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Dedication

To Rudyard Kipling,

For poems and stories beyond compare.
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These stories exist because the world changed. I’d been a science fiction fan for years, hearing authors’ stories of the hoops they had to go through to get published. Papering rooms with rejection slips. Desperate networking to find an agent. Some had it easier, but there were also those who wrote book after book and never had a nibble.

I’m an engineer. I can do math. I knew I was likelier to end up as Joe Aspirant than Larry Niven. So I put the stories I wrote in college aside. My story telling drive went into gamemastering RPGs for my friends, and sometimes strangers at conventions.

Then Kindle exploded. I watched it take off. I started reading ebooks myself. Then I realized I could write, and go directly to readers. My stories came out at the end of the gold rush period. Early on readers were so hungry for ebooks they’d give anything a try. Now there’s so many books out there, people are looking for ones that exactly match their tastes, and writers can make a living serving niches that traditional publishing completely ignored.

It's not a reader utopia yet. The algorithm can serve up similar books to readers who want more, if their previous reading fits a narrowly defined type of book the algorithm recognizes. If you just finished “Space Marines Stack Up Bugs #14” and five starred it, the algorithm will cheerfully recommend “Star Rangers Kill Xenomorphs” and “Planet Soldiers Slaughter Creepers.” If your tastes are more eclectic, or something the algorithm doesn’t recognize, good luck.

I have a fondness for “rag tag crew on ramshackle ship” stories. There’s lots of them out there, but it’s not a category on Amazon yet, so we need to recommend them to each other on social media.

In short stories, there’s a similar problem. Magazines are serving a particular market. No matter how good a story is, if it’s not what the subscribers want, the editor won’t buy it.

This makes it hard for stories that don’t fit a genre. Take “Burning the Bubble,” found in this collection. I’d sent it to various magazines, but I was unsurprised when it bounced, because it didn’t fit anyone’s genre filter.

Science fiction? No, my story is driven by the interaction of existing technologies, not new ones.

Pulp adventure? No fist-fights.

Horror? The characters are scared, but there’s nothing supernatural behind the danger.

Mystery? That genre focuses on murder, not arson.

Literary? Not enough adultery . . . and more seriously, lit fic wants a static setting, not one being massively changed.

But I could put the story on Substack, where people are poking about for different stories, or just wanting ones from me (bless you, subscribers). It was a popular story with responses from a bunch of people. I think that’s because I satisfied some of the things people look for (‘sense of wonder’ for SF readers, excitement for pulp and horror readers, etc.) despite not exactly fitting the standard categories.

Knowing I can send my work directly to readers is a powerful motivation to keep writing. I don’t have to please an agent, or a multinational corporation, to put my stories out there. I’ll still be writing some stories that fit genre definitions exactly, because I enjoy those as well, but I don’t have to stop mid-paragraph and ask “Where would I market this story to?” when I’m outside of one of those boxes.

I hope you enjoy them as well.
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“Did you hear about Baby Karina?” said Jenny as she put her lunch tray on the table, shoving a Class of 2092 hat out of the way.

The other high schoolers looked up. Dylan asked, “Did she learn a new trick?”

“No, she’s dead!”

All the teenagers turned to their phones, searching for confirmation. Baby Karina was an experimental human-feline hybrid. They’d watched videos of her learning to walk and talk for the past two years.

Jenny showed her phone to them. The news story was illustrated with a photo of Karina—brown tabby fur, a toddler’s forehead over the cat eyes and whiskered nose, human hands tipped with claws instead of nails, mobile pointed ears, and a biped stance balanced by a long tail. Her smile was charming and human, with teeth like pearls.

The headline over it was ‘Karina Murdered.’

“That’s horrible!” cried Amy. Todd and Dylan muttered shocked agreement.

“Hey, one of the gossip sites has a picture of the body.” Todd tapped on the link to see it. Then he put down his fork and swiped back.

Dylan said, “They caught the guy who did it. Good. I hope he fries.”

“The Supreme Court doesn’t approve many death penalties,” said Amy.

Jenny stabbed her macaroni with her fork. “If that killer’s case comes to the Supreme Court, I’m voting to execute.”

***

[image: ]


Mr. Trotter waited until the civics class settled down before introducing the guest speaker. “Class, I wanted you to hear about the Supreme Court from someone who is an influential participant in its decisions. Professor George Wrapp of Chattanooga University has written concurring and dissenting opinions for hundreds of Supreme Court decisions. Some of his opinions have received over one point two million co-signers.”

The number brought some impressed whistles from the students.

Wrapp stepped forward. He was twice the age of the students, lean and handsome, with an energy that caught their attention. “Good afternoon. Thank you for inviting me. Just to give me an idea of how involved you are, how many of you are Supreme Court justices?”

A third of the students, all seniors, raised their hands.

“And how many of you have voted on a case?”

Only Dylan’s hand stayed up.

“That’s about what I expected. Most people wait a few years before they figure out how to participate in the system. Some never do, they just assign their vote to someone else or drop out completely.”

There were enough puzzled looks to make Wrapp glance at Trotter.

The teacher shrugged. “The court system isn’t covered until next month.”

“Well, okay.” Wrapp explained, “Voting for a Supreme Court case isn’t like a regular election, where there’s a few names on a list and you pick one. When each case comes to the court, people write opinions on what the decision should be. Sometimes it’s a yes or no. Some opinions are as complex as new laws. 

“You ‘vote’ by co-signing an opinion. The author of that opinion will probably sign on to another opinion, which makes his opinion a concurring opinion. We wind up with a handful of opinions having strong support, tens of millions of co-signers each. One will become the majority opinion and settle the case.”

“What if no opinion has a majority?” asked Jenny.

“Then it’s as if the Supreme Court never took up the case,” answered Wrapp. “In my opinion, that’s what saves us from falling under a tyranny of the majority. It’s just too hard to form a consensus.”

He pointed at Amy. “You’re a justice. Why haven’t you voted on a case?”

She blushed. “I don’t know enough to have an opinion. It’s all detailed legal arguments. Shouldn’t this be left to professionals?”

“We tried that. Go back sixty or seventy years and there were only nine Supreme Court justices, all experienced lawyers.”

Surprise rippled through the students.

Wrapp smiled. “That’s how it was from the beginning of the USA. But in the era of Fierce Factions, the country was split into two parties, each convinced the other one would herd them into death camps if they gained enough power. The problem with leaving it to the professionals is that it only works if people trust the pros to be fair to both sides. If a professional lawyer Supreme Court justice is seen as an advocate for a faction, the trust collapses. Justices are appointed for life. One faction achieved a solid majority of the nine-member court. When the other won an election, they added five new justices to take the majority. Following elections increased the size of the court to twenty-one, then thirty-five, and, well, here we are. Every month the Senate confirms everyone who turned eighteen in the past month as justices. Then they impeach anyone convicted of a felony. We have hundreds of millions of justices.”

He pointed at Dylan. “You’ve voted in a case. Did you write an opinion?”

“No, sir. My uncle did. I co-signed it.”

“That’s the normal way. Pick someone you trust, co-sign their opinion. If you trust someone enough, you can establish a proxy and automatically co-sign all the opinions they write. Someone with millions of proxies is more powerful than a senator.”

Wrapp checked his phone. “Right now, I have six hundred and thirty-four thousand, two hundred and seventy-nine proxies. A controversial opinion will change that up or down by a fifth. There are other opinion writers who regularly co-sign onto mine, bringing their proxies with them, so once the real dickering starts, I’m bringing over a million votes to the table.”

“Have you ever had the majority opinion?” asked Todd.

“No. But several times paragraphs from my opinion have been incorporated into one to convince me to co-sign. So, I have contributed to majority opinions.”

Another student asked, “Do your co-signers have to support whatever one you join?”

Wrapp laughed. “I’ll lose a few percent of my supporters on the way to a majority. That’s made up by justices who wait to see which opinion has the most support and jump onto the winner.”

“It still seems too complicated to me,” muttered Amy.

He caught the remark. “It is complicated. But it lets everyone put in their opinion. Not like legislation, where you need to win an election—or bribe someone who did.”

***
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The next development in the Baby Karina case came out while the friends were at lunch again.

“Animal cruelty!” snapped Jenny. “That’s all they’re charging that murderer with?”

“That’s just wrong,” said Amy. “I mean, Karina could talk as well as a human her age. She should count as a human.”

Dylan chimed in, “Yeah, her DNA was 98% human.”

“So? Chimps are 99% the same as us,” countered Todd.

“For two percent, you’d let someone get away with murder?” demanded Amy.

“It’s not murder if she’s not human, and the prosecutor decided she was a cat.”

Jenny was still reading the reports. “Ha! Doesn’t matter what he thinks. There’s a lawsuit demanding Karina be treated as a human. The experts think the courts will send it straight to the Supremes.”

“I’ll vote on that,” said Amy.

Jenny nodded agreement.

“Me, too,” said Dylan. “I might even write an opinion.”

***
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Professor Wrapp waited in the foyer of Chattanooga’s priciest restaurant. If a powerful justice wanted to fly out from California to persuade him to co-sign something, he’d accept the free meal. Especially if the meal included meat from a cow instead of a vat. There was just something better about real animal flesh.

He spotted the Californian the instant he came through the door. The man was tall and dark, his hair a black puffball. He advanced on Wrapp with a blinding grin and outstretched hand. “Hello, Professor, I’m Augustus Lee.”

Purely social chatter occupied them through the salad course. Wrapp let his curiosity get the best of him. “Which case were you wanting to discuss?” 

“Baby Karina.”

Wrapp had taken a large bite in anticipation of a lengthy answer. He had to chew and swallow before replying. “I’m surprised. I didn’t think your faction was concerned about that. Or that you’d need to lobby on it. Nobody major has opinions out yet, but the feeling is that there’s going to be overwhelming support for declaring her human.”

“I know. I’m prepared to pledge my proxies to a case of your choosing if you’ll vote against Karina’s humanity.” When Wrapp didn’t respond, Lee continued, “That’s four million votes for any opinion you pick.”

“I can’t.”

Lee laughed. “Professor, this isn’t a century ago. The Supreme Court isn’t a regular court with judges. It’s another legislature. Trading and deals are how we make things happen.”

“I know. I’m not making a moral stand against vote-trading. I’m letting you know that I’m not capable of delivering on a deal.”

The only response was a dubious raised eyebrow.

“Look, Mr. Lee. Your Advancer faction has a specific goal in mind. Everyone should receive enough food stamps for a nutritious diet, enough doctor stamps to treat everything they’re diagnosed with, housing stamps, and so on, to give everyone a decent life. Right?”

That earned a grin. “Oversimplified, but I’ll stipulate it for this discussion.”

“Your supporters will do whatever it takes to advance toward that. Half a loaf, two steps forward one step back, deals with opponents. True?”

A nod.

“My supporters are Individualists. They support opinions that espouse that philosophy. If I write an opinion that goes against their beliefs, there’ll be a surge of social media outrage, and ninety percent of my proxies will switch to someone else.”

“I see.” Lee focused on his plate.

“If you want me to vote that way, convince me it’s the Individualist answer to the case.”

“I’ll do my best. But first, will you tell me why you consider Baby Karina to be fully human?”

Wrapp set down his knife and fork, folding his hands on the table. “I can provide multiple reasons. Legally, she was born from a human hostmother and received a birth certificate. Genetically, the human genome was the starting point, with only edits to the appearance. Developmentally, Karina was learning to talk as well as a child of the same age, and in the same way. Not how a parrot imitates us. And most importantly, morally. If we declare Karina non-human, there will be breeders creating cat-human hybrids and selling them as sex slaves. Human minds, sold to be abused. Which of those arguments would you care to refute, Mr. Lee?”

“I can’t refute any of them,” said the Advancer. “But there’s some other arguments I’d like to introduce. I won’t pretend I came up with them on my own. There are scientists in the Advancer faction who shared them with me. Scientists who, for various reasons, can’t make those arguments in public. I’m sharing them on their behalf.”

Wrapp began chewing on a bit of asparagus as he waved ‘go on.’

“I presume you’re familiar with how some geese will imprint on the first being they see. Humans find themselves as the mother of goslings, raising them to adulthood. I’ve heard from scientists who believe Baby Karina had an imprinting mechanism. If it works the way they think, it would leave her permanently loyal and obedient to the person imprinted on.”

Lee waited for that to sink in before continuing. “Karina would be a slave, but with legal citizenship. If the person she was imprinted on ordered her to commit a crime, she would, bearing the full consequences while the master risked conspiracy at worst.”

Wrapp shuddered. “What proof do you have that Karina was engineered to imprint?”

“None.” Lee looked grim. “The specific engineering is being held as a trade secret. Her body’s been cremated, so there’s no chance of analyzing a sample. There’s some legal maneuvering going on, but I suspect we’ll strike out.”

He shifted back to his sales mode. “Even if Baby Karina wasn’t engineered to imprint, if we create a legal precedent that would reward anyone who created babies who were, someone will do it. A slave who can’t be freed because her shackles are in her own cells. Obedient through any abuse. And the creator could make them on an assembly line. Imagine the crimes that could be committed by a hundred of them working together. Imagine how profitable such obedient workers would be to a company.”

Imagining replaced eating for the professor. His hands were still as his mind raced through the scenarios.

“Now the worst possibility,” said Lee. “Raise a thousand of them. It would cost a fortune, even raising them in barracks and feeding them dog kibble. But once it was done there’d be a block of voters obeying one man. They could sign on to any Supreme Court opinion and start it snowballing toward the majority. They could move to a swing district or state to tip an election. If that doesn’t scare you enough, imagine ten thousand of them, or a million. Would that much power repay a fortune invested?”

“It might,” admitted Wrapp. “I’d like to think we could find a way to stop them. Are there some trillionaires you suspect of planning that?”

Lee straightened up, no longer leaning across the table in his passion. “I don’t have any suspects. But consider the incentives. If the Supreme Court makes it possible for them to seize that power, someone with the resources will try. Maybe more than one. We can stop them by passing an opinion that keeps such engineered people from having votes, and makes their masters take responsibility for their actions. Deciding the other way—encouraging the creation of people without free will—that would be injustice.”

“I need to talk to some scientists of my own.”

“Please do. And if you can’t make up your mind on principle, the offer of a trade remains open.”

***
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Amy pouted over her lunch. “I want to cast my vote, but there’s no opinion I want to sign on to.”

“It’s a hard problem,” said Todd. “If you get it wrong one way, you’re condemning people to slavery. If you go the other way, you’re letting mad scientists create programmed slaves with legal citizenship. No wonder the usual opinion guys are sitting this one out.”

Jenny’s knuckles tightened on her spoon. “There’s a time limit, damn it. If there aren’t enough votes to officially take up the case, it’ll go back to the lower court. They’ll let it stand as animal cruelty.”

“And the guy will be out in a year, and collecting his pay,” muttered Dylan.

“Somebody needs to write a good decision,” wailed Amy.

“If you want it done right, do it yourself,” said Todd.

“Maybe I will,” snapped Jenny.

Dylan said, “I’ll help.”

***
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Jenny and Dylan took over her living room for brainstorming. Quotes from various opinions filled the wallscreen. The coffee table held their phones, unfolded to maximum size. Her mother bustled about the kitchen, pretending to not chaperone them.

“We can’t classify her as animal or human,” said Jenny. “Either one has the problems people have been arguing about.”

Dylan cleared those opinions away, leaving those arguing for a new legal category for artificially created persons.

After discarding dozens of them, she said, “This isn’t escaping the problem. If we have some second-class status for them, we risk a human mind being kept in servitude. If we give them rights, a mad scientist can take advantage of them.”

“Yeah,” agreed Dylan, “but how can we know how to treat them when they’re babies?”

“Well . . . we don’t have to decide if they can vote when they’re babies.”

Jenny fell silent.

Dylan saw the intent expression on her face and waited for her to speak again.

She said, “When I had that job at the mall, for the first month I was on probation. Couldn’t have the keys to the shop or the security combo, that kind of thing. Then I qualified as a full employee.”

“Probationary people?” asked Dylan.

“Why not? Treat them as human kids growing up, all the legal protections. When they’re eighteen, we check if they have free will and imagination and everything people have. If they do, they’re humans with the vote and so on.”

“How do you test someone for free will?”

She paused. “I don’t know. But we have eighteen years to figure it out. The whole country has eighteen years to figure it out.”

“Right. That works.” Dylan pulled up an opinion template and started typing.

***
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They sprang it on their friends at their usual lunch together.

Todd complained, “This would take my vote away.”

“What, why?” asked Dylan.

“Right here. ‘An edited human genome.’ My parents had my zygote edited to take out a cystic fibrosis gene.”

“Oh. How about if I change it to ‘A human genome with more than 0.1% of its DNA altered?”

Showing that to a biology teacher earned them a lecture on junk DNA. Dylan revised it to ‘more than 0.01% of active genes edited.’

The English department cleaned up the grammar. Mr. Trotter added some clarifying legal language and references. Other students made suggestions and promised to co-sign.

Jenny and Dylan read through it again without finding anything to change. “I think it’s ready,” she said.

“You sure?”

“Yep.”

He pressed the upload button. The Supreme Court database informed them their opinion was available to potential co-signers.

A flurry of social media posts brought in a few hundred co-signers by the end of the school day. In the morning there weren’t many more.

“I’ve been reading up on how to promote opinions,” said Dylan. “Advertising costs more than I have, though.”

Jenny replied, “Let’s write Professor Wrapp.”

“I don’t know, it feels rude to bug such an important guy.”

“No, we should tell him. If it wasn’t for his lecture, we wouldn’t have had the nerve to write the opinion.”

***
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Wrapp’s response came three days later. 

Jenny, Dylan,

Thanks for showing me your opinion on Baby Karina. I’ve discussed it with some colleagues, including Augustus Lee. 

Your opinion just kicks the can down the road. But that seems to be what we need right now. It lets us all relax and gather data before coming up with a permanent solution.

You’ve done good work. I’m proud to be a co-signer.

Regards,

Professor George Wrapp

Chattanooga University School of Law

***
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Mr. Trotter said, “Before electoral districts were algorithmically generated, politicians drew the maps by hand. This let them pick which voters were allocated—”

A string of chirps interrupted the teacher. Students looked at each other anxiously. There were teachers who tolerated phones going off in class. Trotter wasn’t one of them.

“That’s my phone,” said the teacher. “I had a news alert set.”

He read off the lede of the article. “‘The Supreme Court has passed an opinion declaring Baby Karina a probationary human being. Her alleged killer will be tried on the charge of premeditated homicide.’ Congratulations to the authors.”

The classroom burst into applause. 

“Would you like to say something?” asked Mr. Trotter.

Dylan blushed and waved at his co-author.

Jenny stood. “We disagree on a lot. But I’m glad we can agree that killing babies and kittens is wrong.”

​
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Elixir
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Carrying an armload of props backstage at the opera is as good as a basket in a marketplace. No one paid a bit of attention to me. Plus I’m short enough to overlook, which is useful for a man like me.

The star tenor was standing impatiently as the costumers made last minute fixes so the curtain could go up. His assistant stood by with the honeyed tea to make his throat ready for the opening aria.

As I went by I popped the lid of the vial held in my fist. My magic turned the contents to mist and wafted them into the teacup. The tenor would spend acts three and four in the privy.

I don't know who wanted him offstage. The understudy? A rival theater? A jealous lover? Gods knew he had enough of the latter. It was all the same to me. I'd gotten the money in advance.

***
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The problem with getting paid is it’s not safe for me to meet the actual client. It’s too easy for the Inquisitors to extract what they know. I have to have trusted intermediaries. Family.

Which was why my young cousin Porth was in my kitchen, sipping my wife’s best tea, and wondering why he’d been invited to visit. What would be important enough to pull him away from opening his new store?

“I know you’re a busy man,” said Porth, “but I hope you’ll be able to supply me with some samples of your alchemical work. Even if they don’t sell they’ll bring people in to contemplate them. I need to attract as much traffic to my store as I can or it won’t last long.”

I slid my tea cup aside to make room for a sample case. Porth gasped as the case flipped open.

“This is Forget,” I said as I pointed to an elixir shedding a gentle white glow. “If someone concentrates on a memory as they drink, it will be lost forever.”

My finger moved to one with gleaming flecks in blue liquid. “This will suppress all pain until two sunsets pass.” Then I described the gold, purple, and black elixirs.

Porth’s mouth worked for a few seconds before he said anything. “Cousin Olo . . . this is too much.”

“Possibly. Guard them well. The ingredients cost more than building your shop.” I pulled the vellum inventory from the lid.

The youngster let out a soft “By Livo” when he saw the numbers.

My wife Amie refilled his tea cup. “Think of the attention they’ll draw,” she counseled.

“I am. I’m also thinking of the interest I’ll owe you.”

I smiled. “I’ll be collecting the interest in services. Alchemy is not my only art.” My hand twisted, making grains of sugar float out of the bowl and dissolve in Porth’s cup.

“So it’s true! You’re the Great Poisoner.”

“Who’s been saying that?” I demanded.

“Ah—just  a few in my generation.”

I glared at him but he didn’t offer any names. “Make them stop. No matter how careful they think they’re being they could be overheard. I don’t want my head ending up on a pike.”

“Yes, sir.” Porth’s knuckles were tight on his tea cup. He cast a worried glance at the drink.

“Stop fretting. You’re family.”

“Yes, sir. It’s just—well, you could kill anyone, effortlessly.”

“Don’t talk like I’m some master assassin. I don’t poison people any more. It’s been over a decade since the last time.”

“Oh. So . . . how many have you killed?”

I sighed. Why do they always ask this? I’d tell him to stuff his morbid curiosity, but asking him to be my sales representative requires establishing trust. “Three.”

“Four,” said my wife as she set out some biscuits warm from the oven.

“I’ve only poisoned three, Amie,” I said firmly.

“You still killed that fellow as thoroughly as if you had poisoned him,” she said.

Porth was so fascinated by this he took a sip of his tea without flinching at it.

I cast my eyes up at the ceiling. Nothing helpful was written on the beams. “It was a truth potion. I didn’t know he was about to give a public speech.”

Porth thought on that a moment. “How’d the truth kill him?”

Amie answered him. “The King wants his Prime Minister to keep secrets.”

“Clatheros’ ‘I suppose you’re wondering where the taxes go’ speech? That was you?”

“Yes,” I gritted out.

“Well.” He sipped more tea. “If it’s any comfort I saw his head on its pike. He seemed proud of himself.”

“Of course he did. The potion hadn’t worn off yet.” I drained my cup. It didn’t wash the taste of the confession out of my mouth.

Amie, bless her, diverted us back to business. “When you find clients for him you need to watch for such complications. Avoid the most important people. Rich merchants and lower nobility are the best clients.”

Porth, no fool, understood at once. “Finding clients . . . are all the family’s shops fronts for you?”

“Most. Tuvel and Hamar don’t have enough wit for me to trust them,” I said.

“I see. I’m not sure I have enough. How do I even suggest it to them?”

Amie said, “Encourage your customers to talk about their troubles. Listen for trouble with other people. Then ask if something might help. If a young lady is being forced into a marriage she doesn’t like, wonder if the young lord might have a bout of madness when meeting her parents, or in the ceremony. A business rival might fall ill at a crucial moment. And so on.”

There was a meditative silence.

At last Porth asked, “Are there potions you use that aren’t on the usual list?”

“They’re all on the list,” I said. “But sometimes the side effects are more useful than the normal purpose. The hangover cure makes people see odd colors. Used that on a painter while he was doing a portrait.”

Porth frowned. “Why?”

“I don’t know. ‘Why’ is your job. I just want to know who and what and when. Where and how I’ll figure out on my own.”

“Which of us is responsible for ‘how much’?”

Now we were talking business.

***
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My next business conversation was a week later. Uncle Bekar ran the magic materials shop in the Palace District. He’d brought me some of my most profitable assignments. He’d been passing up opportunities. The Inquisitors sometimes sent proxies to fish for criminals. The family didn’t need money enough to take that risk.

I led Bekar into my study. Amie left a teapot on my desk and closed the door behind her. What she didn’t hear she couldn’t be forced to reveal in court.

Bekar studied the bookshelves. He wasn’t looking at me. Bad sign. He took ‘Uses of Basilisk Blood’ down, flipped through a few pages, and reshelved it. “I’m not sure about this one, Olo,” he said at last.

“Inquisitors?”

“Worse. Politics. Remember when you did the itching on that diplomat?”

I nodded. Turakmorn had been pushing for the right to pursue ‘bandits’ over the border. I’d helped push back on that. Or so I surmised later.

“It’s the same client. This time he wants you to go after the Lavarian Chancellor.” 

Their equivalent of our Prime Minister. “If they want truth potion I’m not doing it.”

“No. You’re to irritate him while he’s negotiating with the Prime Minister.”

I sat up. “Marriage negotiations?” Our King’s sole heir was a princess the same age as Lavaria’s crown prince. Speculation had been rife that they were about to marry.

Bekar nodded. “I can’t imagine what else it could be.”

“Conjoining the kingdoms. No more wars with Lavaria. I’ve never been happier to hear a rumor come true.”

“No more wars if they negotiate a good treaty.” My uncle didn’t share my hope.

“Fine. Can I pick how to bother him?”

Bekar shook his head. “The man was very specific. You’re to put salt in the Chancellor’s tea.”

“Salt?”

“Salt. As in the cooking ingredient. I checked.”

I glanced around the study. Three of the four walls were covered with alchemy books. Normally at this point in the conversation I’d be looking up what potions would give the desired effect. One with an hour or three delay before it took effect would be best.

Not this time.

“I’ll have to be in the negotiation room while they’re talking.”

“He gave me directions to the room.”

I frowned at my uncle. “Why are you bringing this one to me? It feels more suspicious all the time.”

Bekar answered by taking a velvet bag from under his vest. He upended it over the notebook lying on my desk. Chiming music filled the room as gleaming coins slid out.

I flung my hands to keep them from rolling over the edge. Coins struck my palms with the density of real gold. I shoved them back into the pile.

Being paid in gold wasn’t new to me. But this was more than I could count by eye. I’d have to sort it into neat stacks before I could estimate the total.

“This doesn’t make you suspicious?” I croaked.

“Of course it does. But he just dropped the bag on the counter and walked out. He didn’t want to hear a no.”

I patted at the pile to neaten it a bit. The coins all shone yellow. No hint of dilution with silver or copper.

Bekar continued, “He promised the second half after the treaty was signed. And I’ve already taken my third out.”

“All this, for salt?”

My uncle shrugged. “One clause of the marriage treaty could be worth a hundred or a thousand times that.”

“All right. I’ll do it. When?”

***
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I walked in the waiter’s shadow, moving my arms and legs with his. It’s not invisibility but it helps keep people from noticing me which is all I need. The waiter placed the pot of tea and two cups on the table. Tea gurgled and splashed as he filled the cups. “Will there be anything else, gentlemen?” he asked.

“No, thank you, Jamis,” answered the Prime Minister. 

I used the distraction to duck under an end table and hide under its drape. My gift won’t make me invisible but it guides eyes away from me. Footsteps and the click of the door closing told me the waiter was gone. The Prime Minister and his guest, Lavaria’s Chancellor resumed discussing the marriage treaty. “Clause Twenty-Seven has an unfortunate ambiguity. It could be interpreted as giving equal status between Eqetas and Contessas.” 

As they blathered on I peeked out. I had to see the exact location of the tea cup before I made my move. The Chancellor’s cup clinked as he put it down on the table. Now, I thought, before he takes another sip.

I poured the packet of salt into the palm of my hand and flung it toward the cup. Then it hissed through the air as my magic carried it the rest of the way and dissolved it in without a ripple. I’d made sure it was salt. Bought it myself and tasted it to make sure someone hadn’t slipped me poison as part of an elaborate plan.

Ducking back under the side table’s drape I froze. No need to chance discovery now. A slurp told of more tea being drunk. 

“Ah. Salt. You were right, Gustav. A very talented man. I’d no idea he was here.” The Chancellor’s words froze my blood. He was expecting it? How? And why?

“Please come out, Goodman Fustare,” said the Prime Minister. “You auditioned for a new role. Successfully.”

Well, no point in making them shake the furniture. I slid out from under the endtable and stood. The two statesmen applauded me gently. My skin heated in a blush. It felt like mockery.

“Please don’t misunderstand us, sir,” said the Prime Minister. “We went to the trouble of this arrangement because we are in most desperate need of your talents. Please, join us.”

I pulled out the empty chair at their table and sat. “Are you in need of an alchemist, my lords? I must tell you I will not poison.”

The Prime Minister pulled a document from the piles on the table. It rattled as it landed in front of me from the weight of all the seals and ribbons attached to it. “No, you don’t poison any more, which I admire. Here is a pardon for the first poisoning you did. Oh, don’t look so shocked. It’s been long known. But the city constables, the rival gangs, and Verfer’s own heir agree you did the world a service by removing him.”

I examined the pardon. It looked real.

“If you help us, I have pardons ready for the other poisonings, and for Clatheros’ death.”

And if I didn’t cooperate I could be prosecuted for them. “What do you want me to do, then?”

The Prime Minister and Chancellor stared at each other, neither wanting to be the first to speak. At last the Chancellor sighed. “Goodman, you might know the Prince and Princess will marry soon, creating a combined kingdom on their inheritance.”

I opened my mouth to let loose a sarcastic remark about everyone in both kingdoms talking about nothing else and then closed it firmly. The Prime Minister could pardon me for crimes I’d done. He could also have me executed for no reason at all. Best to be polite. I cleared my throat and said, “I have great hopes it will keep us all safe from the menace of Turakmorn, my Lords.”

The Chancellor nodded. He slurped more tea, not minding the taste of the salt. “Yes, one of many great benefits we anticipate. There is but one problem. Well, two problems.”

“They hate each other,” said the Prime Minister.

I looked from one to the other. “Who hate each other, my lords?”

“The Crown Prince and Crown Princess, of course. Who else would we care about?” The Prime Minister swept a stack of draft treaties from the table in his frustration.

“He is a great hunter and can race his own hounds to the fallen prey. While Her Highness wrote an essay on the Miracle of Blood so wise the Archdruid commended it to the Theological College. After the first meeting they both proclaimed their hatred for each other. In private, thank all Gods.” The Prime Minister pulled on his hair, which was not sturdy enough to stand such abuse. I could hear his teeth grinding as well.

“The boy told me, ‘I shall make whatever sacrifice my Kingdom demands of me. But couldn’t I die in battle instead?’ I do believe he meant it,” said the Chancellor.

I held up my hands in surrender. The waiter jacket I’d borrowed squeaked in protest as I stretched it. “My lords, I have no gift for guiding recalcitrant teenagers. How can I be of help?”

The Prime Minister leaned forward, making the table creak under his weight. “They’re willing. But not eager. A pair of youngsters in an unhappy marriage foretells trouble. The kind of trouble you’ve profited from. This seems a perfect time for a love potion.”

Not realizing I’d moved I was on my feet. The chair clattered as it landed behind me. “A love potion! Do you two fools know nothing?”

Alarmed, the politicians put hands on their hidden daggers and scraped their chairs away from the table.

“Love potions are alchemy’s trap for fools,” I continued, an outraged professional in full lecture mode. “Whenever they’re used it goes wrong. Lords in love with chambermaids, or maidens with sorcerers. If it even gets that far. We’re all taught of the witch who brewed a potion and cooked her stew on the same stove. Her cat knocked a spoon from one to the other and she spent the rest of her life in love with the damned creature. Do not ask me to administer a love potion.”

“But surely there are successes,” said the Prime Minister.

“To bend a soul against its will can be done for an hour. To hold it bent, to pretend an outside will is its own, is as dangerous as bending a tree to touch its roots.”

The anger drained out of the last words as I remembered these men could have me executed.

“We do bend trees so, when the need arises,” said the Chancellor mildly.

“Aye, to make siege engines,” I retorted. “Where would this potion catapult your Prince?”

The men exchanged glances. The Prime Minister took his turn. “What would happen if a happily married couple were dosed with a love potion?”

“Nothing. They’re already following their will.”

“And an unhappily married pair?”

I shrugged. “It’s been tried. Sometimes they end more content. More often the strains become breaks. One partner coercing the other into a tighter bond is counter to the one’s will.”

“But if it was applied to them equally, by  neutral outside party?”

“That . . .” Honesty compelled me to answer, “That would be a situation for a success. In theory.”

The Chancellor spoke again. “Then do you not owe it to the knowledge of alchemy to make the attempt?”

“You would wager the future of two kingdoms on an experiment?”

The Prime Minister broke in, his voice dry. “We are already wagering the kingdoms on the chance that the Prince and Princess will have offspring that may hold the loyalty of both lands.”

Sheaves of documents rustled as the Chancellor stirred them. “Our labors here are to prepare for such a chance.”

I didn’t have an answer to that. The politicians sat still, confident that the silence worked to their side of the argument.

They won.

“They must be alone. Anyone breaking in on them could divert the magic.”

The noblemen relaxed. “An isolated guest house has been set aside for the honeymoon. We’ve stocked it well enough to need no servants for the first night and day. The guards have been warned to stay well clear of them.”

***
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‘Guest house’ means something more elaborate when one is a guest of the King and Queen. As royal mansions went it was on the small side. An ambassador and his entourage would be comfortable.

I hid in the manicured shrubbery while the ceremony and celebration went on in the city. It gave me a splendid view of the parade of carriages that delivered my future sovereigns to their temporary abode. The guards who’d been occupying the house emerged to welcome them with a sword arch.

Amazingly, the parade and most of the guards were gone again in less than an hour. Once they were out of sight I began working my way in.

The guard at the kitchen door was distracted easily enough. The lack of servants made it easy to sneak through the kitchen. My target was a tapestry in the back hall.
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