
  
  
      
        
          The Bygone Caper

          
		      
          Joseph R. Lallo

        

        
          
          Joseph R. Lallo

        

      

    


  
  Copyright © 2022 by Joseph R. Lallo 
All rights reserved.
Cover illustration by Nick Deligaris.
No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher or author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law. This book is not permitted for use as AI training data without explicit permission and/or compensation.






  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Chapter 1
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Chapter 2
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Chapter 3
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Chapter 4
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Chapter 5
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Chapter 6
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Chapter 7
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Chapter 8
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Chapter 9
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Chapter 10
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Chapter 11
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Chapter 12
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        Chapter 13
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        Chapter 14
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        Chapter 15
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        Epilogue
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        From The Author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  Chapter 1


Aguy could get used to this. 
Fel snapped the reins of the wagon and leaned back with a grin. A “normal” day for the workhorse of the Masker clan was a frustratingly difficult thing to define. His job description included tasks as mundane as hauling silverware back and forth from the family shop for polishing to tasks as absurd as raiding a dragon’s hoard for missing components. There honestly weren’t many things that he’d feel confident crossing off a list of potential tasks his family might assign to him. But today he’d had the pleasure of doing a good old-fashioned vault dive.
Raiding a Bygone Era trove was a bit like eating an apple. In the beginning it was all about taking the biggest, juiciest bites. But as the pickings started to get slimmer, he found himself going over portions he thought he was done with in order to nibble at previously disregarded morsels. All the vaults within three days’ travel of Beffshire had been picked clean, or such was the popular wisdom. But when there was nothing else worthwhile to occupy Fel’s time (and when he was out of money to gamble away at the grum table), a quick trip to one of those scoured-out old vaults always seemed to turn up enough antiques and contraptions to keep the shelves stocked and the bills paid.
Perhaps the best indication that both he and his family felt as though this trip to a musty old vault just a few hours from home would be worth the time and effort was the presence of the full cargo wagon and a proper horse. Much as he enjoyed having the little family cart and his goat-size and impressively strong lesser unicorn Parch towing it, one could only fit so much in its limited bed, whereas the wagon could be heaped with enough goods to keep the shop busy for weeks. And right now, it was groaning under the weight of his haul.
“We’re going to have to start paying visits to all the old haunts, now that it turns out you have a nose for goodies,” Fel said as Parch hopped down from the pile of goods and clippy-clopped in place beside him.
He tugged a journal from his pack. It would have been nice to suggest he’d always been mindful and professional enough to keep one, but his sister Epiphany had browbeat him into carrying one after he’d misplaced a crate of scavenged repair parts because he’d simply forgotten he’d even acquired it. He was still developing his inventory technique.
It could use work.
“Two crates of junk-junk,” he read. “Three crates of junk Mom can sell to people who don’t know better. Three crates of junk Dad can fix up. One crate of junk that’ll sell even if Dad doesn’t fix it up. And one crate of stuff that isn’t even junk.”
He scratched Parch and stowed the journal. “By my figuring, that’s enough to make Mom and Dad happy for at least a few days.” He slapped Parch’s side, raising a cloud of dust that made him cough. “I say we get you a bath, maybe me too if time permits, and get Mom to give us an advance on my share of the week’s sales. I’m itching for a proper game of grum. Tem’s due for a big loss, I can feel it.”
The wagon rattled through the gates of Beffshire. He made it as far as the watchhouse a few yards farther along before his mood started to sour. Watchman Leonard, a senior member of the Watch, who seemed to spend all of his nights and most of his days precariously dozing on a tipped-back chair, marched to the center of the street and waved his hands.
“Uh-oh. Things can’t be good if they’ve got this guy upright and moving…” Fel muttered. He tugged the reins. “What seems to be the problem, Watchman?”
“Fel Masker. You’re the one who’s always dragging wild animals into the town, right?” Leonard said.
“No,” Fel said.
Parch hopped from the seat to the back of the horse, nearly startling it. Leonard glanced at the lesser unicorn, then at Fel.
“Not always,” Fel amended.
“We’ve got a troublemaker we think might be yours.”
“When’d he show up?” Fel asked.
“She. We think, anyway. And she showed up this morning.”
“Not mine, then. I’ve been doing a vault dive since yesterday.”
Leonard took off his watchman’s cap and rubbed from his thinning hair to his face and back again. “Look. She’s a handful, and we’ve been arguing with the beast wrangler about whose job it is to keep her locked up. He says she’s not his problem because she can talk a little. I say she’s his problem because she’s got sharp teeth and a tail, and we’ve never had to lock up someone with either of those things before.”
“I’m telling you, Leonard, I’m not missing any sharp-toothed, tail-having maybe-prisoners, maybe-strays.”
Leonard grumbled. “Remember last month when ‘someone’ broke through a door at the refinery and ate a bunch of wheat mash? Remember when we didn’t come pounding on your door and demanding you keep a better eye on your little magic goat there?”
Now it was Fel’s turn to grumble. “Fine. I’ll take a look,” he said.
He pulled the wagon alongside the watchhouse and tied off the reins. Leonard opened the door and led him inside. Parch trotted along beside him because even the Watch had learned it was just easier to let the unicorn in than try to keep him out. Once they were inside, Fel didn’t need to be told where the troublemaker was.
“Get off it! Get off it I said!” barked Captain Boltt. He glanced over his shoulder as Fel approached the holding cells, which Fel had seen the inside of one or two more times than he would have liked.
“Masker! I swear if this turns out to be one of yours,” he growled.
Fel marched forward, fully expecting to see some manner of strange, feral Lesser Mystic that just happened to wander past the walls. His expression fell when his expectations were thoroughly defied.
It wasn’t a Lesser Mystic. It wasn’t feral. And though it was certainly strange, it wasn’t a stranger. The thing was a touch more than half his height, broadly human in shape and distinctly reptile in features. Grayish-blue scales covered the bits of anatomy not hidden behind tattered cloth. Cunning, if stubby, hands were clutching the bars of the cell. It had climbed all the way to the top, a short tail swishing back and forth as clawed feet scrabbled to keep from slipping down again. Its jaws were clamped onto the straw end of a broom, tugging at it while the captain yanked at the other end. Presumably he’d gotten tired of her climbing the bars and had tried to shove her down, resulting in this little confrontation.
When the creature saw Fel, it let the gnawed broom slip free and pulled its droopy, ruffle-edged ears back with interest.
“Fel!” she said. “My least-worst friend!” She pointed a stubby finger at the captain. “These men? Very mean. Lock me up. For what? Nothing!” she said.
“So you do know this thing,” the captain said. “I knew something this irritating could only be one of your pets.”
“She’s a kobold. Her name is Teya. And she’s not one of my pets,” Fel said.
Teya nodded. “Yes. Not pet. Friend.”
All the tightness and stress that had been eased away by the uneventful vault raid gnarled up Fel’s neck and back. “What’d she do?” he asked.
“This one?” Teya said. “This one did—”
Fel shushed her before she could confess anything. “I’m not asking you what you did, I’m asking them what you did,” he said.
“She doesn’t need to do anything. Look at her,” the captain said. “We can’t have something like that walking the streets in the city. It’ll cause panic!”
“We both know the people who come pouring out of the taverns every night are more dangerous than she is.”
“I don’t know that,” Captain Boltt said. “All I know is she’s a wild animal, and she left bite marks on my broom. Not even Lou has done that.”
“She hasn’t done anything much more than trespass, here in the city,” Leonard said. “But we’ve been getting reports of cattle poaching down south, and there’s even been some people gone missing.”
“This one didn’t miss people,” Teya insisted.
“Also, that onion farmer said someone set fire to the junk pile in his west field,” Leonard said.
“Fire? Maybe yes,” she said simply.
“Quiet!” the captain barked. “What happens outside these walls isn’t my concern, so I couldn’t care less if she made a mess along the road. But I don’t want to have to clean up anything in this city. Either you claim her and deal with her, or I’m going to find a muzzle that fits her, and Greenwald from the lord’s menagerie can come down here and deal with her.”
“What do you want me to do? I didn’t invite her here,” Fel said.
“What you need to do is make sure that I don’t have to do anything,” the captain said. “If I let her out of this cell, I had better not even know she is or was ever in the city. I don’t want to see her. I don’t want anyone else to see her. I don’t want to hear about her. And anything she does falls on your head.”
Fel glared at Teya, who was still hanging from the bars. She smiled back at him.
“Fine. Let her out,” he said.
“And my things!” Teya said.
“Leonard, get her things.” Boltt glared at Fel. “And remember: her crimes are your crimes.”
“No crimes!” Teya said.
The captain opened the door. Teya dropped down and chattered happily. Parch reared up so that the pair could play a game of headbutts.
Fel grumbled under his breath as he shouldered the sack of gear that had been taken from Teya. “I almost made it all the way back to the shop before things went sideways,” he muttered.

      ***A few minutes later, Fel was in the dining room with Teya.
“You don’t need help? Help to unload?” the kobold asked.
“Mom and Fanny will deal with it. It’ll help them wrap their heads around the inventory, because my journal evidently isn’t detailed enough for them. And it’ll delay me having to properly introduce you to them.”
Teya nodded. “You change mind? You tell me. I carry. I very very carry.”
“Trust me, I know you can carry. You dragged me through the forest and up a mountain, remember.”
She nodded eagerly. “Important day!” she said. “Met least-worst friend.”
Now that he’d had some time to cool down and didn’t have to worry so much about keeping her out of sight, Fel had a chance to look her over. Almost immediately, he felt a tinge of guilt that he hadn’t done so earlier.
“Teya, you don’t look so good,” he said.
She was filthy. That seemed like it shouldn’t have stood out to him. She did live in a cave, on a mountain, and in a forest. Being filthy ought to have been her default. But seeing her with deep, dark smears of dirt and road grime between her scales and caked on her feet underscored just how clean she’d managed to be back in the Greater Lands. She was noticeably thin, and the rampant enthusiasm that defined her was tempered by a weariness in her eyes.
“Are you all right?”
“Very!” she said brightly. “And hungry. All right, and hungry.”
“I’ll get you something. Come on,” he said.
She paced along behind him as he climbed down the steps to the kitchen and pantry. Along the way, a jangling form nearly tripped him as it hobbled up to him. Oiler, a contraption with a mind somewhere between a puppy, a toddler, and a textbook on repair, thumped up the steps and rattled a puzzle box. He took it and scrambled it.
“Good to see you, Oiler. Look, we have a guest,” he said.
“You live in the ground!” she said. “Your home? Dug! You dug your home. Like us!”
“Yeah. Only we’re not in the mountains,” he said. “But we can talk about me later. Why are you here? And more to the point, how are you here?”
“Easy questions. Same answer!” she tapped a silver ring dangling from her ear. “This.”
“Oh, right. Right. Tome said the elves made that, right? I’m surprised the Adept let you keep it.”
“Had to ask. Very much ask. For very long.”
“And that’s the reason you’re here, too?” he said, ladling out a healthy serving from the perpetually simmering stew pot.
She gratefully took the bowl. Before he could fetch her a spoon, she’d drained the bowl and handed it back for a refill.
“Yes,” she said between licks of her gravy-smeared snout. “The ring? It tugs. Leads me. This way. Leads me here. Didn’t know why. Didn’t know where. But you are here. See? Destiny.”
“Wait, wait,” he said. “Slow down. You can feel the earring tugging?”
“Yes. Soft. Have to shut eyes. But very much there.” She shut her eyes. “It pulls… that way.”
She pointed downward. Oiler looked up at the gesture before rattling a solved puzzle box at her.
“Toward Oiler?” Fel said, grabbing the box to scramble it again.
“No. More down.”
“Toward my basement?” he said.
“Yes!” She pointed upward. “Also that way. More soup. Then we go, yes?”
“I’m confused about what you think you’ll find in my basement.”
She shrugged. “Destiny. We don’t know. Until we do know.” She gulped at the second bowl of stew, a bit less desperately this time.
“You seem like you’ve been having a hard time of it,” he said.
“This place? Bad for hunting,” she said. “Much food, but with fences. Easy to climb, but mean people too. Dogs? Sometimes. But people? Always shouting. So much hiding. And for what? I borrow, they chase.”
“Borrow,” he said doubtfully.
“Yes! Borrow clothes. Borrow water. Borrow food.”
“You borrow food,” he said.
“Yes.”
“How, exactly?”
She gestured with her paws. “Eat food from field now. Poop in field later. Borrow.”
Fel shut his eyes and shook his head. “But you’re not returning the food you borrowed. You’d have to go back to the same field to do that.”
She gave him a serious look. “Poop is poop, Fel.”
“We’re going to have to have a long discussion about how to behave in a city. Or better yet, we’re going to have to send you on your way. Not that I’m not happy to see you, but my life is complicated enough without having to babysit a kobold.”
She handed the bowl back to him. “Then take me to destiny. … And later? More soup.”

      ***Martin adjusted some magnifying lenses and rounded the edge of a brass piece. A clearly incomplete and horribly complex assembly occupied the center of his workbench. It looked as though he was endeavoring to build the world’s most expensive scarecrow. A wooden torso with a hinged door in the center of the chest made up the bulk of the contraption. That piece, at least, appeared nearly complete. It was topped with a cylinder of gears and linkages about the size of a beer stein, and two-thirds of a brass arm dangled limply to the side. He focused intently on the remaining one-third of the arm, which was clamped into a vise to free up both of his hands for adjustments.
Focus had never been a problem for Martin Masker. More accurately, lack of focus had never been a problem for him. In a very real way, an overabundance of focus was his largest problem, as it meant that whatever his current project was ran the very real risk of shoving aside petty things like eating and sleeping for days at a time. A fine illustration of his relationship with focus came in the form of his reaction to the visitors who stepped into his workshop just as he fitted the new piece in place.
“Dad, I don’t want you to panic, but we have a visitor who’s a little new,” Fel said.
“Mmm. Lovely. Lovely to have a visitor,” he said vaguely.
“Hello, Papa Fel!” Teya said.
“Lovely to meet you,” he said, glancing aside.
Three seconds passed before he realized his glance in the direction of the voice had revealed nothing but wall. He glanced again, this time sweeping his eyes down until he saw the creature grinning up at him expectantly.
“This would be…” he said, holding perfectly still and raising his eyebrows.
“Teya. The kobold.”
“Oh! Your friend from the Greater Lands.” His expression was still uncertain, wheels in his head slowly clicking to dredge up the proper context. “How did she come here? I thought that wasn’t possible for natives of the Greater Lands.”
“Earring!” she said simply. “Also destiny. Both. Same.”
“Well, er. Welcome to our home,” he said, holding a hand out to her.
Her eyes darted to the extended extremity. She tipped her head and sniffed his fingers. Then her expression lit up with realization. “A shake! For hello!” She grabbed two of his fingers and rattled his arm. “Thank you, Papa Fel. You make soup?”
“Did I make the stew? As it happens, today I did.”
“Good soup!” She looked up to Fel. “Contraptioneers? Not evil, always. Nice people!”
“We try,” Martin said.
“Is your ‘destiny’ anywhere in this room?” Fel asked.
“I look. I feel,” she said.
Martin hastened to add, “Do be careful, would you? I’ve organized these pieces quite precisely.”
“No touching,” she said with a nod.
She shut her eyes and tilted her head, almost like she was trying to listen to someone she couldn’t quite hear. When she didn’t immediately pinpoint anything, Fel turned to his father.
“How is it coming along?” he asked.
“Well enough,” Martin said, testing the motion of the freshly fabricated linkage. “Ever since I was able to re-create those long-burning pipes that you recovered the plans for, I’ve been much more confident in my ability to craft functioning contraptions from scratch, but I just can’t seem to get the fabled durability of Bygone Era contraptions out of the new parts. There is some treatment, perhaps some alloy, that we’re missing. But I’ve made some fine progress with the coupler. It should hold together well enough.”
Fel furrowed his brow. “I thought you already finished the coupler. Isn’t that it right there?”
He pointed to a much older bust on the far edge of the workbench. Unlike the one in the center of the workbench, it looked more or less complete. The only questionable component was a matching cylinder of gears and linkages, the coupler. It was supposed to allow any contraption with a will to use it to manipulate the appendages of a bust. This one was connected to the back of an ancient-looking faceplate that was presently inert.
“Oh. No, no. That’s the first prototype.”
“But it worked. You were talking to the Student yesterday.”
“It was a fine first effort, but this one will be much cleaner and smoother running. Better even than the second prototype.”
He gestured to a third coupler sticking out of a crate near the edge of the table. Fel shook his head.
“And I thought you were a perfectionist back when you were just fixing stuff.”
“It needs to be perfect. When it is through, it will facilitate the transfer of knowledge from…” He squinted. “I’m sorry, what level of secrecy are we applying with our new friend?”
“Oh, speak freely. I don’t think she’ll be telling anyone our secrets.”
“Do not know. Do not care,” Teya said, creeping forward with the ring-bearing ear held high between two fingers.
“Excellent. I do find secrecy too bothersome sometimes. It is, indeed, at complete odds with what I’m working on. If I am able to link the notions and whims of a thinking contraption like Wick or the Student to something with the physical means to record information, I can provide them with the capacity to record their knowledge and reproduce it. Secrets and lessons we’d long thought lost to antiquity will be ours again. Frankly, I’m even excited about the potential for lost fiction to be restored. But unlocking the lost information is of little value if that information cannot be clearly and reliably shared. Thus, it must be perfect.”
Teya aimed her stubby finger toward the top shelf. “There!”
They followed her gesture to where Wick’s lantern sat. Presently it was flickering, indicating Wick was not present in this particular lantern.
“Wick?” Fel said. “Wick is your destiny?”
“I feel tug. Tug toward that. Tug is destiny. That is destiny,” she explained simply.
“This is the ring that Tome said was crafted from Wick, yes? The one that weakened him for quite some time,” Martin said.
Teya nodded.
“We would need to confirm with Tome, as he is the household’s expert on such things, but I would imagine you may simply be experiencing an artifact of the magic involved.”
“So? Still destiny.”
“I’m not a wizard,” Fel said. “But even I can understand how something made from someone else might have a connection to them.”
Teya crossed her arms. “Still destiny.”
“But—” Fel said.
She waved off his comment. “You say connection. You say magic. This is how. Destiny is not how. Destiny is what. Elves do bad things. Make earring. This one takes earring. Earring leads this one. Through desert. Through forest. Along road. Through towns. Far, far. Through a world. A new world. Strange world. And leads right to friends. Destiny. Destiny needs this one. Needs this one here. So, I stay.”
“Until?”
She shrugged. “Until destiny is fulfilled.”
“So you’ll be shacking up with us, and complicating my already horribly complicated life, until some completely arbitrary and unknowable job is finished.”
“Yes!” she said. “You understand. Good.”
“That’s just great,” Fel said. “Dad, where’s Tome? If I can’t end the misery, I can at least spread it so it thins my share out a bit.”
“He’s in his room, and he asked not to be disturbed,” Martin said.
“Studying?” Fel said.
“Studying,” Martin said with a nod.
“Just when I thought he couldn’t get his nose any further into a book, he starts reading stuff from the Greater Lands…” Fel grumbled. “Teya, let’s go say hello.”
He turned, expecting her to be on the floor. Instead, she’d scrambled up to the workbench and was peering around the edge of the door to the house’s dumbwaiter.
“This is for going? For going up?” she said.
“It’s mostly for hauling goods up and down so we don’t have to use the stairs,” Fel explained.
She scrambled through the door and hung from the ropes inside. “Good for up and down, too!”
She climbed up the ropes. Fel shrugged and shut the door.
“At least someone’s having fun.”

      ***Tome looked up from his current book and rolled the crackling stiffness from his neck. One of the more troubling side effects of life in Beffshire was the proportion of time spent in basements and sub-basements. Tome had always fancied himself rather skilled at estimating the passage of time. Now that his home was several levels below the surface and received no sunlight whatsoever, he was forced to accept that his primary skill in that regard had been noticing the changing angle of shadows through the windows. He could have asked for one of the endless assortment of clocks that Martin Masker kept in storage. He chose to go in the exact opposite direction and disregard the very concept of traditional timekeeping. For Tome, time was now measured in books. And by that measure, it was three in the afternoon. He’d be stopping for a meal at four, so he’d best get started.
In a maneuver he’d had to master once he ran out of room on the bookshelves, he braced the top half of a stack of books and swiftly yanked one of the lower volumes free.
“Ancient Elvish: Theories of Grammar and Structure,” he read from the cover. “It is hardly encouraging that the author considers grammar subject to speculation and hypothesis.”
He added the book to the constellation of others arranged on his desk. To his right, beside his quill and ink, was his journal. Spread along the back of the desk were the three current items from his small collection of writings stolen from the elves during his prior adventures in the Greater Lands. Below his left hand and nearest to the flickering lamp was the book on Elvish.
Several weeks of study and analysis had given him some small understandings of the broad strokes of their language. Tome had what he was comfortable calling a fluency in three languages, and he could muddle through reading a half-dozen more. But that level of expertise was thanks almost entirely to the fact that those languages all shared a similar root. The same could not be said for Elvish. It was utterly alien. Even so, he’d made some appreciable progress in learning how to read and understand it. Appreciable to anyone but him, that is, as Tome felt certain he should have a much better understanding by now. And it was doubly frustrating that learning Elvish was simply the first step toward his real goal, which was learning their magic. The spells were written in an entirely different form of their language, one specific to spellcasting and composed of far stricter language rules.
The most substantial spellbook he’d stolen contained a great many spells. Confoundingly, the words themselves bore some basic similarity to the written magic he knew so well. His mastery of Elvish had grown sufficiently to make it clear that the simplest spell was intended to summon a breath of wind, and he was quite certain he’d learned the proper pronunciation for the words of the spell itself.
He gritted his teeth and flipped back to the page. A slip of paper marking the spell was scrawled with a precisely written phonetic version of it. He took a deep breath, moved the lantern a bit closer, and removed the protective glass bulb.
“Steady yourself. Focus your mind,” he muttered.
Tome worked his way from word to word, keeping his pronunciation articulate and his pace steady. When he finished speaking, he felt a heavy, tight sensation in the back of his mind. He knew the feeling well. It was like there were strings tied to his brain and someone had plucked them. The sensation left no doubt that the spell had been cast. But the flame didn’t even dance. A successful casting of the spell had failed to summon so much as a sigh of a breeze.
“Hey!” shouted a voice outside the door.
He jumped and nearly knocked down the lamp. The door shoved open and Teya tromped in.
“Elf magic? No, no. Bad magic,” she said.
“I… how did… what are you doing here?” Tome said.
“Doing destiny things. Why elf magic?” she said accusingly.
“I’m sorry, doing destiny things?” Tome said.
Fel leaned on the doorjamb. “The earring tugged her toward Wick, and she thinks it was fate leading her here.”
“Not think. Know,” Teya said.
“We’re stuck with her until she decides she’s done whatever she thinks destiny brought her here to do. Also, in case you were wondering, a dumbwaiter is like a playground for a kobold.”
“Explain what you do,” Teya said, pointing at the pile of books.
“You helped me steal this,” Tome said. “The whole point of that trip was to learn things like this.”
She waggled her finger. “Contraptions? Mostly bad. Elf magic? Mostly bad. You two? Mostly good. Stop the mostly bad doings!”
Tome shook his head and tidied up the books on his desk. “You’ll be pleased to know that it is very unlikely I’ll be doing any bad or any good with spoken magic.”
“Still haven’t worked it out?” Fel said.
“I’ve worked enough out,” Tome said. “Enough that I should be able to cast that spell.”
“Sounded right,” Teya said with a nod.
“But I’ve tried. I’ve gathered everything I have to the task. Nothing.”
“Maybe you’re still messed up from the blood magic you were doing,” Fel suggested.
“Maybe. But I’ve finally felt like myself again after the past few days. If I haven’t fully recovered, I’ve at least recovered as much as I’m ever likely to.”
Fel shrugged. “Then this kind of magic’s not for you. It’s like how I’m good at grum and bad at sixes.”
“You’re passable at best at grum,” Tome said. “But I take your point. It’s just… disheartening.”
“Why?” Fel said.
“Because I’d convinced myself I was a powerful mystic in general. My utter lack of meaningful capacity for elf magic suggests I, at the very least, have a blindspot, and more likely I’m simply a savant at paper magic.”
“Boohoo,” Fel said flatly. “Woe is me. I’m only an expert of one way to defy the whims of nature.”
“I won’t be mocked for having the temerity to strive for more,” Tome said.
“You sure? Because I’m pretty sure I just did it.”
“Temerity? What is this?” Teya said.
“It’s a thing smart people have when they’re being a pain in the backside for everyone else.”
“It means audacity,” Tome said.
“What is this?” Teya said.
“… Boldness?” Tome offered.
“Oh! Why not boldness first?” Teya said.
“Because he is a smart person and likes being a pain in the backside for everyone else,” Fel said.
Teya nodded sagely. “Temerity.”
“Did you have a reason to come in here? Or were you just hoping to frustrate me?”
“What do you mean ‘or’?” Fel said.
“Then you’ve accomplished your mission. Run along.”
“Not just yet. Since Teya’s going to be staying—”
“She’s not staying in my room,” Tome said quickly.
“I already have Parch,” Fel said.
“And whose fault is that?”
“Parch’s, mostly,” Fel said.
“I stay here?” Teya said.
“Not in this room, no,” Tome insisted.
“But this place? In your home? I stay?” she said.
“Of course,” Fel said. “For one, you’re my responsibility now. For another, we’ve been through some tight spots together. Seems only right. We’re fresh out of beds, but—”
“Don’t need,” she said.
“You don’t need a bed?” Fel said.
“No.” She held up her stubby paw and counted off her requirements. “Food? Need. Water? Need. Dry place? Need. That is all.”
“That makes you one step easier than Parch. Come on. I’ll show you where you can get cleaned up, and then we’ll go over the ground rules of city living.”

      ***Epiphany finished logging the last crate of goods from Fel’s haul.
“Not bad. It will be nice to have a decent supply of goods that the ‘contraption averse’ will buy without coaxing,” she said.
“And overwhelmingly, they can be spiffed up with a brush and some effort. That should keep your father from having to set aside his pet project,” Vivian said.
“I still don’t see why he’s so fixated on it. And why you’re not more opposed to it.”
“I’ve been married to Martin for a long time. His mind needs to sink its teeth into a problem from time to time. It helps him stay sharp and helps him sleep at night. When he remembers to, at any rate.” She turned a vase and knocked a bit of caked-on dirt away with her fingernail. “This will go in the cleanup crate. I’ll work on this between customers.”
Epiphany stowed it appropriately and started loading the items in greater need of repair into the dumbwaiter. When it was full, she thumped the side of the compartment and raised her voice. “Coming down. Find a place in storage for it.”
“I’m getting Teya settled!” Fel shouted back.
“You can do two things. These crates are cluttering up the shop, and the evening rush is ready to start.”
Fel grumbled loudly enough to be heard through the dumbwaiter shaft, but the cubby started to rumble downward as he worked the winch.
“Well, well, well. Look who’s back in town,” Vivian said.
Epiphany shut the door and turned. A well-dressed older gentleman at the reins of a heavily laden cargo carriage eased the vehicle to a stop. He hopped down and approached the door of the shop. Before he entered, he pulled an understated yet elegant pipe from his mouth and pressed his thumb over the end. The bell over the door jangled as he entered.
“Thaddeus,” Vivian said. “I hadn’t expected you to come through town for another few days.”
“I’m ahead of schedule, by design. Your daughter had the foresight to shift the entire trip up a few days after word of some unpleasantness in the area, and By the High was she right to do so. Have you spent much time out on the road lately?” he said.
“I tend to stay behind the counter, making the sales,” Vivian said.
“A confluence of consternation. The whole area is a bit mad right now. There are all manner of tales of cattle mutilation, poaching, acts of vandalism and sabotage. Anyone with the money to do so is hiring on extra muscle to keep their assets safe and sound, but it is a horror for people trying to get from here to there. Nobles are deploying extra oversight and mercenary protection up and down the main thoroughfares. The north gate to town was a snarl with the arrival of some high-ranked individual or another. If I’d left a moment later, I doubt I would have been able to get through at all. I tell you, times like these I envy your operation. Making a living without traipsing across three kingdoms. Luxury.”
“We pride ourselves on taking proper care to remain solvent in the most trying of conditions, Vivian said. “Speaking of which…”
“Right, yes.”
Thaddeus raised an eyebrow and flicked his eyes aside. Epiphany crossed her arms and tried to keep her face even. Newcomers to the sort of business that requires one to look over one’s shoulder before negotiating tend to suffer from a downright theatrical glance this way and that to survey their surroundings. There are few things more effective at proclaiming to the world that devious dealings are afoot than making a show of checking to see that one is unobserved. The mere fact that Thaddeus had distilled his personal surveillance down to a barely perceptible flicker of the eye was reason enough to treat him with extra caution. The man knew how to do shady business a little too well.
“Were you to take a look in my wagon, you would find it heartbreakingly empty. I’ve brought barely a third of my usual inventory.” He tugged a booklet from his waistcoat and thumbed it open. “I also have a number of items of interest to individuals along the bazaar’s route. These are customers who are either unwilling or unable to wait for the next trip through, so a special journey had to be scheduled. I do hope you’ll be able to oblige them.”
Vivian took the booklet and flattened it on the counter. She took note, one by one, of the contraptions that were being requested.
“How is Euphoria?” Epiphany asked.
“Relieved beyond measure that the Graves flame is once again a trustworthy form of communication. Having to forego it was positively crippling to our business, spread out as we are. And you’ll be pleased to know she is making strides to a more open trade with your shop. Hence this little meeting. But we’ve had to increase our security protocols to stifling levels to avoid another breach like the one with the Bolivans that your boy and Lattica had to take care of. Once bitten, twice shy, as you might imagine. Codes upon codes. Copious hand delivery by intermediaries to break the chain of communication. Downright confounding.”
“The purpose of good security is to confound,” Epiphany said.
“Ideally it wouldn’t confound me, but such are the prices we must pay to maintain our edge.”
“I can fulfill all but six of the requests from our current inventory. For the rest I’ll need to see if I can tear Martin away from his current puzzle to complete some repairs and restorations.”
“And just what is his current puzzle?”
“A private matter,” Epiphany and Vivian said simultaneously.
“Ah. Pleased to know we aren’t the only ones keeping security at such a high priority.” Thaddeus idly fiddled with his pipe, twice nearly putting it back in his mouth before recalling the general distaste for his tendency to smoke in the shop. “You seem to have gotten quite the shipment of antiques. Found a new supplier?”
“That also is a private matter,” Epiphany said.
“Though if you see anything that might pique the interests of your customers, I’m sure we could discuss a fair price,” added Vivian.
“Forgive me, but I am too fresh off the road to be crossing blades with so capable a salesperson. Perhaps tomorrow.”
“How long do you plan on staying?” Epiphany asked.
“A day at least. Longer if I can guarantee I’ll be leaving with a completed inventory.”
“We will see what we can do.” Vivian handed back his book. “If you’d like to leave us the address where you are staying, I can send Fel along with the bulk of your purchases in the morning, and we can settle the price for those and the remainder.”
Vivian turned the day’s ledger toward him. Tellingly, she’d turned it to a blank page, the better to keep him from snooping into their earnings for the day. He scribbled the name of an inn.
“It is a rare and refreshing opportunity to speak to someone outside the Graves clan who is so rigidly business-minded,” he said. “Until tomorrow.”

      ***Fel swiped the bottom of his bowl clean with a biscuit and stuffed it in his mouth. Tome was still in his room, doing battle with the elven language. Martin had brought Oiler back to the shop to help with some repairs on Thaddeus’s requests. Epiphany was running some errands, and Vivian was running the shop. That left him, Parch, and Teya as the only ones at the table for supper at the actual hour it was intended to be eaten.
“This soup? Who made?” Teya asked between savory laps of her bowl.
“Dad made this one, remember?” Fel said.
“Still? So much?”
“We try to keep a lot of soup on hand.”
“Is good,” she said.
“I should hope you’d like it. You’ve eaten six bowls of it since you arrived,” he said.
“I borrow food? People get mad. I not eat? People not notice. Not notice better.”
“And you were starving yourself, trudging across an unfamiliar world, just because you felt a tug from your magic earring.”
“Destiny. Don’t ignore destiny,” she stated.
“Uh-huh. So far I’ve been able to get myself in enough trouble without destiny leading me astray. But while we’re talking about trouble, now that you’re cleaned up and fed and watered, we need to set the rules straight.”
“Oh! Yes, rules. I do bad? Does bad for you. So I do good. Tell me rules.”
“First, and foremost, I need you to keep out of sight. We get plenty of Lesser Mystics in this area, but the last few Greater Mystics that came through town left claw marks in solid stone. Hippogriffs. Regular griffins. This town is not very fond of Greater Mystics. You show up on the street, it’ll cause a stir.”
“This? Not a problem. Very sneaky.”
“Even so, I’m going to pick up an outfit for you to wear. It’ll look ridiculous, but it’ll keep people from grabbing the torches and pitchforks to chase you out of town if they see you.”
“Why torches? Why pitchforks? For poking and burning?”
“Yes.”
She nodded. “Don’t want.”
“Good. Next, here’s the hierarchy in this house. If Mom or Dad say something? Their word is law. Next is me and Epiphany. After that is Wick. We’re not going to order you around, but if we say something needs to stop, it needs to stop.”
“Good, yes. This I do,” she said. “What about Tome?”
“Feel free to ignore him.”
She nodded. “Good.”
“If you need to come and go, I’d prefer you do it at night. And be careful out there. Though if you got here safely, you probably know how to handle yourself.”
“Can do that. Yes.”
“And I guess that’s it. What about you? Do you need anything from us? Besides a roof over your head and a full belly?”
“I work. I help. Do thing, for you.”
“No, no. You don’t need to do anything. It’ll just complicate matters if you tried to help out.”
She thumped her chest with her paw. “This one? Kobold. Kobold? Team. You? You give me home. Treat me like tribe. Like clan. You help, again and again. I help. Must help. Until destiny? I help.”
Fel opened his mouth to try to convince her the best help she could give would be to keep a low profile, but a distinctive rattle reverberated through the house. It was a stomped warning from the shop that he knew all too well.
“Someone from the nobles is here…” he said.
“From who?” Teya said.
“The nobles. The people who own the land around here. Usually they only send assayers to check our inventory and make sure we don’t have anything we’re not supposed to have.”
“Do you? Have bad things?”
“Yes. Lots. Oh, that’s another rule. Don’t talk to anyone about what we have here.”
“Secrets. Yes. Always.”
He stood and piled the bowls to be dealt with later.
“Why are they here now? They were just here eight days ago. They usually don’t come more than once a month.” He wiped his hands on his pants. “You stay here. I need to see what this is about.”
Rather than the two stodgy and irritable assayers who had poked through a carefully curated portion of the Maskers’ inventory a week prior, the person who had prompted the warning this time was a stranger. He was certainly a representative of the nobles. Anyone sent by the people holding the purse strings of the region didn’t let you forget it. He had a well-worn but brightly polished badge, quite authentic, and was dressed finer than Fel had ever dressed in his life. He also had the unmistakable air of someone who knew he was fully able to inflict his will on everyone he met.
“Ah, Fel. This is Inspector Cartwright,” Vivian said.
“A pleasure,” Fel said, not even attempting to sound genuine with the sentiment.
“Fel Masker?” the inspector said.
“That’s me.”
“I’d expected you to be larger. Considering how often your name has come up in unpleasant contexts. You come off as a brute.”
Fel hiked his thumb over his shoulder. “You want me to get my cudgel and start acting the part?”
“Fel,” Vivian said, a veneer of stern reprisal coloring the statement. “The inspector was just informing me of the reason for his presence here.”
“Don’t let me stop you.” Fel crossed his arms and leaned against the shelf.
Cartwright cleared his throat. “By now I imagine you’ve heard of the recent unrest in the area.”
“Oh, yes. I understand there has been some violence along the roads. More so than usual,” Vivian said.
“Considerably,” Cartwright said.
“And that brought you to our antiquities shop?” Vivian said.
“Not directly. As you might imagine, I began by looking into matters with the rather underwhelming local Watch to see if any of the threats had breached the walls. And according to them, there was one rather notable arrival.”
“Oh?” Fel said.
“A… beast of some kind. Vicious. Feral,” Cartwright said. “And to my extreme confusion, I was informed that the Watch captain personally turned this monster over to you, Mr. Masker.”
“Word travels fast,” Fel said.
“Maybe you could explain why you are qualified to look after a bloodthirsty beast, Mr. Masker.”
“You already called me Mr. Masker once. Let’s not make it a habit. It makes me feel like you’re about to pull the shackles out,” Fel said.
“Tell me why you can be relied upon to look after a murderous fiend, and we’ll consider more informal terms for one another.”
“She’s not murderous,” Fel said. “She’s just… different.”
“So you do have her,” the inspector said.
“She’s here, yes. It’s a bit of a stretch to say I have her. She’s a guest.”
“Then I would like to meet this ‘guest.’ I imagine she’s just downstairs?”
The inspector stepped toward the hatch. Fel stepped in front of it, arms still crossed. Cartwright looked him in the eye, seemingly noticing for the first time that he had to look up to do so. To his credit, despite Fel’s imposing size, the inspector didn’t bat an eye.
“Sir, you are interfering with an inspector in his duties,” he said.
“I’m standing in my home and place of business,” Fel said.
“I am here as an authorized agent of the nobles of Thayne,” Cartwright said.
“Oh, By the High, I’m am terribly sorry for my son’s behavior,” Vivian said. “I wasn’t aware you were authorized to search our home. If you’d be so kind as to present the proclamation from the nobles, I would be happy to bring you to have a word with our new guest personally.”
Cartwright tapped his badge. “Now step aside.”
“A thousand pardons,” Vivian said calmly. “But I think you’ll find that, within the city limits of Beffshire, a representative of a noble is permitted entry to a private home only with direct and specific authorization. Again, if you’ll show me the sealed and signed proclamation from Lord Katritz, I’ll be happy to invite you inside.”
“This is absurd. I represent the lord. I do his business personally,” he said.
“Undoubtedly so, but the town charter is quite clear on the subject. We pay a not-inconsiderable amount of additional tribute for this privilege as residents of Beffshire,” Vivian said.
“I need but to ask for such a document and I shall have it,” the inspector said.
“Splendid. If it is not an imposition, then I feel quite comfortable in requesting it.”
Fel leaned ever so slightly forward, the better to emphasize his height advantage. “Rule are rules, Inspector,” he said.
Cartwright narrowed his eyes. “You realize I shall return.”
“And you’ll be welcome within our shop then as you are now,” Vivian said as though there wasn’t an ounce of tension in the air. “Until then, I suggest you enjoy the hospitality of our town. We have some of the finest shops, taverns, and restaurants in the region.”
Inspector Cartwright gave the hem of his coat a sharp tug and turned on his heel. “Good day, Mrs. Masker. Good day, Mr. Masker,” he said, marching out the door.
“The name is Fel,” Fel called after him. “When you do the misses and mister thing, it sounds like you think we’re married. I know you’re used to working with nobles, but not everyone marries within the family.”
Cartwright let the door swing shut without a response. Likely for the best.
“Fel, you need to learn a bit about how to deal with authority figures,” Vivian said.
“There’s a reason I never started working the counter, Mom. I’m more suited for the kind of interactions where I can hand someone their teeth if they deserve it. Besides, something seemed off about that guy,” he said.
She nodded, glancing out the shop window. “You’ve got the family intuition, at least. The man had an aim he wasn’t voicing. The inspectors are dispatched from Teskal. That’s up north. Most of the trouble in the area has been further south. And more to the point, it takes a good four days to reach here from there. Without something like Wick or the Graves flames to get the word to him quickly, I’m not sure he would have gotten word of the troubles nearby by the time he left for the trip.”
“And he didn’t ask us to bring Teya up, he wanted to go down to see her,” Fel said.
“He had ulterior motives,” she said. “And an inspector that marches all the way to Beffshire isn’t likely to drop the subject just because I happen to know the town charter better than most.”
“After the sort of trouble we’ve been having with monsters and mercenaries, some good old-fashioned corrupt nobility feels like a refreshing change of pace,” Fel said.
“Nothing refreshing about having a problem with someone in a place of legitimate authority.” Vivian glanced over her shoulder. “If it turns out this new friend of yours is the source of our difficulties…”
“She isn’t,” Fel said. “We faced a dragon together. I trust her more than I trust half the guys in The Fox and Log.”
“That’s not a very high bar,” Vivian said.
“Teya’s a little rough around the edges—and that says a lot, coming from me—but she’s not a murderer or a thug.”
“And the poaching?”
“… Some light poaching. And maybe a dash of arson.”
Vivian sighed. “If you vouch for her, she has sanctuary with the family. But we have enough problems without importing new ones from the Greater Lands.”
“That’s the good news, Mom. She was able to get here because of that earring, and there’s only one of them. I can guarantee that no one else is coming here from the Greater Lands. You let me know what I have to do if the inspector becomes a problem.”
“You’ll be the first to hear about it.”

      ***Well after nightfall, a fit young man paced along the road with a bright, friendly lantern dangling from the end of a stick over his shoulder and a rucksack on his back. Five long days of hiking along the road had nearly brought him to Beffshire. If he kept up the pace, he’d be there by morning. For the average traveler, keeping up the pace through the night simply wasn’t an option. Most people traveled during the day. The setting sun was reason enough to find an inn or someplace to camp. But those people simply lacked the sort of cleverness and ingenuity that had kept him fed and happy for the past few years.
If you wanted to be successful, you needed to be the sort of man people needed. And late at night, on the road? Everyone could use a man with a good lantern.
He’d gotten the idea one night when he’d been kicked out of a tavern. It was an upscale sort of place. That was the reason he’d been kicked out. He didn’t look fancy enough to be one of their clientele. He also didn’t have any money. Frankly, he didn’t see what difference that made. The place had more money than they knew what to do with, considering they kept a lantern burning outside the place all night long. As he’d sat in the gutter and gazed up at the ill-advised lantern, he saw moths flitting and fluttering about. Then he’d noticed not one but three people over the course of an hour pause beneath the lantern to do something or another. Tying a boot, dusting off a sleeve, checking a pocket to be sure their coins were safe. All things that could easily have been done anywhere else, but like the moths, they’d chosen the glow of the lantern to do their business. There was an awful lot a fellow could do if he had a means to attract people simply by dangling a light. And so, he’d liberated the tavern of their flame.
It had all worked like a charm. Without fail, everyone he passed on the road was drawn to the flame. Sometimes they needed help. Sometimes they just wanted to borrow a bit of light. Usually he was able to persuade them to part with a few coins. Sometimes out of their own charity and kindness, sometimes with a bit of coaxing from the knife on his belt. Whatever it took.
He stopped to lean on a fence and dig out some dried meat from his pocket.
“No one on the road tonight,” he grumbled. “I wonder what’s scared everyone off. This close to a city as big as Beffshire there ought to be someone.”
He tore at the leathery meal and planned what he’d do once he got to Beffshire. A decent pint, maybe some good bread and butter. Perhaps…
He paused. Something was wrong. Though there was no one about, he didn’t feel as though he was alone. He squinted into the darkness. The benefit of a lantern was that things nearby were easy to see. The curse was that it ruined his night vision for anything much farther than its glow. He raised the lantern higher.
A single, complex, incomprehensible word filtered out of the darkness. A flutter of wind rushed past him. A gout of warm fluid rushed down his neck: his own blood. He was already on his knees when the white-hot sting of pain reached his brain. He crumbled to the ground, his lantern rattling down beside him. As his vision dimmed, the last thing he saw was a shadowy figure stooping to snatch the lantern away.






  
  Chapter 2


The following day, Epiphany and Vivian were grappling with the curse and blessing of a fresh infusion of inventory. On one hand, nothing packed the store with people like shelf after shelf of freshly polished and cleaned antiques. On the other, the sort of person attracted by a shiny new trinket in a shop window was seldom the sort of person who would actually buy it. Converting an idle browser whiling away the afternoon into a customer took a set of skills that had been handed down for generations, and Epiphany had learned her lessons well. 
“Ah,” she said, approaching a gentleman manhandling a serving bowl. “I can see you have an eye for value.”
She gently tugged a bowl that was likely older than Beffshire itself from the hands of a man who was treating it with the same care as the crumpled hat under his arm.
“May I ask, did you come here specifically with heirloom ceramics in mind, or were you after something more general?”
“I’m looking for something to empty my pockets in when I come in the door,” he said.
“Ah, yes. An excellent opportunity for something both attractive and functional. And while this particular bowl has survived several hundred years, might I suggest that in your case we’ll need something with a better balance of durability to cost,” she said, guiding him toward things on the wicker side of the value spectrum.
The tried-and-true sales routine slipped directly from the back of her mind to her mouth, leaving the bulk of her brain unburdened and able to process other things. She glanced first to her mother, who was setting a price on a complete set of clay figurines. When she closed the deal, she’d have earned as much in a single sale as they’d made in the entirety of some of their slower days. Then she looked to the street. Her gaze fixed on the gentleman across the way. She knew him as Inspector Cartwright, as her mother had explained their run-in the previous day. For some reason, rather than actually entering and making his intentions known, he had simply lingered across the street, periodically waving off the quartet of lesser harpies that had taken up permanent residence along the rooftops of the local shops.
“… and thus I think you’ll find it will suit your purposes brilliantly for the very affordable price of seventeen duots,” Epiphany said, hearing herself end her sales pitch rather than consciously choosing to end it.
“Does it come in red?” he asked.
“Sir, this is an antique shop. What you see is what we have. However, for a small fee, an additional eight duots, I can have it dyed for you.”
“So that’d cost me…”
“Twenty-five duots.”
“That’s a little much.”
“If you are able to wait a week, I can see about having the work done at a discount. Twenty duots in total?”
“You’ve got a deal.”
“Wonderful. If you’ll join me at the counter, we can handle the payment and—”
The jangling of the bell over the door was joined by a burst of croaked commentary from the lesser harpies.
“Rotten monkey-headed rat dog!” shouted a bird that it shamed Epiphany she was able to recognize as the one her brother had named Toody.
The inspector swatted them away and held the door as two other representatives of the nobles filed in. The man and woman who entered after him were familiar, two of the rotating cast of assayers, and were notably ignored by the harpies.
“Those things are a menace and a threat to public safety,” Cartwright said.
“You just need to bribe them with something shiny or something edible and you’re safe for the day. They’re better at remembering faces and fees than the toll collector at the bridge down south,” Epiphany said.
“I will not be extorted by wildlife,” the inspector snapped. “Now, all but the Maskers, out of the shop. This is an official assayer’s inspection.”
“Certainly,” Vivian said with mechanical cordiality. “I will just finalize this purchase and—”
“By the order of the nobles, leave the store now,” he instructed with the tone of voice that burrowed straight to buried memories of school headmasters and stern grandfathers.
The would-be customers scurried out. As they abandoned their business in the shop, the lesser harpies left them alone as well. Epiphany noted, but through raw force of will managed to avoid mentioning, that the inspector had chased away the customers at the precise moment that it cost them two sales. One of which was a hard-negotiated payday. That was not an accident or coincidence. He’d been watching and chose the maliciously perfect moment to strike.
“Our most recent inspection and appraisal was only nine days ago. Has the schedule been altered?” Vivian asked.
The young woman who had taken the lead in the previous appraisal began to answer. Cartwright raised his voice to answer first.
“These are representatives of the nobles. I am a privileged representative of the nobles and thus am permitted to direct them at my discretion. I am directing them to assess the inventory of this shop, so you will present that inventory for inspection and you will speak only to answer questions we ask and otherwise facilitate the inspection,” he snapped.
“Very well.” Vivian turned to Epiphany. “Fetch your brother to help with the crates. This will fortunately not take long, as we’ve had only a handful of purchases and one sizable acquisition since the last set of appraisals.”

      ***“All right,” Fel said, brushing his hands as he returned to his room. “That’s the last of the crates. Now where were we on… Oh.”
Prior to being summoned by his sister to help the store submit to an entirely unnecessary appraisal, Fel had been attempting to work out with Teya how precisely she would be able to come and go from the house without causing

      ***
      ***
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