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To anyone currently retired,



wondering if adventure passed you by:



Maybe that’s not such a bad thing.


      The Dowager's Largesse


“Better grab your man there, before he chokes himself to death.” Karsten nodded toward the back of the shed where another man lay sprawled against the wall. His unconscious form had slumped down lower on the slippery straw and the chains at his wrists were now wrapped precariously around his neck.


DaGuss turned to look and then nodded to the servant at his side. “Take our friend out to the wagon,” he said. Then he turned back to Karsten as his tidyman dragged the captured thief out into the sunlight. “Can’t allow him to escape us that easily,” the fat merchant said with a chuckle as they passed. “Certainly not before I find out where he’s taken my merchandise.”


Karsten shrugged. “That’s none of my concern. I’ve delivered him, as agreed. I’ll be paid what I’m owed now and leave you to your…reunion.”


The two men were sitting across from each other on musty bales of sawgrass in the middle of a small cow shed. Bright blades of light sliced down through the air around them, swirling with the dusts of mildew and rotting fodder. It had been a number of seasons since any cattle had sheltered there, which was why Karsten had chosen it for the exchange. A quiet location beyond the walls of Ruheen, sheltered against both weather and prying eyes. As a bounty hunter, he preferred to keep his face anonymous. You never knew when being recognized might spoil an otherwise easy warrant.


DaGuss sighed. “Why must you always be in such haste? Won’t you at least join me in a little refreshment? There is another matter I wish to discuss, and business goes so much more pleasantly over a meal, don’t you find?”


“What I’m owed,” the bounty hunter repeated. “We’ll finish the first job before there’s talk of a second.”


The merchant’s gaze flicked briefly to a spot above Karsten’s eyes and he licked his lips uncertainly. Men like DaGuss always seemed unnerved by the gallows mark on the bounty hunter’s forehead. The noose-shaped brand was an all-too-real reminder of the Emperor’s intolerance of those who danced within the shadows of his laws. As for Karsten himself, the scar was nothing more than a souvenir of his ill-spent youth, but that didn’t keep him from taking full advantage of the effect it had on others.


Like now.


With a nod, the merchant reached inside the folds of his kaftan and withdrew a small box, offering it to Karsten with a flourish of his hands. “In payment of the debt that stands between us,” he intoned formally. “Do you accept?”


Karsten took the box and flipped it open. Two jewels gleamed up at him, shimmering their yellowish light against the dark velvet lining. Phoenix stones, as they’d agreed. Karsten poured them into his hand and hefted them for a moment, then returned them to the box, closing it with a tight snap.


“I accept your payment,” he said. “The debt between us is balanced.”


DaGuss bowed his head once in solemn acceptance, and then broke into a smile. “Now, to other matters. Haroon! The food!”


Karsten watched in silence as the tidyman came back in bearing a wide tray laden with cakes and meats and cheeses. Why DaGuss had bothered to bring all that out here on horseback was something of a mystery, but if there was one thing about powerful men that never failed to amuse him, it was their perpetual need to drape themselves in theater.


As DaGuss helped himself to a handful of dainties, he began to talk. Typical grease words about how Karsten’s reputation was known throughout the region. How often they had worked together. How rare a thing it was to find dependability among hired agents. How singularly talented DaGuss was at spotting it—and rewarding it. Wouldn’t Karsten like to arrange an easier life for himself? It couldn’t all be phoenix stones of course, not if he was on a full retainer, but he’d be well paid and…


The merchant interrupted himself in mid-sentence, his eyes shifting across the tray that had been set on a spare bale between them. Then he looked up.


“You’ve touched nothing,” he said, a strained note edging into his voice. “Do you mean to refuse my hospitality?”


The bounty hunter sighed. Men like DaGuss lived on the veneer of delicate manners that they conjured around themselves, like a painted eggshell wrapped around the brutal core of their truer nature. To insult that shell would almost certainly be taken disproportionately, and to spill truth upon it, Karsten had been wondering lately about just how long he would be able to stay in this game. Wiliness and a reputation for ferocity would only protect a man so far. Sooner or later he’d run up against a hard enough case—or young enough—and he’d take his retirement on the end of a blade. He wasn’t quite ready to hang up his own and take suck from the teat just yet, but it couldn’t hurt to start listening more closely to the offers.


“I ate before you arrived,” he said. “But I’ll take the Empress if you’ve got any.” That was safe enough. The merchant had more faces and angles than a cut gem and Karsten wouldn’t trust the man to fall if he jumped from a ledge, but not even DaGuss would risk the Emperor’s wrath by tampering with a bottle of the Dowager’s famous brew.


The merchant smiled indulgently. “You’re a careful one,” he said. “I’ll give you that.” With a quick nod he sent his tidyman scurrying out to the supplies. “Happily, I anticipated your caution. So what will you have? The green?” Then he his eyes twinkled darkly. “Or will you try the gold?”


Karsten couldn’t keep a look of surprise from his face as the servant came back in bearing two bottles on a tray, one of dark green, the other a smoky amber. Both were marked with the sigil of the Emperor, surmounted by the bird-in-flight emblem of his mother, known across the empire simply as “The Dowager.”


He’d seen the green bottles before, of course. They were a common enough sight in way stations and kherabats—any place that might attract the poorer folks who could not afford a pint, or the braver ones who enjoyed the thrill of the old woman’s gamble. He’d even chanced a taste of the green himself, on occasion, but the other bottle was little more than a rumor. Karsten had never even seen one before.


“The gold,” he said, quickly, before his nerves could betray him.


For years afterward, Karsten would wonder what had made him choose as he did that day. Wanting to parade his courage in front of a liverless whelp like DaGuss was his usual conclusion, but the truth was that he’d chosen the gold because he thought he’d never have another chance to try it. Simple as that.


If DaGuss was surprised by his choice, he hid it well. “To the Dowager,” the merchant prompted, raising his goblet and pausing.


Easy for him, Karsten thought. The man was drinking some fruity spirit or other. He’d never be fool enough to risk everything he’d made of his life on the Dowager’s lottery. Still, at least he was gracious enough to salute a man who was.


“The Dowager,” Karsten agreed. Then he snapped the fastener from the top of the bottle, matched DaGuss’s salute with it, and raised it to his lips.


It was the last thing he knew.



***




A rough curry brush of hot, wet bristles scraped across his cheek and Karsten sat up.


“I’m awake,” he said, as much to announce his own surprise as to fend off the creature that loomed over him. The shafts of light were slanting low now, almost horizontal, and they’d lost their earlier brilliance, which explained the poxing llama. With darkfall almost upon them, Babette had come in to see why they hadn’t departed yet. She’d been with Karsten for many years and had proven herself dependable in all manner of weather and terrain, but she had one infuriating weakness.


“Still afraid of the dark, huh?” He reached up and scratched at the usual spot on the underside of her chin while she pretended to only tolerate it.


After a minute or so of llama maintenance, Karsten’s head had cleared and he pushed her away gently to look around. DaGuss and his men were long gone, and no wonder. Karsten had seen a man lose the Dowager’s dice-roll once. It had been an impressive display, with the unlucky sod flopping and jerking across the floor as the magery took hold. The band of cutthroats he’d been with at the time—hardened men each and every one—had all taken a measured pace back to watch in silent horror, each of them sharing the same thought: Could just as easily be me down there, performing that unexpected fish dance.


For Karsten though, it hadn’t been the play of lights sizzling and sparking across Quinsha Half-Lip’s agonized face that had left the biggest impression that day. It had been the unmistakable odor of magery lingering in the air afterward. The twin stenches of lightning and scorched meat, all for having picked the unlucky bottle from the pile. All that just for a green. No telling what horror steps he himself had just danced upon losing to the gold. By all chances, the merchant and his tidyman had been back on their horses and heading for the High Way before Karsten had even hit the straw.


Following her chin scratch, Babette quickly turned to her other great fascination: looking for food. She nuzzled hopefully about through the moldering floor sweepings and soon chirruped with delight. Apparently their host had not paused to pack up the victuals on his way out. When the llama’s head came up, it was to show Karsten the unblemished pear she’d found. With a quick toss of her head, she sucked her prize in and began to chew noisily. Unfortunately, the fact that DaGuss was gone now didn’t mean his larder was any safer than it had been earlier.


“Spit that out,” Karsten said. The llama looked him straight in the eye. Then she swallowed. The bounty hunter merely shook his head. “Your burial,” he said.


With the pear debate now concluded, Babette returned to her search of the floor, pushing past Karsten as she worked her way further into the shed. That brought her saddle bags forward, which reminded him of the disquiet in his own belly. It was an ache that had been gnawing at him since before DaGuss had arrived, but it wasn’t pangs of hunger that drew him now to his feet. It was an emptiness of a different kind.


Her saddle bags did not seem to have been touched, but there was only one way to be sure. With a flick of his hand, Karsten twitched aside the old blanket that lay draped over the leather cases. Only then did he let out the breath he had not realized he’d been holding. The Sisters were still there, gleaming in their custom saddle sheaths. Of all the bad things that had ever happened to him—and being a bounty hunter, there had been more of those than he cared to count—the worst had always come when he had been parted from his Sisters. There had been no avoiding it this time—DaGuss would not have even set foot in the shed if he’d seen Karsten wearing steel, so he’d had to set them aside. But all that was done now and he slipped them easily out of their hiding place and back into the matching sheaths he wore on each hip. Much better. Of course, retiring the Sisters didn’t mean he’d faced his employer unarmed.


Shooing Babette further into the shed to give himself room, the old bounty hunter knelt down between the straw bales. Three times he jammed a hand into the one he’d been sitting on, and each time it came out holding another of his smaller blades. Then he turned to DaGuss’s bale, and then to two more, each time increasing his bright-edged collection. These were the Cousins, and he spent the next few minutes returning them to the various places on his person—and on Babette—where they would be most ready to hand if needed.


Only after he had completed the ritual and felt fully himself again did he finally raise his hand to his lip. The flesh there still burned and throbbed like a banked fire. He could remember taking that first pull. There had been a snapping tingle and a flash that had seared him like the sting of a drunken scorpion…and then darkness. Now the entire flap of meat below his nose screamed in protest at his probing finger, as though it had been flayed open to the air, although he knew it had not. He needed no vanity glass to tell him that a new brand now stood on his lip to match the gallows mark on his forehead. The Dowager’s bird-in-flight. If the stories were true, it would remain etched there on his face until she herself removed it. Assuming he actually presented himself, of course, but that was a question for later.


Right now, he wanted a taste of the storied concoction that had cost him so dearly, and for that, he would need the bottle. His search, however, turned up nothing. He knew there was no chance that DaGuss or his men would have touched it. Not and risk a marked lip for themselves. Even so, it was not among the bits of cheese and meat scattered across the straw, nor wedged between any of the bales.


It was Babette who finally found it. As Karsten finished searching through the hayforks and scythes that lay in a jumble by the door, he looked around in frustration, only to see the llama tipping her head back, sucking hungrily at the upturned amber bottle.


“Here! Drop that!”


The llama’s eyes rolled around to look at him, but she continued sucking greedily, daring him to do something about it.


Old straw is slippery, and it took him a moment or two to make his way to her, but that was all the time Babette had needed, and with a happy chirrup, she dropped the bottle at his feet just as he was reaching for it. Empty. Then she belched in his face.


Karsten glared at her. “Stupid beast,” he growled, but no fish dance or lightning show followed, so he shoved the llama back toward the door and snatched the bottle up from the straw.


She’d found it at the very back of the shed, where it must have dropped down between the rotting straw and the rough boards of the wall. It had almost certainly lain there, undisturbed by DaGuss’s men, exactly where he’d flung it when the magestorm had taken him.


“Woulda liked to have seen that,” he muttered to himself. It seemed a shame to have endured one of the rarest—and most painful—spectacles in the modern world, yet not have even a hazy recollection of the experience as compensation. Now, thanks to Babette, he wouldn’t even have a taste to remember it by. The green was widely regarded as one of the better ales anywhere in the Empire, but the gold was rumored to be a honeywine that surpassed even the rare elixirs served to Emperor Marghul himself.


Except the stupid llama had drunk it all, leaving Karsten nothing to enjoy but the price.


With the green, the Dowager’s gambit was simple enough. Take one of the freely offered bottles, which were available nearly anywhere, and if you escaped her magecrafted summons, you could drink it down. No fee, no encumbrances. It was essentially free ale. Fewer than one of every ten thousand bottles was said to carry her price, so most folks were happy to take the risk.


For those unfortunates who did lose, the cost was a year in the Dowager’s service at her villa by the sea, after which you’d return home and be immune to any further risk. So the beer would be free for the rest of your life. Not a bad proposition at all, which was why so many people risked it.


The gold, however, was a gamble of a different order. Nobody knew for certain how the rules changed, and the rumors about it were wild and varied, but two stories seemed consistent among them. There was no single-year limit to the time of service, and not one of the gold-bitten had ever come back.


Quite a price to pay for not even having had a taste.


He raised the empty bottle now, and held it above his mouth, giving it a shake in the hope he might catch a last solitary drip, but it was as dry as winter air. Of course it was. Well, no use weeping over what the llama drank. Might as well get on with it. He now had one week to present himself at the Dowager’s villa.


Karsten turned to throw the empty vessel back into the corner of the shed, but then he checked the movement, and after a moment to consider its dull yellow-brown shine and the face of the old woman molded into it, he stooped over instead and set the bottle on the bale. Leave it for the next visitor who found this shed. Let him see it and wonder who it was who had lost the Dowager’s wager in this unlikely station.


“Damn me for three kinds of fool!” Karsten muttered as he backed the llama out of the shed. A trip to the Dowager had not been part of his plan. He cast a seasoned eye at the darkening horizon and took up the heavy travel staff he favored.


“Moon’ll be up shortly,” he said. “If the stories are true, I’d best make use of every hour.” Babette turned her head to look at him and Karsten sighed. “Still, that don’t mean you have to,” he said. “Same offer as always. Come or stay. As you like.”


Then he turned his back on the llama—and on all his supplies—and set out across the scrubby field toward the trail proper, leaving Babette to decide for herself.


A moment later, he heard the frantic swishing of her split-toed feet twitching through the grass behind him.


“Good decision,” he called out. Then he dodged hastily to one side, narrowly avoiding the wad of llama spit that was her only reply.


Once again, they had an understanding.



***




For two days they journeyed along the wider roads and High Ways that laced the empire together like rivers of packed dirt, heading steadily south, toward the storied villa at the edge of the world. There were other travelers of course. Merchants and farmers mostly, taking goods and foodstuffs to one place or another, but folks tended to respect each other’s space, so for the most part, Karsten and Babette managed to keep a stretch of roadway to themselves.


Privacy of the road, however, did not extend to the villages. Karsten had little patience for idle talk, but he purely loathed the inane chattermongers who seemed to hang from the doors and windows of every town he’d ever set foot in. Wizened little spiders waiting to spin news into power. A gold-marked pilgrim bound for the Dowager would bring them like a plague, quickly ensnaring him in their sticky little webs of gossip. So whenever a town or village loomed ahead, he would step down from the Emperor’s road and strike out across whatever field path or cartway looked to steer the widest berth, and so far, Babette had always followed.


It was on one of those detours, after they had skirted past the broad sprawl of a fair-sized village, that Babette halted at his side and raised her nose to sniff at the air.


“We’re not stopping for more stinkberries,” Karsten muttered, which was the usual reason for these stops, but his senses were on alert now just the same. The field to either side of the path they were following was tall with wild grasses, but that wasn’t where Babette was looking. Instead she was staring at the small grove of shrubs and low trees up ahead. The path vanished into its depths before emerging on the other side and climbing a small rise to rejoin the High Way.


“Bandits?” Karsten asked. He rattled the Sisters in their sheaths, primping them for the dance in case they were invited, but Babette trilled a low gargle in her throat that Karsten had always interpreted as “No, and you’re an idiot for asking.” With a grunt of irritation, she shoved past him, moving forward with her ears perked up. Karsten shook his head. She’d always been that way with him. Impatient. As though she had more important things to be doing and it was he who kept getting in her way. Stupid llama. He set off after her.


A few strides later, he caught the sound for himself. Cursing. It sounded like an angry woman. Karsten walked forward slowly toward the trees until he drew even with Babette. Man and beast shared a curious look for a moment, and then they continued forward together to investigate.


“Hello the cart!” Karsten called as they entered the little wood and the scene was revealed. It really was an old woman, apparently in some minor distress.


“Hello, yourself,” she spat irritably as she wrestled with a large box. It was lashed to the bed of her cart, which was tilted wildly to one side, owing to the shattered axle. Two halves of a broken wheel lay in the leaves beside her. Beyond the cart, an old draft pony with a deeply swayed back stood in its traces, munching on the few shrubs it could reach.


Karsten scanned the scene cautiously. It wouldn’t be the first time brigands had tried to waylay him with the hapless traveler trick, but he sensed nothing around them save for the regular hum of a thicket in summer, and now that they’d arrived, Babette seemed more interested in joining the pony at her shrubbery than anything else. She certainly wasn’t staring toward any brigands hiding among the trees. Karsten turned his attention back to the old woman.


“Lend you aid, Mother?”


At that, the old woman turned a frustrated glare on him. She had a familiar look to her, the way all women of a certain age began to look alike, but this one’s tongue was sharper than most.


“Ain’t your mother, am I?” she barked, but then she seemed to catch herself and quickly ducked her head. “Apologies,” she said. “I’d be obliged of another hand.”


Trusting the llama to keep watch, Karsten went over to the shattered cart. It had seen its last journey, that was certain. By working together, he and the old woman were soon able to release the bindings and lower the box to the ground, but Karsten couldn’t help noticing the agitated buzz that emanated from it whenever it shifted.


“Bees?”


“Ayup. Hospitality gift, I s’pose ye’d call it.”


To Karsten, that sounded like a daft idea. A beehive? Then the old woman leaned into a dapple of light and he got his first clear look at her. He laughed, and the woman looked up at him quickly in irritation.


“You as well?” he said, tapping his lip. Like him, the old woman bore the Dowager’s bird-in-flight below her nose, although hers was green. Rather than share his humor though, she grimaced unhappily.


“So she’s caught herself two old fools then. Least I weren’t fool enough to risk the gold.”


Karsten shrugged. “If she wants an open-ended contract from a man with little end left to give, she’s welcome to it.”


“That’s fine for you,” the woman said, “but I’ve got plans for my days and I can’t say I like having ‘em interrupted. Not even for the likes of her.” Then she seemed to remember her courtesies and gave the bounty hunter a curt nod.


“Pardon my troubles. Folks call me Gramma Wax,” she said, nodding toward the beehive by way of explaining. “I thank ye for the loan of yer hand, but you’ve got the Dowager waitin’ on ye. Best get on now, while the light’s still good. Don’t want to risk her lash catching up with ye before you reach her.”


Karsten frowned. “I’m well ahead of that, Mother, but what about you? It seems you’ve been some time on your own trail and now you’ll be set back even more. We can stay long enough to help unhitch your pony and get you up on her. You’ll reach the villa in three more days.”


The old woman shook her head in refusal. “Bees have got to come,” she said. “It ain’t proper to show up in a woman’s home without some token for the hostess.”


That gave Karsten pause. She was being indentured into a year of service and wanted to bring a gift for her new master? “But, Mother—”


“And there’s to be no more ‘Mother’ talk. If you won’t call me Gramma Wax, you can call me Meerah.”


“Alright, ‘Meerah’ it is, but surely you see that your pony can’t carry both the hive and yourself?”


The old woman nodded. “Ayup. Don’t expect her to. She’ll bring the bees and sundries. I can bring m’self.”


“That’s madness, woman! You’d be a full seven days getting there, and judging by your look, that’d put you under her lash for three. Am I right?”


Meerah looked away grumpily. “A whole week, you reckon?” Then she sighed. “That’d make it closer to five days o’ the damned lash.”


“That many?” Karsten said. “Surely you don’t…”


“Don’t what?” Meerah spat. “Don’t have enough years left in me to be giving up five?”


“Better to live them, however many there are, rather than have them torn from you unspent. It’d be a damn piece more sensible to set the hive by and get yourself there the sooner.”


The old woman set herself unhappily down on the crooked cart bed and let out a sigh. “No use in that,” she said. “What difference losing a year to the lash or ten? Without my bees, I won’t last even the one year of service.” Then she looked at him slyly. “Truth to say, they’s more’n just a gift. Runnin’ a meadery as big as all that? That much honey needs bees, and any keeper’ll tell you, ye can’t never have enough different kinds of bees. So if I brings a donor colony with me, mayhap she’ll let me tend ‘em as my service for the year. That much I can do, and will do. Gladly. But without ‘em? She’ll set me to some unfamiliar work, and that’ll be the end of me. So it don’t matter how many years I give up to the lash. If the hive don’t get there, I won’t never leave.”


Karsten could see the truth of her words written on her tired face. No matter which way he left her, he’d be consigning her to an early grave. Not really his problem, of course, but it didn’t sit right just the same.


“Well, Babette? What do you think?”


The llama looked around at him from the elkshrub she’d been sampling and then stamped her feet. She was as eager to get moving as he was.


“Guess that settles the question,” he said. “We’ll just have to get you on your pony in short order then, Meerah.”


“I told you—” she began, but Karsten cut her off.


“And I heard you,” he said, enjoying the look of surprise on her face as she clopped her mouth closed. “Now, as I was saying, you’ll ride the pony.” Then he grinned. “Babette here will bring the bees.”


The llama’s head whipped up at that, her surprise a perfect mirror of the old woman’s, and Karsten felt a warm glow bubble up inside. For the first time in a long while, he’d spoken the last word against two women in the same conversation.



***




Fortunately, Meerah turned out to be more capable than Karsten had feared, and so long as she stayed atop her bedraggled pony, she proved no more hindrance to their progress than Babette was with her willful sidetrips every time she caught the scent of stinkberry on the breeze.


For two full days they proceeded in a companionable fashion, sharing their provisions freely at meal stops, each growing a little easier with the other as their journey wore on. To pass the hours, Meerah told stories of her life as a bee granny, and even risked a few rather bawdy tales as she grew to trust him. By listening between her words, Karsten knew that there had been a husband some time back, and a child, but most of her anecdotes were from her life after that and he saw no point in digging into her pain.


Meerah, however, had no such misgivings, and asked him constantly about what she saw as the dangerous and exciting life he led. “Nearly as exciting as the tales of heroes.”


That had caught Karsten unawares and he snorted in disagreement. “Only in the seeming,” he said. “Most days are filled with waiting. Or walking, like we’re doing now.” Then he chuckled. “By that measure, you’re as much in a tale of heroes as I’ve ever been. Can you feel the glory?”


Meerah laughed. “Depends,” she said. “That what you call all this numbness in my tail feathers?”


“Ayup. That’d be it.”


And so their conversation flowed, like two chance-met warriors in the common battle against time, touching on everything and nothing, but humorful just the same.


By the morning of that third day, the road had begun its long, slow climb toward the bluffs of the coast, and shortly after high sun—a full day ahead of the lash for Karsten, although Meerah would not say how long it had been for her—the bounty hunter and his companions found themselves approaching a well-kept villa overlooking the sea.


All day their road had wended its way between the endless fields, each another square in the enormous quilt that sprawled across the countryside for miles in every direction. There was a pattern to it all; one that drew you in, and up, toward the great villa that now stood before them, and then swept away beyond that to vanish at an abrupt line, leaving nothing in the distance except gulls wheeling in a sea-colored sky. Rumor said that the Dowager dwelt in beauty, drawing her power from the very edge of the world, but Karsten had always thought that to be just fanciful talk. Seeing this place though, he could see that it might be true, with both the beauty of the land and the power of the sea in perfect balance.


Power, however, made the bounty hunter uneasy, and he called to Babette, who reluctantly abandoned a clump of melonsuckle at the edge of the road and rejoined the rest of the party.


“Now, for one time in your miserable life,” Karsten said, “you be quiet here. Keep that disrespectful tongue of yours inside your head.”


In response, Babette stuck the tongue in question out at him and gargled some insult or other in llamish. Meerah laughed, having seen the two of them like this many times already, but Karsten could only shake his head.


“Be that way if you like,” he growled, “but I can’t shield you from the Dowager. If she orders you chopped for her breakfast pot, I’ll ask for nothing save that she spare my saddlebags and the Cousins. I won’t be able to protect your sorry carcass in a place like this, so I won’t be trying.”


Meerah raised an eyebrow at that, but if Babette was in any way offended, she gave no sign and strode confidently along the roadway beside him. The pony took no notice.


To either side, the fields that flanked them now on this final approach were bursting with flowers set in alternating rows. Mareslip, evening lily, melonsuckle, lovers’ knot, all known for their honey production, according to Meerah. Karsten had never had much interest in decoration and ornament and wouldn’t know a cactus from a cucumber, so he took her word as truth. Between the rows, at scattered intervals, laborers knelt or squatted in the soil. Some looked up as the foursome passed, but seemed entirely disinterested and after a casual glance, bent quickly back to their work.


“Probably get a few like us each week,” Karsten muttered. “We’re hardly worth a spit, I’d wager.”


For some time now, he’d expected to be halted by the Dowager’s guards, who would demand to know his purpose and probably wouldn’t believe even the evidence tattooed to his lip when it was pointed out. At the very least, he would be disarmed, so he’d spent some time earlier that morning, rearranging the Cousins until he was confident that a few would be left undiscovered.


In the end though, there had been no sign of even a token force anywhere along their path, and to his utter surprise, they walked straight up the last stretch of road and right to the front of the villa itself, without so much as a grumbling nanny to stop them.


The old bounty hunter looked around, more out of curiosity than trepidation. What now? Meerah just blinked at him from the pony’s back, clearly leaving the next move to him. With still no sign of anyone paying them even the least mind, Karsten shrugged and strode up to the large door, knocking on it loudly with his staff.


“Just a moment,” called out a young voice from within. He could hear the shuffling of feet and the sound of something being shoved across the floor. Then a heartbeat later, the great doors swung out and a young farmwife appeared between them. Pushing a wisp of sweaty hair back up under her kerchief, she cast a quick eye over him, and then she looked up at Meerah.


“Found him then, did you, my Zah?”


That’s when Karsten realized why Meerah had looked so familiar. He had seen her face before, or at least, a much younger version of it. Formed in the amber glass of the bottle that had brought him here.


Meerah was the Dowager herself.



***




“Come, let me show you my estate.”


A stable boy had come and taken the pony away, although Babette had refused to be treated like simple livestock and now followed along behind them. The old woman led the way out from the main building and onto the field of flower beds. Karsten followed, as instructed, but he was still trying to reassemble the world and silence weighed heavily between them. The carefree conversation of previous days was now gone. Eventually though, even he could sense the strain of his silence.


“The Dowager’s name is not Meerah,” he said. Everyone knew that the wife of the previous Emperor had been Empress Ayini.


By this time, the three of them were standing in the shade of a dapple tree, looking out over the riotous color of the fields. Her fields. The old woman sighed.


“A travel name,” she said. “Since the beginning, it has been my custom to observe each gold-bitten pilgrim unawares, though that is not possible if I am known. So when I sense the flare of a new mark being made, I make haste toward it, and seek to meet the pilgrim on the road, to be encountered just as you did. An old woman in some minor distress.” Even the coarse speech of Gramma Wax was gone, replaced now by the measured cadence and tone of a woman long used to power.


“So it was a test then.”


She shrugged. “A necessary one.”


Karsten was still not sure what to make of the new situation, so he lapsed once again into the silence of his thoughts. Meanwhile the Dowager Empress walked him around the grounds. They took in the hives, the orchards, the brewhouse, the carpentary, even the stables. It was a complex and bustling operation, all centered around the production and distribution of the Dowager’s famous libations, and everywhere they went, the faces of the workers bore her distinctive bird-in-flight mark upon their upper lip. For the most part, green birds, but one or two showed gold.


“Why necessary?” he asked, picking up the thread of her earlier comment. The tour had concluded and they were seated on a row of low crates behind the coldhouse, where Babette had found an unpillaged stinkberry shrub and was busy nipping its tasty prizes out from between the dagger-like thorns.


“What do you think the Largesse is for?” the Dowager asked.


There had been a time not too long past when Karsten would have felt he’d known the answer to that question. An old woman, deprived of the power she’d once enjoyed, had found a way to build an army of servants around her, once again ruling the lives of commoners. Maybe even having a bit of sport at their expense. But now he wasn’t so sure. “Meerah” might not have been a real person, but she’d seemed a fairly earnest one, and his memory of that woman did not match the power-addicted old crone he’d always imagined.


“Servants?” he guessed.


The Dowager shook her head. “Independence, to begin with. My son was most generous when I first retired to this place, permitting me a large and capable household.”


“His servants,” Karsten noted, and she nodded.


“Right, but there’s more to it than just that.” Across from where they sat, a field of blue-green shrubs that Karsten didn’t recognize stretched into the distance. Among them, several heads could be seen bobbing up and down where green-bitten laborers worked their way along the rows. The Dowager waved a hand toward them.


“What sort of people take up my offer?”


That was easy. He didn’t know any of the people here at the villa, but he’d seen plenty take the Dowager’s wager over the years. “The desperate and the foolhardy,” he said. “Present company included.”


The Dowager smiled. “Perhaps it would be more generous to say that my gamble appeals most to those who have the least,” she said. “Only, when they leave here, they do so after having spent a year learning new skills, new techniques, maybe even a new trade. They’ve been clothed and fed, tended if they’re sick, they’ve met new people and been exposed to new ideas. Most return to their homes as very different people from the ones who left. Wiser, I hope. Healthier. Certainly more capable.”


“Perhaps,” Karsten conceded. “For the greens. Some never go home.” He meant the golds, of course. Like himself.


The old woman frowned. “True enough, but who is it who risks the gold?”


Karsten shrugged. “Adventurers, gamblers, and boasters, so far as I’ve ever heard.”


“Just so. Most often it’s the ones least inclined to work for their keep or contribute to their fellows. The leeches and wastrels. The cheats and charlatans.” Then she cast a narrower eye over Karsten, taking him in from toes to eyebrows. “But sometimes,” she said, “it’s the brave.”


Karsten barked a hoarse laugh. “Brave? Not me,” he said. “I took a gamble and lost, simple as dirt. No bravery about it.”


“You did not do it for brave reasons perhaps, but there is bravery in you. Along with other qualities I have seen. Qualities that I have been seeking, hidden among the foolhardy, for a very long time.”


“What, you think you’ve found them at last in this ribbon-winning specimen?” Karsten thumped his chest to emphasize his point, but he was still coated in dust from the road, and it rose up in clouds around him, making him cough. It was a deep, painful sound. An old man’s cough. When it had passed, it took a moment for him to catch his breath, which left him feeling humiliated as well as old.


The Dowager, however, seemed undeterred. “Disbelieve me if you will, but I have taken your measure these past days and I believe you to be the man that all of this”—she waved her hand at the entire villa around them—“was created to find.” Her eyes shone with the thrill of a long-awaited accomplishment.


“Once found, I had always meant to charge that man with a particular task, and by that mark on your lip you are mine to command…” Then the thrill in her eyes softened. “Yet having known you a little, I find myself uncertain. I must know that you will honor the task once I give it. I need more than simple coerced obedience. I would like your word.”


Karsten had never wanted to spit more intensely in his life than he did now. Truth was, she was beginning to sound like a tinkerman pitching ill-gotten wares under a shine of talk. A man who tells you how special you are usually believes the opposite, and that probably served doubly for empresses. Still, how do you cry false on the Emperor’s own mother? So Karsten kept his skepticism to himself. And his spit.


“What task would that be, my Zah?”


It was the first time he had referred to her by her proper form of address, and she frowned at the sudden change. “Actually, it is not so very much different from your chosen profession,” she said. “Let us say that I would have you ride circuit in my name.”


Karsten looked at her evenly. “Never heard of it.”


The Dowager nodded. “There is no reason you might have. Not by that name. It is a very old custom. From the earliest days of the Empire. A singular honor for the courageous and the just. In those days, a few such men were appointed to ride about the land, empowered by the Emperor to hear disputes in his stead and to settle them, to seek out perfidies and abuses and stop them, to mete out imperial justice to any and all who deserved it, wherever they be found. Any place. Any person.” She’d emphasized that last bit, but then her face grew somber. “Sadly, that tradition has fallen into ill repute in modern days, and for good reason.”


“Yet now you think the Emperor would vest such power in me? On your word alone?”


The Dowager shook her head. “No. He would not. Although you’ve seen for yourself how badly it goes for the common man. They have no recourse, no court, no champion. It is I who would have you change that.”


“Just without the Emperor’s patent or power.”


“Now that is an interesting point,” she said. “Even as a young woman newly married to the throne, I had some talent for magery, and with little else to do between imperial beddings, I bent my curiosity to its study in my husband’s private library. There I learned much that has stood me well in the years that followed, but there was one particular record that told of the founding magics of the Empire itself, from which even the Emperor’s own powers flow, and in that record I discovered a most curious wrinkle.”


The former Empress paused and looked up at Karsten, fixing him with her gaze as though peering into his secret self. After a long moment, she nodded to herself.


“You see, the mageries needed to consecrate a… ‘circuit rider,’ are granted only to one who sits the throne.” Then her eyes began to sparkle and she leaned in close to whisper.


“It seems, however, that they are not rescinded when one steps down from it.”


She might have said more, but at that point, the young woman who had greeted them when they’d first arrived came scampering around the corner.


“There you are, my Zah! Come quickly! There are visitors approaching up the avenue.”


The Dowager frowned in irritation. “Not now, Seelia! This is impor—”


To his surprise, the younger woman actually interrupted her.


“I know that, my Zah, but the visitor… It’s an Advocate!”


The Dowager’s face ran cold. “What? Now? How could he possibly know?” She sat there for a moment, her gaze darting about as a hundred thoughts seemed to race through her mind. After a moment, she drew a deep breath, settling herself, and then she climbed to her feet.


“No,” she said. “I will not be denied. Not after waiting for so long.” She turned her defiant gaze on Karsten. “Choose now. Will you take this task if I give it? Once the bolt is loosed, my son and his mages will move quickly to smooth out the wrinkle that permits it. There will be no second chances.”


“I hardly…” Karsten began, but the Dowager shook her head.


“Tell me yes or tell me no. Right now.” Her voice was steel. The Empress herself. Ayini Zah, accustomed to unquestioning obedience. But there was something else. In her eyes. There he saw the Meerah he knew.


And she was afraid.


Karsten nodded. “Then I will serve,” he said. What choice did he have?



***




“The candidate may approach.”


After the Dowager’s sudden departure the previous day, things had taken an unexpected turn. No sooner had she stormed off on the arm of her house-woman than a burly yard foreman had arrived in their wake to take Karsten under charge, putting him to work in what had seemed to be a series of pointless chores. Nothing more had been said about riding circuit or indeed about any official duties, so Karsten had simply held his tongue and done as he was told.


He did so again now and took a cautious step forward into the great hall, his eyes sweeping the scene around him. The Dowager was at the center of the room, lounging on a low divan, although this was an older, more severe-looking version of the woman Karsten knew. At the end of her bench, a fiercely orange-red cockatrice screeched once and then began to pick at a gobbet of meat gripped firmly between its talons. This was certain to be Vagesh, the Dowager’s famed familiar and the model for her bird-in-flight crest. Of all the magical creatures that a mage could bind with to gain access to the mageries, the cockatrice was said to be the most powerful. Yet in all the Empire, Vagesh was the only one of his kind ever to have allowed himself to be bound.


If there was a focal point of the scenario however, it was neither the Dowager nor her familiar. Instead, it was the tall figure standing before them, dressed in robes of silk. He had been gesturing to punctuate some flowery pronouncement or other when Karsten had been marched in, but at the Dowager’s interruption, the man’s arms had folded curiously over his chest as he’d turned to see who it was she had summoned. Now his dark eyes locked onto the bounty hunter, like those of a raptor onto a hare, and a sinuous head covered in bright blue scales peered out from behind him with exactly the same expression. A wyvern, which signified that the man was powerful in the blood as well. The newly arrived Advocate, perhaps?


“I’d heard rumors that a pilgrim of gold had been seen upon the High Way,” the man said with a sniff. “He doesn’t look like much.” The wyvern punctuated his declaration with a hiss of its own.


“You think not?” the Dowager replied casually from her divan. “I thought I might make a gift of him to Marghul. He’s always going on about the constant drain of deserters in his army. Would an experienced bounty hunter not be of some use there?”


Karsten blinked. That sounded a long way from circuit rider, but he held his tongue.


“Bounty hunter?” the man brayed. “This one?” His face creased into a sneer of contempt as he peered more closely at Karsten. Then he turned back to the divan. “He looks a bit long in the lobes to be bringing trained soldiers to heel. Even runaways and cowards.”


The Dowager smirked. “Is it really so hard to imagine, Xihara Baj? I’m more than twice your age and I brought you to heel.” Beside her, Vagesh puffed out his chest and ruffled his feathers in defiance.


So, it was the Advocate. “Baj” was a title given only to those twelve powerful men appointed by the Emperor himself, and here was the crazy old woman, actually baiting one like some kind of carnival bear. If the man took offense though, he hid it well.


“Come now, Ayini Zah. We both know that with your mageries, this is not an apt comparison.”


“Ah, but it is,” she replied. “For I have sensed some small bloodtalent in the pilgrim as well.” The Advocate raised an eyebrow at that, but Karsten went one better.


“That’s poxing ridiculous,” he muttered. Him? With mageblood?


Unfortunately, the Advocate must have heard, because the man whirled in a sudden fury, reaching back toward the wyvern with one hand and forward toward Karsten with the other.


“Silence!” he roared as a rope of brilliant light leapt from his outstretched hand. The end uncoiled in the air and wrapped itself tight around Karsten’s throat.


Instinctively, the bounty hunter reached for the noose that now pulled tight around his neck, but his hands passed through it as though it weren’t even there. The smell of lightning and singed leather enveloped him. Karsten quickly sagged to his knees, feigning weakness as he reached around to the back of his belt. The foreman had confiscated the Sisters of course, but he hadn’t spotted the Cousins. Finding one of his steely teeth with a fingertip, Karsten plucked it from its slumber and drew back his arm, ready to let fly. Maybe he could cut the rope at its source.


“Hold!” the Dowager said, calmly, as Vagesh pierced the great hall with his cry, underscoring the authority of her command. The air of the room crackled with barely restrained power and Karsten felt his arm lock rigidly in place.


The Dowager turned to the Baj. “Release him, Xihara.”


Feigning deference, the Advocate turned to face her, but Karsten couldn’t help noticing that the magerope was still in place. Worse, the scene was beginning to sparkle with flashes of light and dark bubbles around the edges of his vision.


“But Ayini Zah,” the Advocate implored, “this filthy pilgrim has dared impugn the House of the Emperor! He must die! And judging by the mark on his brow, it is a job long in need of completion.”


The Dowager laughed. “He does no harm by expressing his surprise, Xihara Baj. After all, I had not yet told even him of what I had sensed.”


Still the Advocate held his arm stretched out, fingers wrapped tightly around his rope of light.


The Dowager continued. “Imagine it, Xihara. See how resourceful he is. How determined. Even when facing those with power. Imagine what he will become when he is bonded to a creature of power, and how much more terrifying for that mark of the gallows he bears. Not just a Truant Hunter, nor even a Truant Hunter mage, but a Truant Hunter mage reclaimed from the gallows. An agent of Death himself! My gift to the Emperor. To be delivered to him by his most loyal Advocate of course.”


At that, the Advocate’s expression shifted, and the wrinkles of his fury narrowed into cold calculation.


“That would indeed be a gift of a different station,” he said thoughtfully.


Karsten could actually feel the cold blackness seeping into him now, as well as see it, and he was glad he was already down on his knees. His hands kept clawing at the light around his throat, but he still could catch hold of nothing. Neither rope nor air.


Then suddenly, the one was gone, and Karsten felt the other screaming its way back into him. He heaved his lungs wider than he had ever stretched them before and pitched forward onto all fours, sucking air like a newborn babe first pressed to mother’s milk.


Ignoring him, the Advocate lowered his arms and turned back to the woman on the divan, stroking the head of the wyvern at his side. “How soon will he be ready to travel?”


The Dowager gave a dry laugh. “So quickly you change your song, Xihara. No doubt the pilgrim would say he is ready to travel this very day, but we cannot send a mage to the palace unbound, can we? If he is to be my gift, he must bear a familiar of suitable breeding. Can you picture a mage at my son’s Court with a hedge-pixie on his shoulder? Or dragging some mange-inflicted brownie behind on a length of rope?”


The Advocate’s face blanched at the very thought. “N-no. Of course not, my Zah.”


“Good. Then it is agreed. The pilgrim will be taken to my menagerie where he will bind a familiar appropriate to my House—a creature of suitable magic and stature for Court. Once it is done, you will then go to the palace, as my ambassador, and present him as a gift to my son.”


“It will be done this very hour, my Zah.”


The Dowager frowned. “You would have him face the menagerie so soon, Xihara? After nearly killing him? Do you really value the Emperor’s property so poorly that you would let it die in the pens before the Emperor has even seen it?”


“No, my Zah.”


“Good. Then let’s give him till high sun to recover, shall we?”


“As you say, Ayini Zah.” The Advocate bowed then, touching his brow to his fists in the formal manner. The wyvern, however, reared up behind him, as though to claim back any stature the Advocate might have lost by the gesture.


The Dowager chose to ignore the haughty familiar and addressed herself to the man. “Now that we have concluded our business, Xihara Baj, allow me to show you my private cellars. We have produced a most delicious arak that I believe you will enjoy.”


With that, she stood up from her divan and hung a hand in the air, which the Advocate took in his own, and the two of them went out of the room together, chatting like old friends, each of them followed by their creatures, both magical and human.


Karsten felt a tugging at his elbow as the foreman tried to pull him to his feet, but he responded only sluggishly, still light headed and more than a little bewildered.


Mageblood? Familiars? What was that woman playing at now?



***




Following his audience, Karsten had not been assigned any further work, allowing him to “build up his blood for the coming ordeal,” as the foreman had put it. Instead, he spent the morning at the stable, repairing his packs and giving Babette a good brushing down. So high sun found him—and Babette—standing at the fence of the Dowager’s menagerie, discussing his options with the sun-darkened man who ran this part of her operation. A cheerful little fellow named Kimma.


“Dangerous? Ayuh, that’s a certainty. Seen ‘em take a man’s arm off more’n once.”


Even the wisps of Kimma’s eyebrows seemed to know more about what was about to happen than Karsten did. They stood there waving and flailing in the air, just above the menagerie master’s forehead, as though signaling to the helpless bounty hunter in some secret language of hair.


Together, the two men leaned against the fence of the creature pens, looking out over an odd assortment of animals that were all steadfastly ignoring them. A wyvern, two griffons, a unicorn foal with no mother at hand, and a dozen smaller creatures that he’d only glimpsed in the shadowed recesses of a small wooden structure, taking shelter from the bright morning sun. These were the seldom-seen creatures of whisper and legend, most of which Karsten had always believed to be more fanciful exaggeration than reality. Yet here they all were, gathered together for the Dowager’s amusement. He watched as the wyvern arched its long tail up and over, almost touching its own head like a scorpion. Then it squawked a cry of defiance and squeezed out a massive rope of dung.


Yup. They seemed pretty real.


“So what am I supposed to do? Just go in there and try to ride one?”


Kimma laughed. “You could do. Save me the trouble of having to feed ‘em today.”


Even Babette seemed to find that funny, and she looked up from her effort to reach clumps of hay inside a rabbit hutch to give Karsten a mocking thump with her hindquarters. Had he not been ready for it, her shove might have actually launched him through the bars of the pen, but as it was, he merely staggered a half step forward.


“Well, maybe I should send you in there for me,” he said, giving her lead a sharp tug.


“Not the stupidest plan,” Kimma said, nodding thoughtfully. “They’s pretty sniffy creatures at heart. Wyverns especially. Always willing to accept tribute. Shows ‘em you see ‘em as yer betters. Been one or two taken that way as I recall.”


Karsten shook his head grimly. “That’s all I need,” he said, flicking a sidelong glance at the llama. “Exchange one creature who thinks she’s my equal for one who thinks she’s my master? Don’t see how that improves my position.”


Kimma shrugged. “Probably for the best. You let one of these beauties get airs in her head, won’t be long afore you been demoted to food.”


“Right. So now that we’ve settled how I’m not going to do this, any suggestions for how I should do it?”


The old man laughed while his eyebrows waved hello, goodbye, and how’s your mother. “Musta seen a hundred fellas standin’ where you be now an’ I ain’t never seen two of ‘em try it the same.”


“I’ll not be getting much help from you then, is that what you’re saying?”


“Ain’t that I don’t want to,” the master said. “Could tell ya all kindsa things, make you think ye know exactly what to do, how to stand and whatnot.” Then he shook his head. “Truth be that’s the surest way I know to get ye killed—send ye in there all cocky like, s’if ye got a plan. Best thing is to tell ye the truth. Go slow, stay careful, and seize the moment what feels best.”


Karsten stared out over the pens. “Any suggestion about which one I should choose then?”


Kimma looked him over. “Well now,” he said. “Bein’ a goldie, and bound fer Court, you’ll want sommat grand. Pixies and mage-hens’d give ye the magery, but you’ll be wantin’ something fierce enough to cow even powerful folks. A beast that can look both generals and vizirs in the eye and make ‘em take a step back. Anything less and ye’ll not reflect well on the Zah.”


“So none of the timid ones hiding in the shadows, huh?”


“Right. One of the big’uns is all I can tell ye. Rest is up to you. So what’ll you try?”


Karsten sighed and shook his head. This was utter madness, but what choice did he have? Better to get it over with now than to stand here and let the water take his belly.


“The wyvern,” he said, handing Babette’s lead to the smaller man. Then he climbed up over the fence rail and dropped neatly down inside the pen to face his blue-green adversary. She turned her horned head briefly to blink at him twice, and then looked away with complete disinterest.


Karsten took a step forward, feeling out the situation with a fighter’s instincts. Then he paused and looked back toward the fence.


“If I get eaten,” he said, thrusting his chin at the llama, “send her in after me, would you? I’d hate for her to end her days pining away all alone.” Then he turned back to his business and stalked cautiously forward.


Behind him the creature master and his eyebrows laughed merrily.



***




“Hold still, dammit!”


Karsten put the needle between his teeth and reached out to adjust the saddle bag, realigning the polished glass that hung from it so he could see what he was doing. Babette belched her amusement, but this time she held still and Karsten was able to return to the task at hand, stitching the small gash below his eye.


“Stupid beast,” he muttered, but even he wasn’t sure which animal he meant.


“That goes double for you,” Kimma said from where he’d been leaning against the stable wall. “Pure foolishness to tend your own wounds like that. Especially a face gash. That’ll scar on ye, no doubt, so’s you’ll frighten little children in the middle of the day. Not to mention ruin what little chance ye ever had with ladyfolk.”


“It’s a test,” the bounty hunter said as he continued to draw needle and thread through the torn flesh. “Of a sort. The day I’m conscious and can’t pull my own stitch is the day I’ll retire.” In the glass he could see the little man shaking his head. “So what do you suggest now?”


Kimma shrugged. “Wanna try that griffon again? The second one? She seemed to almost tolerate ye there for a while.”


In answer, Karsten turned and extended both his bared arms to show the network of cuts, bruises, nips, gouges and tears that he now sported. “It was that second griffon did most of this,” he said. “And you think I should try her again?”


“Well, that was later. After she figgered out you didn’t have enough mageblood to hold ‘er to yer will.”


“Is that what happened?”


“I reckon. Never had a speck of it m’self, so I couldn’t say for sure, but the Zah says ye got it, so I suppose ye must do. Some, anyrate.”


“So I’m supposed to just whittle myself down to the bone on griffon beaks to prove her right?”


“Here, now!” Kimma growled. “Ye’ll mind yer tongue about Her Ladyship in my presence, or ye can do this by yer own self.”


Karsten sighed and gave the last stitch under his eye a careful tug. Satisfied that the repair was clean and tight, he started gathering his supplies and pushing them back into the side bag.


“My apologies,” he said. “I know even less about mage things than you do, but it doesn’t seem like I can have much in me, does it? After what happened out there?”


The little man sucked air slowly through his teeth before nodding. “Ayup. I’ll give ye that. Ain’t never seen a man of the blood stood down by a glimmer bunny before. Not even a thinblood apprentice. Rabbits is the most timid creature goin’—even the magical ones. That’s why they use ‘em to train the littlest magelets when they blooms early. Harmless puffballs and full incapable of resistin’ the bind, so long as ye’ve got even a hint of the blood.”


“Then why did she say I have it?”


Kimma shrugged. “Who can say what she’s anglin’ at? She said it yest’day, did she? In the great hall?” Karsten nodded. “Am I right in guessin’ it was her dark self?”


“Dark self?”


The creature master glanced around the stable to be sure they were alone, but there had been nobody else through since they’d come in and the space was utterly empty. Even so, he took a step closer and lowered his head.


“You know. Dark an’ powerful. Mean-tempered. More like the Emperor than her usual way. Ye follow?”


Karsten nodded. “Yes. Like that.”


“Thought so,” Kimma said. “It’s on accounta the Baj bein’ here. Xihara. Whenever there’s folks come from Court, she puts on that… Well, not my place to be sayin’, but ye seem honestly gold-bitten, no mistake. Ye’ll either find out soon enough or ye’ll be dead, so ain’t no harm in telling, I s’pose…”


“Telling what?”


Kimma shrugged. “Well now, ye’ve seen two different Zahs, am I right? One spry and happy, t’other grim and frightful?”


“Exactly!” Karsten agreed. “What are—?”


“I’m gettin’ to that,” Kimma replied. “The spry one, that’s our true Ayini Zah. The Bright Lady. Only, for reasons she ain’t never set out, she don’t want folks at Court knowing ‘bout that side. So when they pays a visit, she puts on all manner of grim and queenly. The Dark Lady. A right bitchhound, ain’t she? Wouldn’t sit proper, though, her doin’ that to an Advocate and him seein’ her treat the rest of the household all friendly. So we go along. It’s important to her, so it’s important to us.”


“What about making a gift of me to the Emperor? That part of her game too then? A feint of some kind?”


“Well, that I can’t rightly say, but feint or no, one thing’s for certain.”


“What’s that?”


Kimma shrugged. “Don’t matter what she was planning to do with ye now. There ain’t a speck of mageblood in ye to be doin’ it with.”


To that, Karsten had no rebuttal.



***




Following his total failure with the animals, Karsten didn’t even get a second audience. There had seemed no point in belaboring a proven fact by trying again, so Kimma had sent a stable boy to the Dowager with the news while the two men went back out to await her summons by the pens. The bounty hunter was trying to coax Babette away from the wyvern’s bedding straw when a cloud of curses and shouts went up from the villa. A moment later, the Advocate stormed out, surrounded by his attendants, clearly enraged by the lost opportunity to curry favor at Court. By the time the cloud of his road dust was halfway to the horizon, the yard foreman appeared at Karsten’s side.


“You’re to report to the bilgeworks at Qintarrah,” the man said, handing the bounty hunter a small lacquered tube. “Give this to the yardmaster there and he’ll fill some hole with you.” He eyed Karsten narrowly. “Try to give her some value before you drown.” Then he turned on his heels and stalked off to other more important errands.


“The great dam,” Kimma said, drawing a hiss of breath through his teeth at Karsten’s side. “That’s a blow for certain. Don’t often see a goldie sent there.” For once, even the little man’s eyebrows seemed unhappy, and they hung limply forward over his face like a pair of weeping mothers.


Karsten looked down at the tube in his hand, then he glanced over toward the villa. Maybe he should go have a word.


“Nay, there’s no use in that,” the creature master said, guessing the direction of his thoughts. “Once ye’ve been given yer task, talkin’s done and it’s time to get on it.”


A sudden dull throb brought Karsten’s hand up to probe at his lip.


“Right,” Kimma said. “That’ll be the new lash taking hold of ye. Ye’ll have three days now to get up to the damworks, or start payin’ the price for dawdlin’, by the year. Best you see the kitchenwife fer yer victuals and get movin’, while there’s still light.”


Karsten thanked the little man for his help and then turned to the llama. “Not much point in you coming on this one,” he said, placing her lead in Kimma’s hand. “The master here’ll find you a good—”


But before he could finish, Babette lowered her head and plucked the end of her tether neatly out of Kimma’s hand with her teeth. Then she dropped it over Karsten’s arm.


Something heavy caught in the bounty hunter’s chest for a moment, rising into his throat. He coughed. When it was gone, he put a weary hand on the llama’s stupid, fuzzy neck.


“Still just as pigheaded as usual, are you?” She belched her reply and then nudged him toward the road with her head. Then she trotted past him and set off in that direction herself.


“Guess she’s right,” Karsten said to the little man at his elbow. “We’ve got plenty of supplies. No need to waste time in the kitchens.”


Then, with a quick salute of his staff, he set off after his damn fool companion.



***




They made camp that night in a circle of old waystones. Karsten had set a small fire to heat their soup while Babette settled herself down beside it to be closer to the light. He had just pulled the kettle from the flames and set it aside to cool when Babette lifted her head and turned to peer into the darkness. A moment later, something stepped into view.


It was the sway-backed pony.


“Hello the fire,” called a voice from the darkness.


“Hello the traveler,” Karsten replied in the usual manner, but his heart was little for it.


The pony moved to one side and the Dowager stepped past, firelight dancing on her face.


“You travel quickly for a spurned pilgrim,” she said as she lowered herself to the dirt at Babette’s side. Correction. It was not the Dowager after all. This was Meerah again. Karsten dipped his mug into the soup and handed it to her.


“And you travel quickly for an old Empress,” he replied.


They were quiet then for a time, each regarding the fire while flicking sidelong glances at the other. Eventually, Babette looked back and forth between them as though urging one or the other to say something.


“I apologize for the deception,” Meerah said. “But it was necessary.”


Karsten nodded. “Can’t say I know the first thing about courtly intrigues,” he said. “Baj this and Zah that. Scraping, bowing, feints and double bluffs. Get’s so a man’s got to keep so many lenses, mirrors and lanterns hung about himself to let him peer in a thousand directions at once, that he can’t just look at a thing straight anymore. So no harm. I’d’ve made a poor showing at Court anyway. Even if I had held a touch of the blood.”


“It was never my intention to send you there,” she said, “but make no mistake, you do have the blood. I can hear it even now.”


Karsten snorted. “Did you bring another griffon to try me on? Maybe if you watch this time you’ll believe.” He jabbed his stick into the coals of his dinner fire and watched as it stirred fresh sparks up into the air.


“Give me your hand,” Meerah said, reaching her own out toward him.


Karsten looked at her doubtfully for a moment and then shrugged. Setting his poker aside, he extended his arm and put his hand in hers. Her skin was dry and papery, but warm too. She ran her fingers over the rough calluses of his palm for a moment, then slid over to his thumb, wrapping her entire hand around it as she folded her other around his littlest finger. With a brief half-smile of apology she looked down. Karsten was just beginning to wonder what she was sorry about when white-hot pain lanced up his arm. With a cry, he jerked away, leaping to his feet. By the fire, Babette bleated in pain too, and struggled to get up to her own feet beside him.


“What did you just—?”


Meerah rose stiffly and stood in front him, catching his eye with her own.


“I told you,” she said. “The deception was necessary. Xihara came upon us at an entirely ruinous time. I had to convince him that you were absolutely worthless, or he would have found some way to take you for his own. Even my own household had to believe it, because I cannot know for certain that he does not have a spy among them.”


“Fine!” Karsten spat, as he tried to flex the tingles out of his arm. “But what did you just do to me now? I can barely feel…” Rage boiled inside him. “Corpses take me! This is my throwing hand, woman!”


Meerah clucked at him, dismissing him as a matron dismisses a boy with a scraped knee. “The feeling will pass,” she said. “Though now that you have been sparked, you may find you have less need of a ‘throwing hand.’”


“Sparked? What’s that mean? Some kind of mage attack?”


“It means, you cantankerous old goat, that you do have the blood, and that I have just ignited it. For both of you.”


Karsten looked at Babette, who was curling and twisting her upper lip as though she’d been stung. The old bounty hunter reached out to help her, thinking she must have caught a cinder from the fire, but the moment he touched her, the world around him hummed.


“What in the seven devils…?”


“Good. You can hear the Song,” Meerah said. “Do you still insist that the magefire does not flow in your veins?”


Karsten lowered his hand, breaking contact with the llama, and the sound died away.


“For now, it will only come when you touch her,” the Dowager said. “In time though, you will learn to sing even at a distance. As Hassep and I do.” From the edge of the firelight, the pony whickered softly.


“The sway?” Karsten asked, and Meerah nodded.


“Like Babette to you, Hassep is my familiar.”


Karsten raised an eyebrow. “What about the cockatrice?”


Meerah laughed. “Vagesh is an ornament,” she said. With a flicker of light, the fiery bird was suddenly there, clutching at the old woman’s shoulder with its powerful talons and preening, ignoring everyone and everything but itself.


“She is a glamor,” the Dowager said. “A convenience for when I must play at being Empress.” With a twitch of her shoulder, the bird of power vanished. “Can you imagine the scandal? The Emperor’s mother bound to a common nag?” At her side, Hassep stamped a foot, affronted by the term, and Meerah reached out to stroke her neck in silent apology.


“But why me? Why now?” Karsten sputtered. “I’m too old for this. Bloodkin are found as children, raised with a lifetime of training, and you would put that saber in the hands of a monkey. An old monkey. No good will come of it.”


“You’ve seen what comes of the usual training,” she said. Xihara is known by his brother Advocates as ‘the Soft Baj.’ For what I intend, I chose a man, not a monkey—one of proven mettle—but sparking you was merely the first step. If you’ll abide it, I intend now to set an even greater sword in that hand. One that has been needed in this land for a very long time. But I must know now. Will you still take up the task, as you agreed before Xihara’s untimely intrusion?“


Karsten was not fond of hasty decisions, but this required no decision. Even buffeted by all that was changing around him, he knew where his honor resided. “I’ve given my word,” he said. “It is no longer mine to retract, even if I wanted to.”


“Spoken like a man of honor,” she said. “Now take Babette’s halter.”


Karsten grabbed at the lead that trailed below the llama’s head. “So I’m supposed to bind her? How do I do that?”


To his surprise, it was Babette who answered, letting loose with the growl-throated yawn that llamas save for only the funniest situations. The Dowager laughed with her.


“Bind her?” she asked. “Are you really that dim?”


Karsten just stared at her as he reached up to rub Babette’s muzzle with his free hand.


“Why do you suppose a full-blooded mage like yourself was unable to bind even a glimmer bunny?” Meerah’s eyes twinkled with delight. “It was because you were already bound, and you have been for years. To her. It’s not the mage who does the binding, you know.”


While Karsten was busy puzzling that out, the Dowager reached up to place one hand on him and the other on Babette, and the Song erupted once more in his head.


“Hold fast now,” she said. “I don’t know what will happen when I do this.” Then she closed her eyes. A moment later, they flew open again and she threw back her head, stretched tight by some unseen power as the sky shot through with arcs of color behind her. Karsten could feel the ground melt beneath his feet and flow upward through him, entwining itself into his bowels and around the vessels of his heart and setting fire to his hair. For a moment, he could even feel it coursing through his hooves and tail.


Then it was over. The colors faded from the sky, the roaring in his ears abated, and the tingling in his skin died away. With a solemn face, the Dowager released them both and stepped back.


“I name you Karsten, and consecrate you Baj, 13th Advocate to the Emperor Marghul III, and Singer of His Divine Song.”


Karsten could only gape. “Baj?” he sputtered. “That is the circuit you would have me ride? You name me Advocate in some mocking jape, to be flung into the teeth of the most powerful men in the Empire?”


Even as he spoke the words though, he could feel the untruth of them. In the marrow of his bones and the fibers of his hair, something stirred. Not just a hum now, but a full-throated song. Rich and deep. Powerful.


It was the Might of the Empire itself, stirring within him, and the bounty hunter was humbled by it.


“I cannot do what you ask of me,” he said. “Surely there must be another…” The Dowager shook her head.


“It is done and done,” she replied. “You heard my offer and accepted, twice over. What has been given now cannot be undone. You will ride the land and bring justice to those who seek it. Wherever they might be and against whatever foe.”


“Whose justice?”


“Your own, of course, as was intended by the First Emperor himself.”


Beside her, the pony whickered softly, and Meerah nodded. “Now you must go. My son will have felt this. His Advocates as well. They will be shocked for a time, uncomprehending, but by morning they will be here, and you must be gone.”


Karsten gazed at her for a long beat, but eventually his shoulders slumped in submission. This was simply more than he could master. “Where would you have me go?”


“For now, anywhere but here. You and Babette need time to explore what has been given you. But then? Wherever your conscience takes you. You are Karsten Baj. You answer to no one. Not even to me.”


“Just the Emperor,” he said, but the Dowager shook her head.


“Nor him either,” she replied, her eyes glittering with fervor. “I sparked you in the original way—not in the cowardly manner practiced by my son and his more recent fathers. In the days of the Empire’s beginning, Advocates were true circuit riders, selected by the Emperor, true, but empowered by the Empire itself, with power even over him, if need be. It was the failsafe conceived by the First Emperor to ensure that even a corruption in himself could be cut from the world by any of the twelve honorable men he had appointed. His later sons, it seems, were not so noble of spirit and they soon broke faith with his intent, creating their own Advocates in shallow mockery of their original stature.”


Still unable to accept the scope of what had been done to him, Karsten turned to his one last hope. The llama. If anyone knew him, she did. Babette knew him for the wretch of a man he truly was, and not the “noble spirit” that the Dowager had woven into her dream of justice. If he could get the llama to testify to the truth, then perhaps the old woman would listen.


“What about you then?” he said, looking at his fuzzy companion in the flickering light. “Stay or come, as you will.”


Babette fixed him with her gaze and he thought she was getting ready to spit her opinion at him, but then, to his utter astonishment, she did the damnedest thing he had ever seen. Kneeling her forelegs low, she presented her flank.


She was inviting him to ride.


Karsten was utterly undone by the gesture and knew at last that he had been beaten. By both of them. There was simply no fight left within him. Unsure what else to do, he stepped forward and threw a leg over Babette’s back, clenching his fists into her coarse wool to steady himself as she rose up. Even if he didn’t agree with what had been done to him, the old woman was right about one thing. The Emperor and his Advocates could not have mistaken the ripple of what she had done here this night, and they would arrive by first light. Perhaps sooner. Along with half a dozen generals and no telling how many companies of Imperial Guards. Karsten no longer cared much for his own neck, but if the stupid llama was to survive the coming day, he would have to get her as far away from this place as he could.


Despair bubbled up within him as he looked down at the Dowager, her face shining up at him with a hope he did not share. “What have you done to me, you crazy old witch?”


The Dowager shook her head. “It is not what I’ve done to that matters,” she replied. “It’s what I’ve done for. For the people. For the future. For the Empire. In time, you will understand this. I hope.” Then she stepped aside and Babette lurched forward, away from the campfire and its ring of protective stones, and carried them both out into the dark unknown.


The last sound Karsten heard behind him was a whicker from the sway-backed pony, to which Babette called back a curious reply—a sound that he had never heard her make in all the years they had been together.


It sounded like gratitude.


      

Thank You




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



Now there are two of us.


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


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



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



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


Until next time,



Jefferson Smith
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