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  Chapter 1


If you aren’t moving forward, you’re moving backward. It was a wisdom that had been passed down in the Masker clan for longer than anyone could recall. The truism probably had its roots deep in the Bygone Era. Different people assigned different meanings to the phrase. For Martin Masker, it was a constant reminder of two quite different but equally valuable facts of life. First, if one was not seeking to improve, one would inevitably be swallowed by the churning mists of history. Second, and at this moment far more practical to the family’s needs, if he wasn’t preparing new inventory, the shop was slipping backward against the current of debt. 
Presently, reconciling those two interpretations of the same phrase was a bit of a balancing act. His workshop was more than adequate for someone to tinker and experiment with new contraptions. It was also quite sufficient to repair, restore, and customize contraptions for a hungry group of customers and collectors. It was not large enough for both. At least, not if he wanted to do things comfortably. As it so happened, comfort was seldom part of the equation for a Masker who was hard at work.
“I have run out of ink,” stated Wick calmly.
“One moment and I’ll have you filled up,” Martin said.
For the past three weeks, he had been sharing his workshop with two rather distinctive collaborators. The smaller of the two was Oiler, laboring blissfully at Martin’s feet like something between a loyal dog and an industrious assistant. Wick’s lantern, one of two “artifact lanterns” that would allow Wick to persist even if the flame was extinguished, usually lived on a dedicated section of shelf over the workbench or on a shelf behind his wife while she worked the store. A bit more than a month prior, Martin had modified the bespoke bust he’d created to allow the lamp to be latched in place where a head would normally be. This allowed Wick to maintain control of a set of skillfully fabricated arms, which he’d been putting to near-constant use. A much simpler set of legs had been created, but they were hanging from a hook in the corner of the room. Wick had little cause to walk about, and articulating the lower extremities sufficiently to allow him to sit down was much more complicated than simply removing the legs and setting the bust atop a stool.
“There you are,” Martin said, refilling the inkpot.
Wick dipped his quill and returned to writing. Despite being in control of a mechanical marvel, Wick didn’t actually write more quickly than a skilled scribe. It was a point of pride for Tome—the resident expert in transcription—that he could fill a page in a bit more than half the time it took Wick to do so. It wasn’t a matter of limitation on Wick’s part. It was a combination of the durability of the writing materials and the precision of Wick’s transcription. Writing at full speed caused all sorts of problems. The page was more apt to tear. The ink line grew thin and inconsistent. The pen wore out or became damaged far more often, and the ink was seldom dry when the time came to turn the page, producing a very low-quality result. Thus, Wick took his time, reproducing every serif and accent with excruciating detail. And what he lacked in speed, he made up for in stamina. Every moment that he was present in the bust, he was writing. No breaks for meals. No breaks for sleep. It made for some very productive days.
“How is the shop?” Martin asked.
“Vivian has sold the pair of twine-winders, and Epiphany is presently settling the price for a music box,” Wick said.
Martin nodded and set aside the alarm box he was working on to gather up the components of a disheveled music box Fel had retrieved not two days ago. Music boxes were worth their weight in gold. It was always good to have a spare on the shelf. He took a quick inventory of the components, spotted three small gears and a linkage that were missing, and set about rummaging through his bins of materials for replacements. He’d turned up all but one of the necessary components when the ever-present serenade of the last few weeks, a scratching pen, came to a stop once more.
“Has the nib worn down again?” Martin asked without looking.
“No. I have completed the task. I thank you for presenting it to me; it has been a thoroughly rewarding service to fulfill.”
“Have you?” Martin said with excitement. “Here you are, Oiler. Get started with that. You should be able to get it together save for that last gear.”
He set down the materials like a bowl of treats. Oiler chimed contentedly and started aligning parts and pressing them into place. Martin dusted his hands and turned his attention to the stack of journals that had been making his shop an increasingly cramped place to work.
“Forty-five… fifty… fifty-five… It’s only taken you fifty-eight volumes? Last time it took eighty,” Martin said.
“I found I was able to write somewhat smaller, and with less space between lines, and still produce a fully legible result.”
“Splendid. Splendid. That will make Tome happy. Fewer books to lug along on his journey.” He turned the pages, reviewing the work of the last few hours. “Which I suppose can now begin whenever he is ready. And this hasn’t been too taxing for you?”
“No, Martin. The only challenging aspect has been the struggle to pull myself from one task long enough to complete another. In my role as a sentry, I find myself able to scrutinize the work with minute detail for however long I am required to, and to flick from perch to perch with clockwork-precise timing. When I am writing, it requires constant mindful effort to remember that I must remove myself from the task long enough to glance through the other flames and assess what if anything is needed. The work demands my focus in a way that no other task ever has.”
“A struggle I know all too well. I’d love to tell you that you’ll get that under control in time, but I’ve been at this for decades and I would still neglect meals if I wasn’t reminded. But now that the job is done, it is probably best if you send word to Fel and Tome so they can start to prepare.”
“Another service I will be happy to fulfill,” Wick said.

      ***“Hey! If you’re here to watch the game, at least order a drink. You’re clogging the place up for everyone else,” Allie barked.
The idea had been a simple one, and one that Tem had been pushing for ages. A big grum tournament. It was not so much about the money—there were higher-stakes games a few times a week at the normal tables. This one was about pride and bragging rights. Tem had been talking a big game and rubbing his wins in Fel’s face for long enough that the already short temper of the contraptioneer had reached its limit. One massive tournament. Winner takes the pot, the trophy that Fel hand-made out of antique scraps his father couldn’t find use for, and most importantly of all, the title of Best Grum Player In Town.
Over the course of six days, a dozen tables of players—practically the entire tavern—had been narrowed down to one. At the table were Fel, Tem, and Tome. Fel was lagging behind, based on the pile of duots in front of him, and Tome was in the lead. No one had expected Fel to get this far. Multiple side bets had been made that he’d be out after the first round. The smart money had been him lasting no longer than the third. But here he was, ten runs into the final round and still clinging to the game.
Every eliminated player had made an excuse to show up for what was sure to be the end of the tournament. The size of the ante was such that Fel would be out if he didn’t take another win, and the way Tem played, he wouldn’t last more than three more runs before he either took Tome for all he was worth or was trounced by him. Grum typically wasn’t much of a game for spectators, but today even people who frequented the higher-class taverns uptown had shown up to see the simmering rivalry come to a head.
“Place your bet,” Fel grumbled, drumming his fingers on the table.
“There isn’t a time limit. A man is permitted to consider his options,” Tome said.
“You say there’s no time limit, but I’m not getting any younger. And if we don’t end this run and take a break soon, Parch is going to piddle on something and we’re going to face the wrath of Allie,” Fel said.
“I don’t know why you bring that stinky thing with you,” Tem said, deftly combining two stacks of coins and splitting them apart again as a way to keep his fingers busy.
“A man’s gotta have some sort of companionship that doesn’t drive him up a wall,” Fel said.
“So that’s what it’s for. Companionship. We all heard the rumors, but it’s nice to have it laid out plain.”
“You’re going to be laid out in the back alley if you don’t start watching your mouth, Tem,” Fel rumbled.
“Boys,” Allie said with the tone of a disapproving parent. “You’re taking up seats in the tavern. If you don’t play nice, I’ll kick you out and you’ll have to find somewhere else to settle this up. And then you won’t have an audience.”
Tem and Fel muttered under their breath but reined in the taunts. Tome jangled some coins.
“I bid… a thousand duots for the red king,” he said.
“That’ll just about clean you out,” Tem said.
“I’ll have enough for the opening ante of the next game,” he said. “You’ll recall, the people who couldn’t do proper arithmetic washed out in the first round.”
“Ah… you’re right…” Tem jangled his own coins. “One thousand four hundred for the red king.”
Tome narrowed his eyes. “You know that the people with poor memories washed out in the second round, right? You don’t have anything that needs a red king to fill it out. Which means you’re just trying to get me to back out entirely. Which means you know I’ve got the winning hand if I get that king. So there’s no risk at all in raising the bid to fifteen hundred.”
He pushed the entirety of his coins to the center of the table. All eyes turned to Fel.
“What are you looking at me for? I only have two hundred left. I can’t outbid you,” he said.
“Then let’s see the tiles,” Tome said.
Tem’s upper lip quivered. He flipped his tiles down to reveal a run that a skilled player could see had the makings of three decent runs, but with one or two key tiles missing from each. All of that accumulated to a big pile of nothing. Tome turned to Fel. He flicked down the tiles one at a time.
“Black king, blue king, black queen, red queen, blue milkmaid,” Fel said.
Fel leaned back and fixed his eyes on Tome. The tavern shook with waves of people working out what the run meant for the tournament. The run was a very good one. Not the best. If he’d had a matching set of both kings and queens, it would have been difficult to beat. But it was more than enough to beat Tem. And more to the point, the presence of a red queen meant the red king Tome had just won a very expensive bid for wasn’t part of a matched set. And since Fel had both of the other kings, there wasn’t a full run of any other color either. In short, nothing Tome could have would be enough for the win.
“Well…” Tome said simply. “That’s it for me, then.”
The Fox and Log erupted with the cheers and groans of people with a friendly or financial investment in the game coming to terms with the heap of duots sliding from Tome’s winnings to Fel’s. Allie watched as winnings and losses changed hands among the crowd. The money being earned on side bets was now exceeding the money up for grabs in the tournament. It was a windfall for the tavern, because there are few things a big winner wants more than to indulge in a celebratory drink. She was fielding orders two and three at a time when the lantern behind the bar went still and she heard a voice at the edge of her mind.
“Allie, I see the game is presently between runs,” Wick said. “Would you mind terribly getting the attention of Fel and Tome for me?”
Allie gave a half nod. No one in the bar knew that she kept a flame lit from Wick’s lantern behind the bar—not that they would have known what that meant even if she told them to their faces. Thus, she couldn’t respond directly to Wick, but the flame was quite accustomed to subtle responses and interpreted the reply properly.
“I thank you very much,” he said. “I hope it is not an imposition.”
Allie raised her voice. “Ladies, gents, and the rest of you, I think now’s as good a time as any to take a break. No fun watching the end of the tournament when the players aren’t sharp, and they’ve been at it for a few hours too long. Maybe let’s get some food down them, and give everyone a chance to buy drinks for the winner or loser of choice. Tome, Fel, get over here so folks can find you.”
“What about me?” Tem said.
“You’ve got a loud enough mouth that I don’t think anyone will have any trouble finding you,” she said.
Fel and Tome got the message and wove their way to the bar, receiving backslaps of congratulation and commiseration respectively. It took a few minutes before it died down enough for them to have a moment in the glow of the flame. Fel crunched a handful of roasted crickets. Tome nursed a glass of sherry bought for him by someone who had just made a fortune betting against him.
“Fel, Tome. I hope you are well. Martin asked me to inform you that the second index is complete,” Wick said.
Fel raised his eyebrows and glanced at Tome. “Tell you what, buddy,” he said. “I think you and I need to have a minute alone to discuss some of the debts I can settle, now that it seems like I’ll have some extra duots in my pocket when this is through. Allie, is one of the back rooms free?”
“The usual one,” she said. “Here. Take the lantern. I didn’t bother lighting the ones in there.”
He took the lantern, and the pair wove their way through the crowd toward one of the two back rooms. Once they had slipped inside, she raised her voice.
“Tem! If you lose this thing, are you going to have the money to pay the tab you’ve been racking up?”
“I don’t know and I don’t care, because I ain’t gonna lose,” he called back.
“I don’t know either, but I do care. Don’t expect me to go easy on you out of pity!”

      ***In the room, Fel put his feet up on the table and leaned his chair back.
“I trust the game has been going well for everyone,” Wick said.
“A game never goes well for everyone,” Tome grumbled.
“That ought to tell you who won the last run, Wick,” Fel said.
“I see. My congratulations to you, Fel, and my condolences to you, Tome.”
“Don’t give him any condolences, he was trying to cheat,” Fel said, with less rancor in his tone than one might expect for such a statement.
“Fel, I—” Tome began.
“Don’t get me wrong,” Fel interrupted. “I didn’t win that run because I was skilled. I won it because I got dealt the black and blue kings in my first set, and the red queen. But that means I had the red queen the whole time, and there was no way you were putting together a winning run without it. But you bid your way all the way to that red king. You were going to pull that stunt where you were going to magic up a garbage tile to look like the red queen, weren’t you?”
“I thought I’d caught a glimpse of the red queen at the bottom of the stack when it was all being dealt out. I wouldn’t have tried that sort of thing if I knew you or anyone else had a chance at holding the real queen.”
“‘I only did it because I didn’t think I’d get caught’ is a pretty lousy defense, buddy. But now that you’re out of it, give it to me straight. Did you cheat in any of those other games?”
“I didn’t have to cheat in any of those other games,” Tome said. “But I’m about to go on a trip back home, so I was hoping for some pocket money. You were already seemingly out of the game, so it was a matter of getting some money out of Tem’s pocket, and that seemed reason enough to set aside my policy of foregoing mystic tactics in local games.”
“I’d point out how that’s not a good excuse either, but the way Tem’s been making a nuisance of himself, I would have let this one slide. Enough of that, though. I just wanted to make sure you knew I knew, and if I knew, then other people might figure it out.”
“All the better that I’ll be gone for a few months.” Tome looked to the lantern. “What was the final tally?”
“Fifty-eight books,” Wick said.
“Efficient writer, eh? I’ll have to take a look to make sure they’re legible, but if it’s that few, I can probably get away with the cart instead of the carriage.” Tome crossed his arms and glanced aside. “And refresh my memory, how many book titles is that?”
“Four hundred and one thousand, five hundred and fifty-four books, in total, are within my memory. Portions of approximately two thousand more are there as well, but they have been omitted from the list.”
“And how many are in languages you would not be able to translate?” Tome asked.
“Given time, I would say that I could produce a literal word-for-word translation of all but two thousand of the books. A meaningful translation that attempts to match the author’s intent is something I would not feel comfortable tackling for nearly one hundred thousand of the books.”
“I question the value of this trip, by the way,” Fel said.
“Wick has accumulated the titles of nearly half a million books available to him by virtue of having consumed them in his flame, even if it was against his will. At his fastest, he could transcribe perhaps twenty of those books a day.”
“I would estimate a more reasonable count at six per day,” Wick said. “Faster than that, the quality begins to suffer and the wear becomes problematic.”
“There. Six. Half a million divided by six… That’s… sixty-seven thousand or so days. That’s almost two hundred years of writing,” Tome said. “If we are going to get the best of the information locked within Wick’s mind out into the world again in our lifetimes, we’ll need to translate the titles, prioritize their content, and transcribe the most valuable knowledge first. There is no one on the continent better equipped to do that sort of thing than the monks at the Gate of the Ancients Monastery.”
“I thought you spent your youth mindlessly copying words without even interpreting them,” Fel said.
“I did. But I was a child. There are legions of scholars with expertise in organization and translation. It will be the work of weeks for them to provide us a codified, organized, translated list.”
“And who’s paying for it?” Fel asked.
“My father is rather highly placed within the monastery. And they are not driven by financial gain. Not chiefly, at any rate.”
“Unlike you.”
“I left that place for a reason. But even though our goals don’t perfectly align, this is a job that will be unbearably enticing to them. That should keep the price down.” He stood. “I’ll head back to the shop and take a look. For once this seems to be a trip that won’t heave me headlong into the jaws of some beast or assassin, so I needn’t spend much time preparing defensive and offensive spells. I can just go.”
Tome headed for the door, but paused. He turned back. “I will, if you’ll allow it, take one of the silver earrings,” he said.
Fel laughed. “You know, I’m the one who had his head tinkered with by the clockwork diamond. Why is it that you are the one who seems most concerned about it happening to you?”
“Because unlike you, I’ve spent my life carefully curating and expanding the knowledge within my head, and it would be a rather significant loss, both personally and to the world, if someone were to turn a crank on a device and blot it all out to make me a farmer or a carpenter or some such. You were simply made into a more respected version of yourself. Hardly something to fear.”
“There’s nothing wrong with being a carpenter,” Fel said.
“There is when it means wiping one’s mind without their consent. Now, may I take the earring or not?”
“Ask Dad. I’m certainly not giving you mine.”
He straightened his tunic and turned to the door. “See, now that is a sensible point of view.”
He marched out the door. Fel stood and followed. Tome was able to rather graciously navigate the thick crowd. Fel, on the other hand, found himself instantly surrounded by people talking too quickly and too loudly to be understood. He felt a tug at his arm and was pulled behind the bar by Allie to give him a bit of space.
“Wait’ll you hear what’s been going on since you went in there,” Allie said.
“I was in there for five minutes. What could have possibly happened to churn everyone up this much in that amount of time?” Fel asked.
“Tem’s ego happened,” she muttered.
“Spread out. Spread out,” Tem said, squeezing up to the bar. “Fel! Buddy. Pal. I’ve been thinking.”
“I don’t want to hear it. Sit your butt down and lose this tournament like an adult.”
“Now, now, now. Hear me out. The total pot so far is, what? Three thousand duots? Thereabouts? Kind of a wimpy prize for two people who play at our level.”
“There’s also the bragging rights and the trophy.”
Tem swiped the air with his hand. “You’re missing my point. We’ve come this far. We’ve already established ourselves to be the best. Is there really so big a difference between being the best and the second best?”
“Spoken like someone expecting to lose.”
“I say we make this tournament interesting. Right now we’ve both got around fifteen hundred duots in the pot.”
“I have seventeen hundred. You have fourteen hundred,” he said.
“Then this should be even more enticing to you. I’m suggesting we each kick in enough to make the total pot ten thousand duots. Something worthy of players at our level.”
“I don’t have that kind of money floating around, Tem.”
“Neither do I. Not in my pockets, anyway. But give me a week or two and I think I could beg, borrow, and steal enough to cover my share.”
“Quit trying to squirm out of this tournament.”
“Call it squirming. Call it having standards. Doesn’t matter one bit to me. I’m ready to walk away from that table with my money and be content calling myself one of the best players in town. If you want to take this thing all the way to the finish and find out who is the best, that’ll cost you five thousand duots.”
Fel tightened his jaw and glared at Tem. Tem looked back smoothly, almost smugly. This stunk as some sort of a scheme by Tem. Like the entire tournament to this point had just been Tem sandbagging until he could coax whoever was the final opponent into emptying his pockets into Tem’s. But to believe that was to believe that Tem was the de facto best in town. More to the point, it would mean embracing what most likely everyone in The Fox and Log was assuming, which was that Fel had no place at this table and it was a combination of luck and good grouping that had gotten him this far. At a table full of players, there were plenty of ways to win. You didn’t necessarily have to do well. The others could do poorly. But one on one, the only ways to win were luck and skill. And luck had a pesky way of running out at the worst times.
Walking away from the grum table right now meant two things: a nice tidy pile of winnings in his pocket, and the unspoken admission that he thought Tem was the better player. And that was unacceptable.
“You’re on,” Fel said. “Five thousand duots, two weeks.”
The room rumbled with a combination of excitement of the game ahead and disappointment at having to wait a few weeks to finalize any pending bets. After the moment passed and the folks who were taking up space without buying drinks dissipated, Fel gathered his share of the winnings-so-far and took a seat at the bar.
“On your feet. I need help setting up these tables for actual paying customers,” Allie said.
Fel grumbled. “You know I don’t work here, right?”
“Not right now, you don’t. But seems to me you’ll be looking for extra money to handle the entry fee that Tem just bilked you into.”
“He didn’t bilk me,” he said, grabbing a tray from behind the counter and loading it up.
Fel had been called into service as the tray carrier often enough that he knew what to do and how to do it. She loaded the snacks and drinks onto the tray and marched along with him in tow.
“Tem walked out of here with plenty of winnings in his pocket, and you are walking out with even more winnings. An argument could be made that you’re the winner already. But you shook hands on the agreement to plop down everything you won, plus thousands more, for what might end up being a single run of grum in two weeks. If you ask me, that’s him pulling your strings. Have you always been this easy to manipulate, or is it new?”
“You don’t think I can win?”
“Of course I think you can win. Anyone could win one game of grum. The skill is about coming out on top over the course of an entire night, or an entire week. Or your entire life. One game, you might as well be flipping a coin. It doesn’t prove anything.” She thumped a drink onto the table in front of a thirsty patron. “And where, by the way, are you getting that money? I know you don’t have it, because I know the work you’ve been doing and you gripe about coming up short all the time. I know you’re not borrowing it from me, because I don’t have it and even if I did, I wouldn’t loan it to you for something as dopey as this. I’m still picking up the pieces after the mess that Madritz lady made of my life. And don’t let me hear about you borrowing it from Mariss. We both know she has it, and we both know she’d loan it to you, and I don’t want to think about how awkward those dinners we have together will get if you owe her a couple thousand duots. I’m just starting to look forward to those dinners, and I don’t need you spoiling them.”
“Relax,” he said. “I’m due for a trip down south anyway. The shop needs fresh parts and inventory. I’ll just grab some extra. Maybe drop a line to Euphoria, see if she’s got any wants or needs that I can fill for a price. Her family is rolling in it. And they don’t have anyone half as good as me at finding the good stuff or half as good as Dad at fixing it up.”
“You’d be fine putting the screws to your sister for the cost of a contraption?”
“Euphoria specifically? No. Her family? Absolutely. Near as I can tell, the number of decent, worthwhile, trustworthy people in the Graves family doubled when she married into it.”
“Who is the other one?” Allie asked.
“Toss-up between Lattica and Thaddeus. Leaning more toward Lattica.”
“Not her husband?”
“I don’t know, because I haven’t met him. Which isn’t a vote in favor, by the way. He’s been married to my sister for going on four years. You’d think I’d have at least shaken hands with him by now. I’m not even sure he exists.”
She finished filling the orders, topping off the drinks, and spreading out snacks. “I still think you’re making a mistake,” she said, taking the tray from him.
“Fel Masker? Making a mistake? Unheard of!” he said with a snort. “But right now, the only part of this that feels like a mistake is the part where I have to leave town for a few weeks. Because it means I only get to hear your quips filtered through Wick, who lacks your charming delivery.”
She narrowed her eyes. “Don’t try buttering me up.” She leaned closer and whispered, “But if you’re heading out tomorrow, make sure you stop by my place for a proper goodbye. I’d give it to you here, but the gossip flows faster than wine around here even without public displays of affection.”
He grinned. “I’ll bring you some of Dad’s biscuits. But I should head out. Like I said, if I’m going to be making a run to one of the better vaults, I should try to get word out to Euphoria to see how things are going up there and what sort of high-priced contraptions they might be after.”
He marched toward the door, raising his voice as he did. “I’ll see you all in two weeks, when I officially bring home the title of Best Grum Player In the History of The Fox and Log.”

      ***Teya marched toward the gate of what had come to be called the Lesser Greater Lands. She’d been here for weeks, and they had been the most rewarding and fulfilling of her life by a wide margin. To be a kobold was to seek partnership, to seek teamwork, and to seek achievement in service of someone or something greater than oneself. For Teya, that greater figure was Kazel, the mighty dragon who, in his wisdom, had trusted Fel Masker and Tome Inkbrand to render aid to him in a time of need. More importantly, at least to her, he’d had the wisdom to entrust her to their service. Ever since that day, she had followed the path of destiny. It had been a long and crooked one, but it had allowed her to find so many of her brothers and sisters who were separated from the Greater Lands and give them a chance to once again work toward something good, something meaningful.
“And what do we do then?” asked the kobold to her left.
“You need to find the shiny stone. The stuff they were having you fill the wagons with. You don’t need much. But you need some. A sackful. That will do,” Teya said.
She took a breath and basked in the pleasure of speaking in her own language. Her human tongue was improving, but it felt terribly limiting to stumble through short sentences. Breaking her thoughts down into pieces small enough for her linguistic skill was almost more difficult than wrestling the human sound out of her mouth.
The first kobold scurried off. The one behind stepped forward.
“And me? What do I do?” she asked.
“Copper. Maybe three sacks. Melt it into the ingot shapes. The ones this big.” She held up her paws to demonstrate.
The kobold nodded and hurried after the first. Another stepped forward.
“You get help. We need coal. A lot. Ten sacks. Maybe more. We will need to build a very big, very hot fire.”
Another eager nod and the latest kobold trotted off. A dozen more peeled off from the gathered creatures without having to be told. The task was big; it would need many kobolds. It was an instinct, deep and reliable. A kobold knew what it would take to get a job done.
“We need hammers as well. We will need to hammer the copper flat. The hammers from last time? They were very worn. Someone will need to fix them. Or make new ones.”
“I can make hammers!” called a kobold from farther back. “It is a heavy thing, with flat on one side and a stick down the middle!”
“Yes! Go. Enough hammers for everyone who will be banging metal,” she instructed.
“Should we make them? Or take them. The small men with the long face fur have many good hammers.”
“The small men? Dwarves? Those small men?”
Half of the gathering nodded in agreement. The other half followed suit, once they saw the others doing so.
Teya paused and scratched her chin. “Dwarves are very good at hammering. Try to get them to help with the hammering. If they do not, ask them for their hammers. Borrow them. If not, take them. And if they try to stop you, bite them very much, in places that will hurt but will not kill. This is too important for rude dwarves not willing to share their hammers to slow it down.”
“Can we bite eyes?” called one from the back.
“No biting eyes.”
“Can we bite fingers?”
“Bite fingers, but do not bite fingers off. The same for noses and ears. Do not bite anything off that will not grow back.” She crossed her arms and raised her chin. “The humans call that ‘diplomacy.’”
“Dip-low-mah-see,” the kobolds repeated, nodding in agreement.
She turned and trotted toward the wall again. “We will need the sharp tools for making long marks in metal. Do we have them?” She paused, waiting for an answer. “Do we have them?”
Again there was no answer. She realized she couldn’t hear the crunch of clawed paws on the path toward the gate. She turned to find the kobolds standing in place, eyes half-focused and turned away from the wall. She sighed and touched her silver earring, the only reason she was spared a similar fate. If they truly focused, they could probably see and follow her, but a lifetime of heeding the supernatural urge to ignore the outside world had made its influence feel like instinct, and instinct was very important to kobolds. Teya stepped toward them until, one by one, the semblance of thought and intellect came to their eyes once more.
“You are back?” croaked one of them.
“I did not leave yet. But I will leave soon. Marking tools, the kind for making long lines in metal. Do we have them?”
A dozen heads shook.
“Then I will bring them. Is there anything else you need from me?” she asked.
The gathering of kobolds stood, shifting and fidgeting like toddlers uncertain if they’ll be scolded.
“You want to hear about the mountain again. About Kazel again,” Teya said reverently.
“Is he really free?” asked one kobold.
“Really and truly?” asked another.
“The mountain. My home. It stands tall, and it stands free. It is a home to kobolds, more than I can count. There are many among you who once called it home. They can attest. We work together, digging new tunnels, carving walls. Hunting. Fishing. And we serve Kazel. After more time in chains than any of us could hope to imagine, two humans crossed the wall. They survived the beasts of the Greater Lands. One was brought to our home by the Adept. Me and some of my friends brought the other. Those humans brought with them a knowledge of magic. And of contraptions. And they brought their bravery. With my help, and the help of the undines and the unicorns who also pledge themselves to Kazel, the keys to his chains were found. Now he once again patrols the skies, great scales gleaming in the sun and watchful eyes keeping the mountain and its people safe. And today I work with those humans, and others. I will find the keys to the chains that hold your minds, that blind your eyes to the wall. Because there are good humans. And because destiny guides me. And because you all deserve to return to Kazel’s embrace.”
The kobolds watched and listened, eyes sparkling with the light and life that the pressure of the clockwork diamond typically muted and subdued. They crowed and chattered triumphantly before turning to tackle the tasks that had been assigned. When Teya was alone, she allowed herself a moment to puff up her chest and waggle her head.
“I fill them with hope, and I teach them not to bite the noses off people who might help. I am a good leader.”
Teya returned to the task at hand. The gate to the outside was wide open. There was no sense closing it. No one within these walls but she had the mental freedom to even consider leaving this place, and the people outside all feared either the “disease” that had until recently emanated from the center of this forest or the legion of “monsters” that called it their home. Normally there was an imp and a minotaur who guarded this door, but it was late at night and they had retired for the evening. She marched through the gate and turned to follow the curve of a wall that was far too small to contain the sprawling landscape it concealed. She didn’t bother twisting up her mind trying to come to terms with how that was possible. It simply was. Powerful minds achieved it through contraptioneering or magic. The two were basically the same as far as she was concerned. Right now her focus was making changes to that enchantment so that the others she’d left behind could think clearly enough to return home. Or at least to have the same life and liveliness they had while they were home.
The moon was waning in the sky, casting precious little light on the field. Without her large, sharp eyes meant for navigating dim caves, she probably would have had to light the lantern hanging from her pack in order to navigate. The thought didn’t even enter her mind. That lantern was simply a place for a friend of hers to hitch a ride, and when her supply of lamp oil had run dry, he was forced to take his leave. A simple problem that would be solved soon enough.
Teya took a whiff of the air. Fenfield had once been a hunting ground. Now that the hunters had abandoned it, the place was thick with prey. She briefly considered stopping long enough to hunt down a meal. Nothing as large as a deer, but maybe a rabbit or some rats. She shook her head and resisted temptation. She had a job to do. And it would take every moment of darkness available to her to reach her first stop on the way to Ram’s Rest before sunrise. Her little legs were built for work, not speed, and she had a long way to go.
She took one final whiff. There was always the chance there would be something tasty right on the route she was trotting along, after all. Her nose told the tale of mice and other tasty morsels. But also something else. A breath of breeze carried the scent of horses, and of men. She kept her pace but shifted her view. There should not be humans here. She turned to the source of the scent. No surprise that it was the ragged and broken remnants of the wall that surrounded what had come to be called False Clickspring. She squinted her eyes and raised her frilled ears. When the wind was right, she heard the click and grind of shovels and picks. And outside the wall, a small, heavily loaded cart was waiting. It wasn’t a cargo cart. It was heaped with tools and equipment, with little room for packing much of anything else besides the men who must have ridden it to Fenfield. There were no lanterns, no shouts of men being boisterous or delivering orders to workers. They were working in secret.
A growl rattled in Teya’s chest. They were up to no good. She was sure of it. But fierce though she was, she was only one kobold. And kobolds didn’t do things alone. They sought help. And help was precisely what she’d set off to find. But there would be more to discuss now. Much more. She trotted a bit faster, pushing the precisely calibrated speed that she knew she could maintain for a full night without stopping for much rest. The sooner she made it to Ram’s Rest, the sooner her friends could learn what was happening, and the sooner she could get the tools and the wisdom to do her job.
Strangely enough, a smile crept to her face as she thought through the steps that would follow. She would get the equipment, she would learn the next steps. She would light the lantern again from Wick’s flame, and through it she would talk to Martin and Fel. She would probably close the gate, now that she realized there were workers. She would deliver things, get the wheels turning on the next stage of her mission. The mission. She would find a way to free those within the Lesser Greater Lands… and maybe, just maybe, her friends would come north to lend a hand and to solve the little mystery she’d just witnessed. Mysteries were fun. Her friends were fun. And it felt good to work together with them.
But one step at a time. First, she had to meet with Euphoria Graves.

      ***“One more stack,” Euphoria muttered to herself, tugging the top sheaf of pages from the diminishing mound that had dominated her evenings for the last few weeks.
She hadn’t been sleeping very well. There wasn’t time for full nights of sleep these days. If it wasn’t for her social obligations with regard to planning parties and get-togethers with local merchants and officials, she might not have even remembered to eat. This level of focus was inherited from her father, and a small part of her had been hoping it would never raise its ugly head again. Being able to force oneself to subsist on two hours of sleep a night and the pathetically small and ruinously expensive finger foods that passed for refreshments at the parties of the wealthy instead of proper meals was a useful skill. Being unable to choose not to do such things was a mental illness that traded happiness and healthiness for productivity. But right now it had to be done. And by the very nature of its sensitivity and secrecy, this task had to be done by her. No aid. Just her.
Like all the best schemes, it began and persisted under a plausible and reasonable motivation. The Voice of the Graves Flame could no longer be trusted. That in and of itself had been a difficult fact to convince the others in her family to embrace. But for now, at least, they admitted that it was not secure, and until it could be proved to be safe and private once more, more conventional means of communication were called for. Relying upon messengers wasn’t nearly as fast as they were accustomed to, but every other business concern on the continent, and likely in the world, had been doing business this way and remained quite happily profitable. If they could do it, the Graves family could do it. And better. But it would require a change in tactics and a change in thinking. Most importantly, it would require them to be very efficient in their usage of their limited staff of messengers. Wasted trips were unacceptable. A full audit of precisely how the messengers had been used for the last few years was necessary in order to trim the fat and ensure business was done as quickly and discreetly as possible.
It was all true. It was all necessary. And it was not the real reason she’d requested the audit and volunteered to perform it personally.
Lens. Lens was the reason for the audit. That was the name that had been applied to the Voice of the Flame. She didn’t know who had applied the name, or why, but her brother and his friend had been in communication directly with the flame and heard it refer to itself as such. Worse, once she’d begun digging, she’d found more than a few business dealings her family and local traders had had with someone by that same name. At the same time, she’d been given reason to believe the reclusive Piotor Graves had befallen some sort of terrible fate years earlier. This was a man who was as near a match to her own father as the Graves family had, at least with regard to serving as a repository for research and expertise. His advice and insight had guided every contraption-based decision and a fair proportion of business and social decisions the family had made for nearly a generation. But his all-consuming requirements of solitude had meant that no one had seen him for ages, and no one had expected to. His directives came via the Voice of the Flame, or in heavily coded messages hand delivered by a dedicated corps of messengers. His influence was very much intact, but few even remembered what he looked like.
Her attempts to arrange a meeting with Piotor, or even contact him directly, had been thwarted repeatedly in the last few weeks. A message, ostensibly written by his own hand and delivered in response to her latest request, gently rebuffed her. If the family’s communications had been compromised, it was doubly important that he remain hidden. The precautions in that regard would have impressed a military strategist. There were no fewer than twelve safe houses that he was claimed to rotate between. Even with her own access to the family’s records, Euphoria could only identify nine of them explicitly. A complex knot of dead drops and handoffs meant that no single messenger even knew where a message originated. Any one of them could have been left by Piotor himself or by another messenger who had carried it from where Piotor had left it.
The family was scrupulous in its record keeping. For someone with the full picture, the full context, that song and dance shouldn’t have mattered. It would still be a horrible ball of twine, but eventually one could tug out both ends and find where a given message originated. Such a thing absolutely required comprehensive records, though. If even a single link in the chain was missing, suddenly there were dangling threads that could no longer be linked. And there were a lot of missing messages. Even accounting for sensitive messages being burned lest they fall into the wrong hands, the gaps in their records were far too surgically precise to be the result of carelessness or happenstance. Their records about their dealings in Fenfield had been altered, so she knew someone had an interest in hiding their actions. And that same person had removed strategic messages to render Euphoria’s investigation fruitless thus far. But the Masker family focus wouldn’t let her call the search hopeless until the last stone was turned.
She flipped open a new page. According to the annotations, it was another message by Piotor’s own hand. The content, once she was able to decode it, was nothing important. It was a recommendation to invest a bit more of the family’s funds into copper and tin, scrawled out years ago. In her dull, mechanical trance of processing the pages, she nearly marked it and set it aside to continue her investigation, but something stopped her. She squinted at the writing. Not the message, but the actual penmanship. She looked up to the pinned message and held the older one up to it.
A smile curled her lips.
“You’ve been clever,” she murmured. “But not clever enough.”

      ***Well after midnight, Allie wearily paced home with lantern in hand and dinner on her mind. As tended to be the case for anyone walking through the part of town she called home after sunset, she was a touch more vigilant than people in the ritzier parts of town. Thus, the crunch of footsteps caught her attention before the friendly whistle. She wasn’t sure what it said about her that all she needed were the footsteps to know it was Fel.
“How’d the rest of the night pan out?” Fel asked, jogging up to her with a sack over his shoulder.
“The usual. For this week, anyway. Had to practically threaten to bash someone’s head in with the persuader to get them to cough up their tab for the night. And half of the highfalutin folks from uptown skipped out without paying their tabs. You better believe they’ll be settling those before the big finale in two weeks,” she said. “This whole tournament has been running me ragged with the extra people coming through. I am worn thin. Glad to have a few days off from it. How about you? All ready to head out tomorrow?”
“Doesn’t take me long to pack up for a trip like this. Haven’t been able to talk to Euphoria yet. But I’ll have Wick with me. I can catch her along the way.”
“And how long will you be gone?”
“A little under a week there, a couple days grabbing the goods, and the same time back. If I don’t dillydally along the way, I should be back right in time for the big game.”
“Not leaving any room for mishap?” she said.
“If things go wrong, they don’t usually go wrong for a predicable amount of time. And if I’m late? It’s not like he’ll disqualify me. He won’t get his money.”
They came to the alley that led to Allie’s door. Fel’s face scrunched up at the errant wind that brought the scent of the tannery up the alley.
“One of these days you’re going to have to teach me what magic trick you’re doing to keep your house, and you, from stinking like half-tanned leather.”
“You develop an instinct for which windows to leave shut,” she said.
A brief fight with the stubborn door earned them entry to her home, where she flopped into one of the two chairs and leaned down to do battle with her bootlaces. Fel laughed and dropped to one knee to help her pull them free.
“How are these treating you?” he asked, setting them aside and hoisting himself up into the other chair.
“Those boots remain the finest gift I have ever received. My old pair? On a day like this, I’d be limping home.”
“Yep. Reynard knows how to make them. It’s a shame he’s retiring.”
He dropped the sack onto the table, revealing the promised biscuits. There was also a heavy, metal-lidded crock that hadn’t done as good a job holding on to its contents as Fel would have liked. He bunched the bag up under it to keep from getting the escaped stew on the table and stood to fetch her bowls.
“You didn’t say anything about bringing me dinner,” she said.
He shrugged. “We had extra.”
“You always have extra. You’re just looking for an excuse to stay longer.”
“Can you blame me?”
“Some days? Yes. I could blame you. I’m not the most pleasant person to be around after a long, hard day.”
“You’re talking to a guy who spends most of his time with a smug blowhard and a lesser unicorn. You aren’t up against very stiff competition.”
“Speaking of, where’s Parch?” she asked. “I almost didn’t recognize you without your little furry shadow.”
“Epiphany has promised to try to keep him in the house. We’re trying to teach him to stay put sometimes. Which means he’ll be here any minute.”
Fel sloshed a helping of stew into each bowl. If Allie hadn’t eaten the stuff in the past, she wouldn’t have thought it looked terribly appetizing. But looks were deceiving. The Masker family recipe was a flexible one. It could be summarized as “gravy and whatever else you can get, simmered until it’s all the same color.” And yet the stuff was the definition of hearty. The kind of thing a stomach would directly request if it had any say in the matter.
He soaked up some gravy and munched on a biscuit. She took a somewhat more civilized approach. For nearly a minute, they ate in comfortable silence. The heavy meal didn’t do anything for the weariness hanging over her head like a blanket, but she yawned and tried to shake herself awake again.
“You know something, Fel? Most of the men I’ve known, if I invited them over with a line like ‘I need to say goodbye to you properly,’ they’d have come with expectations. You came with stew.”
He shrugged again. He certainly did that a lot. “That’s because I’m smarter than most fellas. What lady would say no to stew?”
She yawned. “The point is, you’re a riddle. I can’t explain it. If I had the choice of doing just about anything with anyone else, or doing nothing with you, I think I’d choose nothing with you every time.”
He scratched his head. “Not sure how to take that.”
“It’s a compliment, you oaf. You make me feel at ease. This is not an easy world and we do not have easy lives. Easier than some, sure. But it’s a fight, every day. When you’re around, I feel like I can take a breath. Like I can let some slack on the rope because there’s someone else there to take it up. I feel more relaxed with you than when I’m alone. After a day of being surrounded by people, I used to want nothing more than to be alone. Now? It’s this.”
“Now it’s my turn to say something nice, right?” he said.
“Glad to see you’re catching on.”
He stuffed an entire biscuit in his mouth, probably to buy himself some time. When he’d muscled it down, he once again led with a shrug. “I’d repeat all that back to you. Because it goes for me too. But that’s probably not what you’re after.”
“It’d ring a little hollow.”
He huffed. “I’m not great with words. I spent weeks trying to find the right words to tell you I love you the first time. You’ll have to bear with me if you want me to find new words to say it.”
“To be fair, I don’t see ‘I love you’ getting old anytime soon.”
“But I guess… if we’re being heartfelt, I can say this. You watched me chase after Mariss and twist myself up in knots trying to make myself into the kind of person I thought she’d care about. I never once wondered if you cared about me. Maybe I didn’t see the way you cared or that I might be special. But I always knew yours was an opinion that mattered. From the moment I first met you, I could care less about what anyone else in that tavern thought of me. But if I thought you legitimately would think less of me for something I’d done, it would burn at me. And now? Look how close we are. The stakes have never been higher. I should be terrified. But it’s like you said. I feel… right.”
Allie raised her eyebrows. “And you said you weren’t good with words.” She stood up. “So, me being close to you should terrify you, and you’re not terrified.”
“Not yet anyway.”
She walked over to him and sat in his lap, one arm over his neck. “How about now, big fella?” she said, leaning close to whisper it in his ear.
He didn’t need to answer. He could feel how tense he’d become the moment she touched him. She leaned against him, wondering if perhaps making him twist and squirm wasn’t a bit cruel to do right before a trip. She rested her head on his shoulder.
Maybe a few more moments, just to make a point.
She closed her eyes.
A heartbeat later, she jerked awake. She was lying in bed. Clothes on, facing the ceiling. She turned.
“I fell asleep.” She covered her face. “I fell asleep on his lap.”
She teased her fingers apart and glanced aside through them. She was alone in bed. That shouldn’t have been a surprise. Her bed wasn’t large enough that she could miss someone as large as Fel, and she could imagine no world in which Fel would dare to lie down in her bed uninvited. But still, it was nice to learn her judgment was accurate. There was, however, a folded note waiting on the bedside table.
Allie,
Seems like you needed sleep more than you needed company. Let myself out. Kind of tricky, since I don’t have a key. Used a vault-diving trick backward to brace the door behind me. Might want to check it.
She shook some of the sleep from her head and lumbered to her door. The brace was in place. A hook of wire and a string looped over it led over to the side of the door. He must have hooked it before he left and pulled it into position after. She yanked the hook and string free and secured the door a bit more properly.
“Well,” she mumbled, trudging back to her bedroom to undress. “That’s one way to give him a send-off.”






  
  Chapter 2


The coolness of night was just beginning to give way to the warmth of day as Fel helped Tome load up the remainder of the index Wick had transcribed. 
“About how long do you suppose it’ll take you to get this done?” Fel asked, eying the roofline periodically.
“The whole trip? There and back again?” Tome asked. “Well, when I came from the west coast it took me almost three months, but I had to rely upon hitched rides and more than a little walking. A direct route? With a horse the whole way? Maybe six weeks. I’d give whoever my father is able to assign to the index another few weeks to make enough progress processing it to have something to bring back. And then another six weeks to come back to Beffshire. I might take my time on the way back. See some more of the lands between.”
“Four months,” Fel said. “Give or take.”
“That would be a reasonable way to set your expectations.”
“Uh-huh,” Fel said, thumping down a stack of books and looping some ropes around it to strap it down.
“Why do I detect a dubiousness to your tone?” Tome asked.
“You’ve been living under our roof for a while now. Have you noticed how lousy Dad is when it comes to keeping secrets? Particularly with the family? And particularly when you don’t explicitly tell him to?”
“He’s been discussing our little project, has he?” Tome said flatly.
“Let’s just say I got curious when I noticed Parch got a haircut. Dad says you were cooking up some good ink for a spell to ‘make short work of your trip.’ You’ve known you were going for weeks, and even if you say you didn’t need to do any preparation for this trip, I know you can’t help yourself.”
“I may have been fiddling with a version of the spell that allowed me to chase you down at the wall, and that spell may have been developed adequately to allow the wagon, the horse, and myself to all be included. And I may be testing it along the way. But such things will only be definite if I deem it sensible to perform a test along the way.”
“And if it works? How long until you get to the Gate of the Ancients?”
He cleared his throat. “Ten days.”
“The whole continent in less than the length of a round trip to the Greater Lands Wall?” Fel scoffed. “That’s a little lofty.”
“It is well within my capacity,” he defended. “I have grown in leaps and bounds since my exposure to the assorted magics and other acts of the arcane our little jaunts have uncovered.”
“Uh-huh,” Fel said, unconvinced. “Just don’t smash up the wagon when you give it a try.”
Fel looked to his own wagon. Given that he was planning to bring things back rather than deliver them to a destination, his own vehicle was primarily vacant aside from some empty sacks and crates. The primary preparation he’d made was transferring the decoy and the dazzler, two of Martin’s signature defensive contraptions, from the family cart to the heftier wagon. He was ready to leave. But there were one or two things that needed to be done before he left town. The first was right here at the house, and he was through waiting for it.
“Hey!” he called out, adding a whistle. “What? Did I make the roost too comfortable? Judy, Moody, Toody, Rudy! Get down here!”
Four feathery black heads sluggishly popped up from behind the roofline of the family shop. They blinked bleary birdy eyes out of sequence, then fluttered down to land on the back of the wagon.
“I’m not going to be around for a while, and I know the folks don’t spoil you like I do,” he said. “I don’t want you forgetting where your bread is buttered.”
“You haven’t been buttering the bread you’ve been giving them, have you?” Tome asked, climbing to the seat of the cart.
“None of your business how I treat my critters,” Fel said without looking before returning his attention to the lesser harpies. “And someone told me the secret to why you’ve been so lubby-dubby to her even though she hasn’t been bringing you gifts lately.”
“Egg monkey?” said Judy with clear excitement.
“Monkey egg!” the others crowed gleefully.
Fel unfastened the string securing a cloth sack and revealed eight large chicken eggs. The four harpies hopped into a line, Judy in the front, Toody in the back, and Moody and Rudy jockeying for position in the middle. He gave each an egg, one by one. They cracked and consumed each one with a level of skill that boggled the mind. Not a drop of yolk nor a fragment of shell was lost.
“I want you to keep an eye on the folks. Be nice to the customers. And if you’re going to steal something valuable, don’t bring it back here. Or at least hide it better. I went up there to clean up after you yesterday, and I found Mr. Marx’s pocket watch. That is a very expensive thing to just be snatching. Crosses the line from mischief to burglary. Understood?”
“Stinking rat, nasty thief,” Judy said.
“I’ll eat your toes,” Rudy said.
“Eat your toes!” agreed the others.
He stepped back, and they each fetched up an egg in their talons and retreated to the roof. Fel climbed into the wagon. As was tradition, both of his parents stepped outside. As if to underscore just how mundane this trip was after months of being sent out to defuse threats or recover stolen goods, his parents forewent their usual fretting and last-minute advice.
“Be well, Son. I look forward to seeing what you find,” Martin said.
“Don’t be careless. And come back soon,” Vivian added.
“Any special requests?” Fel asked.
“I have a short list of people hoping for figurines. Full sets in particular,” she said.
“Haven’t found too many of those where I’m headed, but I’ll keep my eyes open. Dad?”
“If you find yourself in the vicinity of the archive, tell Wick. Though I suppose I’ll soon be spoiled for choice when it comes to reference, there are still a few volumes within that archive that could prove useful.”
“Will do. Epiphany about?”
“I’m wrangling your blasted pet,” she grumbled as Parch effortlessly dragged her out the door by a rather tasteful harness and leash, a gift from Reynard, the cobbler next door. “Weren’t you a bit curious why he wasn’t prancing all over the wagon while you were helping load the cart?”
“I thought maybe he was behaving himself all on his own. Thanks for the help, Fanny. Need anything while I’m gone?”
Parch hopped up to the seat beside Fel. Epiphany paced over and handed him a veritable pamphlet.
“I have buyers lined up on the old bazaar route if you find any of this stuff. Don’t kill yourself looking for it, but we’ll make a tidy sum if you can find them.”
“Should keep me busy.” He pocketed the pamphlet. “Where’s the little helper?”
That was the public shorthand for Oiler. It was just short of embarrassing how long it had taken them to come up with such a thing.
“There’s plenty to keep the helper busy. Shouldn’t come looking for you,” Martin said.
“I’ll feel weird not having to juggle two handfuls while I’m working,” he said. “So long, all!”
He snapped the reins and rumbled the wagon deeper into town. He was technically headed the wrong way, but there was one more stop before he left town. He glanced up at the lantern hanging from the sunshade. The flame was still.
“Checking up on me already, Wick?” he asked.
“The family was entirely occupied with seeing you off, and Allie is still asleep. You were the one who needed oversight,” he said.
“Me and Tome,” Fel said. “Does it strike you as odd that I’m the one with the good, relightable lantern when Tome’s the one that’ll take weeks to get back here if his goes out?”
“Yours is considered the more dangerous journey,” Wick said. “Thus, yours is the situation best served by a more reliable connection to the others.”
“Maybe so.”
“How was your visit with Allie yesterday?”
“She’s got your flame burning in one of her lanterns. Did you watch?”
“I endeavor to give the two of you privacy when you are alone together. It seems appropriate.”
“Ah. Well, you didn’t miss anything. She’s worn pretty thin. Needed the rest.” He paused for a moment. “Hey, I don’t suppose you…”
After a polite delay, Wick replied, “You failed to complete what seemed to be the beginning of a request for service.”
“It’s… maybe not appropriate.”
“Would you like to make that determination personally or allow me to make that determination after the fact?”
“I was going to ask if you have noticed Allie doing anything… extra. Anything dangerous. She’s technically on the hook for something from Verfessa. And she was so knocked out last night that she didn’t even wake up when I carried her to bed.”
“I see.”
“… Well?”
“You informed me that you were going to ask me that. You did not, in fact, ask me that.”
“Now I’m asking.”
“I have not observed anything beyond a somewhat significant increase in time worked at the tavern.”
He shook his head. “I should have been visiting after work more often. Help her get to sleep faster.”
He navigated the slowly increasing traffic on the streets as the wagon rumbled toward the more expensive part of town. Soon enough he was at Divinity’s Oven. He rummaged in his pocket to make sure he could cover the cost of breakfast. It would probably cost more than the next three days of meals combined, but it was worth it.
He hopped down. “You stay put,” he said, turning to address the empty spot where Parch had been sitting before preemptively disobeying him.
Fel hurried ahead of the unicorn and shoved the door open before the little creature could make its own hole.
“Oh! There you are! My two favorite customers,” Mariss said, emerging from the back room with flour and powdered sugar drifting off her apron in thick clouds. “How did the tournament go? I wanted to stop by, but we’ve started making a new pumpkin bread, and no one else seems to have the knack for it. We can’t keep it on the shelves!”
“It’s down to me and Tem, but we decided to hold off for a few weeks and have a more suitable final round.”
“You’ll win it. I’m sure you will.” She glanced out the window at the wagon. “Oh! Going on a trip?”
“Yep. Heading to a vault. The usual.”
“Short or long?” she asked.
“Longish. Two weeks or so.”
“Allie and I will miss you at dinner this weekend. But if you’re going to be on the road, wait right here.”
She scurried to the back, where the scent of fresh baked bread wafted out, tantalizing him enough to wish he’d budgeted for a double helping of the buns he had his eye on. She returned with a basket of apple cores for Parch, who managed to snag and consume one before she’d even set the basket down for him. She also had a cloth-wrapped bundle that she handed to Fel. He nearly dropped it when he accepted it, as it weighed so much it may as well have been made of stone.
“Fruitcake. It keeps forever, and one little slice will keep you alive
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      ***
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