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The Bakehouse Freak

“I said keep yer distance!”

Karsten continued to hold his staff level, its blunt end pressed firmly into the llama’s breastbone while the salamanders rained down around them.

His dreams had been troubled in recent days. Scarcely a minute ago, he’d been a winged salamander himself, swooping nervously among the hawks and trying to avoid being eaten. Now here he was, standing next to his bedroll as real salamanders rained from a cloudless sky.

Babette blinked at him over the staff and managed to convey her entire opinion on the matter. You think I had something to do with this? Don’t be silly. But with contact between them now broken, the squall of reptiles broke as well. One last newt bounced from Babette’s muzzle—earning an indignant hmpf of complaint—and then it was over.

The bounty hunter watched her shoo her assailant off into the tall grass with a wave of her foot—as though everything was back to normal and she was just tidying up the parlor—but he wasn’t taking any chances. His staff remained firmly in place.

“Yer lucky ye waited til now,” he said, watching her carefully for any further signs of madness. “Yesternight it was walruses.” He shuddered at the memory, but Babette paid no heed and twisted around to nip at some minor irritation on her shoulder. After a few moments watching his carrybeast groom herself and continue to ignore him, he decided the fit must truly have passed.

With a sigh, the old man let the end of his staff drop into the grass and leaned back to stretch. A breath of air was chilling through the glade—and through his plums too, he realized. Karsten looked down. In all the excitement, his bedroll had fallen into a heap at his feet. He wasn’t a particularly modest sort, but at his age, cold plums were something a man didn’t trifle with, so he stooped over and snatched his shortclothes from where he’d left them drying by the fire.

He was just getting them snugged into place when he stepped to the side and almost tripped over the drinkskin at his feet. Realization washed through him with a low groan.

“Of all the… Is that what this was about?”

The applewife back in Tarakan had gifted them with a skin of her best cider in exchange for services rendered, but knowing Babette’s weakness for the stuff, Karsten had taken to sleeping with it in his bedroll each night. Just to be sure there’d be a few drops left for him.

“Yer stomach’ll be the death of us both,” he said, shaking his head in consternation. But in truth, he was relieved. No madness had possessed her after all. She’d just been making a play for the hooch and brushed his hand in passing. It had been an accident.

Still, even accidents had consequences.

“He’ll be coming now,” the old man grumbled. “Here. Seeing as ye’ve gone and told him where here is.”

Babette ducked her head and looked away. At least she had the good sense to be embarrassed.

Real shame too. This was a pretty glade they’d found, quiet, with rabbits for the taking and a sparkling fish brook down the one side. They’d been planning to spend the morning here, refreshing themselves and considering their next move, but now they’d have to leave. And quickly.

It was two months gone now since the dowager had laid her trap for them, igniting the potential within their blood and binding them to her crazy scheme. But that binding had rung a bell of sorts, attracting the attention of the most powerful mage in the realm. And now the Emperor himself was hunting them, jealous of the power they’d been given and eager to take it for himself. In the face of that, dreams of powerlessness and pursuit seemed only natural.

But the power was a puzzle that had so far defied solution; a knot that just kept folding back on itself every time he tried to unravel it, maddening him further with every loop and contradiction. To learn the use of magery, they’d need to touch it, but touching it would bring their pursuers, whom they might be able to fight off, if only they knew how to use their magery. Round and round it went, until his head began to ache from the chase. And until he solved it, they would have to keep running.

Irritated now, he pulled his undertunic on over his head and yanked it sharply down into place. It just wasn’t right. He was a bounty hunter. Had been for decades. Running was something the other guy did.

With more violence than was strictly necessary, he shrugged his leather brigandine on over the tunic and then snatched up his bedroll from the grass.

“Staying or coming?” he barked as he stuffed it into the llama’s panniers. It was the same invitation he offered her every morning, but today he picked up his staff and stalked off toward the road without waiting to learn her answer.

A pox on lofty nobles and all their tainted schemes!

Fortunately, Babette followed. For a while.







“Oh, stop yer whinging and get a move on,” Karsten growled. “It’s a joke. There ain’t no such thing and you know it.”

With a shake of her head, Babette declared that she knew no such fact. Then she planted her feet firmly on the road, and refused to take another step.

Karsten sighed. It was his own poxing fault. He never should have read the sigils aloud in the first place. There were three of them slashed into the mile marker at the side of the road.

Danger. Bakehouse. Monster.

The “1” above them suggested there was some kind of town ahead, but that part was carved and painted, all neat and official. The traveler runes were below that, cut hastily into the post with a blade. Only trouble was, they were arranged in a triangle, so it was hard to guess what order to take them.

“Could be a monster-big cake,” he tried, “and a caution not to eat too much.”

Babette shot him a look and he shrugged. “Didn’t say you were an idjit. Just saying the sign ain’t clear. That’s the problem with runes. Too vague to make a proper warning. This could mean anything. Maybe their bread is a danger. Poisonous to monsters.”

But Babette wasn’t ready to be jollied along and Karsten couldn’t afford for this to turn into one of those all-day huffs she sometimes boiled up. There’d been a snatch of worldsong on the wind earlier, somewhere back behind them. Short enough that he hadn’t even been sure he’d heard it, but Babette’s ears had twitched at it too. It had been real. The Emperor, most like. Which meant there’d be men on their tail now. Bounty men, like himself, only better paid and better armed. And younger legs, too.

“Alright,” he said, with a casual shrug. “You wait here then and keep an eye. I’ll scout ahead.”

Babette swung around to look behind, her head dropped low and her ears flinching. When she turned back to him, he knew he’d won. Compared to facing an angry Emperor-mage on her own, the risk of maybe having to eat her way through a monster made of sweetloaf suddenly didn’t seem so bad.

With the issue settled, the bounty hunter thumped his staff once on the road for luck, and then set off at a brisk stride, leaving Babette to fall in behind. But if he’d been hoping the journey would brighten her mood, he was disappointed. Even the terrain seemed sullen and ill-tempered. The trees and grasses that had flanked the road all morning thinned out now as the road crested and then dropped. Below, a twisting gorge lay stretched out to either side, like a festering wound in the landscape. As they descended toward it, the soil thinned, rocks emerged, and moss that might once have been green lay black and oozing over everything. The air was heavy with the whiff of rot.

By the time they reached the town at the edge of the gorge, little vegetation remained. Just a few scattered dwarf pines stabbing up out of the crevices like twisted daggers thrusting for the eye of the sky. The ones nearest the road were bleached white and long dead, while those further back were still black and weeping with the last stages of gangrenous decay.

The pair drew closer together on the narrow track as they threaded between a small cluster of buildings, responding to some instinct that told them to watch each other’s backs. These might have once been homes, but they were tumbled down now. Broken. Empty. Eerie. They’d only just passed through when Karsten looked ahead and came to a stop with a curse.

In front of them lay the chasm of the gorge itself. An old stone bridge carried the road easily to the other side, but getting there was going to be a problem. Off to the right, a mill had once stood vigil over the crossing, but like its neighbors, that too now lay in ruins and the heap of its debris lay sprawled across the road.

Karsten scanned the mess, looking for a way through, but after a moment, he realized he’d been wrong. It wasn’t a heap of bricks he was seeing at all.

It was a heap of bodies. Animals mostly, not people. He could make out bits of horse and goat, the haunch of a bear, a sow. All of it rotting. All of it stinking. But it didn’t matter. Brick or bone, it still formed a wall about as tall as himself that completely blocked their path. It would take an entire day to clear a way through it. Maybe two.

A day or two that they did not have.

Babette burbled softly, tossing her head to the left, and Karsten turned. Another building stood back a piece from the road, hidden behind a stand of sickly trees. It was in rough repair, but not as bad as the rest. Nor as abandoned. A soft light glowed from within its only window and now that Babette had pointed it out, the bounty hunter could smell hints of a wood fire and fresh bread teasing at him from behind the stagnant blanket of death and decay that ruled this place. Trust the llama to have smelled it first.

“That’ll be the bread monster,” he said. “Best you wait here.” Babette nodded gladly.

With the llama watching his back, Karsten padded cautiously up the path, his eyes scanning the house ahead, looking for signs of trouble. The double-wide chimney marked it as a bakehouse, but that had not spared the place entirely from whatever calamity had happened here. A splintered roof beam jutted up out of sunken thatch at one end, and the front door stood loose between its jambs. It had obviously been battered from its hinges at some earlier date and then just set back into the hole to block the wind.

The bounty hunter approached warily. A small placard beside the door confirmed the original owner of the place. “Bakemaster Khabir.” Rather than risk knocking the door askew, he reached up with his staff and rapped loudly against the stone lintel.

“Hello, the bakehouse!” he called.

The absence of wind gave an eerie throb to the silence that answered and the old man looked back down to the road, sharing an uncertain shrug with Babette.

After a long moment of silence, he lifted his staff and rapped again, louder this time. But before he could repeat his greeting, an irritated voice shouted from within.

“Go away!” Then the shutters on the window banged shut and a bar could be heard falling into place behind them. “We’re closed!”

“Yup, that’s a monster,” the bounty hunter muttered. Then he turned away and headed back down to the road.

In every monster tale he’d ever heard, the creatures had always started out as unusual folks who just wanted to be left to themselves. The word “monster” never got called into it til some fool happened along that wasn’t willing to leave ’em be. Made ye wonder who the poxing monster really was.

“No help there,” he said, when he reached the road and came to a halt at the llama’s side. Not close enough to risk another accidental touch, but given the mood of this squalid little place, it felt good to be near something warm and breathing.

So they stood there for a time, basking in each other’s pulse while Karsten surveyed the problem ahead. And it truly was a problem. Without the bridge, the gorge below was impassable. Two hundred strides from side to side and choked with dense forest and spars of jagged rock. If they couldn’t find a way to the bridge, they’d have no choice but to head back the way they’d come and try to find a side-route before their pursuers overtook them.

Babette clopped her feet nervously and shifted a little beside him, but Karsten wasn’t fooled.

“Hey, none of that,” he said, drawing his hands back beyond her reach. She was getting nervous now, and looking for solutions of her own. Even crazy ones like magery. He resented the dowager’s “gift” more with every passing day. More like “slave-chain,” far as he could see, binding him to hunt her bounties instead of his own, but too wild and unpredictable to be of actual use.

“Any magery we tried on that blockage we’d be as like to do to the bridge itself,” he said.

Babette didn’t look convinced, but the bounty hunter was in no mood for a debate, so he clapped his hands together decisively. Time to get things moving again.

“We can’t go down, and we can’t go back,” he said, “so it’ll have to be over.”

Babette’s eyes flicked nervously ahead and then back to him. They could both see that the heap ran right to the canyon’s lip in a rotting, slippery mess, but to her credit, after a brief shudder of dread, she gave him a tight nod of acceptance. She still wouldn’t take a step until he’d scouted a safe route, but at least she’d be willing if he found one. So he left her there to watch from her usual safe distance and strode forward to take a closer look.

Slippage would be the biggest concern, and not just their feet. The pile itself looked unstable, as if any route he chose would lead straight to ruin. Warily, the old man hefted his staff and poked at the largest lump in front of him, but to his surprise, it held firm. He poked it again, harder, and when it still didn’t sag or slide away, he shot a reassuring grin back at the llama and then stepped confidently up onto it to continue his exploration.

At first, he’d worried that every step would be his last, slurping him into a headlong slide to the bottom of the abyss, but the pile was proving to be surprisingly stable, as if each gobbet of decaying flesh had coagulated into place. Still, that was only with the weight of one wiry old man. The real test would be a fully-grown and loaded llama. They’d passed worse blockades in their years together, but Babette was not going to like this one. Not with how close she’d have to come to the edge. And to the bodies.

“Looks fine,” he said, as he clambered back down to join her. “Firmer than it looks. Just stay to the right and take yer own pace. This’d be a bad time to go prancing off in one of yer snits.”

That earned him a roll of her eyes and a grumble, but when he cocked his head and motioned for her to follow, she did.

Karsten wanted to give her the shortest path possible, so he led her around the pile as far as he dared before starting his climb, knowing she would watch his foot placement and match them as best she could. He skirted a nasty little puddle and splashed at it with the end of his staff to be sure she saw it.

And then the entire pile heaved under his feet.

“What the poxing—” But his voice was drowned out by a bellow from above.

“Pony!”

Upended, Karsten threw himself away from the gorge, toward the roadway, and rolled hard, coming up with his staff at the ready, his head swiveling as he scanned for the llama, but she was nowhere to be seen. “Babette!” he called. Then a yowl of llamish displeasure jerked his attention upward, to a sight that momentarily left the bounty hunter stunned.

The pile of bones and meat had climbed to its feet and now towered over him. A meat golem of some kind, with horns and hooves sticking out in random sprouts all over. It had snatched Babette up in its greasy hands.

And it was licking her.

“Pretty pony!” the golem cooed with the reassuring rumble of a stampede.

Babette did not look amused.







Gloom continued to drip from every branch, and fog was now wisping up out of the gorge at the creature’s back as Karsten retreated to consider his options.

His voice had grown hoarse from shouting and his hands ached from the vibrations of his staff. He’d struck blow upon blow, but each had fallen in vain. The creature was as thick as a house and nothing Karsten had done had provoked so much as a glance of mild irritation from the thing.

In addition to its towering bulk of meat and protrusions of horn and hoof, there were bits of strapping and tack draped all over it, plus a collar or a gorget of some kind around its throat, and what looked like a saddle tied to one shoulder as a pauldron. Karsten couldn’t decide whether he was fighting a land-whale escaped from a fisherman’s net, or some ninny playing soldier in a box of harness scraps.

Even more maddening was that he could now see a path to the bridge. There was still a pile of carcasses and debris across half the road, but most of the barrier had been the abomination that now stood over him. He would still have to weave a path between those massive legs, but if he could get the thing to set Babette down for even a moment, they might be able to thread that needle and make it across before the behemoth figured out what was happening. The question was how?

And while he stood there pondering that, things weren’t exactly going swimmingly for Babette either. She was on the verge of being affectioned to death by the overgrown lump. Sooner than later, that knackerman’s nightmare was going to stroke too hard or squeeze too tight, and then she’d be nothing but llama porridge oozing from between its rotting knuckles.

With that unpleasant prospect urging him to haste, the bounty hunter reached an unwelcome conclusion. “Might have to give magery a shot after all,” he muttered. Emperor be damned. Course, he’d still have to get in close enough to touch Babette first, but if he climbed up the golem’s leg there, and hoisted himself up by—

“Putch! Come for supper! Come and get it!”

Karsten spun at the unexpected shout and was almost crushed by a barrowcart bouncing down the path from the bakehouse. A small round man went hurtling by with it in a blur of steam and white cloth, either chasing the cart or guiding it, but the bounty hunter was too busy flinging himself aside to be sure.

“Out of the road!” the man shouted after he’d passed, a full heartbeat too late, and then he was gone.

Karsten picked himself up and dusted the grit from his hands, cursing all fools and the mothers who bore them, but when he turned back to considering his route up the golem, he was surprised to find the cart stopped in the creature’s shadow. And stranger still, its owner stood beside it, right between those two big feet, stretching up toward the sky with a long loaf of bread cradled between his hands. Apparently, this really was Bakemaster Khabir.

“Come on, Putch! Try the rye! I made it special. It’ll hold you longer!”

But bakemaster or no, what manner of fool tries to feed a golem?

But the real problem was that the idiot was going to bring the golem’s attention down to its feet while Karsten was trying to climb them. If the creature noticed him before he reached Babette, it would all be over.

So, grumbling and annoyed, he stalked up behind the bakemaster and took hold of the cart’s handles. He would just move it a ways off and by the time the bakemaster fetched it back, Karsten would be up and gone.

He wasn’t expecting the blow when it landed.

“Hey! Get off!” the bakemaster shouted as the rye loaf broke cleanly over Karsten’s head. “That’s not for you! Move along and try your thieving somewhere else.” Then the bakemaster wrenched the cart from the bounty hunter’s hands and wheeled it back around between the golem’s feet, grumbling something about blasted travellers and their constant distractions.

“Down here, Putch! Food! Come along now! You need to eat!”

Karsten could feel the situation slipping further and further away from him, but what could he do? Kill the fool? That would only— But he never finished the thought, because, suddenly, the strange afternoon got even stranger as the bakemaster threw back his head and began to sing.

“Ding-a-long, sound the gong!” the bakemaster called, addressing himself straight up. “Work is done and the sun is gone! Time to eat, time to feed! Time to sing the supper song!” The man’s voice wavered in a ludicrous sing-song shout that defied explanation.

Unable to resist, the bounty hunter looked up, and of course, this time, the monster had heard. A grumble like a happy avalanche rattled the air and Karsten watched the creature reach down to scoop the cart up and raise it above its face. With a quick shake, it dumped the loaves into its massive maw and began to chew. Then it set the cart back on the road, upside down now, but otherwise intact.

The bakemaster, however, was not pleased. “Dammit, Putch! On the wheels, like I showed you! On the wheels!”

But the monster paid no heed. It had already turned its attention back to Babette and Karsten could only wonder what it might do next. Ask her to dance? Put on a puppet show? But the creature had become aware of the two men at its feet now, and it glanced at them from time to time as it poked at Babette’s panniers, like it was taking its guests on a tour of its new toy.

The road to Babette—and to any magery solution—was closed.

Cursing his ill fortune, the bounty hunter looked back at the bakemaster, who was now leaning over his barrowcart, trying to turn it right side over. It was too big for the man, but that at least was a problem Karsten knew how to fix.

“Lend ye some help?” he asked as he stooped down to take hold of one of the handles.

The bakemaster blinked at him in surprise, but then nodded and took hold of the other. “Be obliged,” he said. Then, together, the two men walked the cart up onto its back end and over, letting it drop noisily down onto its wheels with a rattle and bounce.

Karsten dusted the road muck from his hands and reclaimed his staff.

“I’d be grateful of any advice,” he said casually, hoping to strike any spark of gratitude the bakemaster might feel into a flame. “Need to get my carrybeast back. Can’t really afford to have all my gear stolen just now and—”

“Stolen?” the bakemaster sputtered, turning to face the bounty hunter. His brow was furrowed with irritation. “That ain’t theft. That’s a tax.”

Karsten blinked. “A…tax?”

The man nodded. “For use of the Advocate’s bridge. You can cross now. Putch won’t trouble you no more, now that you’ve paid.”

But the bounty hunter was still not tracking the line of the story. “A tax of all I have, just to cross the bridge?”

The shorter man shook his head. “Not all. Half. You arrived with yourself and your llama. Half of that stays with Putch, the other half can cross.”

Karsten didn’t much like the sound of that. Especially the phrase, “stays with Putch.” The thought of coming through here another time and seeing her dead eyes staring out at him from the creature’s back sent a shudder down through his bowels.

“Well, that’s poxing well not gonna happen,” he said.

The baker just shrugged. “Not much you can do,” he said. “Take it up with the Advocate’s man, I suppose, next time he comes to collect,” but his casual gesture at the rotting carcasses still slumped against the ruined mill made it clear how often that happened. “Or you could travel to court at Sheffiq and take it up with the Advocate himself, but until you do, there’s no getting around it. Putch is a tax collector. Has the livery and everything to make it official. And now he’s collected your llama. Best you can do is move on while he still remembers you’ve paid.”

But the way the man spoke about the creature was odd. Almost as if he was…proud? The bounty hunter was still trying to make sense of that when the man suddenly sniffed at the air, then he let out a gasp and spun toward the bakehouse.

“My loaves!” he shouted. “They’re burning!”

And before the bounty hunter could ask another question, the bakemaster was pelting madly back up the trail, the tails of his smock flapping wildly in the air behind him, leaving Karsten alone once more with his dilemma.

It was turning into a very strange afternoon.







Karsten was sitting in a little stand of trees below the bakehouse, his back resting lightly against a sickly, spongy trunk and his attention fixed on the ruins across the road. He’d watched the creature set Babette inside the makeshift corral of those four broken walls, and to his eye, it had been a move that spoke of repeated habit. Clearly there had been other favorites, other “ponies.” But the bones heaped on the road told the obvious tale of how those earlier fascinations had all played out, and Karsten saw no reason to think Babette’s fate would be any different. Doing something about it however, was still something of a goal in need of a plan.

A frontal assault would be daft. That much he’d proven earlier with his staff. Nor would his Sisters—the twin blades hanging at his waist—be of any use here, given the prodigious bulk involved. With them, he’d have to go for the beast’s eyes or throat, and getting that close was something the wily bounty hunter was not willing to risk. Not now that the thing was aware of him.

So, with little faith in the weapons he had, and no access to the rest of his stores, the bounty hunter had opted for a less direct approach. And judging by the smell drifting toward him from across the road, his patience was about to pay off.

The creature was kneeling behind the mill, leaning over it now, pushing bits of debris around the enclosure and making happy noises in its cavernous throat. But it wasn’t until the lummox prodded Babette toward the jumble of broken beams and fallen brick that the bounty hunter understood what it was doing. The beast had made a manger for its new pony and now it wanted her to bed down on it.

He heard Babette’s grumble of annoyance as she stamped her feet and tried to back away, but the creature persisted and, fortunately, the llama knew better than to anger her captor. So with a final yowl of acceptance, she folded her knees and did her best to settle gently down onto the jagged cobbles.

Karsten winced in sympathy, but a bruise or two on her dignity seemed a small enough price to buy them some time. Then, as if on cue, a rumble cut through the air. Karsten grimaced as the stench of it rolled over him. Putch, however, seemed taken by surprise.

“Uh oh!” the monster grumbled. “Poop!” And then it turned automatically toward the gorge.

This was what the bounty hunter had been waiting for, and he got quickly to his feet in anticipation. He’d noticed earlier that there were no dung heaps around the bridge. And for something that ate bread by the cartload, not to mention whatever snacks it devoured from its greasy pile, that absence could only mean one thing: Putch must be housebroken. So, sooner or later, the beast would have to wander off, clearing the road in order to go clear its road, so to say. And now appeared to be the time.

As soon as Putch’s face disappeared below the lip of the gorge, the bounty hunter was in motion. The golem might be busy for a while, but it would still be a job to get Babette out of that ruin, and time would not be an ally. He’d pondered the problem while waiting and come up with what seemed a credible plan, although Babette was not going to like this one either. There was a ready-made ramp already close at hand and it only made sense for him to use it. All he had to do was throw it over the wall.

One corpse at a time.

Karsten hoisted the first chunk—a leg-and-a-half of boar—up to his shoulder and immediately regretted the move as putrid gush ran down his arms and chest. “Corpses and taint!” he muttered. Everything had seemed firm when he’d explored the blockade earlier, but that must have been bits of Putch he’d been standing on then, rather than the actual pile of rotting bodies. Still, gushing or no, it wasn’t like he had any other plans to try, so he just turned his face away to keep the effluent out of his mouth and gave a heave. His load rolled onto the top of the wall with a wet squelch, and with another shove, toppled into the corral on the other side. One down and only thirty or forty to go.

But he was only working on the third chunk of his ramp project when a shadow swept over his head. “Pony come too,” a voice rumbled from the sky, and Karsten could only watch in helpless frustration as Babette soared into the air, glaring back at him from the golem’s fist until she disappeared over the edge of the gorge with her new master.

“Poxes take me!” the bounty hunter cursed as he stared after her. And to make matters doubly galling, the bridge now just stood there, unblocked and unguarded. But could he cross? No. Not without Babette.

His patience for subtle solutions, however, was over.







Karsten gave a furious kick. “Call off yer boy!” he roared as the almost-door shot into the bakehouse and clattered crazily to the floor. The bounty hunter strode in over top.

Stifling heat greeted him from the oven along the back wall, and everything around him flickered with the light of its fire. The bakemaster glanced up nervously, but his hands never stopped working the dough on the table in front of him.

“Can’t,” the man said, his eyes dropping back to his work. “Putch doesn’t mind me anymore. Hasn’t for years.”

Karsten grunted with satisfaction. At least he hadn’t tried to deny it. Somehow, that monstrosity out there was the bakemaster’s kin. But that didn’t mean the bounty hunter was just going to accept his refusal to help.

“Yer the one brings him his feed. Use that.”

With a sure hand, the bakemaster twisted his long roll of doughy into three loaf-sized logs and set them with a pile of others. Then he reached down to his feet and came up with more dough, which he slapped onto the table.

“You think I haven’t tried?” he said as this wad began to take shape. “You’ve seen the mill. How do you suppose it got like that? Think it fell in all on its own? Keep him fed and Putch is a good boy. Does his job. No harm to anyone. It’s only when he’s hungry that he’s a trouble.”

“Didn’t say you should starve the lad,” Karsten said. “Just draw him off. Feed him up the road a piece. Give me a chance to free my llama and be off.”

The man’s eyes flicked up to the bounty hunter in irritation.

“I told you. Forget about your beast. She’s been collected for tax and that’s don—”

“She is not a poxing tax!” the bounty hunter thundered, surprising even himself with the outburst. The bakemaster glanced at him oddly as his hands continued to work, but he said nothing.

Karsten cursed himself for letting his concern for Babette govern his tongue with a stranger, but it had been a flash of sympathy he’d seen in the bakemaster’s eye, not contempt. “She’s more a companion,” he said. “A friend. Calling her a tax is an ignorance.”

The bakemaster gave an understanding nod. “Like those as call Putch a ‘monster.’” Then he sighed. “But even if I tried, he wouldn’t come. You saw how hard it was to get his attention before? When I was standing right there under him with the cart almost up against his nose? How am I supposed to get him to come a hundred paces farther up? Or even a dozen?”

Again the man twisted off three loaves and then stooped down for more,coming up with another log the size of Karsten’s own arm. Curious, the bounty hunter stepped around the work table and was surprised to see a bucket on the floor at the man’s feet. Strangely, it was still full, brimming with shiny dough that seemed to shimmer in the flickering oven light.

“That’s a strange bucket you got there,” Karsten observed.

“Not mine,” the bakemaster said as he stretched out this latest wad on his table, his hands already working frantically to give it shape. “Belongs to the Advocate. Or to his man. Left it when he gave Putch his job.”

Karsten bent down to take a closer look. Oak staves held together with two iron bands. It appeared to be a completely ordinary bucket. Nothing special at all. He said as much as he stood back up.

The bakemaster shrugged. “Ain’t what it’s made of that matters,” he said. “It’s what it does. Connects to the Advocate’s own kitchen. Magery of some fashion keeps it full from there. The man said the Advocate would always feed his servants—even a simple one working in a place like this—and he always has. Truth to say, I don’t know how I’d’ve kept up if not for that kindness.”

By now, the man’s pile of dough logs was enormous, all laid out on a sheet of copper and gleaming like rows of soldiers in a parade. Waving Karsten back with a flick of his hand, the bakemaster grabbed the tray up off the table and turned to shove the entire thing into the open maw of his oven. Then, with a grunt of effort, he jerked the tray back out, leaving the loaves behind in their orderly rows to bake in the ferocious heat.

“A kindness,” the bounty hunter echoed, tasting the word on his tongue and finding it too dry to swallow. “And he came all this way, did he? To hire a simpleton to collect taxes from an abandoned village?”

Khabir shook his head as he set the copper sheet back on the table and dusted it with flour. Then he reached down and pulled another wad from the bucket and started again.

“Well, no,” he said as he got to work. “Not at first. In actual fact, he came to hire me. As bakemaster for the Advocate. But the place wasn’t abandoned back then, and when I told him I already had as much work as any man could need, right here, he said he’d take Putch on as tax collector instead, so as not to make a complete waste of his trip.”

“Very accommodating,” Karsten said, but Khabir bristled at his tone and shot him a look.

“You think I’m an idiot? See it from my eyes. What kind of life was Putch ever going to have after I was gone? A simpleton who couldn’t even feed himself. But with a job and the attention of the Advocate? That seemed a proper prayer answered at first. Wasn’t til later I figured out he’d only done it to punish me.”

And quite a punishment it was, too. The man’s village lay in ruins, his neighbors all dead or fled, and he himself enslaved to an impossible choice: spend his remaining days baking as fast as he could to keep his boy alive, or give up, walk away, and let the boy die.

Karsten watched in silence as the bakemaster pulled another thick rope of dough from his bucket and then bent once more over his pointless, unending task. And for the first time since meeting the man, the bounty hunter felt pity. Khabir had been suffering for years, and still was, trapped in a prison made from a father’s love.

“Sorry to have troubled you,” he said. Then he turned and walked out into the gathering fog.

The task before him was one no father should be asked to take part in.







“Where is all the poxing steel?”

Karsten glowered at the sad little cluster of decaying homes around him. He’d been hoping to find an axe or maybe even a trophy sword still bolted above a mantel, but he’d gone through the entire place now and hadn’t unearthed more than a few rusty nails and a broken pot handle. It was as though all the useful metals had simply been magicked away.

Or taxed.

Is that what had happened here? Had these folks been stripped of every scrap they owned, just as he had been? How long had they stuck it out, trying to make do while surrendering half to the Advocate? A year. Three? And in that time, how often had they paid the tax? Something told him that Putch wouldn’t remember a payment for any longer than a day or two. So it was little wonder there was nothing left to find now. Every useful scrap had gone into the tax. The locals had probably stayed until they’d had nothing left to give.

But he wasn’t about to turn tail. If there were no weapons in the place, he’d just have to improvise one. And as he turned his thoughts in that direction, another possibility presented itself, but he would still need a bit of steel to make it work.

With this smaller objective now in mind, he went back to the little smithy he’d seen earlier. It was just a little hobbling forge, in a shed behind one of the larger houses, but it was his best bet.

Karsten strode in through the open door, his eyes scanning the gloomy interior. The forge itself stood in the middle, scrabbled together out of brick and stone. Nothing of value to have made it worth carrying away, and there wasn’t much else besides. Judging by the size of the stalls and the few bits of tack still hanging from the wall, this had been a paca stable, but the animals were long gone now. Absorbed into Putch, most like, or else rotting in his greasy pile.

The shed was small and the search quick, but it didn’t yield much. All the smithy tools were gone of course. They’d’ve been given up as tax even before the herd. The only bit of usable metal in the place was an old shoeing hammer he found rusting under a pair of gloves on the workbench at the back. Nowhere near heavy enough to use as a weapon, or long enough. Not against the freak.

What he needed was some poxing steel! A fence spike. A cart axle. Anything! He had the handle. All he needed was a head that would take an edge. He thumped his staff on the floor in frustration. A foot would be enough. Six inches, even! So long as he could fix it to his staff. There wasn’t much in this world a man couldn’t bring down with a pike if he knew how to use it. All he had to do was make one.

He’d searched every inch of the bare wooden walls now and hadn’t found so much as— And then it hit him. The poxing hinges!

Cursing himself for a blind fool, Karsten strode over to the door. It was pushed back against the wall and held in place by the dirt and old fodder of the floor. But using his staff as a lever, he managed to force it out from the wall, and when he peered in behind it, a smile crept onto his grizzled old face. The hinge pins were gone and the upper one had been replaced with a twist of fence wire, but the one below sported a rusting old hayfork, with one tine jammed down through the socket.

“That’ll do just fine,” he said. Then he set himself to work.







Karsten ran a finger over the tip of his makeshift weapon. There’d been no time for forging and no fuel even if there’d been time. He’d had to bash the soft metal into place with nothing but the rusty shoeing hammer and the fire of his own simmering rage. Rage at the dowager, of course. But this time he’d found another ember in there too. Fury at what had been done here. At the casual cruelty done to Khabir, and Putch, and then spilled out onto their neighbors along with them. All because a free man had dared to say “No.”

The hay fork had been poor iron, but he doubted he’d have been able to work better. Its softness had been hard enough to bend as it was, and still the triple spike wasn’t as tight as he’d have liked. But his real concern was the mount. Even the most savage pike would be useless if the head tore free in a fight. He’d managed to spread the socket wider and jam it down into place, but without proper fuel, there’d been no heat to shrink it to the shaft. It would hold for a straight jab, but that was all he could be sure of. If he had to pull out and strike again, the second thrust would most likely be nothing but staff.

Satisfied that he’d done as much as he could, the bounty hunter drew the heavy smithing gloves from his belt and began pulling them on. They weren’t gauntlets, but they would provide at least some protection against the bits of bone and horn that sprouted from the boy’s body like hair. He was still tugging them into place when a yowl cut through the fog and he looked up.

That had been Babette. And she was in trouble.

The old man ran the hundred paces back down to the bridge and took up a stance in the middle of the road.

“Hey now, Putch! Spit ’er out!”

Above him, the llama was dangling from the golem’s mouth, her hind leg clamped between two meaty lips. Putch was pawing at her with both hands, trying to catch her, but Babette was swinging herself back and forth, avoiding his attempts and snapping at his neck with her teeth.

Karsten moved in closer, his pike raised, looking for a way to help. He didn’t dare startle Putch now, not with Babette dangling like that. If Putch even opened his mouth in surprise or anger, she’d plummet. But Babette’s plan seemed daft. With that gorget tight around the boy’s neck, there was no way she’d be able to do any damage. The bounty hunter’s gaze flicked up higher. Somebody needed to be going for those eyes.

The bounty hunter raised his pike. “C’mere, Putch! Bend down a little so I can show ye sommat!”

But the golem didn’t even hear him and Karsten could only watch helplessly as the boy and his pony continued to struggle in the air above him, those soft, juicy eyes still a full three feet beyond reach.

In his effort to grab the llama, Putch took a step, swinging one massive leg right over the bounty hunter’s head and giving him an ugly view, but then the golem-boy roared in triumph and wrapped his hand around Babette.

“Bad pony!” the behemoth said, and in it, Karsten heard an infantile rage that turned his belly to water.

“Har!” he shouted. “Down here, ye great oaf!” He couldn’t make a killing strike, but he knew one way to get the creature’s attention. Shifting his aim to the great dangling cod just above him, Karsten pulled back to throw and—

“No!”

A bundle of white and wood hit him from the side and sent him tumbling into the dirt as a barrowcart full of bread went bounding by—Again!—and slammed into the old mill.

Karsten was back on his feet in a flash and turned to face the bakemaster, but the round little man wasn’t moving. Ignoring him for now, the bounty hunter snatched his weapon from where it had fallen and turned back to the golem. Fortunately, the pike was undamaged.

Putch had moved off now and taken the easy target with him, but Babette managed to squirm part way out of his fist again and was still putting up a fight. And yet, it seemed she had learned nothing of the art in all their years together, because she was still going for the heavily protected throat, snapping and biting at the air below Putch’s chin. Could she not see the gorget? Or those vulnerable face bits hanging just above her, completely unprotected?

“The eyes, ye dunderbeast! The eyes!”

This time Babette heard him and actually paused in her struggle to glare down at him for a full heartbeat before turning away to lash out again. And again she went for the poxing throat.

“Blasted git!” he muttered, but now he wasn’t so certain. What was she doing?

It’s a hard thing for a man to ignore years of fighting instinct, especially in the middle of a fight. And it’s a harder thing still to do it on the advice of his livestock, but something in the way Babette had stared at him had given the old bounty hunter pause. Did she actually have a plan?

“Poxes and taint! Ye’d better,” he muttered, then he turned and ran for the ruined mill. He wouldn’t be able to reach Putch’s throat from the road, but the pile of grease and bones gave him a route and he scrambled up over the jagged spars, thankful now for the gloves. Stepping onto the top of the wall, he was finally within range and raised his pike once more, looking for his opening. He had to duck and weave to keep clear as Babette continued to give Putch fits and twice the golem almost knocked him from the wall.

But the llama’s squirming had now driven the boy into a snarling rage of frustration. The dullness that had lived in his eyes all day had sharpened into murderous fire. Play time was over and pretty pony was about to get stomped.

Hoping that Babette actually knew what she was doing, Karsten raised his pike, locked his eyes on the center of the gorget, and thrust for all he was worth.

He let out a grunt of satisfaction as he felt the tines bite in, but before he could plant his feet to push them all the way through, the golem reared back, dropping Babette and reaching up to its throat with both hands.

The llama hit Putch’s chest and managed to roll, skidding and sliding down the slope of that massive body as the golem pull at the gorget where the pike was now lodged.

With a savage yank, the buckles snapped and Putch gave a roar of triumph as the entire thing came away, the pike and gorget both now dangling uselessly from between fingers thick as thighs. But Karsten had no time to even curse his luck before the golem’s eyes shot wide with sudden panic. There was a dark trill, like the end of a wicked song, but he only caught a glimmer before it was swallowed by the fog.

Meanwhile, Babette had managed to control her plunging slide and steered herself to the boy’s massive thigh. She leapt from there onto the wall and came charging toward the bounty hunter, eager to link up and ignite the magic between them so they could put up a proper fight. But when she got there, the bounty hunter fended her off with his gloved hands.

“Hold a twitch,” he said, unable to take his eyes from the golem above them. Something was happening. The boy was blinking now, confused, then his eyes rolled back into his head and Karsten knew what was coming next.

“Run!” he shouted, then he turned and bolted back the way he’d come, scampering down the pile of slippery gore with Babette hot on his heels. She overtook him as he passed the still-prone body of the bakemaster, and then a concussion shook the ground beneath his feet, unsettling his balance, but he stumbled on until somebody thumped him across the back of his legs and he went down.

Unsure what had happened, Karsten scrambled to his feet and whipped around, but there was nobody there. The landscape before him was a sea of meat, with bits of goat and ox and paca everywhere. Most of it was in a heap beside the mill, but some had slid further, washing up the road into a mound around the bakemaster’s body, and farther still, stretching as far as Karsten’s feet, here on the far side of the road.

Babette came up beside him, panting heavily, and together they searched the devastation before them. But aside from the bakemaster and themselves, there was nobody else there.

Putch was gone.







The two travelers stood on the lip of the bridge, looking back at the remains of the village. Fog had claimed much of the distance now, but they could still make out the bakemaster, stooping over in the middle of the road. He’d survived the fight, although perhaps mercifully had not witnessed its conclusion.

Karsten had tried to explain, tried to tell the man that it couldn’t have ended any other way, that at least it had been quick, but Khabir hadn’t even looked up at him. He’d simply gotten to his feet, dumped his loaves out into the dirt, and begun loading chunks of his boy into the cart.

The bounty hunter had seen that look many times before, and he knew that it would last a while. Days, weeks. Certainly longer than they could wait. Dressing Babette’s scrapes had taken time, and pursuit was no doubt closing in fast, so it really was time to be going. But still something held him there, watching the silent baker carry out his mournful task.

There had been many fights over the years, some he’d won and some he’d lost. But even when he’d lost, there had at least been a sense of victory simply for having survived. This victory however, brought no such satisfaction. No sense of triumph nor even of a job well done. It had been a needful job sadly done, and that’s all there was to say.

And to throw truth into the pot, this one had shaken him. He’d been so certain of his anger these recent weeks. Anger at being hunted, anger at the rich old woman using him to play stab-me-in-the-dark with her wealthy friends… But now all that anger felt hollow. She’d said she was sending him out to help the little people. Could she possibly have been speaking in earnest? Been concerned about people like Khabir? And Putch?

“Don’t seem credible,” he said as he reached out and scratched Babette between the ears. The gloves had let him tend to her injuries without worry, but they made more casual contact possible again too, so he’d decided to keep them. For both their sakes.

Taking up his staff, Karsten gave it a quick once-over. The end was gouged up a bit where the hayfork had been shoved on, but it had perished when the mageries in the gorget had been released. He didn’t know why that should be, but he was getting tired of his poxing ignorance on the subject. It was time to lay that ignorance in its grave.

“Well, coming or staying?” he said. All this wild magery had given him an idea of where to go to learn this blasted magery without drawing the Emperor’s attention while they did it. And if they were going to do that, it would be best to get started.

Babette looked at him and tossed her head in a way that said, “Lead on.” So he tapped the bridge once for luck with the end of his staff and set off into the fog.

They had a long way to go.
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