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The Machine That Hated Her

The espresso machine arrived in seventeen crates, two mules, and what Morra could only describe as a state of profound personal grievance.

She'd ordered it from a place called Caldesso, a coastal city twelve days south by ship, where they apparently worshipped this beverage with the kind of institutional devotion usually reserved for war gods and tax collectors. The merchant she'd bought it from - a small, enthusiastic man named Salvio who smelled of roasted beans and broken promises - had sworn it would be simple to assemble. "Even a child could do it," he had said, in the confident tone of a man who had never met a child.

That was six days ago. Morra was beginning to think Salvio meant a very specific and unusually talented child. One who had trained for this.

The machine stood in the centre of what would be The Drowned Grounds - her coffee shop, her retirement, her grand experiment in becoming a different kind of person - and it dominated the room the way a cathedral dominates a village square. It was copper and brass and black iron, all pipes and valves and a boiler the size of a small dog, and it gleamed with a self-satisfied beauty that Morra found deeply irritating at this hour.

She had been awake since four in the morning. She was covered in a fine layer of something she hoped was coffee grounds. One of the seventeen crates had contained a manual written entirely in a language she did not speak, which she had addressed by turning to page forty-seven and staring at the diagram until it started to make a kind of angry sense.

What she had learned from page forty-seven: the pressure valve on the left side needed to be turned one-quarter clockwise before engaging the boiler catch. What she had done at six this morning: turned the pressure valve one-quarter counter-clockwise and engaged the boiler catch. What had happened: a sound like a very small thunderclap, a jet of steam that removed the paint from the ceiling above the machine, and a smell that she suspected would linger through the winter.

Morra stood in the centre of her shop, hands on her hips, and looked at the machine the way she used to look at enemy positions before a raid: systematically, without sentiment, with the full weight of twenty-two years of professional problem-solving behind her eyes.

"Alright," she said.

The machine said nothing. A small valve ticked.

"I've dismantled siege engines," she told it. "I've crossed the Ashford marshes in November. I once talked a river troll into returning forty-three stolen sheep through the judicious application of logic and implied menace." She paused. "You are not going to beat me."

The front door rattled.

Morra turned. Through the glass - she'd paid extra for the glass; it cost more than three months of her old mercenary salary and she'd nearly wept at the number - she could see a small figure attempting to open a door that was very clearly locked. He was gnome-height, which in Vel Serrat was not a rare sight but always seemed mildly surprising, like encountering a well-dressed crow. He had a pack on his back nearly as big as he was, sandy hair that appeared to have been styled by falling off something, and no left eyebrow.

This was not a thing Morra had expected to notice, and yet once noticed, it was impossible to un-notice.

She crossed the shop and opened the door.

The gnome looked up at her - she was over six feet, and broad, and half-orc, and she had learned over the years that people's first response to her physical presence covered a wide range from impressed to terrified, with very little in between - and said, with immediate and complete self-possession: "Hello! I'm here about the job."

Morra stared at him.

"The sign," he said, and pointed at the window where she had, three days ago, written HELP WANTED in chalk. "I have excellent references. Well - I have references. They're technically excellent in the sense that they clearly and accurately describe my experience. Some of the language is perhaps stronger than strictly necessary."

"You have one eyebrow," Morra said.

"I have one and a half," he corrected, with the dignity of a man who has had this conversation before. "The right one is fully intact. The left is in progress. It was more of an eyebrow six weeks ago."

"What happened to it?"

"Alchemical reduction accident. Third one." He said this the way people report a recurring weather pattern. "I should mention - it's not contagious."

Behind her, the machine ticked again.

The gnome's eyes travelled past her to the copper-and-brass behemoth, and his entire face changed. It was the expression Morra had seen on soldiers encountering their first siege weapon - not fear, but sudden and absolute attention. His eyes went very wide. His remaining full eyebrow shot upward.

"Is that an Ortega Model Twelve?" he breathed.

Morra looked back at the machine, then at the gnome. "I have no idea what it is. I bought it from a man named Salvio."

"That is an Ortega Model Twelve Continuous-Pressure Espresso Engine." He took a step forward, apparently not noticing that he was walking into a building he had not been invited into. "They only made forty of those. The pressure coupling on the secondary boiler is - oh, and the dual extraction heads, that's the newer design - can I touch it?"

"No."

"Can I look at it very closely?"

"Are you going to try to disassemble it?"

"Not without permission."

Morra considered this. The ceiling was still faintly singed. She stepped aside.

The gnome walked in, dropped his pack by the door, and circled the machine with the intensity of a scholar encountering something rare. He crouched. He rose. He peered at the pressure coupling. He produced a small notebook from somewhere about his person and began writing.

"Your manual is open to page forty-seven," he observed.

"Yes."

"This is a Caldessian text. You're missing the context of pages thirty-eight through forty-six, which establish that all pressure references in this machine assume you're working from the operator's left, which when facing the machine is -" He turned to look at her. "You turned the wrong valve this morning."

"I know that now."

"The steam mark on the ceiling suggests significant pressure release. Were you hurt?"

"No." She had been standing slightly to the left. Mercenary instinct. Never stand directly in front of anything with a valve.

He turned back to the machine, set his hand very gently on the secondary boiler housing, and said, "I'll fix it for you. I can also run it, once it's calibrated. I have extensive experience with precision pressure instruments. Alchemy is, at its core, very similar to coffee-making. Temperature-sensitive transformation of organic material. Controlled pressure. The management of volatile compounds."

"Is that why you lost the eyebrow?"

"The eyebrow incidents were related to a different branch of alchemy. One I have since retired from."

Morra looked at him for a long moment. She had interviewed three people for this job over the past week. The first had asked if coffee was a medicine and whether it cured gout. The second had been deeply interested in the wage and deeply uninterested in the work. The third had taken one look at the espresso machine and turned around and left without saying a word.

"The pay is twelve copper a week," she said. "Plus meals. Plus anything left at the end of the day that we can't sell the next morning. Hours are five in the morning until the last customer leaves. I'm opening in two days."

The gnome blinked. "Is that when you're planning to open, or when you need the machine working?"

"Both."

He looked at the machine. He looked at the singed ceiling. He looked back at her with the calm of someone running numbers fast.

"My name is Pipwick Dunnel," he said, and stuck out his hand. "I would like this job very much."

Morra shook it. His hand was small and warm and had ink on three fingers and what looked like a burn scar on the thumb that matched, she suspected, the general theme of his eyebrow history.

"Morra Ashbone," she said. "Don't blow anything up."

He turned back to the machine. "I'll do my absolute best," he said, which was not quite the same thing as a promise, and they both knew it, and somehow that made her trust him slightly more.

She went to make tea, because it was seven in the morning and they had two days and she had learned early in life that the beginning of difficult things was no time to run low on hot liquids.

The building itself was not helping morale. It was a three-story structure on Caldwell Street - a street that aspired to be a main thoroughfare and settled for being the kind of place people moved through on their way to somewhere else. The ground floor was hers, sixty feet long and narrow, with the stone walls she'd inherited and the glass front she'd paid extra for and a back room that was either storage or a mystery depending on what time of day you investigated it.

Her upstairs flat occupied the second floor. She'd moved in three weeks before the shop opened, which gave her twenty-one days to develop a very intimate relationship with every sound the building made. It creaked at two in the morning. It settled at four. There was a pipe in the north wall that expressed itself dramatically in cold weather and philosophically in warm.

The third floor was occupied by a retired cartographer named Fenwick who came downstairs every Tuesday to complain about something unrelated to her, which she had come to understand was how he maintained social contact. Week one: the cobblestones outside made a sound when the delivery cart went by at six. Week two: the light from her front window was at the wrong angle for his afternoon reading. Week three: he'd found an excellent tea shop three streets over and did she want the address. She had said yes. He gave it to her and also eight minutes of opinion about their scone quality, which she had not asked for.

She had, she realized, acquired a neighbour.

This was new. She hadn't had neighbours in the stationary sense since she was twelve years old. Mercenary camps had people nearby - alarmingly nearby, frequently - but neighbours implied a certain permanence that camp arrangements did not. Fenwick had not seemed alarmed by her, which was notable. When you were six foot two, half-orc, and had the physical presence of a fortification, the spectrum of reactions from new neighbours ranged from wary to pre-emptively friendly in a compensatory way. Fenwick had looked at her when they met on the stairs - really looked, with the assessing eye of someone who had spent forty years translating landscapes into maps - and said: "You've got good bones." Then he'd looked at the building. "So does this place. The south wall especially." Then he'd continued up the stairs.

She liked him immediately and chose not to examine why.

Outside, Vel Serrat was waking up. It was a grey morning in early autumn, and the city moved like a slow machine finding its rhythm - cart wheels on cobblestones, the shout of a fish seller three streets over, the distant bell from the harbour. It was a city of a hundred thousand people, give or take, built on a river that had flooded enough times that the lower districts all had rings on their walls marking the high-water years. The buildings were old and close together and built from the same pale stone that gave the whole city a slightly washed-out look in overcast weather, like a painting left in the sun.

There was no coffee in Vel Serrat. Not a drop, not a bean, not an awareness of its existence beyond a vague rumour that people in the south drank something dark and bitter for reasons nobody could adequately explain.

There was, however, a great deal of ale.

Morra had nothing against ale. She had drunk approximately her body weight in ale over the course of her career, much of it in places where the alternative was water of questionable provenance. But she had retired at forty-one - an age that, in mercenary terms, was roughly equivalent to three hundred in civilian years - and she had decided, with the finality of someone who was done, that the next chapter of her life would not involve swords, tents, or ale.

It would involve, instead, a copper machine, a gnome with one and a half eyebrows, and something she had tasted for the first time in Caldesso six months ago, in a small shop on a side street, in a cup the size of her thumb, that had made her sit very still for a full three minutes and think: I didn't know things could taste like this.

She carried two mugs of tea back to the main room. Pip - she had already abbreviated him in her head, the full name was a bit much before breakfast - was lying on his back underneath the machine with his notebook, apparently having a conversation with the base plumbing.

She set one mug beside his ankle.

"Thank you," his voice came from under the machine. "The primary seal on the intake pipe is intact. The secondary coupling has a slight offset that's causing pressure to divert - that's what made your valve read wrong. Also there's a coin in the filter housing."

"A coin?"

"Caldessian. For luck, I think. Some makers put them in during assembly." A pause. "Should I take it out?"

Morra thought about this. She was not, by nature, superstitious. She had grown up in a mercenary camp where superstition was treated with the kind of professional scepticism that came from watching too many men die with lucky charms around their necks.

But she was opening a coffee shop in a city that had never heard of coffee. She was forty-one years old and had never run a business in her life. She had a gnome and a machine and two days.

"Leave it in," she said.

"Right-o," said Pip, and she heard the sound of very careful not-removing a coin from a filter housing.

It was, she decided, a reasonable start.
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CHAPTER TWO
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The First Complaint

Corvin Blatch arrived at ten thirty-seven on the morning of the second day.

Morra knew this because she had recently acquired a clock for the wall behind the counter - a solid, practical thing with a face the size of a dinner plate - and she had been watching it with the intensity of a woman who understands that time is finite and the opening of her shop is thirty-seven hours away and there is still a great deal to do.

Pip had fixed the machine by midnight on day one. This was a fact that Morra recorded in her mental ledger as a significant point in his favour. He had calibrated the pressure, aligned the valves, and produced, at twelve forty-five in the morning, the first cup of espresso ever extracted in the city of Vel Serrat.

It was about three tablespoons of very dark, very thick, very intense liquid, and it smelled like the interior of something ancient and wonderful.

Pip had stared at it. He'd sniffed it. Then he'd picked it up with the reverence of a man handling a religious artifact and taken a small, careful sip. A pause. "Oh," he said. "Yes," said Morra. "It's like -" He stopped. "I know." "It's not like anything else at all." "No." He took another sip and set the cup down and looked at the machine with an expression Morra recognized from soldiers right before they did something inadvisable. Pure, uncomplicated wonder. "I'm going to learn everything about this," he said. "That's the idea," she said.

The Tavernkeepers' Guild was not, technically, a guild in the formal craft sense. It was more accurately a professional association with teeth - it maintained standards, settled disputes, lobbied the city council on licensing matters, and organized an annual Tavern Festival that was reportedly the largest single-day event in Vel Serrat outside of the Harvest Lottery, which was not technically an event so much as a city-wide argument about numbers.

Corvin Blatch had been its head for eleven years. Fenwick upstairs had confirmed this, in the same breath as telling her: "He once filed a complaint against the sun for shining onto his outdoor seating at an angle that caused customer discomfort. The city inspector wrote back explaining that the sun was not within the inspector's jurisdiction. Blatch wrote back agreeing but asked that the response be filed formally in case circumstances changed."

She had thought: this is the man who is going to make my life complicated.

She had thought: I've dealt with more complicated.

She had thought: but possibly not more persistent.

So the machine was working. The shop was mostly arranged - she'd spent four days moving furniture, which for Morra meant dragging it herself rather than hiring help, because she had the build for it and the patience not to explain what she was doing. Six small tables, twenty-two chairs, a long counter with four stools, and shelves on the west wall where she'd arranged the bags of beans she'd had shipped from Caldesso. The beans were whole and dark and smelled, when she opened a bag, like every promise of morning she had ever made to herself.

Everything smelled clean now. Coffee and wood and the faint ghost of beeswax from the polish she'd put on the counter. Morning light came through the front glass and hit the machine's copper sides and broke into a hundred small bright coins across the ceiling.

She had been standing behind the counter looking at all of this for approximately three minutes - a very long time to stand still doing nothing productive - when the front door opened and a man walked in.

He was fifty-five, perhaps, with the build of someone who had once been athletic and now devoted that same energy to being imposing instead. Iron-grey hair and the careful, assessing eyes of someone who had spent a long time watching other people's businesses. He looked around the shop the way a general looks at enemy terrain: systematically, without expression, storing information.

"You're not open," he said.

"I'm not," Morra agreed.

He continued to stand in the shop, which was technically trespassing but which she decided not to mention.

"Corvin Blatch," he said. "Head of the Vel Serrat Tavernkeepers' Guild. You are the new establishment on Caldwell Street."

"The Drowned Grounds," she said. "I open tomorrow morning."

He looked at the machine. He looked at the bags of beans on the shelf. He looked at
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