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  Prologue


Always know who pulls the strings. It was a lesson he’d learned long ago, and moments like this made it painfully clear why. The man rubbed the scar on his temple and glared at the two brutes to either side of him. 
“How much they paying you?” he growled. “Whatever it is, you aren’t worth it. Paid to keep an eye on a man with his hands bound behind his back. Pitiful. Untie me and we’ll see who the real man is.”
The thugs didn’t bother giving him a second glance. For all he knew, they didn’t speak the language. But he’d been sent scurrying from Beffshire with his tail between his legs. After that, he’d spent weeks trying to avoid the Bolivans, who felt as though he owed them compensation for the priceless equipment he’d lost on his last mission. When he was finally cornered and subdued, it happened without giving him a chance to deliver so much as a black eye to his captors. The entire experience had left him spoiling for a fight. That even these muscle-headed dolts wouldn’t offer him the dignity of a taunt in reply was downright torturous.
He gave each of them a sideways glance. They were big. Bigger than a human being ought to be. The fists wrapped around his upper arm were practically the size of his thigh. These boys had some mystic blood in them. Maybe, just this once, it was best if he didn’t succeed in prompting a scuffle. Without a knife in his hand, he might not come out on top.
They half led, half carried him through an old hallway in a decrepit building up near the northern end of Quarr. Dust caked every surface. Windows without glass or curtains cast stark light through doorways that had been stripped of their doors. The only evidence this place had been used at all in the last decade was the floor of the hallway, which had been shuffled clean by no doubt countless similar instances of dragging captives through. Ahead, a single intact door seemed to be their destination.
His captors shoved the door open to reveal a small interior room. Compared to the rest of the house, it was black as pitch. No window, and only one small flame casting light. The room had been divided in two by a stout wooden screen. Intricate clover-shaped holes had been carved through it, and it completely blocked off the back half of the chamber such that there must have been another door on the opposite side to let people into the space behind the screen. They dropped him roughly into a wooden chair, the only bit of furniture on the near side of the screen, then shuffled out the door and slammed it behind.
Temple took stock of his surroundings. The room smelled of soot and lamp oil. The lamp on the other side of the screen projected the carved shapes faintly onto the walls around him. They were twisted and distorted in ways that seemed… wrong, somehow. He could see the shadows of their feet beneath the door. There would be no getting past them. He stood and struggled with his bound hands.
“I wouldn’t waste your time,” came a soft, calm voice from the other side of the screen. “My associates can be a trifle indelicate when someone misbehaves.”
Temple froze and glared through the screen. Whoever spoke had done so at a whisper. It was difficult to determine even the gender of his captor. His short time in the darkness hadn’t given his eyes much time to adjust, but he could just make out the curve of a big antique chair on the other side of the screen. The flame was positioned such that whoever sat in it was entirely swallowed by its shadow.
“You aren’t Bolivan. I know who hired me, the kind of people they are. This doesn’t strike me as Bolivan, so I don’t owe you a duot.”
“While I am tempted to challenge you on just how comprehensive a knowledge of the Bolivan organization you may have, as it happens, you are broadly correct. I am not, at this moment, acting as a representative of the Bolivan family. But that by no means implies that you do not owe me anything.”
“I run one contract at a time, and I don’t borrow money.”
“This isn’t about what you had planned, this is about what I had planned for you. And you botched it terribly.”
“You don’t get to make plans for me without paying my price.”
“I admire the gumption of a man who would attempt to make financial demands while tied up in a house half a mountain away from the nearest person who might hear your screams.”
“You can’t get work out of a corpse, so if you’re looking to deal, you’re not going to kill me.”
“I can’t get work out of a recalcitrant wretch either, which makes you precisely as useful to me as a corpse, and a corpse would be less irritating. It would behoove you to be more agreeable.”
“Fine. What’s the job?”
“First, the price.”
“I don’t set a price without knowing what I’ll be doing to earn it. You and me might have different ideas of what my time is worth.”
“I’ll negotiate and pay a price to appease the Bolivans so that you will no longer be hunted by them. As a matter of fact, I am quite confident I can smooth things sufficiently to put your purposes parallel with theirs once more. In addition, I will pay you ten thousand duots, plus expenses, up front and an additional twenty thousand upon a successful completion.”
Temple settled down into the chair. “I’m listening.”
“Prior to your embarrassing failure in Beffshire, a delicate plan had been laid out. The key to any plan of this sort is its subtlety. A victim cannot hold tight to his treasure if he is sleeping. But your bullheaded oafishness woke the mark and tightened their grip. Now light has been shed in corners I would have preferred remain dark.”
“You sure use a lot of words to say nothing, whoever you are.”
“Words are a specialty of mine. And as for who I am, for now you’ll call me Lens. Now keep your mouth shut, and listen close. The instructions are voluminous, they are precise, and I don’t intend to repeat them…”






  
  Chapter 1


Another day, another load of silver. Fel lugged a crate of assorted fine serving ware on one shoulder and whistled happily. Two months ago, hauling a heap of rich people’s platters and spoons would have served to reinforce to him just how lowly his place was in this town. But a lot can happen in two months, and for Fel, the last few weeks had changed his outlook on life. 
“Filthy, dirty rat monkey bird!” croaked a voice from a rooftop.
“Hey, Rudy! Looking good today,” Fel said, fishing into his pocket without looking.
He pulled out a button and flipped it into the air. A lesser harpy dove from the rooftop and snagged it, warbling happily. Two more dropped down to hop along beside him.
“Toody, Moody, I didn’t forget you two,” he said. He bounced two more buttons off the cobbles, and they grabbed them and fluttered away. “Where’s Judy?”
“Stupid clod!” squawked another harpy from the roof.
“There you are! Catch!”
He launched a button in the direction of the final harpy. It caught it neatly in its beak and fluttered off to join the others.
“Someone’s going to have to teach you four the words ‘thank you,’” he said.
“Rat bird!” the four called back in unison.
Fel reached the door of the family shop and tapped the chin of the mask on the sign before pushing the door open. For the first time in years, the shelves were stocked almost completely with new goods. Officially, the infusion of fresh inventory was thanks to Martin Masker, the patriarch of the family and its primary craftsperson. He’d developed some new repair techniques to breathe life into formerly worthless relics, or so the story went. And that was mostly true. That he’d “developed” those techniques by reading them in a book they’d rescued from the Greater Lands Wall, and that the repair parts came along with a few dozen contraptions that official assayers would have probably rejected if they’d known about them, simply wasn’t worth mentioning. And the less said about the supernaturally animated bag of chains that had been helping with the repairs, the better.
“Fresh load of silver,” Fel said to his sister, who was working the counter. “Three folks weren’t ready. It’s all on the slip there.”
“It’s a weekly schedule. I don’t understand how people can simply fail to have it ready. All they need to do is have things in a basket by the door.”
“The richer you get, the less thinking you do,” Fel said.
“Proof that you were born to be rich,” Epiphany said.
“That’s what I’ve been saying my whole life,” he said. “Where’s Mom?”
“Down in the dining room with Dad.”
He paused. “Something big going on?”
“Would she be away from the counter at this time of day if there wasn’t?” Epiphany said.
“Big good or big bad?”
“Depends on if you ask Mom or Dad.”
The door chime rang again within the first moments of his stepping inside, and both Fel and Epiphany stifled the urge to roll their eyes. A few years of running a shop made it painfully clear when a customer’s primary interest was looking at shelves and asking questions, and making a purchase was a distant second.
“You should get down there. Good or bad, it involves you,” Epiphany whispered to him.
“When one of the options is ‘bad,’ it seems like I’m always involved.”
“If it’s any consolation, Mom blames me for the ‘bad’ option.”
“That’s a nice change of pace,” Fel said.
Epiphany slipped into her customer-service tone of voice. Fel flipped up the hatch and opened the door to the stairs leading down to the dining room.
“Fel, good,” said Martin as Fel emerged into the floor below. “Close the door behind you.”
“Your father is insane,” his mother, Vivian, said the moment the hatch clicked shut.
“Visionaries are always called insane.”
“Most of the people claiming to have visions are insane.”
“What’s going on?” Fel asked.
“I’ve finished translating the book of door codes,” Martin said. “And I’ve begun working on some of the ancillary text in the book.”
“It’s driven him mad,” Vivian said.
“Mom, you can call Dad crazy some more when he’s done talking,” Fel said. “Dad, are we confident these codes will work?”
“I am at least as confident in these codes as I was in the ones that earned you access to the Greater Wall.”
Fel clapped. “So that whole wall is our personal inventory.”
“It could be much more than that, Fel,” Martin said. “The external doors are marked with locations. The inner doors are a little harder to translate. They’re labeled with descriptions. And this morning I translated this one.”
He slid a page across the dining room table. Fel picked it up. It was typical of his father’s scraps, covered with half-thoughts that were crossed out and replaced. But the final line, the full translation, read Research Library.
“Books, Dad?” he said. “Forgive me if I don’t get excited about books. They don’t sell for much.”
“That’s not half of what’s wrong with his little scheme,” Vivian said.
“Fel, our family has built its legacy on repairing and restoring contraptions. I’ve learned nearly as much from one of those books you brought back as I’d gleaned from decades of trial and error. I can fix things that have exhausted my capacities for years. But still something eludes me.”
“You’re never going to be able to fix everything, Dad.”
Martin shook his head. “Incorrect. These are contraptions. They were built. If something can be made, it can be fixed. Even if it means making every bit of it from scratch again, it should be possible to make something work again so long as the techniques and materials are available. And so far I’ve yet to find anything in any of these contraptions, broken or functional, that was exotic. Rare, perhaps. Difficult to acquire. But nothing that isn’t accessible to me for a price. So what’s missing is technique.”
“I don’t follow.”
“If one book can help me fix half the devices I’d been working on, imagine what two could achieve. Imagine what ten could achieve. Imagine what a research library would permit. I am convinced that a well-equipped library could provide us with the missing pieces that society has been dreaming of since the Bygone Era. Fel, I think we’ll be able to create our own contraptions.”
“Madness,” Vivian said under her breath. “It’s expressly forbidden.”
“Selling the blunt dagger was forbidden,” Fel said.
“Bygone dagger,” Martin corrected.
“The Bygone dagger was harmless. It was a dull tool that deactivated contraptions. And half of the things we’re discussing finding a seller for are things we know are harmless but the assayers disagree about. I don’t enjoy the thought of sneaking things by the assayers, but so long as they’re things that don’t make sense to prohibit the sale of, I’ll accept bending the rules if it means keeping this shop thriving. Forbidding the construction of new contraptions is something I agree with. And this is something that Fanny won’t talk me out of.”
“Viv, if we fully understand them, we can construct only contraptions that behave in ways that make sense to sell. We won’t be beholden to finding troves of old contraptions and hoping they’ll behave, we can actually manufacture our own.”
“And what if you get it wrong?” Vivian said.
“I will take the utmost of care.”
“You were taking the utmost of care when you reactivated that ‘ice-manufacturing contraption’ and ended up turning two-thirds of your workbench into some sort of crystal.”
“That was because I couldn’t know the function of the device before I activated it. If there is a library, and it is properly stocked, I won’t have to speculate any longer.”
She crossed her arms. “I don’t like it.”
“I’ve discussed it at length with Tome, and he agrees with me. Not to mention the added benefit that producing our own contraptions obviates the requirement of Fel risking his life in vaults and the like.”
Vivian pointed a finger. “If I knew what a bad influence that boy would be on you, I wouldn’t have given him Euphoria’s old bedroom to sleep in. Maybe there’s something wrong with that bed. Everyone who sleeps in it starts causing trouble.”
Fel looked over the paper. “It doesn’t say where it is,” he said.
“No, I’m afraid not,” Martin said. “The external doors are labeled by their location along the wall. The internal doors are labeled exclusively by their descriptions. I imagine there’s a directory somewhere within the wall.”
“It’s a big wall, Dad. And most of it is underwater.”
“But surely you understand the value of what that library represents.”
Fel leaned on the table and drummed his fingers. Of course he understood the value of his father being able to make contraptions. It would be a dream come true. But having witnessed some of the more violent capacities of contraptions by way of the traps that vaults tended to have, he could absolutely understand his mother’s view. For Fel, the question wasn’t if he was afraid of doing damage. Doing damage was part of the job, as far as he was concerned. The question was how to persuade his mother to give his Dad enough slack to do something impressive enough to fully change her mind.
He ran through a dozen things that would persuade him, even if he wasn’t already persuaded, but each fell well short of the sort of logic that would penetrate his mother’s defenses.
Above him the door to the dumbwaiter opened and Fanny shouted down, “Do we have any music boxes?” 
“Just what are on the shelves,” Vivian shouted back.
Fel and Martin snapped their fingers at the same time. The dumbwaiter closed.
“That’s it!” Fel said.
“What’s it?” Vivian said.
“If Dad could figure out how to make music boxes, we’ll never run out of music boxes.”
“We both know that your father isn’t talking about making music boxes. He’s talking about making things that haven’t been made before.”
“But making music boxes, or puzzle boxes, or any other harmless item we already understand would be the first step,” he said. “Imagine how much easier the shop would be to run if we knew precisely what our inventory would be month after month, year after year.”
“But Martin wouldn’t stop there. And it doesn’t change the fact that constructing new contraptions is forbidden.”
“Mom, we can fix boxes, right?” Fel said.
“Of course.”
“And we can find broken ones, right?”
“Naturally.”
“And making a few raids a year to vaults is allowed, right?”
“If you’re working on a point, just get to it.”
“How will the assayers know we’re making them from scratch? If they knew what was in the Greater Lands Wall or the vaults—or if they could get to them—they would have cleaned them out before we got there.”
The hatch to the next floor opened, and Tome emerged from below. “Forgive the intrusion on what is clearly a family matter.”
“Tome, no. Never an intrusion. Come. I’m sure you’ll have valuable insight,” Martin said.
Fel and Vivian both glared at the paper mage as he pulled up a chair and sat at the table.
“I couldn’t help but overhear the heated discussion.”
“You’d have to be eavesdropping, Tome. I’ve lived in this house my whole life, remember? I know how loudly people have to talk to be overheard between floors,” Fel said.
“… Well, be that as it may, I wondered, is there any official limit to how much repair something can receive?”
“No. Whatever repair is necessary to make it function,” Vivian said flatly.
“And is there any prohibition for disassembling devices?”
“Contraptions, and no. Parting out malfunctioning contraptions is the primary way of getting spare parts to fix others.”
“So there’s your solution.”
All three of the Maskers stared at him.
“We’re not making the leap with you, boy,” Vivian said.
“You take one of these music boxes. You take it apart piece by piece, until it is entirely disassembled. Then you start crafting new ones, and for each new one you craft, you use just one piece of the original. Now you haven’t made new ones, you’ve simply repaired very badly broken ones.”
Vivian furrowed her brow, mulling the words over. “How many parts are in a music box?”
“There are four hundred and seventeen components to a music box,” said Martin. “I have been able to fabricate all but seventeen of them.”
She patted the apron she wore and slipped a booklet from it. “We wouldn’t part out all the boxes. The more intact a contraption is and the less repair work has been done, the greater the price… but if all the badly damaged boxes were broken down and rebuilt into handmade ones…”
Her eyes danced across the page as figures assembled themselves in her mind. The corner of her mouth almost imperceptibly twitched into a grin.
Again the dumbwaiter door opened and Epiphany called out. “Mom! The assayers are here for their monthly visit.”
The grin vanished from her face. She snapped the book shut and tucked it away. “I will be up to help momentarily.” She lowered her voice and addressed the others. “What we are discussing is a clear overextension of the word of the law and a willful misunderstanding of its intent… which has been the bread and butter of our shop for ages. We could do it freely and have very little risk of endangering the shop. Martin, are you confident you could do it, if you could learn how to make the missing parts?”
“I see no reason why not.”
She huffed and said to Fel, “Then when you make your next trip to the Greater Lands Wall, you may as well put some effort into finding this library.” She jabbed a finger at Martin. “But I will watch you like a hawk. I don’t need you getting creative and accidentally re-creating whatever caused the Bygone Era to be bygone.”
“I shall double my dedication to safety,” Martin said.
“Fine then. Are we through? May I return to the shop?”
“I believe Fel and I can discuss the rest without you.”
Vivian nodded and headed for the stairs. Martin revealed a booklet similar to the one his wife kept.
“I have transcribed all the door codes into this book. Twice, in fact. I burned the other in Wick’s lantern, so he will have access to all the codes as well.”
“I assume, with this in hand, I’ve got another trip to the wall in my future.”
“In your near future. You and Tome will be—”
Fel raised a hand. “Tome is a part of this already?”
“I think you’ll agree his help was crucial in the success of your last expedition. And he and I have been having some very interesting discussions regarding the possible intersections of contraptioneering and paper magic.”
Fel glared at Tome. “I guess you can spend a lot of time musing about that stuff when you don’t have a job to do.”
Tome crossed his arms. “I’ll have you know that some lucky games of grum and your family’s very reasonable rates for room and board have afforded me a degree of leisure with my share of the earnings from our previous expedition. And my time has not been wasted. Come, I want to show you something.”
Martin was nodding. “Oh, yes. You’ll find this intriguing. I’ll head back into the workshop and see if I can find a way to narrow down the location of the library or any other high-value chambers within the wall.”
The trio headed for the stairs and went down one by one. Martin continued to the lowest level. Before they could reach the cramped hallway between Fel’s and Tome’s doors, a small curtain flipped open and a goat-sized creature with a single opalescent horn clopped out from inside, prancing happily and bleating. Parch, a lesser unicorn that had become rather attached to Fel after he showed it some kindness at the Greater Lands Wall, had become something of the family pet. This was much to the detriment of Fel’s bedroom. The curtain Parch emerged from covered a splintered section of door surrounded by fragments of wood, which suggested the addition of the pet door was a choice made by Parch’s strength and determination rather than Fel’s affection. The beast sprang about for a bit and reared back. Fel slapped a hand right between Parch’s eyes and horn and gave him a playful shove.
After three more iterations of the little game, Parch calmed down and gave Tome a decidedly dirty look before trotting back into Fel’s room.
Fel gave Tome a remarkably similar look.
“What?” Tome said, reaching into his pocket and retrieving a slip of paper.
“I saw that look he gave you. What’d you do?”
“Please, Fel. He’s an animal.”
“What’d you do?” Fel repeated firmly.
Tome tore the end of the page and pressed it to his door. It rattled and swung open.
“I suppose he may have been displeased that I applied another taming spell to him—after a frustrating amount of chasing.”
“Why did you do that? Was he causing trouble? Did he try eating another bedspread?”
“No. I required samples.”
Tome stepped into his room and tore another page. Three lamps lit themselves at the behest of the spell, revealing a room that, despite only having been his home for two months, looked nearly as lived in as Fel’s. He’d filled all Euphoria’s old shelves with sheaves of blank pages and dozens of old books picked up at the various shops around town. The writing desk, normally covered with spells in various stages of completion, was instead rigged up with some of Martin’s gear. A tin with some manner of scorched, strong-smelling black powder had been set on a metal stand over an alcohol burner. Beside it, a glass beaker filled with sticky gunk and a pitcher full of water stood ready to be deployed.
“A few weeks ago, I found one of the unicorn’s hairs on my bed—which is what inspired me to start using reinforcing magic on the door, I’ll have you know. But out of curiosity, I burnt the hair and mixed up a sample of ink, and it was surprisingly potent. Not as strong as the top-quality stuff, but appreciably close. So I tamed Parch and took some larger samples. A tuft of hair, some powder from the horn. Some hoof trimmings. Nothing he’d miss.”
“Don’t try harvesting Parch, Tome.”
“No, no. Heavens no. Nothing to hurt the creature. But you’ll be happy to know that the horn powder made very, very potent ink. Perhaps even more potent than the quality ink I spend a fortune on. That, coupled with the substantial amount of midquality ink I can make from Parch’s shedding, suggests having a lesser unicorn around could reduce my ink budget to zero while leading to a net improvement in my spells.”
“So long as you don’t—”
A jangling drew his attention to the stairs below before he could finish. Two gleaming claws crested the steps and hauled the rest of the clattering contraption called Oiler to the top. Its expressionless, serpentine brass face managed to communicate delight quite effectively through the bob and angle of its head. Alternating claws and tail, it hobbled its way over and plopped its canvas pack of a body down at Fel’s feet with all the loyalty of a trusty hound. After a moment, it spotted the curtain at the bottom of the door and pinched the end to lift it up.
“No, Oiler, we’ve been through this, there’s no point in—”
Again he wasn’t given a chance to finish. Oiler deftly gathered up the bits and pieces of wood and started precisely applying dots of glue from a needle-sharp fang that emerged from its slot of a mouth.
“Where do you suppose the glue comes from? I never see you refill it, and it never seems to run out,” Tome said.
“I assume it’s just a product of the contraption,” Fel said, not truly interested.
“The production of material from nothing is a substantial act of magic. I hope we find those books so that your father can suss that sort of thing out. It could be of huge benefit to us if we can make the determination.”
“Do me a favor and stop thinking about this little enterprise in terms of ‘we’ and ‘us.’ I don’t intend for this to be a permanent partnership,” Fel said.
Oiler finished piecing the broken section of door back together and slid it into the gap. It held the bits in place for a few seconds, then slowly took its claws away to reveal a completely patched hole. Precisely three seconds later, a soft clatter from within the room ended with an explosion of wood shards as Parch handily punched his way back out. Oiler spread its hands and waggled its fingers in excitement, then extended a claw and gingerly patted Parch on the head.
“I live in a circus…” Fel muttered.
“I don’t think you should waste your breath complaining about such a thing when you’re the one who invited the clowns.”
“Fair point.”
#
Vivian and Epiphany stood to either side of the assayers as they did their work. Each shopkeeper wore the convincing and entirely disingenuous expression of someone who was absolutely delighted to have their workday interrupted by two representatives of the Teskal nobility. The assayers themselves, a man and a woman, were at least quite professional, which was hardly something to be taken for granted. As often as not, the assayers comported themselves as though they were nobles themselves, worthy of borderline worship, rather than mere representatives.
It was clear at a glance that they were better funded and better equipped than the City Watch. Their uniforms, while perhaps not tailored to the officials themselves, at least lacked the “generational” quality that was an earmark of the Watch armor.
The male official held up a freshly repaired contraption with two rotating wheels on either side and asked, “And these wheels rotate constantly?”
“Yes. Since the repair, they have moved continuously without slowing,” Vivian said.
He placed the box down on the counter and braced it against the table with one hand while testing the strength of the rotating wheels with the other. No amount of force could keep the wheels from rotating in the least.
“Cogged perimeter, extreme strength. Likely intended to power some larger machine,” the woman said.
“I concur,” said her partner. “You’ll need to hand it over.”
“As expected,” Vivian said.
He fetched a small satchel from his waist and counted out a handful of coins in exchange for an inexhaustible power source of arcane origin. The woman paced along the carefully aligned rows of contraptions.
“Music boxes, suitable for sale… Puzzle boxes, suitable for sale… You seem to have a considerable infusion of inventory once again.”
“Martin has made something of a breakthrough with regard to repair technique. I discussed it with your associates last month.”
“Yes, we have it noted here,” the man said. “You must have had a tremendous stock of devices awaiting repair, if two straight months have produced such a high volume of repaired contraptions.”
“Dad never throws anything away if he can help it. We were up to our necks in contraptions we thought were hopeless. We also were fortunate enough to have a rather successful vault run near the Greater Lands Wall,” Epiphany said.
“And this is the entirety of the repaired stock?” the woman said.
“Of course,” Vivian said. “Though as we speak, my husband is working on more. Nothing likely to be completed by the end of the day. And if all goes according to plan, my boy will be making another run to the vault. Hopefully you’ll be going through a similarly substantial set of goods next month.”
The woman picked up an alarm box. “I’ve seen a lot of these in the wealthier stores and homes,” she said. “Selling a lot of them, are you?”
“They are relatively common, fairly easy to repair, and in high demand. And they need to be reset here in the shop once they go off. They’re some of our most valuable items.”
The official turned the box over in her hands. “I hate to be the bearer of bad news…”
“Then you’re in the wrong line of work,” Epiphany said, before she could stop herself.
“Please don’t tell me those aren’t permitted any longer,” Vivian said.
“It is too early to say,” the man said. “But Lord Katritz is not entirely pleased at how widespread they have become. You’ll recall what happened with the larger ballerina toys…”
“Yes. After he’d acquired three of them and his acquaintance wrote to us hoping to acquire four, he decided they were suddenly too dangerous to continue to sell,” Vivian said.
“There hasn’t been any change yet,” the assayer said. “Not that we’ve been made aware of. But I wouldn’t be surprised if this time next month we’ll be acquiring what remains of your stock.”
“With any luck, if such a change happens, it will be brief,” the woman said apologetically.
“Then may luck be with us.”
“Indeed. It looks like we’re through here,” the woman said. “But before we go, there was a matter that we were asked to bring to your attention.”
“Oh?”
“A couple of months ago, there was the incident with the hippogriffs.”
“Indeed, we were at the center of it.”
“Yes, that is the matter at hand. That this shop was at the center spurred some discussion in Teskal about the possibility that contraptions were also at the center of it.”
“Our lives center on contraptions. I don’t think it should be a surprise that they were after contraptions.”
The man leaned forward. “Which contraption precisely?”
“If you think for a moment I even entertained the idea of discussing the demands of a pair of thugs who, might I add, were rather transparently impersonating people with your authority, then you don’t understand how the Maskers do business.”
They nodded to one another. “I assure you, we’ll be keeping an eye on the issue. We take improper usage of contraptions very seriously.”
“As you should,” Vivian said. “Though if I were you, I would devote your attentions to the northern fringe of Quarr and Shalia. It is no secret that’s where the greatest violations are coming from.”
“What can be done is being done in that regard. What we are hoping is to ensure it doesn’t spread.”
“Perhaps you should have done a little more than hope, because the barn door is wide open on that one,” Epiphany said.
Vivian gave her a sharp look.
“… With all due respect,” Epiphany added.
The officials dusted off their hands in a strangely coordinated act and hefted the crate of confiscated goods from the counter.
“I believe that will be all for this month,” said the man.
“Same time next month,” said the woman.
They marched out the door. Vivian put her hands on her hips and glared at Epiphany. “Epiphany Mason Masker, what has gotten into you?” she barked when the officials had rattled away in their wagons.
“They just rode away with four thousand duots worth of contraptions and paid us one hundred duots for them.
“Four thousand five hundred and eighty, by my accounting, and that’s the price of doing business.”
“It’s too high a price. And now the alarms might go? It isn’t…”
She went silent and turned in unison with her mother as they each sensed someone approaching. A tall, nearly gaunt older woman in fine clothing appeared in front of the shop and stepped inside.
“We’ll discuss this later,” Vivian said.
“Of course,” Fanny said, offering a smile and nod to the customer before hurrying downstairs.
“Hello, ma’am,” Vivian said. “Pardon the clutter, we’ve just finished our assessment from the assayer. How may I help you?”
“In a moment, one of my servants will be arriving with my silver. You’ve actually done a fair amount of truly exemplary work for me in the past, but this is the first we’ve met face-to-face. My name is Eveline Verfessa.”
“Ah! Mrs. Verfessa. You’ll be wanting your silver polished, then. As always, happy to do so. I believe my boy was there just a few hours ago to pick up your silver. I suppose the timing didn’t align as well as it might.”
“Oh, he arrived just when he was supposed to, but I decided there was some business that was best done face-to-face.”
Vivian climbed to the top of a step stool to slip something onto a high shelf. “Something more than polishing your silver, then,” she said.
“Indeed.” Eveline stepped up to the counter and handed her the next item that needed to be stowed. “Contraptions. I’ve really not given them much thought, myself.”
“People seldom do.”
“Imagine my shock at my own ignorance when I discovered some of the foremost experts in their care and sale made their home just around the corner from my own, and were in fact the ones polishing my silver.”
“Ours is not a highly lauded profession.”
“So many professions not deemed laudable are nonetheless profoundly important in their way. I wonder if you would be willing to share your expertise.”
“If you are interested in making a purchase, simply list your requirements and I shall find the perfect item for you.”
“I have no doubt you could do so brilliantly, but it was a sale I was hoping to make, not a purchase. I wondered if perhaps you could help me set a price?”
“Mrs. Verfessa, you strike me as a rather savvy individual. I would be very pleased to look over your contraption if you were to bring it in, but that might not be the best thing for you. I am dedicated to providing a fair price—with the understanding that such a price would be set based upon our need to resell at a profit in order to remain in business. And that necessity for resale would take its toll on your own profit. You would be better served by a neutral party. Representatives of the assayers office aren’t halfway down the road by now. I could send my son to—”
Verfessa raised her hand to silence her. “No, I think a private appraisal would be more valuable. I’ve done some limited investigation into the nature of the assayer’s office’s services already. I am confident your price assessment will be fairer than theirs. We are more interested in establishing a baseline price for future negotiation with hypothetical buyers beyond our fair city’s borders. And, to speak more generally, my husband is not terribly fond of working with representatives from Teskal.”
“Oh. I see.” Vivian finished stowing the last of the top-shelf items and stepped down to Verfessa’s level. “I get the feeling the bulk of this conversation has been between the lines.”
“There are some matters best approached from oblique angles, the better to provide a healthy bit of separation should an indiscreet listener arrive at the wrong conclusion.”
“It would be best to do such things outside of business hours. There are some matters of future inventory that I’ll need to be a part of until then.”
“I would never wish to interfere with the running of your business.”
“Our hours run rather late into the evening. I can offer you an appointment near midnight, or tomorrow morning before six.”
“It so happens my husband is something of a night owl. He does most of his business meetings in the wee hours. Either would suit us. Morning is preferable.”
“Very well. And there will be a small fee for my services.”
“No expert should ever ply their trade without proper compensation.”
“Very well. Tomorrow then?”
“I shall be expecting you.”
The door jangled. A weary-eyed maid stepped inside with a box of silver serving trays.
“Ah. Excellent timing. Our business is concluded. I look forward to the benefit of your expertise, Mrs. Masker.”
“And I hope to be of use to you, Mrs. Verfessa.”
#
Epiphany marched down through the house. She ignored Fel and Tome, who were engaged in their near-constant pastime of her brother loudly affirming something that their houseguest quietly contradicted. A few flights of stairs took her to her father’s workshop, which was practically unrecognizable compared to what it had been just a few weeks ago. Where once the walls were utterly clogged with projects spanning years, now the place was half-empty. Anything that could be fixed had been fixed, and now was either for sale, sold, or being strategically stored with one or two pieces missing to avoid having to sacrifice them to the assayers just yet.
Her father was at his workbench, magnifying lenses in place as he pored over the notebook that had provided the precious access to the Greater Lands Wall.
“Fanny! Good to see you. I take it the assayers have come and gone?”
“They have.”
“Did they take the cogwheel contraption?”
“Of course they did, Dad,” she said.
“Ah, well. It never hurts to be optimistic.”
“It seldom helps, either.” She gazed at the walls. “I’ve never seen it this clean.”
“Oiler is quite the asset. Though I find it doesn’t quite grasp the proper functionality of a given device as quickly as it might. For the more complex contraptions, it does a better job at finishing reassembly than actual repair. But having another set of sure hands, and having the benefit of those books Fel brought back, has been nothing short of revolutionary. Now that the assayers have come through, I can finally unlock the doors to the storage. Keeping Oiler away from the nearly finished contraptions has been like keeping candy out of your hands when you were knee-high. Wily for a contraption, that one.”
Epiphany plucked a slip of paper from where it was pinned to a board on the wall. It was the inventory of goods they’d held in reserve. “Three locks, prohibited complexity. Five spring traps, prohibited potential for violence. Four image projectors, prohibited complexity. Six echo-horns, prohibited for reasons of security,” she grumbled.
“There are plenty of sellable items. The frame with the alternating image within. The flutter-bird egg. Fifteen music boxes. Another dozen alarm boxes…”
“They warned us the alarm boxes may be the next to go.”
His brow creased and his fingers tightened about his pen. “They know best.”
“Father, how much would those prohibited items sell for, if we were permitted to sell them?”
“I don’t do figures, Fanny. I leave that to you and your mother.”
“Right, so I’ll tell you. Twenty-eight thousand duots, without serious haggling. Twice that if Mom or I get a chance to speak our piece. Even if we leave out the spring traps and the door unlockers—those I can accept we might not want in the hands of the average collector—that still leaves us with fifteen thousand duots, easily.”
“Theoretical duots don’t pay the bills.”
“Precisely. And I’m through theorizing. I’m making the trip.”
He looked up from his work. “We discussed this.”
“We did. For weeks. I discussed it with you. I discussed it with Mom. I discussed it with Fel. I even discussed it with Tome. I debated it with myself. I have given it all due thought, and I have made the most carefully considered decision of my life. I’m going to meet up with Mr. Badgerweed and see about selling some of the more valuable items before the assayers can take them away.”
“Do we even know if he’ll meet with you?”
“I have exchanged three letters with him since he left Beffshire. It turns out it’s rather easy to have letters reach him when you know what route the bazaar is taking. We’d already planned for me to take a trip south to see if I can acquire any decent contraptions. If I leave a day or two early, I can arrive in Brentmire while he is still there. With his dedicated attention, some samples of your handiwork, and no mercenaries breathing down my neck, I’m certain I can persuade him to buy some of our goods. The timing is right, you’ve already got the inventory, and on the off chance I’m stopped by officials, I can explain that I’d just acquired them during the trip rather than brought them with me, since that’s the primary reason for the trip.”
He scratched out a few more lines. “We seem to be doing a lot more deception as a part of our business these days.”
“You certainly don’t seem broken up about hiding Oiler. You’ve been hiding Wick for years. Where is he, anyway?”
“In Tome’s room. I’ve been paying Tome to copy over some of our notes and burn them in Wick’s flame so that he can provide them to you and Fel while you are out and about. But if hiding him set the example that led us to this, then I suppose I may have chosen poorly. I set a poor example. We try to be honest in this family. Barring the odd and necessary exceptions.”
“Dad, we’re not turning into thieves and scoundrels. We’re not the Bolivan family.”
“No. Not yet. But we’ve got more in common with them today than we did a few months ago. And we’ll have more in common with them tomorrow when you head out to make yet another illegal sale. Not out of desperation, but out of… financial aspiration.”
“You were going to say ‘greed,’ weren’t you?”
“I don’t have your and your mother’s gift for instantaneous tact. The point is, it is my job to make sure we don’t become what the Bolivan family did. Or, it was my job. You, your sister, and your brother are the future of the family. You’re adults now. And I suppose that means making your own decisions.”
“So I have your blessings?”
“‘Blessing’ is a strong word. You have my resigned acceptance.”
She nodded. “Better than I expected, if I’m honest.”
“Your father is old and tired now, Epiphany. I don’t have the fight I once had. And if I’m going to send your brother back to the wall without a second thought, it would be unfair of me to keep you from tackling risks you feel you’re a match for. But I want you to promise me one thing.”
“What?”
“One of these days, and I’m thinking it will be sooner than I’d like, you’re going to see your fortune opening out in front of you. Something far grander and brighter than your mother and I could ever have hoped to provide for you. When that day comes, just remember you’ve got a family here in Beffshire.”
Epiphany tightened her lips and slowly shook her head. She took a step forward and placed a hand on Martin’s back.
“I’m not going to do what Euphoria did.” She gave him a kiss. “Fel and I are going to keep the Masker name on the map. Mark my words.”
#
“Hello, Mariss, you’re looking lovely today,” Fel whispered to himself as he paced along the street leading to Divinity’s Oven. “Hello, Mariss, you’re looking lovely today.”
Parch clip-clopped along beside him as he swung a bread basket and tested the greeting with every possible combination of inflections. His share of the money from selling the Bygone dagger meant he’d been able to afford a few extra trips to Divinity’s Oven and thus see Mariss a bit more often. In his mind, every day he walked in and picked up a roll or a pie or anything else she might have for sale as though it were a casual afterthought, he took one step closer to making her believe that he was wealthy and important enough to belong in her part of town.
He reached Divinity’s Oven and stepped inside. Nice as it would have been to leave Parch outside while he made his purchase and chatted, he’d paid for enough broken doors in the past few weeks to know it was just easier to get dirty looks from shopkeepers for holding the door open for the beast.
“Hello, Mariss, you’re a lovely looking day,” he said.
She turned and tipped her head curiously, wiping her hands on her apron.
“I can’t say I’ve ever been called that before,” she said with a slightly baffled smile on her face. “Oh! But you brought the little cutie again!
Fel tried to keep the embarrassment of the fumbled greeting to a low, searing burn in the back of his mind. “Heh, I don’t have a choice, at least until I train him a little better. He listens to commands fine, but if I leave him somewhere, he just comes and finds me. I swear, he’s got a sixth sense for tracking me down. I’m lucky I can get him to stay home for my morning rounds.”
Ever since the beast had returned to Beffshire with him, Fel had acquired an unwanted reputation around town thanks to Parch’s constant company. Having the tippy-tap of little hooves beside him wouldn’t have been so bad if lesser unicorns were a more common sight in cities. Such was not the case. Having Parch with him was roughly akin to choosing to wear a parrot as an accessory: baffling to some and irritating to most. But after a couple of months of doing his rounds with Parch at his heels, the city had at least come to accept the eccentricity.
“Here, here. I hoped you’d come. I saved these for you,” Mariss said.
“Oh! Well, thanks, I’m happy to know you…”
Mariss set a basket down in front of Parch and dumped some apple cores into it.
“… kept Parch in mind,” he said, hoping the disappointment in not being the target of her affections wasn’t terribly evident.
She cooed and crouched to fawn over Parch as the little creature bleated and tucked into the treat.
“I know it may as well be a goat, but the little thing is just so much more majestic than a goat. That sparkly, glossy coat. That pearly horn. Cutest little lesser I’ve ever seen.”
“You only feel that way because he’s never eaten part of your bed.”
“Little scamp,” she said, giving him a pat. She stood and marched around behind the counter. “But what can I get you today?”
“It’s stew night, so I thought a nice loaf of bread.”
“Stew night again? Weren’t you in here just a few days ago claiming the same thing?”
“It’s usually stew night,” he said.
“What will you have? Something rustic and crusty?”
“Whatever you think is best. You’re the expert.”
“Good, hearty brown bread, I think.” She turned to look over their offerings. “So, I never asked before, but where did you find Parch?”
“You, um, you did ask before, but I’m happy to tell you again. It was on a trip down south. I went to the Greater Lands Wall.”
“Oh! Yes, yes. I remember now. You have such adventures, don’t you?”
“I do!” he said a bit too eagerly. He tried to rein in his excitement. “It, er, it isn’t anything special. Not for me, anyway. Just part of the job. Sure, I was chased by a dragon, but you’ve got to take some risks to make your mark in the world.”
“A dragon? Not a greater dragon,” she said.
“That’s the only kind they’ve got, down by the wall.”
“I don’t know how you could stand it, the sort of dangers down there. I’ve barely left my side of Beffshire. Have you traveled much? Gone many other places?”
“I’ve been all over Thayn. You name a site with a Bygone relic or ruin, and I’ve been there. And down south, into the wilds? That’s practically a second home. Hip deep in swamps. Roasted red by the desert sun. But I’ve brought back some astounding treasures.”
“It must be wonderful,” she said, setting down his bread.
“It’s what I was born to do,” he said, returning the old basket.
She set a yeast roll atop the loaf and tucked in a cloth to keep it warm. He paid the princely fee for the bread.
“I’ll tell you what. I’ll be taking a trip south in another day or two. I might be a few weeks, but when I come back, I’ll bring something special from the trip, just for you.”
“Oh, you don’t have to do that, Fel, but I’m sure I’ll treasure it if you do.”
“You have my word as a Masker that I’ll bring you a one-of-a-kind treasure. And I am a man of my word.”
She waved sweetly as he hurried out the door, a well-fed Parch in tow.
“Did you hear that?” he whispered to the unicorn. “You don’t have to do that Fel.” He leaned down to slap the creature on his side. “She remembers my name. After all this time she remembers my name. This is my way in. Of course she wasn’t going to take notice of me just because I was spending money like I was wealthy. Everyone she knows is wealthy. That doesn’t give me an edge! But I guarantee you, no one in her social circle has ever been to the Greater Lands Wall. None of her friends know what it’s like to club a thorn-lizard that stalked him through half a forest. This is it. This is the way to her heart. She’ll be dripping with Bygone jewelry before she knows it. No one else can give her that.”
Parch reared up. Fel gave him a few faux headbutts with his hand and another vigorous pat.
“Come on. Let’s drop this off and have some supper. Then I think it’s time for a visit to The Fox and Log. I feel like a night on the town before we head out for our next adventure.”
#
A few hours later, Allie walked up to The Fox and Log to begin her shift. She yawned and tried to remember what day it was. The owner of the tavern had long ago figured out things worked more smoothly when she was present, so he’d given her permission to choose whatever hours she would prefer, so long as she preferred to do more hours than any of the other servers. It was beginning to wear on her, but it was hard to turn down the extra money in her pockets. And though she loathed admitting it, there was something nice about being so utterly indispensable.
As tended to be the case when she was starting her shift past midday, things were sounding rather raucous. It was difficult to tell if she was hearing people enjoying themselves or getting ready to pummel each other. It didn’t help that for half her patrons, those two things were one and the same.
A handful of crickets flew past her head as she stepped through the door. That wouldn’t have been so odd, except they were roasted and salted already. She dodged another handful and marched to the bar.
“Oovay!” she bellowed with all the concentrated authority of an angry mother. “What did I say about cutting people off before they start throwing food?”
“It is not my fault!” bellowed a thickly accented voice from the back room.
“You’re the one serving the drinks, Oovay. You’re the one who gets to decide when to stop serving the drinks.” She put on her apron. “And why are you in the back room? You’re supposed to be on the floor.”
“I am on break!”
“Then where is Dina?”
“I am on break too,” came a second voice from the back room.
“The whole reason for there being two of you is so that one of you can take breaks while the other one is working the floor!” She pinched the bridge of her nose and took a breath. “It’s fine. The tavern isn’t on fire. It’s better than it could have been.”
She dusted off her hands and stepped onto the footrail that ran around the bottom of the bar. With the extra height raising her up above the crowd, she raised her voice. “Boys, girls, fun’s fun, but you settle down or I’m going have to start thinning out the herd,” she said.
The request was impressively effective, mostly because it was Allie who said it. She’d taken great care over the years she’d been working at the tavern to cultivate an atmosphere of “if Allie talks, it’s serious.”
“Allie!” came Fel’s voice from the back of the room, where the grum games were usually played.
She trotted to the table and found him, rosy-cheeked and grinning, with a half-empty pint and the spilled remnants of at least two more on the table in front of him.
“Hey, Fel. Been here long?”
“Long enough to be up forty at the grum table and down fifty on booze,” he said. “I’m celebrating.”
Allie glanced across the room and mentally logged two drink orders, then turned back to him. “What’s the occasion?”
“For one, I’m heading out tomorrow. ’Nother expedition. Should be a good one.”
“That’s two in three months.”
“Barely two months.”
“Does this mean I’m going to have mercenaries on winged steeds messing up my town again?”
He shrugged. “Probably. Seems to be the new thing.”
“Hey, are you in or out?” said Tem.
“I’m in,” Fel said. “So, here’s the other thing, Allie, I’m—”
“If you’re in, you’ll have to wait and tell me the rest of it later. Oovay left this whole place a mess, and I can’t clean it up if I’m lingering here listening to you spin a yarn.”
He pushed down his pile of tiles and pocketed his coins. “Then I’m out. Because these boys are sick of hearing what I’ve got to say, and you haven’t heard it yet.”
“Lovely,” she said, marching back to the bar to start filling orders.
He followed her over. She thrust an empty tankard into his hand. “Rinse those out, would you? Make yourself useful. Someone around here’s got to.”
Fel mechanically went about the task as she filled up fresh cups and set them on a tray.
“So I was talking to Mariss today.”
“Not much different so far,” she said.
“Right, right, but she called me by name. She called me Fel.”
“Well, what do you know,” she said. “That only took a couple of years.”
“You know what it means?”
“Someone finally told her your name?”
“It means she’s noticing me.”
“Probably it also means that someone finally told her your name.”
He scratched his head. “Did I not tell her my name?”
“Nope!” She hauled the tray to her shoulder.
“You want me to carry that?”
“Only if I want it spilled.”
He set the rinsed tankards down and followed her. “How would you know if someone did or didn’t tell her my name?”
“Because I talked to her.”
“And she told you I never told her my name?”
“Yep. Grab a couple of baskets of crickets for those two tables.”
He tromped back to the bar and delivered the crunchy snacks, then trotted back over to her. “How would she find out my name if I wasn’t the one who told her?”
“I told her.”
“When?”
“The same time I talked to her. Try to keep up, Fel.”
“What were you talking to her for?”
“She works at the bakery, and I had a special order.”
He went silent for a moment.
“Something wrong, Fel?”
“I kind of thought I’d done this on my own.”
“You could have, if you’d told her your name. Honestly, Fel, it’s like the mere thought of Mariss knocks fifteen years off your age.”
A thump and a cheer drew her attention to the corner of the bar. Parch was standing on a table. A man with a helmet on backward was lying on the floor, the chair having flipped backward with him still in it.
“You brought your unicorn in here again?” she said.
“No, I came in here and Parch tagged along.”
“Either get that thing under control, or tell those guys that from now on the house gets a cut on any unicorn-headbutt-based wagers.”
“You’ll make a mint if you do that.”
She set down the drinks and noted three more orders. Fel almost tripped trying to keep pace with her as she doubled back to the bar.
“But don’t let me interrupt you,” she said. “You were sulking about me being the one who told her your name.”
“Yeah, because I don’t like needing help to do things that I decide I need to do.”
“Everyone needs help sometimes, Fel.”
“I know, and I don’t like it. For years I’ve done these expeditions, and I had no one to rely upon but myself while I was out there. I don’t like having to rely upon other people. It makes a guy comfortable.”
“Being comfortable is good, Fel. Go break up those two. They’re about to throw fists. Where’s Davie?”
Fel grabbed one of the would-be fighters by the collar and dragged him away from the other.
“The idea is if I get too comfortable, then when the help is gone. I might not be able to handle things anymore.”
“You’d been talking to her for years, and she didn’t know your name. I’d say you already weren’t handling things.”
“I mean in general.”
“Then I promise to only help you in specific and not in general.”
“Just ask if I need your help before you give it.”
“If I did that, you’d always say no.”
“Exactly!”
“Exactly.” She glanced back at him. “You can stop dragging Lou around by the neck, he’s learned his lesson.”
Fel dropped the would-be fighter. “Anyway, it turns out she’s impressed by my expeditions.”
“Sure. She lives in a world of silver cuff links and polished shoes. A little dirt under the fingernails is bound to catch her eye.”
“I told her I’d get her something when I make the next trip to the Greater Lands Wall… At least I think I told her… I might have just planned to do it as a surprise.”
“I’m sure she’ll love it.”
Parch trotted over and reared up for some head pats. From the wobbly stumble in his attempt to do so, it was clear something wasn’t right.
“Is someone feeding this thing booze?” she asked.
“Everyone is feeding him booze. He’s like the tavern’s mascot.”
“We’ve already got a mascot.” She pointed to a rather inexpert piece of taxidermy over the entrance. “It’s The Fox and Log. I don’t want people giving that thing booze.”
“Why not?”
“It’s bad for it.”
“It’s bad for me, and you still let me drink it.”
“That’s because you’re not a dumb animal. At least not until after you drink the booze. You know what you’re getting into. No booze for the unicorn.”
They made another round trip to clear mugs and replace them.
“Oh, since we’re talking about mercenaries tearing up the town while I’m gone…”
“That was a couple of subjects ago. I’m impressed you can remember it.”
“I’m not that drunk. But it reminded me that you really helped the family out when you gave us an alert when they first showed up.”
“Oh, so you’re fine with me helping your family but not you?”
“Yes. Especially when I’m not around to do it myself.”
“It wasn’t a problem. One of those ‘specific’ times when it seemed like help was needed.”
“I should have asked back then, but is there any way I can say thanks? Properly, I mean.”
“You already paid your tab. That’s thanks enough.”
“No, I mean it.”
She stood up a chair that had been knocked over and brushed off the seat. “A music box,” she said.
“Really?”
“Yes. One of those nice ones. You can make them play specific songs, right?”
“With a little work.”
“If you can manage it, I’ve got a song in mind.”
“You’re interested in music?”
“Yes.”
“I didn’t know that.”
“That’s because I never told you.”
“Now who’s bad at telling people things?”
“I haven’t been courting you for years, Fel.”
“Your loss,” he said. “But I’ll set a nice music box aside for you. And you can tell Dad what song you want. He’ll set it up for you. I’d do it myself, but I figure you want it to actually sound good.”
She laughed. “Much obliged. So, what are you drinking?”
“Actually, I should call it a night. I’ll have to leave early, particularly since this little critter will be the one pulling the wagon.”
“What? Why?”
“Because my mother and father wore me down and won the argument. I just wanted to stick around long enough to tell you the good news and let you know I was heading out. Didn’t want you to worry about me.”
“You’re heading to the Greater Lands Wall. I’m going to worry about you more.”
“Then I wanted to stick around long enough to know you’d be worried about me.”
“How thoughtful.”
“Have a good night. Come on, Parch.”
He marched out the door, a bit more steady on his feet than his four-legged companion. Allie watched him go.
“He better come back in one piece,” she muttered.






  
  Chapter 2


Bright and early the following morning, the Masker siblings stood before their respective vehicles and ran through their gear and goods for the journey. Epiphany likely wouldn’t be leaving for a few more hours. She had a great deal more to load, including a small assortment of the older inventory that had been clogging their shelves for too long and might fetch a nice price elsewhere. She would also be carrying some of the items that were destined to be handed over to the assayers next month if she didn’t have any luck selling them to Mr. Badgerweed. The special item, which she was instructed to take far greater care with, was the lantern. Fel had installed a new hook specifically to provide a safe place to mount it. It wasn’t a sentry lantern, though the flame burning in it was indeed presently observed by Wick. It had been lit from his flame and, so long as it did not fully extinguish, would remain a valid point for spying and communicating. She had a supply of lamp oil and some candles to temporarily maintain the flame while she refilled it. In theory, Wick should be able to keep an eye on her and deliver messages for a month or longer before she’d have to worry about purchasing additional oil on the road. She’d loaded it all into the wagon Fel and Tome had purchased during their last adventure. 
As for Fel?
“I cannot believe you
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