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      Dough slapped the wooden counter, sending flour dust into the air. The motes danced in the morning sunlight each time the ball of dough was gathered up in white-caked hands. Urzog broke off small sections and rolled them into balls before placing them onto a baking pan. He muttered as he touched the round surfaces, leaving behind a glowing orange fingerprint of magic. The orc continued until the sheet was filled and set them in the window under a towel to rise.

      Rolls are prepped. I’ll need to finish the scone batter and the crust for the hand pies, he thought, wiping his hands off on his yellow apron. The tartlets should finish baking soon, and the seed loaves will be ready to go in.

      Urzog moved through the kitchen, inhaling the warm smell of yeast, sugar, and spices. The orc pulled out a bowl of chopped berries from the icebox and set it out on the workbench near the oven. He lost himself in the familiar rhythms of work—going down the mental list of what needed to be made, what was done, and what needed to be restocked in the front of the bakery.

      A soft cry made him look up. Urzog wiped his hands off on his apron, leaving behind pale streaks on his dark green skin. He headed to the back of his house and down the hallway, grabbing a pastry filled with spikenut butter and tart berries. He opened the door to the bedroom and peered in.

      Lounging against the pillows on the bed was Rogmesh, holding their newborn son in her muscular, tattooed arms. Her black hair flowed down her magenta shoulder as she held him to her breast to suckle. She ran a finger along their son’s round cheek, the dark pink standing out against his turquoise skin. A look of contentment had settled on her hardened face, a smile wrapping around her lower tusks.

      “Do you need anything, Mesha?” Urzog said as he came in and sat on the corner of the bed beside his mate. “I have a pastry for you.”

      Rogmesh looked at him. “I feel like I could eat twelve of these,” she said and took the pastry.

      “I can always make more.” Urzog brushed a dark lock of hair off his son’s forehead, leaving behind a floury fingerprint. “Do you need anything?”

      “Keep baking, so I have more things to eat. I think I’ll take him with me to the forge today. Kaz’s order needs to be finished by next week, and I’ve been resting longer than I would have liked to. I feel restless.”

      “I can keep him with me for today.” Although he might find the bakery too quiet compared to the forge. He’s like his mother in that he likes the loud noises, Urzog thought as their son wriggled in Rogmesh’s arms.

      “You’ll have your chance to spend all your time with him once he turns one.”

      For orcs, child-rearing was done by the males after the child turned one year old, while the females served as warriors and protectors for their tribes. The mothers were active in their children’s lives when it came to teaching them how to fight and defend themselves.

      He bent down and kissed his mate’s head. “How does Ushnar sound for him? ‘Sunlit Hill’ sounds nice, don’t you think?” Urzog asked.

      “Hm. I’m not sure. Maybe Vrutha—‘One Who Listens to the River’.”

      “The only thing he’s listening to is his stomach.”

      Rogmesh snorted. “Just like his mother.”

      “It would be nice for our son to have a name before he turns one,” Urzog said.

      Rogmesh looked up as she sat up in bed. “Aren’t you the one who says it takes time for good bread to rise? It seems like bread and children are the same. They take time and patience to become great, and a great name will take time to come to us.”

      Urzog smiled. “Ever wise you are, my love.”

      “Unfortunately, I don’t think time and patience will bring back that plant Reftia brought over.” His mate gestured to the wilted brown amethyst lilies in the windowsill. Its once vibrant purple flowers were on death’s door. “I don’t have the heart to tell the goblin that it’s dead.”

      “I’ll bring it to Melvin and Radagalf. I’m sure they’ll be able to restore it.” He picked up the potted plant and headed back to the kitchen.

      
      Customers came in and out of the bakery throughout the day. The air was abuzz with conversations and the chiming of the doorbell. Urzog took orders and wrapped breads and hand pies, passing them over the counter and collecting the metal coins. The heat of the oven radiated behind him. Cakes and pastries dwindled from their glass cases, stacks of cookies and pies disappearing from the stands. Jars of preserves, jams, honeys, and syrups glittered like colorful gems on the shelves around the shop.

      A purple-scaled naga slithered up to the counter, her sharp green eyes watching him. “Afternoon, Urzog. Do you have that special order for me?” she asked with a voice that sounded like sand falling through a sieve.

      “Yes, Padme.” Urzog reached beneath the counter and pulled out a wooden box with small, twisted pastries filled with a citrus preserve and drizzled with icing. “How’s your mother doing?”

      “She has good days and bad days. It’s getting harder for her to recognize me.” Padme lifted the lid and inhaled, a lipless smile appearing. “These smell just like the sunshine pockets she used to bake. Reminds me of when I was a child, and she would have me help her make the filling. These will make her happy.”

      “Hopefully, it’ll stir up some old memories she’s forgotten,” the orc said.

      “The smell alone should help her think of her own childhood, even without the magic. I can’t thank you enough for these.”

      “I do what I can. It’s worth it to know that someone eats my food and enjoys it.”

      Padme bobbed her arrow-shaped head and left.

      Customers continued to trickle in until the sun started to sink, turning the wooden interior a warm amber color. Urzog sighed, working out the tightness in his shoulders. He licked his lower tusks and tasted the remains of the gravy from the meatpie he had for lunch.

      I wonder if I’ve had gravy on my face the whole day. Guess I was too busy to notice, he thought, and grabbed a damp rag to clean off the crumbs on the counter.

      The bell rang, and a dwarven man in a blue vest and glasses stepped in. He had a thick blond beard that was neat and trimmed. “Hello? Are you still open?” he asked.

      “I was just about to close up,” Urzog said and threw the towel over his shoulder. “What can I help you with?”

      “You wouldn’t happen to be Mr. Rockhill, would you?”

      “That’s me.”

      “Ah, excellent. My name is Vasec Forgethane. I writer, mostly of articles and reviews,” the dwarf said.

      “Is that so? We don’t get many writers out here. Most people don’t know Petylhaven even exists.” Has news about my bakery gotten outside of the town? The thought trembled in his mind like a blade of grass in the wind.

      “I heard about your bakery while following a lead in Porthaven. I’m a bit of a food lover myself, and many of my reviewers are of restaurants. Someone mentioned the orange blossom cinnamon rolls are the best. But when they said that these cinnamon rolls also invoked memories of spring when eaten, I knew that was special. Everyone here has been raving about your baked goods, so I had to find out how good they were.”

      “Those go quickly. I’m all out of those, sorry.”

      “Ah, I’ll have to be quicker next time and come back in the morning,” Vasec said.

      The dwarf approached the counter, and his hazel eyes looked over the few remaining baked goods. He pulled out a journal from inside his vest and a pen from his breast pocket, jotting something down.

      “Have you even been to Moonscythe?” Vasec asked. Each stroke of his pen tightened Urzog’s worry, the name Moonscythe striking him like a blow.

      Urzog busied himself with moving the money box into the kitchen. The dwarf’s words pulled out the worry he had kept locked away for many years. He’d been buried in obscurity and floury dough for years that he’d almost forgotten about the world outside of Petylhaven.

      “No…I don’t know the place,” Urzog muttered and kept his back to the dwarf. He mentioned Moonscythe. How much does he know? Has he been tracking me? Are they still looking for me?

      “Really? I could have sworn there was a famous chef there, Urzog Rockhill. I had the privilege of eating at his restaurant once, and it was truly magical food. Are you not him?”

      Urzog turned to him with a smile plastered on his face. “Must be a different one. Rockhill is a common last name for orcs. Same with Urzog. I grew up with two other Urzogs in my tribe,” he told Vasec.

      “Ah! I see. I must be mistaken then. My apologies. Could I trouble you to answer a few more questions while I’m here? I’m still very interested in trying your baked goods and writing an article,” Vasec said and looked at him, pushing his glasses up on his nose with his pen.

      “I’m sorry. It’s been a long day. I have things to bake for tomorrow.” Urzog came around the counter and headed for the door. “I need to lock up my shop.”

      “Oh! My apologies again! I didn’t realize how late it had gotten.” The dwarf followed Urzog toward the door, closing his journal. “Can I ask you some questions tomorrow for an article for the newspaper I work for? Maybe get some of the orange blossom cinnamon rolls and what kind of magic you use with them?”

      He stepped outside into the lengthening dusk. Urzog stared down at him, the mention of Moonscythe still clanging around in his skull. “I won’t be answering any questions for an article. Goodnight, Mr. Forgethane,” he said. The dwarf
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