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Description




Diffidence Obedience Atonement Smythe is a grad student who prefers to never use his full name. Ever. He's finishing a Ph.D. in Extemporaneous Magic, and his research project for his dissertation is closing the Rift between worlds that he accidentally opened when he was thirteen. Obviously, caffeine is an important part of his life.




Ergi Thusol-Von Klempt is a half-orc who works in the infamous Goblin Market, selling magical pastries to those who need them – or, in Diff's case, just want them. He's got bubblegum-pink hair, lovely lilac skin, and a smile like sunshine, at least if you ask Diff. Ergi is intrigued by his frazzled, but handsome, frequent customer.




The Goblin Market is a magical space that anyone can find if they truly need it, and most people visit once or twice if at all. Diff is there several times a week as he untangles the layered mysteries of the Rift, and has had years to develop his crush on Ergi.




In this cozy urban fantasy, Diff and Ergi find some solutions to life's problems in the Market, along with the courage to talk to each other.




Diff might even find a future beyond the Rift that has consumed over a decade of his life.




Tags: m/m romance, half-orc/human, crushes to lovers, open-door spice, found family, unusual magic, fiber arts, lots of tea, this book will make you hungry
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CHAPTER ONE





MOST PEOPLE VISIT the Goblin Market once or twice in their lifetimes, if that. This was Diff's third visit this week. His entire life ever since he accidentally created the Rift in Cedar Rose Park had been dedicated to what he privately called The Unfuckening, because teenage Diff fucked up so hard that grad school Diff was still learning how to fix it.





Everyone knew where the Goblin Market was, kinda. And yet, you couldn't actually find your way inside unless you needed to be there. If you didn't actually need the kinds of things you could only find in that weird, magical, liminal space, you could wander around looking for the entrance forever and never find the gates.





Diff practically had a shortcut memorized.





Diffidence Obedience Atonement Smythe bore his name with as much grace as one might expect, which was basically none. His parents had mined their family ancestry for a slate of names to discourage the wizardly arrogance that unfortunately characterized some of said ancestors. Diff got it, he did, but he did not want to live with it.





It was a cool autumn morning, a rare fog off the Bay lending an eerie sense of unreality to the proceedings as Diff rode his skateboard through the streets of Berkeley. He'd magicked it up to be safer and steadier than your average skateboard once he'd found he liked it better than biking and become stubborn about it as a teen.





He'd been stubborn about a lot of things as a teen.





He slid through people and traffic with the fluid ease of long practice, turning down an alley and sliding to a stop in front of the Market gates. He double-checked he had everything he needed in his bag and slipped inside, not a single person on the street even noticing he'd been there before he vanished. They never did.





"Good morning, Tags!" said Diff, waving cheerfully to The Great Tagliarina, the unusual fortune-teller with his booth at the gates' opening. No matter where you came from or which gate you took, the magic let you out here, to see if you simply needed to learn to ask the right questions.





Tags waved back, his cats winding around him, one of them sidling up to Diff for pets before letting him go on his way. The big raven that lived atop the man's tent cawed a raucous greeting, and Diff tossed him a dog biscuit. Dante caught it deftly and gave him a wink in response.





Diff found it was good to appease the gate guardians, even if they were pretending to be harmless for him.





Next in was Diff's favorite booth, La Boulangerie de La Sorcière, the bakery that sold magic breads, pastries, and journey-food. They accepted mundane cash as well as precious coins and gems, so Diff stopped in every time to pick something up. The Insight Tarts were cherry and custard, as delicious as they were helpful, and he was hoping they'd have a batch today.





"Diff! I know what you want," said Ergi, the handsome half-orc manning the booth. He was even taller than Diff's beanpole height, broad as Diff was thin, and his half-human/half-orc heritage left him with lavender skin and soft pink hair, plus one green eye and one blue eye. His tusks were petite for his species, and one of them had a beautiful golden charm-band wrapped around it that Diff itched to press a kiss to.





Diff had a little crush, but it was fine. He wasn't the kind of guy to hit on a service worker, and Ergi was just as kind to everyone else, so he knew he wasn't anything special.





"Still five bucks?" asked Diff, digging out his wallet while Ergi got the tart slid onto a leaf. The Market didn't approve of single-use plastics or even paper really, so La Boulangerie de La Sorcière had appropriately food-safe leaves to wrap their goods in when the customer didn't bring their own.





"For you, always," said Ergi, face shining with sincerity. The menu board behind him agreed with this assessment, and as usual Diff slid him a five and dropped a small coin in his tip jar, nothing too valuable, but silver rather than mundane change. 





"Thanks. Things going well?" asked Diff, glancing to see there was no line. There rarely was, but things seemed to sell well enough to keep the booth going and pay Ergi to run it. The bakery witch who made the pastries also hated customer service.





Ergi was wonderful with the customers, and Diff fought not to blush as he bit into the sweet-sour cherry tart, crumbs falling to the leaf as the shortcrust pastry crumbled.





"Better now that you're here," said Ergi. "It's always a bright spot when you drop by and can hang out for a few."





"I like seeing you, too," fumbled Diff, out of his depth but trying his best. "How are your numbers doing? Still got that guy trying to make you cut?"





"Nah, he gave up when I benched twice his max," said Ergi, face shining with enthusiasm as he started in on a diatribe about his workout routine. Diff didn't know what half the things meant, but the bright sparkle to Ergi's eyes was too appealing to care. Apparently, though genetics gave the half-orc a good base, those muscles of his were not just for show, and took a lot of hard work.





Diff finished off his tart and sent the leaf off to the compost pile with a breath of magic just as Ergi wound down. "I'm glad it's all going well," said Diff. "You look amazing. Cutting would ruin your whole orc look, that guy was dumb."





Diff spent a lot of time wanting to cuddle into Ergi's chest and softly padded stomach, to feel the hard muscle beneath and, well. Do other things. He didn't have a lot of time to date, especially with his work finally starting to show results, but he would make so many exceptions for Ergi.





Ergi beamed. "Yeah, I look a lot like my grandfather, just shorter. And, you know, he's blue and white." He ran a self-conscious hand over his hair, checking the long locks were secure in their queue.





"I like your coloring," said Diff quite honestly. "Sweet outside and in." He ruffled his own dishwater blond locks, which probably needed a cut but never wanted to behave no matter the length.





"Thanks," said Ergi, almost shy now, his cheeks going pinkish under the lavender. "Yours is nice, too, not that humans seem to reckon such things the same way."





Diff chuckled. "No, not really. I'd be less pale if I got out more, to places with sun, not, you know." He gestured at the ceiling, ancient rock high above that defied explanation as to how it had formed, especially as the Market seemed to rearrange itself regularly according to some unknown whim. "I'm glad the Market keeps you easy to find, anyway."





"Who are you off to see today?" asked Ergi.





"Gotta go see Magnus about another translation bookmark, mine got dunked in a potion by accident." Diff sighed, but honestly, he didn't mind the excuse to visit the market. "I might stop in with S and see if they've got anything new in, since I'm here."





"You never have trouble finding the gate anymore, do you?" Ergi's mouth was turned up in a pleased little smile.





Diff shook his head. "Nah, the Market knows I'm always legit by now." Some people were that way, though not many, able to find the Market anytime because they always had some kind of business there. It was mostly the vendors, of course, but there were wizards, adventurers, and a few doctors who made it a habit to visit regularly for supplies and the occasional miracle cure.





"Well, I hope you keep coming by even after your school's over," said Ergi, eyes shifting to a spot behind Diff that meant it was time to go.





Diff took a slug of his water bottle and nodded, stepping away so the next customer could step up. "I'm sure I will. Who knows what I'll do when the Rift is closed!"





"Something great, I'm sure," said Ergi. Then he turned to the gently rustling cloak and said, "Hello, what can I get you?"





Diff wandered off and left them to their business, which seemed to be a whole lot of the seed-loaves that were magically sustaining for long journeys without becoming stale or moldy. He waved to a few more vendors he knew, noting that the layout had rearranged itself again and he'd have to wander in order to find Magnus' stationery shop.





There was a new potions seller who had only the tiniest, fanciest of bottles full of single swallows of jewel-toned liquid; everything about their booth was attractive and alluring in a sparkly-crow sort of way. Diff had a feeling he didn't want to know what the potions did, lest he be tempted to trade away something he needed for one, like a memory or body part. Booths that fancy usually had the kind of prices that one could only get away with paying once, if that.





S's booth was tucked into a corner today, and since it was first, Diff took that as a sign. There was an array of new goodies, too, in addition to the usual stuff, all of it holding its own kind of gently-used, vintage appeal. S sourced items you didn't know why you wanted, but were always useful later, even if in unexpected ways.





S floated over, a cluster of three eyeballs with no other corporeal form that Diff had been able to discern, and yet they managed to have an expression of welcome. "Good to see you! It's been a while."





"It has, you have lots of new goodies," said Diff, trailing his fingers over a cartoon lunch box from before his time. "I had a feeling I'd see you today."





"Your feelings are usually pretty accurate," said S, floating over to another clutch of new items, mostly weird brass decorative things full of filigree and carving with no obvious purpose.





Diff obediently followed, attracted both to S's magic and the shiny, polished vessels and creatures. There was a unicorn on a plastic base, its horn unscrewing to reveal a hollow center. A number of strange vase-like objects huddled together, though none of them really drew his eye individually. A brass box on a stand he thought might be a censer, its sides and top pierced with designs that vaguely suggested long-beaked water birds. There was even a tiny frog on top for a closure, while the stand looked like fanciful twigs.





"This one?" asked Diff, stroking over the surface. "What kind of prices are you feeling today?"





S didn't usually ask too much of him, and sometimes was willing to let things go for a bit of coin, but sometimes they wanted more value for their strangest acquisitions.





"Do you perhaps having something for me in your bag?" asked S, eyeballs dipping down to stare 1-2-3 at the spelled leather satchel.





"I might," said Diff, opening it up to extract the things he'd brought specifically for trade. He'd made up a batch of potion to discourage certain kinds of growth around the Rift's edge which interfered with closing it, and he'd saved out a bottle for trading. Next to that, he placed a creepy doll he'd found at the thrift store which he was certain was not entirely mundane. Finally, an origami bird he'd made with his own hands, so it gently flapped its wings to stay upright.





Sometimes it was convenient that everything he made was magical. Sometimes, he got a rift in the fabric of the world that he had to spend over a decade repairing.





Sometimes he just got tired of tasting the zing of his own magic in his morning tea.





"Oh, do I get the honor of one of your birds?" said S, floating over to examine it from all sides. The eyes were different colors, but never the same ones, so Diff left them to whatever magical perusal they were up to.





"If you like," said Diff. He had to be a little careful, letting his magic out into the world willy-nilly, but the origami creatures usually didn't lead to backtracing or other such magical nonsense. No one really wanted to target Diff, anyway, at least until after he'd fixed the Rift.





"I do, yes," said S, and the bird floated away into the back of their booth, which was perpetually in the kind of shadow that nothing could illuminate. "I've got a cloth to wrap it in for you, no charge."





An old t-shirt slithered out from under the counter, its design faded to obscurity with age, the fabric thin and soft, with holes in several spots. Diff used it to wrap the pieces of the censer so they wouldn't clink, and tucked it away in his bag. "I don't know what this is for, as usual," said Diff with a wry grin, "but I like it. The frog is delightful."





"You'll find the use," said S, eyes floating back over in a ragged line to group up in what felt like a friendly manner.





"I always do," said Diff. He gave S a jaunty salute and wandered away, not bothering to ask about the other booths. Days like this, the Market did what it wanted, and he'd pass who he'd pass on the way to his destination no matter how he tried to shortcut.





Diff strolled along the main thoroughfare, glancing into the side alleys for his destination, though Magnus usually had a prominent booth, since his books and magical stationery were very popular with wizards and travelers alike. Despite being a ghost, or maybe because of it, he'd been a staple of the Goblin Market since long before Diff was born.





To the left he saw another favorite seller, though thankfully one that he rarely needed to use as they favored teeth for their currency. He'd traded away all four of his wisdom teeth over the years, but he was saving the vial of his baby teeth for a dire need. Remylnio sold spells of the kind that worked best when someone put them on you, of protection or obfuscation, very specific blessings or curses for very specific circumstances.





They shared a wave, three of the creature's long arms coming out of the mass of limbs that made up most of its body, though its main attention remained on extracting a tooth from someone's mouth.





Diff swallowed down the memory of his own extractions and walked on.





To the right he veered over to exchange pleasantries with the weaponsmith, who'd never sold Diff anything fancier than a belt knife, but always had a kind word. He was a giant of an orc, his wife running the bellows and kids in school this time of day, all of them red with hair black as a raven's feathers. He had a rather nicer belt knife in his display that Diff had been tempted by but hadn't managed to save up enough gold for, what with the conversion rates and his allowance.





Ironically there was a banker next to the smithy, a tall elf with ancient brass scales and a quick grin, who gave very fair rates if you'd earned them. "No allowance until next week," said Diff, mentally tallying his stash of gold and money both.





The elf, Elandrifel, shrugged. "I'll see you when I see you. Your life moves much faster than mine."





Diff waved and moved on, amused that Elandrifel always seemed to have some mysterious bullshit to add to the conversation when they weren't bargaining. When they were, though, they were all business.





Finally Diff came to a crossroads of sort, the main thoroughfare hitting a T and going right and left, with booths on each corner doing brisk business. Magnus was flitting from customer to customer in his booth, pleased as a bumblebee in a flower field as whispers of knowledge filled his ectoplasmic ears.





Diff wound his way through the displays to the bookmarks by the register, finding the one he wanted and hoping his bit of news would cover the cost. Magnus accepted knowledge in exchange for his wares, fortunately not requiring him to forget what he was passing on as some vendors might. Diff found himself avoiding the booths with such consequences whenever he could, because he really hated losing parts of himself to accomplish his goals.





"What do you have for me today, little wizard?" asked the ghost, floating up to Diff's side and sending a chill down his spine. 





"I closed the Rift three more inches this week," said Diff, imparting the knowledge as casually as possible. He'd gone years with it stuck, and years before that watching it grow, so his recent spate of successes at closing either end of the big rent in the fabric of spacetime were something he wanted to celebrate whenever it came up. Not that it came up often, but such was life as an antisocial grad student.





"Oh, now that is new knowledge," said Magnus, voice warm as his presence was cold. "More than fair for your bookmark. What happened to the last one?"





"Potions spill," said Diff with a shrug. "You can have that for free," he added with a chuckle.





"I won't refuse," said Magnus, just a touch of satisfied greed entering his tone. "Just here for that, then?"





"As if you're not busy enough." Diff gestured to the crowds milling about in the booth space. "I'll need a new notebook soon, but I'm not quite through the last one yet."





"I'll make sure to have your preference in stock, then," said Magnus, already starting to drift off to help another customer.





"Thanks!" said Diff, waving and tucking his prize away.





He followed the flow of the crowd for a few minutes more, but it seemed the Market was done with him, as soon enough the back of Tagliarina's tent rose up in his view, with Dante perched atop surveying the scene. One last wave to Ergi, and Diff escaped back to the world above with all its tribulations.










CHAPTER TWO





THE RIFT WAS right where Diff had left it, unfortunately. The domed shield around it shimmered like a soap bubble in the midday light. It was city-maintained, not Diff's personal work, but he was one of the few people keyed to walk right through it.





Diff tossed his lunch wrapper in the nearby trash can, hefted his skateboard, and stepped once more into the breach. He was hopeful for more Unfuckening to happen today, but that was immediately squashed when he noticed that the miasma of fog clinging to the ground was not, as he'd thought, remnants of the morning weather. Instead, it was issuing forth from the Rift itself, blanketing what grass still grew and lapping up against the sides of the shield like water.





Diff sighed, ignoring the smell of florals and musk that would lure in unwary passersby, should the mist be allowed to spread. They'd learned that one the hard way, and he'd sacrificed his second wisdom tooth to be cursed never to feel the allure of magical seduction. He'd rather thought it was a blessing, but it did mean many trades that would otherwise be pleasant cost him in pain as well, including the third and fourth extractions.





He put that unfortunate memory aside and started to set up, amused to find himself using his new censer already, putting his old one at the northwest end and the new one at the southeast tip. Charcoal went in, and then dragon's blood in the north, to quell and overpower the alluring mist. The southern one got a mix of herbs and resins that he'd found through experimentation would stop the mist, whether by annoying whoever was on the other side or some other magical means, he was never sure.





"All right you guys do your job, and maybe I can still get work done today," said Diff to nobody, sitting crosslegged to one side and getting out his notebook.





Some new flowers had sprung up near the middle of the rift, so he dug each of those out of the earth and bagged them, making notes about their qualities. He'd test some of them, but if there were enough they also made great trade items — anything that came out of the Rift was magical enough and weird enough that someone in the Market wanted it.





These were five-petaled, the sort of purple that suggested ultraviolet designs, which were revealed with a quick LED test. They looked a little like runes, and he copied them into his notebook along with the rest of the notes, grateful at least that each flower was the same. 





He'd given himself a headache the one time a bunch of cluster flowers had unique markings on every single blossom, which had then turned out to be meaningless.





He used the brush pen he'd bought from Magnus in exchange for several small secrets, pleased when it correctly reproduced the colors on the flowers, though he was still responsible for getting shape and proportion. His sketching ability had been improved by sheer necessity, between classes and samples from the Rift. He was finally down to two classes a semester now that he was a grad student, but that still meant he had to spend all his free time here.





Diff had spent a lot of his personal resources to make his life easier, but it never truly got easy to Unfuck the one big mistake he'd made in his life.





Diff took a moment to focus the magic he was putting into the drawing, letting it sink into the notebook that would help fix the inks and preserve the text. Magnus stocked these books for him specifically; everything Diff made was a little bit magical, in whatever way the magic felt like manifesting. A bowl of cereal, fortunately, wasn't enough of a creation to be magical. Scrambled eggs? Usually some kind of sustaining magic. Cup of coffee? Unpredictably chaotic, unless he was awake enough to focus the magic. 





Idly scratched hole in the ground? Rift in the fabric of the world.





He'd been tossed into magical tutoring as soon as everyone figured out what had happened, which accelerated once they figured out it was expanding and only Diff could affect its growth.





Unfortunately, it had taken years for him to figure out how to shrink it, instead of enlarging the Rift every time he touched it.





Samples bagged and each bag given a little dose of preservation magic, Diff turned his attention to the rest of the Rift. There was a lichen that grew just inside the dirt rim and right up to the black chaos that always gave the impression of motion without having any features beyond impenetrable darkness. He'd managed to close every bit of the ends that weren't yet populated by it, but now that lichen was his real enemy.





Everything he'd tried to get rid of it so far washed over the lichen with no effect, but Diff was determined to eradicate it.





He jumped when someone rapped on the outside of the ward, making a strange hollow noise that was halfway to tapping on a window while also being distinctly magical in nature. Turning, he saw one of his least favorite people, the bike cop that patrolled the neighborhood and seemed to find the Rift an affront to his personal being.





Diff smiled, fake as anything, and waved. Sound didn't travel in and out of the barrier well, to prevent any kind of siren song from starting up, so they tragically couldn't hold much of a conversation while he was inside.





Officer Dankwart made a series of gestures that Diff almost cared enough to decipher, then turned his back pointedly and got on his bike, presumably to resume his patrol.





Despite the fact that no one could get in but Diff and a few city-employed sorcerers, Dankwart took great pleasure in making absolutely sure of his identity every single time.





"Eat shit, Hernando," said Diff, turning his attention back to the lichen. He tried the UV LED on a cluster of it, but it remained its usual dull green with no real features or pattern. Even more so than natural lichen, which at least had regular formations, this stuff seemed to grow willy-nilly with no discernible order to its crinkles and blobs. Pure chaos, unfortunately, was one of the hardest things to eliminate from any spell or creation.





Diff sighed and drew a little more of today's patternless wanderings, then took a few more samples and closed up his book. The mist had mostly cleared out while he'd been working, and the afternoon was wending its way toward time for him to be at school for a class.





He packed up and tried not to feel defeated as he extinguished the last of the charcoal and did a quick freshening spell to make sure the mist was well and truly banished. It was easy now to draw a rune on the wind and send it out with a puff of his breath and power, practiced now when it had been so, so awkward in his first days of learning.





Being a grad student might suck in some ways, but being close to mastery of his magics was pretty great most of the time.





Hazard cleared, possessions packed away, and bag on his shoulder, Diff gave the Rift one last baleful glare before hopping on his skateboard.





If he made good time with the lights, he could even stop for boba before class.










CHAPTER THREE





DIFF HAD MADE the mistake of putting off one of his PhD requirements until the very end, and now he had no choice. As a student in Extemporaneous Magic, he was required to take one class for his degree that he had absolutely been dreading: Improv 101. He had been hoping to get someone to waive that requirement for him, because one of the truths of grad school was that anything could be waived with three to five signatures. 





Unfortunately, he had been unable to get said signatures, and now here he was, in his second to last semester, taking an acting class with freshmen.





"Diffidence!" said one of them excitedly. "It's been so long!"





"Please, gods, just Diff," he protested weakly, leaning his skateboard and bag in one of the spelled areas that protected personal items during the unfortunately physical class. "It's been two days."





Diff folded himself down onto the floor slightly apart from the main group of early birds, and of course the girl that had greeted him sat next to him, connecting him inexorably to the chain. The drama students had somehow adopted him despite his best efforts to be standoffish, deciding the tall, weird, older wizard was destined to be their mascot or something.





Before long he was surrounded by chattering students, all of them greeting him with his full first name, because of course they did. He was popular in the exercises, too, though that at least made sense to him. Diff was nothing if not quick on his feet, and his dry wit matched well with their sparkling enthusiasm, making him the perfect straight man for any of their bits.





Also, he refused to participate in anything maudlin, employing any means possible to lighten up the mood whenever someone wanted to do a bit about death or loss.





The professor, a bird-boned woman that he suspected of elven ancestry, swanned in with a happy little greeting for them all. "My brightest stars, how you light up my afternoon! Today we will be concentrating on the 'yes, and' principle by drawing from a tarot deck to start out the exercise. Each person takes a card, and then when they are chosen to join in, they must embody that card in some way as they add onto our delightful improvisation. Diffidence, darling, you always do so well with the kids, if you'd kindly draw first?"





Diff sighed and levered himself up. "It's just Diff, please," he reiterated, knowing that no one would listen.





She shuffled the deck, a brand-new one for this class, largely devoid of the personal magics an old and well-loved deck would hold, and let him cut before fanning them out. "Your choice, kiddo."





Diff ran his fingers along the arc and pulled, unable to hold back the bit of power that snagged his card for him. He flipped it over, hoping for something at least not too dreary, and was highly amused to find himself in possession of, "The Sun."





"Oh, and how you will shine for us, center of our universe!" declared the professor, putting him in the middle of the area they all referred to as a stage, despite it being a flat piece of flooring.





Diff raised one eyebrow and didn't comment, knowing that the 'scene' never began until she said so.





"He looks like someone sat on his lunch," said one of the boys, though his tone wasn't unkind. "It's perfect."





"Diffidence always knows how to keep the pace going," agreed a pink-haired student of indeterminate gender but surprising talent. 





"All right, Diffidence, our Sun and light, set the scene for us. Action!" said Professor Ulbrich, gesturing expansively before taking her seat in the one chair in the room.





Diff took a breath, and then said with every bit of sarcasm he could muster, "Oh, what a lovely day for me to be the center of someone's world."





Ulbrich pointed to the pink-haired student, fanned out the cards, and then waved them off before they could announce their draw. They showed it to the class, which means Diff didn't know what it was until they sidled up next to him rather too close and purred, "Oh, you know you give me all the light I need, darling."





The Moon, then. Great.





"You're always so far away, though," said Diff, taking two big steps to the side. "Only my regard can ever reach you."





Laughter rippled through the group, and the student — Aida, he thought — pretended to pine at him, thankfully from afar.





Next up was one of the quieter kids, who Diff didn't think was actually a theater major, but seemed determined to participate when forced. He squared his shoulders and drew a card, showing everyone including those onstage that he had drawn the Hermit, making them laugh again. 





"Although I have no one to love," said the Hermit, sidling over toward Diff, "the Sun still shines upon me."





"From afar," said Diff, taking another big step, out of the kid's reach. "The Sun shines on all things from afar. Very far."





The Hermit swooned and sat back the floor, eyes fixed adoringly on Diff.





Diff gave the room a flat stare and raised one eyebrow, getting another wave of giggles.





"Very good!" encouraged Professor Ulbrich. She gestured and another student stood up, drew a card, and snortlaughed.





The Lovers card was shown around, confirming Diff's suspicion that this deck was stacked for major arcana. "The sun doth shine from afar," she said, pulling up another student and joining their hands, "but will it bless our love?"





They walked right up to Diff, again, and it was tragically clear that the running gag of this bit was going to be the Sun fleeing its various admirers.





Great.





"The Sun, which finds itself roaming the solar system more than is typical, will be happy to bless your union," Diff paused, nodding to the kids still sitting, who joined in as he added, "from afar."





That sent the whole group into laughter, and the professor applauded and took back her cards, letting everyone sit again. She shot Diff an amused look as he sat himself at the very back away from her chair this time.





"Let's reshuffle and see if we can't find a new theme for this one, hm?" Professor Ulbrich called up one of the kids who hadn't gone yet, and Diff got to enjoy an awkward but very funny bit about an Emperor who couldn't seem to figure out why his throne was so uncomfortable, despite pulling a number of unlikely objects and personages out of the cushions.





He got pulled into the group again the third and final round, but this time he drew Judgement, and yanked the whole scene sideways by going through the already-drawn characters and judging their imaginary styles like he was the fashion police.





They were all laughing and packing up at the end when Aida came over and gave him what he really hoped was not a flirty look. "We're all gonna go get some food at Dylan Hall, if you wanted to join us?"





Diff looked at them, hopeful and young, and sighed. "Yeah, fine." He picked up his things, slung his bag over his shoulder, and added, "But no adoration from near or far."





Everyone was still laughing as they left, so hopefully they were all smart enough to see that a tired grad student was not, in fact, any kind of romantic prospect for a freshman.










CHAPTER FOUR





AFTER A COUPLE of hours, Diff was freed from the burden of unwanted social activity but laden with half a dozen new cell phone numbers. They'd all assured him that their intentions were friends only, which made him wonder what they thought his orientation was, and then not care, because not a one of them was even old enough to drink.





Not that he drank alcohol, what with his semi-unpredictable and entirely extemporaneous magic, but it was the principle of the thing.





He let himself into his lab space in the Harkness building using the warded key, pleased to see that nothing had been touched. There had been a rash of students complaining that janitorial staff was moving their work around, but so far Diff's lab stayed the way he left it.





"All right, flowers first," said Diff, pulling them out and putting each seedling in a little temporary pot with soil and a little water to cover the bared roots. The magic inherent in the plants kept them alive through the replanting, despite being barely a day old, and he encouraged them to stabilize with some magic of his own.





Diff knew some wizards did whole spells and rituals from books, with complicated diagrams and calls to the various powers. He'd even taken a few classes as part of his undergrad degree, and both he and his professors had agreed that his magic and personality were unsuited to the rigors of that kind of casting. That's why his PhD was in Extemporaneous Magic, the kind of power use that he did constantly, pushing and shaping his magic with his will and maybe a few tools as needed.





He talked to the flowers as he potted them, of course. Plants responded well to that kind of simple magic: attention and sound and intention. Even from mundane folk of every species, from ordinary humans to the most fantastical of goblins. These perked up visibly, healing creased leaves and petals damaged in the transport as he gave them the means to do so. This let Diff get some photos and sort them for study or trade, keeping the ones with multiple flowers for himself and putting the single-blossom stems aside in their pots for his next trip down to the Market.





"Okay, guys, some of you need to properly go to seed for me so that I can study those, too, okay? I'll try to sow at least one per plant if you do that." Diff slid power into half of the seedlings and urged them to fulfill their life cycles faster for him, so he could get as much data as possible before they inevitably died away from the Rift's unique energy.





That was the fate of most of his samples, unfortunately.





They definitely drank in his magic, which was a good sign. The ones that just sat in the magic like it was an overwatered puddle tended to die first. "Good job, okay. I'm gonna do some more work, please don't be mad if I steal a few petals or leaves."





He immediately did so, taking a leaf off one, a petal off another, and a stamen off a third plant, bringing them over to his lab equipment. The strange box ran on a mix of magic and technology, and would give him very specific data about each plant part while leaving out a lot of other, equally important detail.





Still, they wanted data for his dissertation, so he'd do the analysis.





Each piece went into its own vial. He filled them with distilled and magic-neutral water, capped them, and inserted them into the centrifuge at the top of the machine. It would do some arcane things to the samples to break down both the physical and magical properties, and then analyze whatever it could off of the resulting solution.





Diff had taken a technomagic course along with his other undergrad breadth requirements, but it required way too many scientific principles to keep in mind along with the magical ones. He understood magic on a level that was instinctive, and drank in new knowledge only to absorb it to that same level. Physics was an entirely different thing.





He had not enjoyed the physics.





Putting that out of his mind, Diff started the machine and went back to his notebook, adding his observations about the scent now that he was away from the cloying mist. He found the flowers had a soft lilac-and-violet sort of scent, very faint but sweet and pleasant. The stem and leaf had smelled sharply green but not stained his fingers, the surface of the leaf matte and veined, its edges smooth and shape a pointed oblong. There were so many small observations to be made, one leaf per offshoot stem, no branching; one leaf per blossom, and a star-shaped spray of green beneath the ovule forming the sepal. The five petals cradled five stamen apiece around a central pistil, and he plucked one blossom in order to dissect it further and see the pistil's internal anatomy.





So far, it was a remarkably normal flower, aside from the UV runes.





He dissected the flower matter-of-factly, noting that the inside of the ovary looked like it contained something other than ovules, some kind of curled-up grub or insect. He had a tabletop greenhouse to use for quarantine, and he thought he might want to use it for these after all, no matter how innocuous they seemed.





He scraped out the grubs into a collection vial, and put the various parts of the flower into others, adding water and setting them up to run through his magical spectrometer when the first batch finished up.





"Into the naughty box you go, little seedlings," he said cheerfully, putting both trays and the strays into the box. He wouldn't need any more samples tonight, gods willing, and he really did not want to let free whatever kind of insect-plant symbiote the Rift might have sent through to vex him.





Almost everything it sent through vexed him in some way.





Insects were rare, and tended to die out inside the dome before they could get out to wreak havoc. Plants either came through or were somehow mutated from what was already there, and had historically caused him no end of trouble. The fungi were the worst, though, tending to have deleterious magical effects on him before he knew they were there. Or, in the case of the lichen, a whole symbiosis of fungi, plants, and bacteria that were in his way.





Diff sighed and sealed up the quarantine unit. No bugs were going to spoil his day tomorrow, dammit.





His newest lichen samples were next, and that involved an entirely different notebook that he kept just for this one problem. One scraping went into a vial for the machine, but he had faith it would tell him nothing new. He took his other samples and spread them out onto individual magic-null trays, and went back to his notes to see what the last track was that he'd been following in his attempts to rid himself of its presence.





He'd tried a lot of things, all to no avail.





"Right, wands," said Diff, mostly to himself. He'd been trying wands with various crystal tips as a way to counter whatever natural resonance that made the lichen immune to all of his withering, destruction, fire, and desiccation spells.





He was going to have to try ritual magic next, and he was not looking forward to it.





Diff drew a practiced chalk circle around every one of his samples just in case, and then got out the rack of wands he'd borrowed from an artifact making professor. He chalked a mark in front of the next one in line, drew it out, and went to try the list of spells he and his advisor had agreed were varied enough but consistent enough to count as a true experiment.





Withering, no effect. Destruction, slightly damaged the tray. Fire, not even a spark. Desiccation, again no change, and the fire spell he threw at it after also did nothing. Poison, nada. Not a single one of the spells made a difference.





"Welp, it's not a ruby problem," he said, putting the wand back in the rack and grabbing the charoite-tipped wand. "You're up."





Diff made it through three more wands before he ran out of untampered samples, and then he scraped the lot together and shoved them in a baggie to dump back through the Rift later.





As much as he hated to admit it, the lichen might be a Market problem. Unfortunately, it was the kind of problem that tended to cost more than he really wanted to give up.





The spectrometer beeped as he was cleaning up, and Diff unloaded it and reloaded it, shoving its printouts in the appropriate folder unread for now. He was done for the day, frustrated and out of ideas, and that meant it was time for him to change gears completely.





There were four more wands to run through, and then he could declare that experiment, like all the rest, a failure. He'd dispose of the remains of today's trials and get more samples tomorrow, but not until after his special morning torture: Principles of Symbolism Across Magical Cultures.





Where Improv was at least a lively form of torment, Symbolism was a droning lecture on things that, unfortunately, he'd probably want to know in whatever future he made for himself after the Rift was closed. He wasn't really sure what kind of career he wanted, but he'd already managed a small side business in Unfucking the kinds of student fuck-ups that inevitably happened on a campus like this, from accidental curses to mis-cast spells and more.





It turns out that spending his entire youth Unfucking one big thing made him weirdly qualified to fix other, smaller mistakes.





If only his own mistake had been so easily solved.










CHAPTER FIVE





AFTER A FRUITLESS group discussion in class and a decidedly lackluster dining hall lunch, Diff took himself across town with less than his usual enthusiasm. He didn't even have an excuse to go see Ergi for a treat, and if he wanted his funds to last through the end of the month, he couldn't really afford a mundane treat, either.





Officer Dankwart was, of course, lurking around the park when Diff arrived, just to make his day that much worse.





"Had some kids trying to break into your bubble there. You sure it's safe?" said Dankwart, all concern trolling and suspicion.





Diff shrugged. "Not my bubble. The city maintains the ward, I just work here." He tried to go past, but Dankwart slid his bike wheel in Diff's way.





"What exactly do you do? Last time it looked like some kinda drug trip." Dankwart seemed to be trying to loom, but since Diff was several inches taller, it didn't go well.





The bike cop shorts didn't help.





"I was clearing the air of certain noxious smells," said Diff sarcastically. "The ward keeps it all inside, so it's no real concern of yours."





"Everything that happens in this park is my business," said Dankwart. "It's all my beat."





Diff sighed internally. "I was under the impression that the city wizards were in charge of the Rift and its surrounds, but you do you." He stepped around the bike and made it behind the wards in two long strides, waved cheerily at whatever it was that Dankwart tried to yell after him.





Bless the sound-muffling effects.





Unwilling to worry about whatever the cop thought he was doing, Diff tossed the paper packet of used lichen samples straight into the Rift. He got out his usual materials, picked a different part of the Rift, and began to collect more lichen scrapings, tucking each one into a small sample jar. He didn't feel like spending too much time drawing today, so he did a quick study of the pattern in the area, or lack thereof, before standing up to stretch and take his bearings one more time.





He'd planned to do some more work on the one end of the Rift yesterday, but the lichen now reached all the way to both ends of the small dirt lip that formed the rim of the Rift. He was now officially stuck until he could solve the lichen problem, which he hated even more than group projects.





"Why are you so stubborn? I made you. I just want you to close. Nothing good comes out of you!" said Diff, though he did glance around to see that Dankwart had moved on first.





There was a willingness to do what was needed while the man watched, and then there was talking to inanimate objects in front of him.





Diff sighed again, but there really wasn't more for him to do if he couldn't try the closing spells again. He'd tried them on the northwest end of the Rift when the lichen first reached it, and it had been extremely frustrating to feel the magic almost work and then fizzle out on the magic-resistant lichen.





It also resisted such mundane things as weed killer, normal fire, and frustration.





"All right, skate park it is," said Diff, packing up as securely as possible. He wasn't much of a trick skater, but he was willing to take out his frustration on his knees and elbows while he tried to teach himself how to drop-in on the curved bowl and kick turn on the other side of the ramp. He wasn't very good yet, but he was at least to the point where he was significantly less likely to eat shit and break something.





Anyway, practice made for fewer broken bones, or something.





Diff skated right out of the park, shooting Dankwart a jaunty salute as he passed going the other way.





It was the little things, really.





The skate park was mostly deserted, so Diff used some judicious magic to clean the leaf litter out of the big bowl and then spent part of the afternoon losing himself in his body and the difficulties of making his feet do this while his legs did that, and his arms kept his balance instead of destroying it. He fell a few times, as expected, but the scrapes were nothing a minor healing ointment couldn't fix.





By the time he was done, a small group of young teens had arrived, probably just out of school.





"Whoa, how'd you do that?" asked one kid, staring at the place where his arm had been scraped up and was now pristine.





"Magic salve," said Diff, flashing the tin to the kid before tucking it away. "I make my own, but you can buy stuff like it at the apothecary on Shattuck. Try the Dr. Mugwort's, it's pretty good."





"But not as good as yours?" said a different kid doubtfully.





Diff shrugged. "Mine's not for sale, but no, not as good. Personalized magic is always gonna be better than stuff they do in big batches."





"Cool," said one of the kids. "So what's an old guy like you doing out here?"





Diff snorted a wry laugh and went over to put his knee and elbow pads in their special slot on his messenger bag, which was magical and therefore bigger on the inside. Not infinite, but usefully large, with a lot of different pockets. "I was practicing a few basic tricks. I mostly use this," he kicked his skateboard up into his hand, "to get around, not play around."





"Word," said one of the boys, and that appeared to be it. They scattered, someone commenting on how clean it was, and then glancing guiltily at Diff, who politely ignored it and got his bag settled properly instead.





He skated off feeling that, while the work day had sucked, the rest of it wasn't a complete waste of time.





The wand tests he was going to do after dinner, those were a waste of time, but he'd promised to use the full set and not slack off collecting the data.








CHAPTER SIX



A FEW DAYS later, Diff found himself once again trekking over to the Goblin Market. He'd finished his tests. He'd destroyed the insect horde that hatched from the lovely purple flowers when none of them would eat his lichen samples. He'd even done enough work on his dissertation to be getting on with. He only had the two classes this semester, hopefully the second-to-last of his postgrad career, depending on how things went with the Rift.



Diff enjoyed the use of the college's facilities in his work with the Rift, after all, and he didn't actually want to get his degree and lose those privileges while the Rift was still open.



Lots of people hit the "all but the diss" stage of graduate school and stayed on in some capacity, so he wasn't too worried.



He just really, really wanted to be done with Unfucking the Rift.



Skating down side streets, Diff saw some beautiful leaves just fallen and still pliable, big red and gold maple leaves that he found himself forming into a kind of wild origami rose. His magic snuck in to stabilize both the structure and the materials so his creation wouldn't dry out and grow brittle. It smelled of autumn, not just damp leaves but warm fires and a subtle hint of spice, and he had a feeling his brain already had a plan for the rose that it had not yet shared with him.



He stopped in front of the door to the Market and steeled himself for whatever price he was going to have to pay.



In he went, and this time he decided to pause for a visit with The Great Tagliarina. Sometimes it was important to know if he was coming at a problem from the wrong angle. No angle he'd tried yet had worked, after all.



"Hey, Tags. Still doing divinations for a gold piece?" asked Diff, dropping into the worn plush velvet chair across from Tagliarina. If the seer had a first name, Diff had never heard it, and they'd been friendly from the get-go.



"Always and forever," said Tagliarina. He held out his hand and Diff dropped the coin in, one of his nicer, heavier gold pieces in appreciation for the unique perspective he hoped to get. "What's your wrong question?"



"How do I get rid of the lichen on the Rift sides so I can keep closing it?" asked Diff.



"Hm," said Tags, leaning back, steepling his fingers. "That's a tough one, I guess?"



"It's not great," said Diff. "There's other things in the way of a full closure, but right now the lichen is the immovable object."



"All right, let's see what the cards show me." Tagliarina pulled a deck out of somewhere, not tarot or any other oracle cards that Diff was familiar with, but a tattered set of creative prompt cards that often contained single words of phrases to get the mind going in the right direction.



The card he laid down in front of Diff read simply, "Who?"



"Who has the solution to your lichen problem?" said Tags, tapping the card. "That's your real question."



Diff facepalmed. "The Solution. Of course. I almost never think of her, because I know the Rift is like fifty problems in a trenchcoat and that's not her area, but. Yeah. Yeah, that's my question."



Tags grinned, nodding. "Tell her I said hi." He put the cards away, deck restored and shuffled once, then relaxed back in his chair and began to pet the cat that had appeared in his lap at some point.



Dante gave a croak that Diff took as approval, and he got up and gave Tags an awkward wave. "Thanks, man. I knew I could count on you."



Tags waved back, Diff tossed Dante a biscuit, and that was that. He had a brand-new line of inquiry to literally follow. The Market always put the Solution in her own corner, somewhere down at the end of one of its many blind alleys, but that was okay. It was also good about leading Diff to what he was looking for, as long as he was open to detours.



First, though. First was pastry.



Ergi was waiting with a grin on his handsome face, teeth blunt points of white against his lavender skin and heliotrope-pink lips. "We don't have your cherry today, but I think you'll like her new thing."



Diff twirled the little leaf-rose in his fingers nervously as his brain informed him that this was in fact its intended recipient. "Yeah? What is it?"



"It's a little like a croissant and a cinnamon roll had a baby," said Ergi excitedly, pulling a flaky-looking pastry out of the case and offering it up for Diff's inspection. "They're so good, and she's got them spelled not to make a mess, that's actually their only magic."



"That's pretty good magic," said Diff. "I'll take it, of course." He paid with cash, and then mentally steeled himself to offer up the rose instead of his usual tip. "I, uh, made this for you. If you want it, I mean."



Ergi's face lit up like it was the best thing he'd seen in ages, cheeks going pink and eyes wide and sparkling. He reached out, then pulled his hand back just before touching. "For me, really? Oh, but it looks so fragile."



Diff urged him to finish his motion and take it. "It's not, it's magic. Kinda like the pastry, it's got spells to keep it from getting brittle or coming undone."



Ergi reached out and grasped the stem between two fingers, utterly enchanted. He brought it to his nose and somehow looked even more delighted when the autumnal scent-illusion hit him. "It's perfect!"



Diff swallowed down the sappy comparison and said instead, "You deserve perfect things, Ergi."



That had not been less sappy, and he was going to sink through the floor forever now.



Ergi put his leaf rose in the pastry case under its preservation spells, sliding it into an empty spot like it was precious. Diff's crush intensified.



He was so doomed.



"You know," said Ergi, leaning onto the counter just a little, his big pecs and biceps straining his turquoise t-shirt to extremely pleasant levels.



"What I know is that I need bread," said a crabby voice from behind Diff. "Stop making eyes and give me my order."



Diff flushed, and Ergi flushed differently than he had been, and the two of them exchanged awkward waves as Diff slunk off to actually conduct business. And eat his pastry, which was just as neat and delicious as promised, not a single crumb falling down his front despite the buttery flakiness of each cinnamon-kissed layer.



Diff did not, he did not wonder whether Ergi tasted of the new pastries, if he'd been sampling them today.



Diff was also pretty bad at lying to himself.



He'd wandered far down the main thoroughfare while he was distracted with eating, and he had to stop and get his bearings, jeweler on the left and Perylene the healer on his right. He waved at her and moved on, the memory of his one encounter with her magic wriggling in his brain unpleasantly.



He peered down the corridors as he passed each weird little byway, seeing the fishery and its cascading pools, the butcher with her carcasses of dubious origin, and finally, very near the end, The Solution.



The booth was very simple, almost comically so — a table with a cloth on it that read "The Solution" on the front, and a curtained partition behind. There was a comfortable-looking chair on either side of the table, and not a person in sight.



There wasn't even a bell.



The Solution had a certain reputation in the market as a last-ditch stop for a lot of people. They, she, only took one payment, a bite of one's personal magic that would eventually heal, but leave one at lower power until it did. Her solutions always worked, but very few problems were worth the price when there might be something at a different booth that would do the same thing for a less steep cost.



Diff, who shed magic in dozens of small ways to prevent overload, figured he might as well.



He sat down, skateboard leaning gently against the table and bag in his lap.



A tiny, round woman with a purple pixie cut and a friendly smile came bustling out of the back almost instantly. She was wearing a smart plaid waistcoat, a bright white shirt at least a century out of date, and comfortable-looking trousers in an unlikely plum velvet. Her ears were slightly pointy, but she had no other signs of being anything other than human, at least until Diff got a whiff of her formidable magic. "Diffidence Smythe! Something told me I might finally get to meet you soon."



"Just Diff, please, ma'am," he replied, much less sharply than usual.



She had an air of bustling competence, and when she sat the chair shifted and rose so they were eye to eye. "Just Corinne, then."



"Oh, um, okay. Oh! The Great Tagliarina says to say hi?" Diff shifted awkwardly in his chair, wondering if he'd actually been meant to pass that on.



"That explains how you got here so fast," said Corinne cheerfully. "Now, what's the problem?"



"Lichen," said Diff, exasperated despite his attempts to be polite. He pulled out a sample vial and put it in front of her. "Right now this is the main obstacle for closing the Rift further."



"I'd heard you were taking the inch-by-inch approach now that you'd grown mature and sensible enough," said Corinne, nodding her approval, or so he hoped. "Oh, this is interesting. Immune to just about anything, I assume?"



"Everything I've tried, including some things from the Rift itself, yep." Diff slumped a little, not that there was far to go with his usual terrible posture. 



She picked up the vial and stared intently into it, much as he himself was often seen doing, though she showed significantly less vexation. "Hm, yes, that is a problem. It doesn't react to much of anything, does it? Just grows like mad."



"And now it's all over everywhere I've cleared of the other stuff, so it's literally the last thing in the way of at least a foot more closing, unless there's been new f- uh, developments since yesterday."



She chuckled. "You can swear. It's a swear-worthy problem, but I think I have a solution."



"Thank fuck," he replied with a wry grin.



She laughed and set the vial down, chair lowering so she could easily hop up and go back into whatever mysterious back area existed in her shop. Her waistcoat had a gorgeous pattern of black cats on the back, which put him in mind of Tags again and his ever-shifting clowder of them. Well, his were all different colors, but there was a high proportion of black ones.



She returned with a box that looked Egyptian to him, gold and semiprecious gem inlay forming a scarab on top, and wings on either side. "This should do the job. It will need to be returned to me when you're done, along with whatever it makes of your lichen."



"Will you take less of my magic since I have to give it back?" asked Diff, trying to sound light and not discouraged, since he had no idea what was inside. The magic didn't even feel familiar, since Egypt was really not his area, and the inscriptions around the edges looked to be beyond his rudimentary knowledge.



She gave him an amused look, but shrugged. "I suppose that's fair. I'm going to take my full fee now, then, and give back half when you return my scarab."



So it was a bug. Diff swallowed, then stuck his hand out and shook on it. "All right, agreed. One scarab solution for the usual thirteenth part?"



"You have paid attention, good." She held onto his hand and murmured a spell over it too softly for him to decipher the words. He felt a bright moment of pain, and when she took her hand away there was a small figure of a sad, wet cat in her palm that glowed with his familiar signature. "There we go, that wasn't so bad, was it?"



Diff shrugged, feeling his magic resettle, sore and strange inside his body now that it had been sundered. "It wasn't great."



She chuckled, not unkindly, and put the box into his empty hand. "Try this out and tell me how it goes. Your magic will wait for you."



"Thanks," he said, tucking the box carefully into one of the many pockets of his bag and then securing the magic-reinforced straps. "I'll see you soon, I guess."



"See you soon," she said, and it was probably not meant to be ominous, but somehow despite her stature and cheerful nature, it really was.



Diff got himself out of her alleyway and out of the Market posthaste, only pausing to see his leaf-rose still in pride of place in the display case for now. Ergi was turned around getting bread for a customer, and the long fall of his pink queue ran down his strong back in a very enticing manner.



Diff cleared his throat and made himself move on before he got caught staring, waving at Tags on the way out as usual and getting a distracted wave from the man and a croak that might have
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