some water, depending on how deep under the sand it flowed hereabouts.  Myself, I had a full canteen at least, although I was still a little concerned about what nasty critters might creep out from nearby stones and stumps once they’d decided things had settled down enough to chance a look-see. I didn’t know exactly what-all animals called Mobahey desert home, but I was sure there were a few that weren’t considered cuddly by the locals. 

And it wasn’t like those locals were all that cuddly themselves. 

It wasn’t until after dark had well and truly settled in that I chanced gradually straightening up and taking a gander. It was devilish difficult to make sense of my surroundings, what with the chain of moonlets speeding above, each one giving a little kiss of light and a little glance of shadow.  When I raised my head up it looked to me that everything was shifting, so I ducked down again double-quick, bringing my chin down to my knees double-fast, and then when my chin and knee connected solidly I damn-near knocked myself out. 

Once the grogginess passed and the circling stars faded I tried again, sorted out what I was seeing and what I wasn’t, and took a proper look-around. All clear. I called out to my crew and we gathered round, as it happened right near Drishter’s remains. He’d bled out down there in the gully, his blood flowing into the sand and then mixing with whatever water flowed there. By then I’d emptied my canteen, but I wasn’t looking dig down for a refill at that moment.

“Alright, boys, let’s take this as a tough lesson, to keep our mouths shut. Let’s bury Drishter and move on to our next town. It’s called Sandy Aggo, and since we never got around to getting horses, we’ll have to walk. Moving cautiously it’ll take us two nights from after we bury Drishter, I reckon.”

“Boss, doesn’t it make more sense to leave now, at night, since our water’s low, and not waste time planting Drishter in the dirt?” asked Jedub.

“Yes, Drishter’s body to leave here sense makes. His spirit leave of it taken has. Now it just slack meat puppet is. Buzzards eat must, worms too. Let us delay becoming food for them, then, okay?” continued Lordano.

It’s rare I come in second on the ‘heartless bastard’ front, but these two were giving me stiff competition.

“Just trying to do the right thing by our buddy, but if you all want to head out, that works for me. Okay, then, it’s off to Sandy Aggo. “ I looked up, got a bearing and an idea of how much darkness remained. “Now that things are simpler we should stroll in late afternoon, I reckon. We’ll get us some horses, some gear, and maybe be gone before somebody from the town we just ran from gets to the town we’re running to, and spills the good news that there are treasure hunters in Mobahey’s desert.” I tried to make Jedub feel a little guilty about opening his yap and ruining things, and getting Drishter killed, but I don’t think he had it in him to feel guilt – a trait I envied him for sometimes.

I shrugged; what did I expect on this kind of job, in this nowhere hole of the Empire, with this kind of man? And what had I been thinking when I took this job? 

We three moved on, leaving the elements and organisms in Drishter’s mortal remains to recombine in other living things.

CHAPTER TWO

Like as not you’ve heard all kinds of rumors and myths about everything I got into before this Great Adventure you’re reading about now began, but, trust me, they’ve all got it all wrong. Trust me, I have no desire to revisit the dark recesses of my psyche, or to bore you with the misty tales of my childhood. Just know that for a few too many years I’d been skating back and across the borders of the law, doing this odd job or that extraordinary task,  and always keeping down low. 

That’s my excuse for why the anonymous invite to the dark bar didn’t much raise those hairs on the back of my neck, set my danger-sensor a-tingle; it was the money offered that overcame any misgivings whispering intuitively. It sounded like a simple enough gig, just go out in the desert and dig up a treasure. Here’s a map. Let’s meet at a local club.

So there I’d sat myself in a corner, my back to two walls, scanning the crowd for a face, a posture that didn’t quite fit in. I spotted my contact right off, a lanky fellow, pale with red hair. Oh, he also had two bodyguards along side; I suppose that was why he didn’t mind turning his back on the crowd, because nobody was going to give him a bad time. 

We exchanged false names and soon the mysterious man I’d named Mr. Stanley was laying out what he wanted, without mentioning what was so dear. At our discreet table, immersed in the comforting dusky calm where men connive and conspire, I drank my rye, my contact vodka, and we eyed each other, without being rude, you understand. 

This sizing up didn’t put me off; in fact, had he opened up too much too sooon my antennae would have started twitching. Mr. Stanley leaned over with quiet intensity, speaking not loudly, but with enough force to make his meaning plain. “There was this old scroungy rawbones making the rounds hereabouts awhile back, went by the name of Wanliet. Scruffy-looking coot, ragged hair, mustache, chin-beard and a hat. Always wore a hat. Claimed there was a treasure in the deserts of Mobahey, and he had a huge mysterious chart to guide the man with enough money and daring to find it.”

“And what kind of treasure might that be, Mr. Stanley?” I’d asked. I didn’t expect an honest answer, but I was looking to get a clue to my Mr. Stanley’s wiles. The kind of lie I’d hear next would hint at the kind of man who was looking to hire me. 

A slight smile, an odd red spark in the fixed pupil of his right eye – some kind of enhanced vision implant, I didn’t doubt, but I had to wonder just how well could he see into me? “The usual, I believe. Some treasure that fleeing rebels or robbers had crashed with, and the sole survivor shared the secret on his deathbed. Although I have heard whispers that it’s a key of some sort,” he granted me a sly smile, then dismissed it with a shrug. “You know, I have made it a practice never ask too many questions, as I don’t enjoy being lied to.”

The man had some experience with this game.

“A key, eh? Keys are nice to have, but once you have it you still have to find the lock.” The slightest of nods – maybe he had the lock, maybe he knew where it was. “And what happened to this scruffy old guy? Why aren’t you hiring him and his map?”

A cool shrug. “He’s disappeared, probably looking for more cordial backers. I can sometimes seem too intense,” he smiled with his teeth only. “We did some checking on our own and it seems there quite possibly is something valuable out in the Mobahey desert. We also think we’ve reproduced his map, or a semblance thereof. We’ve narrowed the search down to five locations, all in this vicinity.” After that we finalized and formalized our agreement, detailed disbursements and discounts and such stuff, but that’s really not the point here, and none of your dam’ business.

CHAPTER THREE

This wasn’t my first desert, and I’d learned long before that there is any number of reasons why many dislike these bitter barren fields of gravel and dust. Relentless heat, then bitter cold, crazing thirst and the maddening lures of mirages top most lists; people learn soon enough to loathe that mineral tang of overheated sand and rock, the timid pale greenery, the thorns and needles and sharp-edged scarps and stones ready to attack you whenever you relax your guard.  

But what I’ve come to hate the most is the stupid bloke who thinks it’s clever to make believe he’s a stiff-upper-lipped hero, like in some penny-dreadful, daring heat and taking risks that only a mad dog would chance. They aren’t heroes, they’re fools, and wishing yourself into believing you’re the square-jawed hero, ever ready to dispatch villains and rescue damsels like in that garishly illustrated novella you read over and over until you memorized it. Following those tattered stories that laid out, step by step, how to go about conquering deserts, or space, or jungles for that matter, will just get someone killed. And, Darwin be damned, sometimes it’s not even the most-idiotic who winds up dead; too often, it’s a bystander or rescuer entangled in the scheme who’s mangled or killed.

In this universe we need to be clear about what’s real and what’s playtime – in that desert life and death were for real. Some fool made a bad enough mistake that somebody had died, and by my thinking it hadn’t been the right somebody who got killed. Wilderness can be like a hanging judge who doesn’t tolerate fools, and is impatient with the niceties of innocence and guilt.

Anyway, the next afternoon we were leaving Sandy Aggo, our party now of three and now with native ‘horses’ and ‘mules’ heading out into the dazzling vastness as fast as we could handle the beasts. The light blazed into our eyes from the flats before us, dust eddies swirled up and choked us, and the horizon floated, quivering and wavering in the indeterminate distance, never growing nearer or clearer. Hooves shuffled and clopfed in the powder, our animals whistled and snorted, punctuating their mysterious horsey reveries, and steadily, steadily we all moved along.

The more friendly parts of the Mobahey desert were being rendered inhabited in fits and starts, feeding the endless desire for the peace and quiet of retirement. Working on the fringes of these communities was awkward, as the councils were kind of strict about keeping their neighborhood just so; they pretty much regulated away overly industrious neighbors who might have worked, built, farmed, or created anything you could hold in your hands.  Even our little expedition was skirting the boundaries of their decorum; if I hadn’t brought many of the more-specialized devices from the capital city the whole thing would likely have been a washout before we even started. I chuckled to myself; maybe it was just plain hostility to hard work, desecration of their decorum, that had been at the root of why we’d been chased from that last town.

Nah, I don’t believe it either.

But decorum counted for a lot. It was why the vast Mobahey desert had only one airship field, why wheeled steam vehicles were permitted in the settled areas only, and outside of them it was hooved transport or expensive and heavily-muffled lighter-than-air vehicles. No humming speeders or whirring floaters, no chopping copters, no all-terrain vehicles banging and bouncing out here.

Thus, our Mobahey ‘horses’. They were native animals, and the settlers on Mobahey had wanted as little changed on their ecology as possible, so the ‘horse’ that had survived the comings and goings of humanity persisted, patiently setting one hoof before another as it had done for eons. 

In their own peculiar way the horses also discouraged desert travel. How a four-legged beast can have a gait that combines the worst of a rolling sea and a paint-shaker is Divine Mother’s little mystery, but riding one still beat walking, slightly. After a day and a night in the wastes we were done riding, leastways for a while; in the late morning we’d arrived at the first ‘likely treasure spot’ on the chart, dug around and found nothing.

More careful now to cover our tracks than we’d been when Drishter died, we backfilled the hole, smoothed the flinty crust, and moved on to the next possibility. So it would go, I vowed. While neither Lordano nor Jedub was looking forward to spending another day in the saddle soon, and neither would they be keen on digging in the heat and grit, they had to earn their pay somehow.

“Hey, Boss, you might want to come over here and check this out.”  I had been reclining in the scant shade of a big tescoreo bush, watching the shadows cast by the moonlets race across the dappled desert when Jedub spoke up. Once I stood over the pit my shadow fell almost straight down, leaving my feet in a baby eclipse, and my feet were probably grateful, because all around it was really, really hot. “What is it now? Time for another bathroom break?” Last time I’d come over he and Lordano had mooned me; who knew what clever hijinks they’d come up with now?

This time I found Lordano bent over a satiny convex surface, brushing off the dust and grit. “Is this your treasure we are finding? What kind of treasure is this being? A ball is it?! A stupiding rubbery ball?!!!”

I looked down, and damned if he wasn’t right, both with his question and his outrage. This was the third of five likely treasure spots I’d been given – the first we’d gone to a coupla days before, the second had apparently had been washed out in a gully-flood, and as for ourselves? Well, we’d ended up on the run in a gully too, because Jedub had gotten too talkative in that bar, but I was supposed to forget about that. All in all, there was a decent chance that what we three were staring at was what we were being paid to find. Still made no sense to me – I mean, this was it?! A big satiny sphere, looking to be about a meter across judging from the bit uncovered? This was the treasure my mysterious Mr. Stanley had engaged us to recover? 

Strange are the ways of the stupidly wealthy, I shrugged. Spend a small fortune on a very firm beach ball. Jedub had picked up some pebbles and was tossing them at the treasure in boredom and frustration, watching them bounce off, and one came right back at him, smacked him in the eyebrow. Lordano hooted and I laughed, and Lordano warned, “Careful you should be – somebody’s eye you out could put!” and we two chuckled some more while Jedub grimaced, and then I got serious.  “Well, come on now, dig it up! And mind you don’t pop it – in fact, best hand me those pick-mattocks, if you don’t mind, it’s shovels from here on out.” I didn’t know what it was I was looking at or how it might be valuable, but I was pretty sure it would be less valuable with a big hole punched in it. Also, I’d clean forgot to pack the Acme Treasure Ball Patch Kit. 

Jedub and Lordano looked at me funny, and looked at the ball funny, and looked at me funny again, and then tossed up their pick-mattocks in disgust. They’d be at least another hour trying to free that thing up with their shovels and paws I reckoned, so I took a string of mules to the spring around the backside of the hill to fill up the animals and the canteens. If we were going to celebrate we’d be needing water. 

They were resting in the shade of the tarp I’d rigged up; no I wasn’t a totally heartless bastard, I’d put a tarp over the pit for shade, but do you think they thanked me?  Anyway, when I returned the ball was free, nestled in the bottom of the pit, and they were muttering. Without hearing them I knew what their problem was – all along they’d planned on making off with the treasure after killing or stranding me. Now there didn’t seem much point. Not that killing me bothered them too much, they just needed a better excuse, which I understood – I believe in hardnosed cost/benefit analyses myself. When I’d hired these guys I knew that any loyalty I saw in them would only be my wishful thinking.

Well, when you’re trying to scrounge up a work crew on a ‘retirement community,’ you take what you can get, and these two and Drishter had been ‘accidentally left behind’ when their airships had departed. I’d had a fair idea of what I was hiring, but didn’t worry overmuch as I reckoned I’d out-think them on every move. That part was easy – I just figured out a couple options for what I might do in their shoes, judged they’d go with the least imaginative play, and then I worked my counter-move. I was less concerned with treachery than idiocy.

“Well, what’re you two doing?”

“We’re done, Boss, this is it,” Jedub gestured angrily at the ball, pebbles again in his hand, ready to tempt Fate once more.

“What makes you so sure?” I asked. Pretending a knowledge I lacked I said, “You think this is it? I expect more. In fact, I’ll be damned surprised if there isn’t a second ball, at least.”

“These balls come in pairs, you’re sayin’?”

Lordano giggled, then I laughed, and pretty soon we all three were guffawing, rolling on the ground, slapping our thighs and holding our guts. Not that any of it was so funny, it just hit us that way at the time, like things sometimes do, especially when you’re tense and tired. “Well, yeah,” I gasped finally. “Yeah, I mean, are you so satisfied with what we got that you’ve got no curiosity in seeing if there’s more?”

“A point he is having,” wheezed Lordano.

“Awrite, awrite, let’s get back to ‘er then, Lordano,” grumped Jedub as he scattered his pebbles, safely away from the ball, and after tossing me the ball they lifted the shovels from the lip of the pit and got back to work. ”Take it easy with those things, guys, there’s no telling how shallow the other one’ll be.” I found my little puddle of shade again and worked to remember what I’d been told about the treasure, trying to see what I’d missed, what I was still missing, because frankly I felt kinda lost, and I really really hate that feeling.  

* * * * * 
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I CAST MY MIND BACK to the cool, dark bar, such a relief from the harsh blistering reality about me.  Thinking back like that I became positive not one word had been said about big rubber balls, not even a teeny-tiny itsy-bitsy hint. If Mr. Stanley had known what we’d find, he’d held his cards close. Or, maybe the ball wasn’t the treasure. Maybe this was some kind of false treasure, fool’s gold. Maybe it would lead us to the real treasure, somehow. A guy can always hope, right? Sometimes hope, no matter how foolish, is the only thing a man has.

That’s what it came down to – this ball might be a fantastic coincidence, showing up just where some legend said a treasure should be; or, somebody’s idea of a cosmic joke; or, there was a lot more to the ball than it presented at first glance. I couldn’t see how I could decide on which, out here in the field, but laziness claimed this was the treasure, no point in looking further; still, caution and professionalism said I’d better be pretty damn sure before I presented Mr. Stanley with a big rubbery ball.

Soon enough Jedub called me over again, I saw the second ball, and the two set about delicately removing it.  I made my decision; this was the treasure, or as much treasure as we’d find. SI judged that this was all there was – sure, we made half-hearted efforts to find more treasure, more balls, more sense to the whole expedition, but in my gut I knew it was like trying to draw to an inside straight flush. After some half-assed poking around I told my helpers to fill the hole back in, then we rolled some nearby small boulders to help fill the cavities the balls had left behind. If anybody else was looking for this ‘treasure’ I didn’t want it obvious we’d found something and removed it. Let them wonder, and wander.

What to do with the things now was my problem. The late afternoon breeze was kicking up and I could just imagine  a devil wind snagging our ‘treasures’ and bounding off across the desert, maybe catching a thermal and soaring up, up, up, out of sight, retrievable only by one of the ghostly dirigibles that silently criss-crossed the continents.

I stared and stared at the things, then had a thought. I took two of our burlap food bags, spread the seams some and loosened up the weave of the fabric and stuffed a ball in each one. Then I tied the bags athwart one of our ‘mules’ and backed away to examine my handiwork. Altogether the mule + balls package was about three meters across; this would not work with the defiles and scarps we’d be maneuvering around on the way back to Sandy Aggo.

Also, it looked damned strange.

So, I re-thought and then re-worked the setup so the balls hung loosely just behind the mule’s rump, kind of dangling back there by the tail. Jedub and Lordano had been watching me, nudging each other, pointing, giggling – it was okay, I’d have done the same in their positions – and when I stepped back and gestured at the beast like I was presenting it for a prize they just broke up. I had to admit it looked funny, like our mule had some horrible disease, a disease that if a man had it would make it damned hard for him to walk, and pretty much impossible to ride one of the Mobahey ‘horses.’  

Still, it was the only way to pack them out.

The hole backfilled, the treasure packed up, it was time to make camp for the night.

CHAPTER FOUR

Every night each member of our little expedition followed a routine, unless it looked like we might be rousted by treasure-hunters.

After a simple meal I would settle in for stretches and meditation while Jedub and Lordano huddled together, their whispers hissing and slithering to me as they surely plotted ways to rid themselves of me and make off with the treasure – until tonight. Suddenly tonight they decided we all had to talk, like now that there was nothing to kill me for we’d make like buddies. After some pointless exchanges, a kind of eulogy for Drishter, then jokes and jibes, Jedub got to the point.

“Boss, tell us again, please, how the hell these two balls are treasure?” demanded Jedub. Fair enough; couldn’t say it wasn’t a question I hadn’t asked myself.

“It’s a treasure because the man paying us to find it says it’s a treasure. I don’t know more than that, and I don’t need to know more than that.”

“But ... but ... surely sensibleness has that treasures should as treasures recognizable be, yes?” chimed in Lordano.

“Look, fellas, I’m as surprised and mystified and disappointed and baffled and, and, surprised as you are. If you like, we can check out the other two sites on the chart, see if maybe I got it wrong, and there really is some quaternium-4 buried out here somewhere. We’ve still got the pick-mattocks and shovels handy.” They emphatically shook their heads “NO!” “Well, that settles that, then.” Either they trusted my judgment, or they really hated digging – my money was on the latter.

“But who gave you the job, Boss? What kind of fella pays men to go to the world’s sphincter and dig up beach balls? And a sphincter with ‘roids, at that!”

“Beach balls and sand together are going, no?” Lordano nudged Jedub with a sly smile.

I sighed – I had hoped to get to stretches sooner than later, but here I gave up. “Like I told you when I hired you on, and again the first night, and a couple times on the trail – a guy hired me in a bar a long time ago, far, far away. Well, not that long ago. Not that far away. Because everybody has to have a name, I call the guy ‘Mr. Stanley,’ as my kind of little joke – it’s one-in-a-million that’s his real name. He called it a treasure, and he gave me the co-ordinates, and he’s payin’ the bills, includin’ your pay. Now, he says he got the idea from a grizzled old coot who was peddlin’ a map roundabouts, and if anybody knows what this is all about for sure, the old coot does. But I’m lookin’ around and I don’t see him here, so you might as well just let it rest for the night. And let yourself rest, too!”

Jedub’s eyes were flitting across the horizon nervously. “Boss, you checked out this desert, right? Any kind of critters we should be worried about?”  Funny, now that they didn’t see themselves as predators they were suddenly worried they’d be prey. I looked around at the odd long-limbed and angular shadows of the tescoreos and boulders and curved arms of the guarosa ‘trees’ looming around us and understood the concern.  How should I play this? If I conjured up a canny predator might it keep them in line, or make them too nervous? Because the fact was, the most dangerous animals in the desert were the small ones who managed to bite or sting you just before you stepped on ‘em.  

After, of course, your fellow man.

“Nope, no big fierce beasties.  They’ve got the kaiotis, who’re generally timid unless you threaten their pups, and they’ve got the big ol’ ‘horses’ and ‘mules’ that have gone feral, and which you know already.”

“And that we hate. How they ever got a riding animal to be both bumpy and nauseating is beyond me, but the Mobahey horse is that beast,” said Jedub.

“Yeah, it’s an experience I could do without,” I said. “But ya know, speaking of animals, there’s a little drama that plays out here, around the tescoreo bush, like that one there. There’s a spidery kind of critter that spins a web – it gathers up the ferny branches of the bush and bundles ‘em together, so they droop down, and lays its eggs inside that bundle. When the rainy season comes it moistens the eggs so they can hatch, and also runs down the branches to the dirt just below, carrying the little spiderlets away. Now, living just below the surface, in its nice cool little cave among the tescoreo roots, is the Mobahey mouse-mole, who likes to eat spiderlets. And now and then a kaioti digs up the roots of the tescoreo, avoiding the spidery-guys and his little hatchlings, and gets the mouse-mole.”

I smiled at how it all worked out, like a kind of life-poem or play.

“Yeah, that’s fascinating, Boss, thanks for sharing that. Did you know that in the remote region of Temero lives the Temero burro. I guess they call it that because, hell, it burrows. But it’s also kinda like a donkey, so there ya go. So this donkey/burro guy, he digs his home into the dirt, and lives in it. And it just goes to show you that, no matter how far away you go, you’re still gonna find assholes.”

What do you do with a guy like that? Ignore him, I decided. “But don’t you get it, Jedub? The whole point is survival, every living thing does it, in the desert and everywhere else – you use whatever you have available to make it, all your wits and gifts and luck to get through to tomorrow. That’s my goal, first, last, and always. Because the insurance payout, the brass band, the medal, none of those counts for shit if you’re dead.”

“Rightness has he, Jedub. When a consciousness lost is, so there also is a world lost.” With that, Lordano got up and went to examine the balls, still draped on the mule’s backside. Bending over he seemed to be trying to peer inside them, through the burlap mesh. “Come you here over! There something you might want to see is, speaking of worlds lost and found we are!”

Really. Duly I got up and mimicked his stance. Inside the balls danced faint lights, swirling and misting among slithering shadows; in one ball yellow lights, in the other red.

Kinda cool, but I still didn’t rate them as treasure. Hell, I’d seen better gizmos in half the bars I’d ever been in, and I’d been in a lot of bars. After a while it was obvious that gently swirling lights was all the balls would do, so after trying to hypnotize themselves with the lights Lordano and Jedub gave up and headed to their bedrolls, muttering and mumbling with every step. Finally I was able to stretch and meditate. 

The desert’s a great place for such stuff, once you don’t have idiots asking questions all the time.  The peace allows you to sink deep, and the subtleties of desert survival have long intrigued me – in fact, the subtleties of survival anywhere are my life study, you might say. I couldn’t say exactly how, but this little drama of tescoreo struggles reminded me of the stuff I grew up on back home in Kipple, finding how to escape or find shelter or to blend in and make my way anywhere, to be anybody’s friend, and also to fight desperately and without rules when I had to.

Because it is all about surviving, you see. That is Nature’s (and my) paramount value; like I said, if you’re dead, nothing else really matters. So you take the odd jobs, don’t ask too many questions, and keep one eye on the horizon for the next prospect while also keeping an eye on your backside.

From somewhere during my meditation came the question, ‘is surviving what it’s all about?’ I’d lost so much, so many people ... like I was dancing around a bottomless pit, always keeping busy, trying so hard not to think about the big black hole in the middle. Beyond my oh-so-clever scheming and scamming, and surviving, what was I going toward? I couldn’t quite see it or name it, but I felt in my gut that there was something I was fleeing.

As I sat with locked legs my mind couldn’t seem to engaged with the serenity and purity of the nature surrounding me, and settled instead among the intrigues that were my human environment. My times in the cultures of men, whether I was called Zhav, or Chaff, or Jaf, taught me to be flexible, versatile, to read actions and not words, and to be vigilant for the turns of fortune and loyalty. Faces and situations rose, melted, and eventually the usual calm settled upon me and my consciousness focused.

Jedub and Lordano were snoring softly when I sensed an energy change in my consciousness, and I dropped or floated to another realm, maybe a dream-realm. Somehow the balls were drawing me into their history, and I had a vision of sorts where I was an old man, or an ancient being of some kind.

I could feel my body was still vigorous enough to do what I willed it to do, but old enough that it complained.  Something had lured me to Mobahey’s desert, to a cave, but I couldn’t have said what. Only that this meant something, promised to fill a hole I’d never felt before, and would be bigger than anything else in my life had been or could be. Even bigger than that bottomless pit.

I had sat in that cave for the longest time, but time did not matter, I did not feel its passing. My body and its relentless nagging for my attention were ignored, and as the flesh had quieted my mind explored further than matter-bound minds do, deeper into the mystery.

Mirroring reality, in my dream I sat as the blistering days and frosty nights ruled the desert outside the cave, and I basked in the contact of long-gone alien spirits.  Such a wonder—their shared universe was so different from mine, their primal drives and desires resembled mine seen through a distorting lens, their achievements immense and eternal, and still ... what had happened to them? And what was it they’d left behind, that had lured this old body, from which I launched thoughts into the cosmos? 

Globes of color spun and whirled about in impossible hues with no human names, faster and faster, blending and re-combining into astral rainbows, anchored always in some odd unnamable formations, obvious to alien eyes, now over-mapped with inhuman sensibilities. The draw was here, the answer in my hands in Mobahey’s desert, and I had to find it. But I would need help. I would need somebody younger, hungrier, without caution.

I wanted somebody like Jaf Daskal.

Gently I lowered my gaze from the third eye, excited and exhausted by my journey through time. I looked about, just in time to see the hatted silhouette settle behind a boulder. That was no kaioti, nor guarosa, I could sense that.  But there was also no need to chase it down or fret; I knew exactly who it was, what he wanted now. In good time we’d have our meeting, and then I would get some answers to questions large and small. 

I sensed also that I hadn’t been the first to have this alien and fantastic vision. Somehow the old coot had shared it with me.

Next morning we three got an early start, hoping to beat the worst of the heat. My vote was to take it easy, spend two days trekking back to Sandy Aggo. After all, we had food for another week and a half, and it wasn’t like banditos were lurking on the way, awaiting an opportunity to steal our precious treasure. My companions, however, were emotionally done with this whole expedition, and were eager to get back to town – for what, they couldn’t say, although my nose told me bathing would be a good start.

On the way out we’d all talked eagerly about our adventure, and tolerated the endless blistering plain and horses; now, tired, bewildered and frustrated, every moment was torment. You can see why we were all kind of grumpy.

So, we headed on back to town, around the hills, past the scarps and draws, and lastly across the great talcy dry-lake bed as darkness settled in good and thick as it can only in the desert. Anyhow, we finally descended into town –an underground town mostly, with skylights here and there—around midnight; too tired to talk, almost too sore to walk, we unpacked, stabled the horses and mules, and got ourselves some rooms. My head hit the pillow not long before dawn.

When I awoke around noon I had things to do. I bathed, got some decent food, went to the bank for a draw to pay the boys, and finally left the signal for a meeting with Wanliet that evening.

Mr. Stanley wouldn’t know if I took one day extra; hell, for all he knew we were still out eating sand at Site Number Three or Four. I felt sure he had lots of other charities to defraud, officials to suborn, and agents to flip, keeping him occupied while I had a quick meeting with the scruffy old coot with the hat, Wanliet.

CHAPTER FIVE

Wanliet and I met up at the Clear Spot, a surrealistically clean and well-lighted place that he had picked out because he wanted to avoid his usual haunt, the Pompadour Swamp. That was where he’d tracked me down weeks ago, when I was organizing our little expedition. In the Swamp he’d explained no more than he felt he needed to, just enough to snare me in his weird web of skewed reality.

The Spot was also hard by one of the openings from the underground town to the surface, making it easy to disappear from Sandy Aggo just by going up a flight of stairs and running. 

That Wanliet was a funny sort of ascetic I knew, but just how funny I had no idea yet. As per my usual precaution I’d gotten there a little early, so first I went up the few steps to ground level and gazed at the moonlets of Mobahey’s rings as they raced across the darkening sky, irregular boulders sparking their tumbles through the heavens. 

By the time Wanliet came to my table I was drinking some liquid concoction of the area called vagahey, made from the essences of local succulents and cacti. It’s an odd thing, but in places like the Clear Spot even water has a phony flavor to it, so I avoid it and instead sample the local beverages. I wasn’t sure if this Mobahey vagahey I’d started with was a quality example or not, but I sure didn’t care for it. For his part W ordered a quetali, which I learned later is the same thing as vagahey, but with some of the nasty removed. When I switched over to his choice it turned out that the extra time and attention was just what the vagahey needed to get rid of the stickers in the liquors (or, so Wanliet put it). After a few more samples I found I’d even developed a taste for the stuff, but this all took a long time, and because of Wanliet’s ... ‘eccentric’ ... take on things, the extra time was spent in equal parts enlightenment and aggravation. 

I wanted answers, and he either couldn’t or wouldn’t give them to me, leastways not in a way I could wrap my head around. Finally, I’d had enough of his coy games. “Okay, Wanliet, I stuck my neck out with you to get this, this, treasure, and what’s it turn out to be? What the hell was this all about? I mean, okay, so we found the treasure, am I right? But what exactly is it that we found out there, Wanliet? What is this damned treasure?”

“You tell me. Tell me the whole journey, every detail. Because that’s part of what you found out there.”

We were supposed to be having a discreet secret meeting in a public place – and that’s all that kept me from pounding the table and yelling. And I also didn’t want to spill my drink – so I kinda hissed at him. “You fool! Man, I wasn’t on some mystic vision quest!” A deep breath, slowly released. “Look, if I tell you everything that happened we’ll be here for hours more, and it’s mostly unimportant drudgery, anyway. I ate dust, I kicked and coaxed and threatened the beasts and Jedub and Lordano, – well, okay, same difference there – all that and waaaay too much sun and heat. You were out there, I saw you, you know what it’s like. Oh, and Drishter was killed.”

He smirked. “You barely missed the hot season, just before you got here and found my reason.” He paused a bit, tilted his head peering at me. “But I’m thinking somebody’s had too much to think.” He nodded sagely, leaned forward and went on, his hands gesturing, elaborating.

“Look, the tale’s in the details, the details are the tale. Now, did you bring my map, so you could show me everything?”

Far from getting clarity, I was getting frustration. “No, you weirdo, your map was a joke! It was huge! What’s the point of a map almost as big as the territory? And, anyway, you were there too, weren’t you? That was you ducking behind boulders out there, right? Or was that some other top-hatted weirdo out there?”

“You miss the point, because your thoughts are pointed. What’s the value in a map any smaller than what I gave you?” he shrugged, his gravelly voice sounding very reasonable. “There’s no zing, no tang, it’s a mess without zest, it’s like it’s dehydrated. I’ll grant you, in Mobahey that’s not as great a loss as on some other provinces, but still, it’s lost with some cost. This desert’s far richer than any two-dimensional picture.”

“Ya know, W, since forever the Empire has had electronic maps with rolling displays that show any place on the continent, in any scale you want. What made you stick with that old folded paper thing?”

“Those other maps, they’re all too flat, like warm beer. What about the essences, the perfumes and textures that also let us sense where we are? How can you savor the flavor of the neighbors, the scents of piquant sequins of dust and stars, always surrounding and compounding them and thars? Any map can tell you how far it is to somewhere, but what if it’s too near from here to there, and too far from near to here? Then where does your precious rolling display take you? Sometimes, when we're lost, we refuse a map. The map might reveal that you’ve made a mistake, that you’re wrong, lost without a song. Lacking a map, you're not just wrong, but you're also a sap. A map won’t whisk you where you need to be, but should guide you where you’ll better see,” and then he settled back like that settled things.

It was obvious that his absent paper map was also flat, but there was no point in going down that road. “Look,” I seethed, “you grizzled old freak, we weren’t out there to do some study of Mobahey, or to find enlightenment, we were out there to grab us some treasure. And now I want to know what in creation it was we brought back! When you explained all this to me it all sounded so clean! ‘Stanley’s far off doing whatever he does, there’s no way for him to track what’s going on here’, but there’s still a risk, right? If I’m going to cheat ‘Stanley’ of his treasure, I want to make damn sure it’s worth it! Otherwise, our deal’s off, and ‘Stanley’ can have his precious balls!” This was almost the same demand Jedub and Lordano had made of me; this drew me up short. Another road I didn’t care to go down – thinking and acting like Jedub and Lordano. That was a path to avoid, I had to shift, change my focus, keep talking and stop thinking, or the other way around, so I calmed down, sighed bigtime and changed my fulcrum. “Okay, W, you first. You tell me how you came up with this map in the first place.”

“There’s a cave, a hole in a hill, where I hid from a storm like a mole you can’t kill. Inside the cave in a kind of a nave were strange symbols and paintings and what you’d call writing, I guess, and I sensed also power, a wowser like a dowser in the deeps. Mobahey had no aborigines, so what was their source of the symbols, and of course I had to unscrew the inscrutable, so I sat and I sat and I stared and I peered and I pored on the weird and I wondered and pondered and blundered and wandered and, in
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