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      A lazy wind drifted over the walls of the Golden Lark Palace to the tendrils of ebony hair that escaped the braided crown of the new empress. The breeze carried a lingering hint of grain, and as it toyed with her locks, she felt a flash of insight. This moment was the beginning of the end for the Age of Magic.

      

      It is generally acknowledged that broken must be fixed. The leaky roof must be patched. The cart rewheeled. The scythe blade sharpened. The competent repair person stands between order and chaos, screwdriver in hand.

      Em Strider wanted to be that person. She longed to examine an electrical circuit and repair one of the lights powered by wind. She wanted to peek under the hood of the carriages that moved without being pulled. She wanted to repair the unfixable magical junk that littered the countryside.

      But Em was still learning the ordinary jobs. Smoking fireplaces, leaky roofs, and crumbling stone wells were plentiful in Brookerby, Em’s village. She felt a thrill every time she was summoned for a repair. The prestige she gained began to stack up in her satchel alongside her tool collection, and soon, she would have a shop of her own—once enough of the townsfolk saw her as a woman of industry, and not the raggedy orphan she had once been.

      This morning, she eyed a mammoth wooden printing press spewing tiny metal letters from its maw. Possibly magic, but not broken. Very expensive—if not impossible—to replace. Repairing it would take finesse. It was exactly the kind of challenge that, if conquered, would get her neighbors talking.

      “It was like this when I came in. It’s exploded two trays of letters already,” said her companion, Ilna, the Brookerby Leaflet editor, a mountain of a woman with dusty blond hair and an easy smile. Today, her round face was splattered with ink and drawn in worry. “I was going to call Gram. I need to get the Leaflet out today.”

      Em turned from the fussing behemoth to Ilna. “Don’t call Gram. I can fix it. But you should get one of those new linotype machines to speed your lettersetting.”

      Ilna rolled her eyes. She was like family to Em, and thus she frequently fielded the younger woman’s gripes about technology. “If I inherit the empress’s crown jewels, that will be my first purchase. Besides, I’m not going to buy expensive equipment for you to take apart and tinker with.”

      Em flashed a grin. That had been Ilna’s response the last seven times Em brought up the subject. She turned back to the task at hand.

      The press was still in motion. Magical items, once broken, were inert and never moved again.

      “I think it’s angry, not broken.” She brushed a strand of honey-brown hair off her face, and then put her hand out, tentatively touching the side of the press. It tingled under her fingers. That same tingle she always felt on a difficult repair. Like the object was opening itself up to her.

      She leaned in, held her touch steady, and focused on the wobbling machinery. A letter W flung up and smacked her cheek, stinging. She dodged a T, then an F. Then the press stopped spitting. Quickly, Em slid out the galley of inky words and set the tray aside.

      “Well done!” Ilna praised.

      “I’m going in. Shout if it starts moving again.” Em ducked under the heavy wooden frame and began to examine the moving parts. They needed oil. She grabbed her oilcan.

      Ilna started collecting the metal letters scattered around the otherwise orderly print shop. “You visit that new bookseller yet?”

      Em bumped the back of her head as she tried to oil the galley track. She rubbed it ruefully. “No. Why?”

      “Handsome. Single. You should introduce yourself at the mercantile tonight.”

      Em tried to ignore her surge of irritation. Why was Ilna bringing this up now? During the most exciting repair Em had encountered in months, no less.

      “It couldn’t hurt to be sociable, dear. Who knows? Sparks might fly.”

      Em cringed. Since she came of age, Ilna had been trying to shove her in front of every unattached man who entered the province. It was humiliating. It undermined her credibility.

      The bookseller. Em paused—she did like books. “Maybe,” she muttered. If nothing else, the shop he had purchased was falling down around him. She had done a little work on the building already, but she could introduce herself with additional repairs in mind.

      She finished oiling and shifted to inspect the lever mechanism.

      Ilna was refitting the rogue letters in the tray. “Let me know if you want me to put in a good word for you,” she said over her shoulder.

      “No need.” Em had dismissed the topic in her brain and refocused on the printing press. The lever seemed functional. Everything was moving as it should. She extricated herself from the machinery and gave it an experimental pull. Smooth as Gram’s pudding.

      Em turned back to Ilna. “I didn’t see anything wrong with it, but I oiled everything, and it seems calmer. Should we try again?” She slid the tray of letters back into place and set the paper.

      Ilna gingerly pulled the handle to start up the press. It rolled smoothly across the removable type, revealing a perfectly printed sheet when Ilna peeled up the paper. “Perfect!” she exclaimed. “Em, you’re a wonder.”

      Em glowed as she wiped at her inky hands with a dirty handkerchief. “It wasn’t a big thing. Keep it oiled, or it’ll get angry again.”

      The ink wasn’t coming off. She scrubbed at it harder.

      Ilna glanced over and laughed at Em’s efforts. “Occupational hazard, love. That’ll take days to wash off with soap. I should’ve warned you to wear gloves.”

      Em dropped her hands with a sigh and pocketed her handkerchief. “Well, glad I got you up and running, anyway. Come find me if it starts hurling letters again.”

      “Should I pay you?”

      “Let people know I fixed it. That’s payment enough.” Em started for the door. “Are you going tonight?”

      “Sure am. See you there? Grab a Leaflet, at least. Stack of last week by the door.”

      Em located the stack and grabbed a copy. “Haven’t seen this one yet. It’s longer than usual,” she commented on the pages.

      “With the unrest throughout the country, we’re not hurting for news. I saw five more notices this morning on the ticker.”

      “Crumb, that’s a lot,” Em remarked, shoving the pages in her bag and pulling open the door. Glancing back, she asked, “Any message for Mendel? I’m headed over there now.”

      “Yes. Tell him there’s a big storm coming.”

      “You should probably just print that,” Em tossed out.

      But Ilna had already turned her attention back to the printing press, using her handwritten copy of the latest news to reset the type. Em shrugged and pulled Ilna’s bright yellow door closed behind her.

      Outside, the afternoon sun blazed down mercilessly. Em could almost feel her numerous freckles multiplying. She donned her wide-brimmed hat, slung her tool bag over her shoulder, and started for the next potential job. Not many were out, but she waved to a few familiar faces belonging to people strolling toward the mercantile.

      Along the way, she mentally scanned her checklist for the day. Butcher’s leaky sink, check. Printing press, repaired. Tailor’s shelving, not yet. Mendel didn’t even know she was coming.

      Em hiked up the hill of the main road toward the tailor shop. The cobblestones were dry and dusty. She kept her head down, stepping over countless wheel ruts and divots pockmarking the surface. She made a mental note to repair the largest holes in her spare time.

      “Miss Strider! Wait!”

      Em jerked her head up and saw Earl McBean jogging toward her. He hired her for the first time last autumn to build a harvesting device. Em had impressed him with her ingenuity and skillful construction. The device worked beautifully. She gained a customer for life, and now he spoke to her like she was an equal. It was a huge victory.

      But now, Em had never seen the old farmer move so fast. And he wasn’t smiling. She stopped in the road to wait for him.

      “Some of the kids were building a treehouse near the river,” he wheezed. “They started nailing boards to the sycamore, and they made a huge crack in the tree. We moved the kids away, but the tree might topple.”

      Em understood Earl’s urgency. “Show me,” she ordered.

      They jogged back down the road and arrived at the small wooded area in the center of town. An old footbridge spanned an active creek, bubbling over jagged rocks below. In the grassy clearing sat the sycamore. Em had scaled to its very top as a child, but it had grown so rapidly, she didn’t think that was possible anymore. Its branches spread wider than Em’s cottage, providing shade to the whole clearing. She once tied a rope on a protruding limb and swung into the creek, until Gram had told her not to. This tree was her second girlhood home.

      Em rushed to the trunk. Two boys stood at the base, one guiltily holding a hammer. Alfred, the butcher, looked on worriedly.

      “We didn’t mean to, Em!” the bigger boy protested.

      “It’s all right, Grady,” Em said, squatting to face the child. “Where is it?”

      The boy pointed. Em’s eyes followed the tip of his finger to a huge fissure in the white-gray inner bark. It was the height of a door and as wide as her fist. She whistled. “You did that with a hammer and nail?”

      Grady nodded, on the verge of tears.

      “You must have a big, strong arm!” Grady’s eyes widened, then he let out a tiny smile. Em continued, “I think you should find a different tree for your treehouse. Maybe the walnut near the blacksmith?”

      The boys trotted off, chattering. Em turned to Earl and Alfred, raising her eyebrows.

      Earl shook his head. “We heard an earsplitting crack. We would’ve stopped them if we’d known, this being a gift from the empress and all.”

      Em glanced over at the stone marker near the base of the tree. A bronze placard, green and illegible with age, was attached to the flat top of the stone. The townsfolk understood the significance of a gift from their sovereign, but the little ones would not have known.

      “We were most worried about it falling. Crushing a kid.”

      “No, you did right. If it broke that easily, something is definitely wrong.” Em ducked under a branch to examine the crack.

      Up close, Em thought she heard groaning from the massive tree and felt the familiar vibration in her fingers when she placed her hand on the bark. This was something very broken. A challenge. She felt it beckon her more strongly than anything she had felt before. She lifted her hand from the tree.

      “There might be a hollow cavity in the trunk,” she considered. Glancing back at the other men, she realized they were waiting for her to tell them what to do. She felt a surge of pride, which she shoved down as she gave the closest branch an experimental shake, considering solutions. “It seems stable for now. Let’s put up a warning sign, and I’ll put it on the top of my list for tomorrow.”
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        * * *

      

      Em trudged back up the street. Her brain was occupied trying to remember everything she knew about tree repair, and she passed the new bookshop without a second glance.

      Ahead, a wooden sign displaying a needle and thread hung above the cheerful chartreuse door of the tailor’s storefront. In the window, a dress form held a flouncy lilac gown with a low neckline. Em snorted, momentarily distracted by the ridiculous garment. Who would buy such a gown here in Brookerby?

      Her eyes flew from the dress to her own middling figure reflected in the glass. She was clad in a plain green blouse and brown trousers splattered with ink. Her blue-gray eyes passed their reflection and landed on a smudge of ink—shaped like a W—on her cheek. Em winced. Mendel would not be pleased with her appearance, and his displeasure usually led to some very heavy-handed suggestions for improvements. He saw it as his duty to keep her looking tidy.

      Steeling herself, Em took a deep breath, and pushed open the door. The bell tinkled to announce her arrival.

      “It’s me,” she shouted toward the back room. She heard Mendel reply with something unintelligible, and Em cast about for the unfortunate shelves she was to fix.

      As always, the store was immaculate. Notions organized by type, size, and color. Ongoing projects folded into perfect squares and placed in a queue on Mendel’s workbench. His sewing machine looked like it was scrubbed daily. The tailor’s neatness appealed to Em’s own sense of order, but she thought he took it a bit far.

      Spotting the offending shelf, askew and empty, was a quick exercise of observation. Em set down her tool bag and prodded the shelf experimentally. No vibration. This would be an easy repair.

      Mendel bustled into the room. The tailor was an elegant gentleman with cocoa-colored skin, wire-frame spectacles, and a knowing, self-possessed arch to his eyebrows. Em kept herself turned toward the shelf, hiding her ink stains.

      “Oh, Emaline! That shelf—ah, you found it—it’s been driving me crazy. It’s a little crooked, as you can see. And creaking in the middle. I don’t believe it will hold anything heavier than a pincushion. You’re repairing it?”

      “Gram mentioned you needed the help.”

      “Yes, please. I tremble each time I set a bolt of fabric there. I had a beautiful shipment of printed calico arrive two days ago, and I simply had nowhere to put it but the floor. Oh, how I wish you’d let me make you a more fashionable shirt out of that calico.”

      Em smirked. It hadn’t taken long for the fussy tailor to try to style her. “How could I fix your shelves in a fancy shirt? Besides, I hear your fabric sits on the floor for days.”

      Mendel groaned in frustration. “Please don’t tell anyone. I wouldn’t do it unless circumstances were dire.”

      Em tried not to giggle. Mendel never quite picked up on teasing. “I promise this shelf will hold all the fabric you wish, my dear tailor,” she said in mock seriousness. She wiggled the shelf out. Mendel was right about it being wobbly. Whoever installed it did a poor job of keeping the brackets even.

      “I don’t suppose,” Mendel ventured, “that you’ve seen Ilna today? I’ve been expecting a message from her.”

      “Matter of fact, I just came from there. The printing press had some trouble. Oh! Ilna said to tell you there’s a big storm coming.” Em examined the brackets, wondering if she could reuse them.

      Mendel was silent. Which was unusual. Em turned and saw his face morph from worry to dismay.

      “My dear, your clothes!” he shrieked. “That will never come out!”

      Em sighed. She embraced the lived-in look—it was a walking advertisement for her fledgling business. But Mendel was horrified.

      “Emaline, you know I owe it to your parents to look out for you. I wish you wouldn’t wander the streets in rags. I have offered many times to make you clothes appropriate for a young lady.”

      Em bit her tongue in frustration. This was her ritual with Mendel. He treated her like a child to be scolded and dressed, and it was getting old. She pushed back, trying for logic and calm.

      “I appreciate your offer, and you have done a fine job looking out for me. But it’s very hard to mend leaky roofs and rickety shelves in the lovely dresses you make.”

      “Please let me send you home with a new dress. For the social tonight? It’s the least I can do.”

      Em started to protest again, but Mendel had already flitted to the back room. She rolled her eyes. Whatever outfit Mendel sent home with her would be sneakily donated to one of her former schoolmates, so it didn’t really matter. She returned to the shelf. Working quickly, she removed and reattached the supports, taking care to make them perfectly even. Mendel would surely notice if the shelf was slightly askew.
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      The empress assumed the throne from her father, Henrich, who had neglected Esnania and allowed all manner of thievery and villainy to run rampant throughout the empire. The wealthy and elite could pay for protection from mages, but the small towns had no defense from the degeneracy that ravaged the country.

      

      Em left the shop an hour later with two new shirts, a skirt, and a gnawing hunger in her stomach. The repair took ten minutes, and Mendel had barely acknowledged her work. The fittings and fussing took much longer. She turned her feet toward home. Clouds had moved in, and the setting sun flashed saffron among the darkening gray.

      Gram and Em’s cottage sat isolated at the base of a steep hill. It was a ten-minute walk from town. Em could make it in five if she picked up her feet. Her tool bag bounced on her hip as she trotted, which stung, but getting home to food was more important than avoiding a bruise. Smoke rose from the chimney of the cottage, curling lazily. Em’s temples dripped with sweat, and she impatiently swiped it away, knocking off her hat in the process.

      “Crumb it all!” she cursed, floundering with her tools and spilling some as she scooped up her hat. “Bah!” She slammed the hat back on her head and plucked up her tools, only to drop the packages Mendel had given her—the nice new clothes that she had promised to keep clean. Kicking the packages like a beanball, she waddled her way down the lane to the garden gate.

      Gramalia—Gram—stood staring, eyebrows raised. She was barely taller than the wooden gate, and her bunned white hair stood in stark contrast to the browns and greens of the cottage garden.

      Em blushed. She knelt, plucked up the wrinkled and torn brown paper packages, and presented them to Gram. “From Mendel. He thought I might like a new shirt or two.” Gram’s left eyebrow twitched, and a corner of her mouth involuntarily lifted. Em reddened. “He said they should be kicked home…to enhance the…fashion.”

      Gram straightened her ancient features and shook her head in reproof. Then she reached up and playfully batted Em’s hat off her head.

      “Hey!” Em yelped, but she couldn’t suppress a grin.

      Gram had watched over Em since she was orphaned as a small child. Now that Em was grown, they were something more akin to roommates. Pranks were a regular occurrence.

      As she bent down to collect her hat—again—she caught a whiff of Gram’s stew, the aroma a complex blend of herbs, spices, and flavorful meat that made Em’s mouth water. She scooped up all her belongings and scampered down the flagstone path to the kitchen entrance.

      The cottage door protested with a squeal as she pushed it open. “I’ll take care of that hinge tomorrow,” Em promised. She deposited her tools by the door with a clank.

      Gram didn’t respond. Six years ago, she’d developed a serious infection that put her in bed for weeks with fever. Her throat had been damaged beyond recovery and it was painful for her to talk. Now, unless something was important enough to endure pain to communicate, she made hand signals and jotted notes.

      Em recalled that, before her illness, Gram had a commanding, brassy voice that jumped from topic to topic at high speeds. Her laugh was like a musical horn. Em remembered childhood bedtime readings of fairy stories; Gram could convincingly do all the voices, from the distressed damsel to the fire-breathing dragon. Em missed that Gram sometimes.

      Distracted by her memories, Em stood with her parcels in their massive great room, until Gram poked her gently in the back of the knees with a kitchen chair, encouraging her to sit. She plopped down, sighing. The room was basic, but it was home. It held their iron cookstove, plain wooden cabinets, and a wobbly kitchen table. Lumpy chairs surrounded a large bookcase that edged their stone fireplace. Peaked ceilings showed the wooden underbelly of a thatched roof. The only other rooms in the cottage were Gram’s room at the front of the house, and Em’s room in the back. The windows were flung open, and a pleasant cross-breeze cooled down the room. Gram returned to the stew with her ladle in hand.

      “I’ve been thinking about this meal all day, Gram. I was so distracted that Ilna’s printing press spurted ink all over me.” Gram turned mid-scoop to glance at Em’s clothes. She made a hand gesture for “mess,” rolled her eyes, and turned back to the stove. Em smiled at Gram’s sass.

      “I know. I should’ve been more careful. Mendel already scolded me. Ilna is happy to have the newspaper up and running, though. I think that press is an artifact from the Age of Magic.” Gram dropped her spoon with a clatter and studied Em with pinched eyebrows.

      “What is it?”

      Gram looked at Em as though trying to find something written on her face. Then she made the gesture for “fix” and “magic” with a question. It took Em a minute to remember the second word, as it wasn’t a frequent topic.

      Em tilted her head. Then, understanding her roommate’s shock, she explained. ”It might have been magic, but it was only angry. Not broken.” After a moment, Gram shook her head and returned to her seat. Em, ready to eat, snatched up her spoon. The meal in front of her looked and smelled amazing.

      Between bites, Em asked, “I almost forgot. Do you have any books on trees? I think something might be wrong with the sycamore by the footbridge.”

      Gram face froze midbite, looking shocked. Em backtracked. “It’s fine, Gram. It’s still standing for now, and it didn’t fall on anyone. There’s a huge crack in it. I’m wondering if there’s a way to figure out if it’s hollow, or if I can fill it with something. And—Gram?”

      Gram jumped to her feet and crossed to their floor-to-ceiling bookshelf next to the hearth. Em twisted in her chair to watch. “Gram? You’re finding a tree book?”

      Gram’s eyes traced the spines of the well-loved books. Em knew them all by sight, even from across the room. Faublica Geometry. Ancient Fables. War of Minds. Historical Heroics. Gram paused, snapped her fingers, and retreated to her room. Moments later, she reentered with her hands closed around a thick book, leather bound and covered in dust. One Em had never seen before. Gram crossed the room and held it toward Em as an offering.

      Em stood, reaching out to receive the book gingerly. The spine felt like dried leaves, and the cover was more dust than anything else. But there was that tingling sensation in her fingertips. Maybe it needed repairs?

      “Is there a page number I should turn to?”

      This was a standard question. Gram knew her books well and could usually point to the guidance Em needed. This time, the older woman shrugged. In this case, Em knew she should just start at the beginning. Em set the book on the round, weathered kitchen table, bumping her stew bowl aside. Still standing, she flipped the cover open.

      The Standard Book of Anything.

      Odd title, Em thought as she turned to the table of contents. A neat printed list of items and page numbers pointed to such eclectic topics as “Purposes for Bat Guano,” “A Personal History of Alfred P. Johnson’s Fish Sandwiches,” “Lutes and Flutes,” and “Galoshes and their Discontents.”

      No wonder she’d never read this one. The topics were as dry as the book’s cover. Usually Gram was helpful, but she was allowed a rare misstep. She turned to face her guardian, who watched eagerly. “I don’t think this was the book you were looking for. There’s nothing about trees.”

      Gram’s face fell. She shook her head and went to wash the supper dishes. Em could hear Gram’s annoyance in the way she banged the pans around. “Okay, fine,” Em relented. She sat down, flipped randomly to a page, and began skimming.

      
        
        A lute is any plucked string instrument with a neck and a deep round back enclosing a hollow cavity, usually with a sound hole or opening in the body. To tune such an instrument, you must procure a lute. This is essential, as imaginary lutes are nearly always in tune already. (See “Unseen Music of the Mage.”)

      

      

      Em started. Imaginary lutes? Was this a satirical reference book? But why would Gram bring it out after Em asked about trees? Gram wanted her to read this nonsense, and she was usually right about everything. Em recalled the incident last month with the cart wheel schematics. Gram was usually right. She flushed at the memory and kept reading.

      
        
        Once a lute has been purchased, you must familiarize yourself with its body, frets, and pegs. The pegs may be twisted for tuning purposes. Tightening the pegs will produce a higher-pitched sound on the corresponding string, while loosening the pegs will produce a lower-pitched sound on the corresponding string. It is essential…

      

      

      Em found the mechanical advice mildly interesting, but she wasn’t making the connection. Why was it important that she read this right now? She glanced at Gram, who was elbow deep in dishes. Gram always had her reasons, but Em didn’t have time for this right now. Em closed the cover, pushed back from the table. She needed to get the ink off her face before the social tonight.
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        * * *

      

      The mercantile was overcrowded when Em and Gram arrived. The cavernous single-room store sold most of the dry goods in town, but there was also a small café in the back corner that served as a meeting place for the locals. Tonight, the mercantile advertised “Sweet frozen cream, one night only.” It was a delicacy few had ever tasted this far away from the big cities, and it seemed the whole town was there for the opportunity.

      Em left her work clothes on, and she expected immediate comments from Mendel. But he didn’t notice. He was over in the corner, whispering with Ilna. They were not smiling. Gram eyed them, gestured “I’ll go see” to Em, and pushed her way along the wall to reach them. Em nodded to a group of farmhands, and then saw Alfred, the butcher, smiling and waving her over to an open seat at his table. Also sitting there were Gendry Houton and the schoolteacher, Fern.

      “Gendry! What’s your project today?” Em asked in greeting. Gendry was constantly knitting, and she had made scarves and sweaters for half the town. Last year, she gifted Em a moss-colored sweater with one giant hammer knitted into the pattern. It was very ugly, but Em wore it regularly. Em took a twisted pleasure in seeing the sweaters gifted around town—and the polite-but-secretly-horrified looks on the giftees’ faces.

      “Em! I’m makin’ one for the new bookseller. You met ’em yet? It’ll have a colorful stack of books right in the center. Tricky, but I’m gettin’ better at swappin’ colors.”

      Em ignored the question. What was it with this bookseller? She turned to Alfred. “How’s the sink?”

      “Works like a charm, Em. Thanks! I’m saving my best ham for you. Come by tomorrow sometime.”

      Gendry spoke up, “Isn’t this just lovely? We all should get together more often, don’t you think?”

      Em tried not to snort. The annual fish fry was less than a week ago. Before that, the swap social. Before that, several barn raisings. Even on nights with no events on the calendar, a sizeable contingent of Brookerby’s finest chatted at the mercantile café until the owner shooed them out. Everyone got together plenty. At least, to her mind.

      “Nichols said the ice was carted down from Fridera. Couldn’t have been cheap. Have you tasted frozen sweet cream before?” Alfred asked Fern.

      “Once. Stars, it’s been nearly three years ago. I went to visit my aunt in Gillamor, and she treated me to an iced cream.” She sighed. “It was heavenly.”

      The mercantile owner, Miranda, swooped by and tried to address the crowd. “It will be a few more minutes. We’re still churning back there.” Her thin voice didn’t carry over the conversations in the room, and she clasped her hands anxiously. Then she spied the butcher. “Alfred! I thought you had given up sweets.” Alfred reddened and muttered something unintelligible.

      Em came to the rescue. “It’s a special occasion, Miranda.” The woman pursed her lips and returned to behind the counter.

      “Emaline, dear,” Fern said, “you must promise to relax tonight. You spent last week’s fish fry tending the fire pit and building that contraption for the children. I don’t think you even got a dance in.”

      Em wanted to defend herself, but the schoolteacher had turned in her chair and was waving to someone. Apparently, Fern’s criticisms didn’t require a response.

      “It was a happy-go-around. The kids loved it,” she muttered to no one in particular. She had gotten the idea from one of Gram’s physics books, and the children were lining up for hours to take turns spinning like a top. At the time, she didn’t think it would be a problem, but apparently, she should’ve been dancing instead.

      Gendry stopped knitting long enough to pat her knee. “Never mind, dearie. We’re all just looking out for you.”

      Fern turned back, hauling forward a gangly fellow who stood a head taller than everyone else in the room. “This is the new bookseller. Cornelius. I think you’ve met everyone but Em, yes?” The last was directed at the man, who nodded. He wasn’t bad looking. Ginger hair. Friendly eyes. But very pale. He must always stay inside with his books.

      “Emaline Strider. I do a lot of the repair work in town.” Em stuck out her hand. Cornelius shook it with a limp, clammy palm. Ech. He said something in reply, but his voice was so soft, she couldn’t make it out over the noise of the crowd. Then a patchy flush grew on his wan cheeks. What had he said?

      Miranda brought out trays of sweet frozen cream at that very moment, which saved Em from having to respond, and she took advantage of the distraction. She snatched up her sample, offered her chair to Cornelius, and said a hasty goodbye to the table. Then Em scanned the room for Earl McBean and the other farmers. At least they wouldn’t try to play matchmaker.

      Pushing through the crowd, she glanced over at the corner where Ilna, Mendel and Gram still stood. Ilna was whispering, and Em saw Gram make the hand gesture for “prepare.” She filed away the word to ask Gram about later.

      Suddenly, she realized she hadn’t tried her sample. She stopped in the middle of the crowd and spooned up a bite of the blueberry-flavored frozen cream. It was cold, but velvety, and it tasted like summer and winter dancing. The crowd faded into the background as Em hastily finished her scoop. It was maybe the best thing she had ever eaten.
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        * * *

      

      Later that evening, back at the cottage, a steady rain started to fall. Em had ducked out of the social after making cursory rounds. Nobody had any new projects for her, Miranda wouldn’t give her a second scoop, and Gram had already gone home to bed. Ilna and Mendel vanished soon after.

      The tree and the book were still itching at the back of Em’s brain. Gram rarely missed the mark, and she still seemed in possession of her wits. Maybe there was some tidbit about trees in the other articles. Something Em would have to look for. After all, the lute article tangent on magic was unexpected. Maybe she should have followed the cross-reference? By bedtime, she was ready to give The Standard Book of Anything another read. Gram was asleep, and the book rested on the table, waiting. Em sat down and carefully lifted the cover.

      The Standard Book of Anything.

      The table of contents was on the next page. To Em’s surprise, it looked unfamiliar. She tried to find the lute article, but it was nowhere. A series of equally diverse academic titles had taken its place: “Tree Varieties in the Western Hemisphere,” “The Origin of Flannel as a Textile,” “Common Storm Clouds and How to Identify Them.” Perplexed by what appeared to be the complete rearrangement of the tome, Em stared at the pages. Was this book magic? She swiped her hand over the letters. They seemed normal, but words did not rearrange in normal books; printed letters tended to stay put. If it was magic, this was a rare and valuable book. How did Gram get it?

      Maybe if she followed the references long enough, it would lead her to advice on how to fix the tree. That could take a while. The cross-reference method was not very efficient, and Em thought it was a poor design for an informational book. Rolling her eyes, she turned to the tree article and began reading.

      
        
        The largest trees are defined as having the highest wood volume in a single stem. These trees are both tall and large in diameter and, in particular, hold a large diameter high up the trunk.

        Measurement is very complex, particularly if branch volume is to be included as well as the trunk volume. Measurements have only been made for a small number of trees and typically only include the trunk. Few attempts have ever been made to include root or leaf volume, except by botanist Grover Washer, who lost his sanity in the process.

        The exception to the measurement rule is the warding tree of protection. These trees are located near protected townships. They grow broadly and quickly. Thus, they defy the proper measurements of large trees and should be excluded. For more on warding trees of protection, see “Imperial Programs of Progress from this Millenium.”

      

      

      Em sighed in frustration. This article gave her nothing about how to fix trees. Maybe the sycamore was a warding tree, whatever that was. It was extraordinarily large and growing rapidly, which fit the description. Perhaps The Standard Book of Anything was just ramping up to the “fixing” part. Em flipped to “Imperial Programs of Progress from this Millenium.”

      
        
        Philanthropic imperial sovereigns have implemented community projects to improve the lives of ordinary citizens and increase prosperity for the whole empire. Below is a summary of these projects by date.

      

      

      Em skimmed through the list of projects, searching for warding trees. She finally found them next to a date from fifty years ago.

      
        
        756 RQ. Warding Trees of Protection. Empress Regina de Silviana Augusto, in the early years of her reign. The empress led a planting tour that established these magical trees in small villages throughout the empire. The venture was abandoned before completion due to unforeseen complications. Some trees remain to this day, adding a shield of protection and goodwill around each hamlet. Some trees have fallen. Towns with felled trees have decayed and crumbled within weeks of the loss.

      

      

      There was no cross-reference. The trail ended here. A waste of time then. Em sat back, irritated. Why had Gram given this to her? She needed to fix the tree. She skimmed back through the article. The description of the warding trees was disturbing. The stone marker in front of the Brookerby sycamore was dated fifty years ago. A gift from the empress; it might be a warding tree. If that was true, the town could—how did the book phrase it—”decay and crumble” if it actually fell.

      “Tell me how to fix it, then!” she scowled at the book. She closed the cover. Opened it. Same table of contents. Closed it. Opened it. Same. Useless. Maybe she could talk to Mrs. Witherwill tomorrow. The woman had so many lovely plants, she might know how to care for a tree.

      The storm outside had intensified. Lightning lit up the room, followed by a deafening crack.

      The crack sounded—to Em’s uneasy mind—like a large tree splitting into pieces.
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      The empress summoned her mages and advisers to her. A young and beautiful mage of much renown, Bronwyn Featherweight, supported the idea of a protective barrier around each town and assured Her Majesty that it could be accomplished using magic and a living plant. Perhaps a tree.

      

      Em stared at the felled tree, cursing softly.

      It was impossible to tell whether the storm brought it down, or whether it would have fallen eventually. Em supposed it didn’t matter. Feeling as if one of the huge branches had fallen on her chest, Em struggled for calm. She was too late. If only she had done something yesterday.

      A large portion of the top branches had split from the trunk, falling across the creek. The other side, no doubt unbalanced by the loss, had fallen in the opposite direction. All that remained of the sycamore was a partial trunk—almost Em’s height—with a jagged point where the tree had broken unevenly. Her temporary sign warning people away from the unstable tree was still there.

      Overwhelmed by the scene before her, and knowing this would take days to clean up, Em shifted her focus to the footbridge. One substantial branch had split from the creek limb, smashed into the guardrail, and now blocked the path. She could at least clear the walkway. Em tested the planks of the bridge and determined they were still safe to stand on. Then she grasped the obstructing limb and tried to pry it off the platform. No luck. It was almost as thick as Em’s thighs, and the other end was stuck in the mud of the creek bed. Trying again, she wedged her back underneath the largest part and pushed up from the ground with her legs. As she reached the limits of her strength, she felt the limb shift. The branch lifted a few inches off the bridge and then slid down into the creek. Gasping from the exertion, she flopped down onto the now-clear footbridge and closed her eyes.

      The book had said something about the tree protecting the town. From what, she couldn’t fathom. But according to The Standard Book of Anything, Brookerby was weeks away from total extinction. She wondered how that would even happen. Would it be a force from without— wolves or bandits—or from within? Would all her neighbors pack up and leave without warning? Was it even a warding tree at all? She hoped not.

      She suddenly realized that no one else in town had come to see the wreckage, and her eyes flew open. Yesterday as she was headed home from the mercantile, she saw multiple people loitering in the clearing, just to glimpse the crack in the tree. Now, she glanced around at the empty green with a sense of dread. Had the decay already begun?

      Em was due at the cobbler’s shop for a shoe-rack repair. She stood and looked at the sycamore once more. Other than clearing away the wood, she couldn’t do any good here until she worked out how to stop the unknown damage to come. She turned away from the broken tree, hoisted her tool bag onto her shoulder again, and headed toward the shopfronts.
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        * * *

      

      She heard the crowd before she saw it: shouts of anger sliced through the morning air. A small crowd had assembled outside the butcher’s shop, and they did not look friendly. She spotted Cornelius, the bookseller. The outraged expression he wore made his pale face unattractive. Earl was also in the crowd, his usually mild expression twisted into a mask of fury.

      “Earl?” Em hollered, but her voice was drowned out by shouts of “Pig!” “Bastard!” and various other slurs that Em recognized as ugly without quite knowing their meanings. Earl was yelling along with everyone else. Time slowed, but she felt her heart speed up. She’d never seen this kind of hate on display so brazenly, and it frightened her. She knew these people, most of them. They were all together last night, laughing and eating frozen cream. What happened between then and now? Her mind flashed to the broken tree. “Really?” she wondered out loud. A fist smashed into her shoulder and she recoiled, moving deeper into the group. “Earl!” she tried again. He seemed not to hear.

      As she ducked through the crowd, someone threw a rock at the butcher shop’s large display window. Em cowered, shielding her eyes as shards of window shattered in all directions. She was going to get seriously injured if she didn’t get out of the press of bodies around her.

      The crowd’s yelling continued. She looked up and saw cut glass littering the ground and protruding from the meat that hung in the window. Alfred protested weakly over the din, his balding head poking out of the bright orange door.

      “Please, I beg of you! I did not cheat anyone.”

      A deep voice in the crowd roared, “Liar!” Other voices joined in, hurling angry insults.

      He whimpered something Em couldn’t hear. A glass bottle struck the doorframe near Alfred’s head, quickly followed by a rotten head of lettuce. Alfred slammed the door.

      The crowd pushed forward, as if with a single purpose: to break it down.

      Em battled her way to the edge, nearly getting trampled in the process. She needed to get to Alfred before the mob did. Taking a deep breath, she pushed her way sideways out of the crowd, gaining several more bruises from flailing fists. Finally, she made it to the corner of the building, gasping, her body aching. From the side of her eye, she saw more rocks flying, and two men yanked a large cut of meat out of window display. It was peppered with glass, but they didn’t seem to care.

      There was a side entrance to the shop, down the alleyway. Peering around the corner, Em saw it was propped open. She looked back to the crowd, and determining that their focus was singularly on the storefront, she darted into the alley and jogged to the side door. With one more glance back, she stepped in and pulled the handle closed behind her.

      At that moment, Alfred came to the back of the store.

      “Alfred!” she hissed.

      His eyes darted wildly before finding hers. “Em! Please! Don’t⁠—”

      Em felt momentary confusion before she understood his fear. The mob was made of friends and neighbors. Alfred clearly thought she was part of it. She patted the air, attempting to soothe him. “I’m here to help.”

      Alfred continued to frantically scan the room, but he allowed her to approach without flinching. “I don’t think it’s a good time to repair the sink,” he said.

      “I did that yesterday, remember? Alfred, what happened out there? Those people are getting dangerous.” As if to prove her point, the pounding on the shop door grew deafening.

      “I don’t know what happened,” he cried. “I know most of these folks…Earl. Mrs. Cassini…But I don’t understand why they’re so angry.”

      Em seized Alfred by his shoulders, “What triggered the mob? Did something happen last night? Or this morning?”

      Alfred began sobbing, “I don’t know. I sell only the finest meat. They’ve lost their minds…”

      “They’re going to tear the place apart. We need to find Marshal Denget.”

      Alfred gaped. “The marshal?”

      Em grabbed Alfred’s arm and yanked him out the side entrance just as the front door burst open. Her adrenaline surging, she slammed the side door shut and dragged the butcher toward the marshal’s office, away from the crowd.
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        * * *

      

      Marshal Denget could best be compared to an ancient hunting hound. Em had heard marvelous tales of his adventures in his youth, but nowadays, he usually lounged on a cushioned, three-legged stool just outside the jail in town. Em rarely saw him leave it.

      But the marshal wasn’t sitting down today. As Em and Alfred puffed up the street, she saw him speaking with what appeared to be the leader of a small squad of armored men and women. Their armor was dented and dull, but its peacock-blue-and-gold crests declared their service to the empress. They were imperial soldiers. All stood at attention, and appeared impressively fit despite their shabby equipment. Em had never seen any soldiers up close, and only once in her life had a squadron ever marched through Brookerby. She stopped, unsure how to proceed. Were they here to help? Did they already know about the riots?

      Without pausing, Alfred pushed his way through frantically, still out of breath. “Marshal Denget, sir—my shop, it’s being—well, they’re looting, sir.”

      “Well, that’s interesting,” Denget drawled, meeting Alfred’s and Em’s eyes with a significant look. “These, er, fine folks say they’ve been sent here to keep the peace.” He turned toward the captain once more. “Is this what you meant, sir? We aren’t accustomed to riots in Brookerby.”

      Em tore her gaze from the marshal and studied the soldiers. To the person, their expressions were stone. A pickpocket or cutthroat would be more sympathetic, she thought severely. Marshal Denget scratched his head lazily, but his eyes were like bullets as he stared down each of the soldiers in turn.

      None of them moved. The captain of the squadron, a tall man with a slender face and a long scar on his cheek, broke the silence. He glanced in the direction of the mob noise, and then addressed Alfred as though he were explaining sums to a thick-headed child. “We cannot save every shop that is set upon by unhappy customers. You will simply have to rebuild once they leave.”

      “What?” Em exploded. “Those people are destroying his livelihood over nothing. If you are meant to protect Brookerby, why don’t you get on with it?”

      The captain’s eyes narrowed at Em, but he brushed her off like a fly and turned back to the marshal. “Your concern is noted, Marshal. We were sent here to collect someone. If unrest breaks out, we will protect people, not property. We expect more turmoil in the coming days, but you shall not interfere unless lives are at risk. If you step in, Brookerby will have the wrath of the empress to contend with.”

      The marshal looked more tired than usual, and Alfred groaned.

      Em’s blood boiled. “Cowards,” she exhaled and turned to leave.

      “Miss. For your own safety, I recommend you go home.” The captain’s righteous tone bounced off her back.

      Em felt something snap within her. “Unlike these spineless weasels, I don’t take orders from you.” The soldiers shifted uncomfortably, but Em was not finished. “I intend to fix whatever I can. But if this town is destroyed, the empress will have the wrath of Brookerby to contend with.” Biting back further treason, Em marched away, back down the road. She overheard the captain quietly order his soldiers to stand down, but when she glanced back, the captain was staring daggers at her. Alfred let out another whimper and sagged into the marshal’s chair, his head in his hands.

      Em’s legs burned with exhaustion as she raced back toward the rabble. She couldn’t stop a riot or looting. She knew that much. But there had to be some way to disperse the crowd. If only it would rain again. She glanced at the sunny sky, wishing in vain for another storm. She could create rain by redirecting Alfred’s pump water to spray over the crowd. She had learned all about plumbing the other day, and such a rig wouldn’t be too difficult to create. Yet, by the time she built the thing, the mob would have surely destroyed the shop and moved on.

      Feeling helpless, she passed the Leaflet’s yellow door and skidded to a halt. Ilna! She might know what to do. Em leapt at the entrance and pulled at the handle. Locked. Peering through the window, she saw the printing press sitting motionless. She knocked lightly, but the place was dark. At a loss, Em kicked a pebble in the street and stared down the road for signs of trouble. All seemed quiet, but the air felt heavy with dread.

      Turning to look the other direction, she could just make out the clump of soldiers still standing with the marshal. Em scoffed. No doubt they were issuing more haughty orders for why Marshal Denget couldn’t do his job. She did not understand. Why would they allow riots and looting? One of the men was looking her way, and she jumped back into the shadow of the awning. Best not to draw further attention. Insulting them—and the empress—was not smart, she conceded. As to her next move…well, she was stuck.

      “Pssst.”

      Em turned to see the door open a crack and Ilna’s face peeking out, looking a bit more disheveled than usual. “Ilna? Are you⁠—”

      “Shhh!” Ilna grabbed her arm and yanked her inside, shutting the door quietly behind her.

      “Ow! You can let go.” The printer released her surprisingly vice-like grip on Em’s arm with an apologetic look. “Ilna, there’s a⁠—”

      Ilna hushed her again and gestured toward her office.

      Em followed her to the back room. Her friend seemed apprehensive. Had she seen the mob too? Did she think her shop was next? Ilna peeled back an ornate Brildonian rug to reveal a trap door. Opening it, she hissed down the shaft, “Em was outside,” and then motioned for Em to go down the steep stairway. Ilna followed, arranging the rug so it would hide the entrance and closing the hatch behind her.

      “Hello?” Em called out.

      “Just me,” came Mendel’s voice as a match lit a lantern, revealing the tailor’s face. He looked as tidy as ever in a fitted shirt with brown paisley swirls.

      Em reached the bottom of the stairway and looked around at the irregular gray stone walls of what appeared to be a tunnel. It stretched out in front of her and disappeared into pitch-dark. If she spread out her arms, she could almost touch either wall. Roots sprang haphazardly from the ceiling, brushing the top of their heads. “What is this place?” she directed back to Ilna.

      Mendel answered from behind her, “This tunnel connects Ilna’s shop to mine. Very secret, you understand. Only for dire circumstances.”

      “Is that what this is? Dire circumstances?” Em’s voice broke just asking the question.

      “For the tailor here, yes.” Ilna said gently, stepping off the stairs and patting her arm. “A big storm is coming for him.”

      Em turned to stare at her. “Your storm message yesterday. Did you both know the tree would fall?”

      The printer and tailor exchanged a look of confusion. “What tree?” Ilna asked.

      Em’s mind spiraled. What were they talking about? Did they even know? “The warding tree of protection! Isn’t that why you’re down here?”

      Mendel looked at the printer. “The tree again⁠—”

      Ilna patted his hand. “We can’t—perhaps in the chaos…”

      “—but for how long?”

      They were speaking in fragments. Their own world. Their own language. They knew about the tree. But there was something else. And Em was running out of patience. “Will someone clue me in, please?”

      “Yes, indeed,” Mendel waved her farther down the tunnel. “The message you so kindly brought me yesterday about the storm meant imperial difficulties for me are imminent. I am hiding down here until I can make my escape.”

      Ilna jumped in. “I saw his arrest warrant published on my news updates.”

      This was a wrinkle Em hadn’t anticipated. It was hard to imagine gentle, fastidious Mendel in trouble with the law. A warrant. “What did you do?”

      “All in good time. We should visit my shop, briefly. This way.” Mendel took the lantern from Ilna and suddenly held it up to Em. “Emaline, dear, that blouse looks lovely. It brings out the blue in your eyes. Thank you for wearing it.”

      Em glanced down, remembering that she had worn a ruffled, cream-colored blouse Mendel had gifted her yesterday. She noticed he made no comment about the dirt on the blouse from shoving the tree off the bridge. The town was in peril, but he was still trying to dress her. She muttered her thanks, letting the topic pass.

      Mendel led the way down the tunnel, lighting the way. It was musty and cool, like an old cellar. After several minutes of travel, he reached a fork. Pointing left, he explained, “That way leads to Gramalia.” Then he took the right fork and continued.

      “Do these tunnels only connect you three?” Em asked. She peered down the fork into the darkness, trying to make out any distinguishing features.

      “Gram and I dug them, seventeen years ago. It was necessary to travel without drawing attention,” Mendel responded carefully.

      “Gram dug them?”

      “Emaline, I cannot explain everything at this moment. We are on the threshold of danger. Best to keep moving,” Mendel said briskly.

      “There was a riot outside Alfred’s shop. I’d say we’ve crossed that threshold,” Em said.

      “Oh dear. Poor man,” Ilna lamented. “The same thing happened before. Not to him, specifically. But the same mood. Same strangeness in town, spreading rumors, looting, rioting, and violence. People you thought you knew…as if they’d been enchanted.”

      “Before? Before what?” Em was lost again.

      “Before the sycamore. I have no doubt it’s happening again.”

      “Before—? The sycamore was planted fifty years ago by the empress.”

      “The sycamore was planted seventeen years ago. After the original tree fell,” Ilna clarified.

      Em put her hand out to rest on the wall. Everything suddenly felt unstable. “Seventeen years? When you dug the tunnels. You planted a new tree?”

      “All in good time, Emaline,” Mendel hushed.

      “Did soldiers come then also?”

      Ilna’s eyes flashed. “Soldiers?”

      Em nodded. “Yes, about a dozen. They wore the crest of the empress, but they were very content to let Alfred’s shop be destroyed.”

      Their pace slowed, and Mendel swiveled his head around to glance at Ilna. “Soldiers did not come last time. They’re here for me.”

      “What did you do, Mendel?”

      He ignored Em’s question and turned back to a dead end in the tunnel. He scanned the stone wall, as if seeking the right bolt of fabric. “Ah. Here.” He pressed one of the stones that was a slightly different color from the others, and part of the wall swung forward to reveal the backside of a tapestry. Mendel pulled the heavy curtain aside, entering his cellar stockroom. A moment later, Em heard his feet tapping up the stairs, and the stockroom door closed behind him.

      Em hung back in the tunnel. It was isolating to realize how many things had been kept from her. How little she actually knew about her friends. She turned and cornered the printer. “Ilna, please. What did he do?”

      “That’s not for me to share. But the charges are unjust. We just need to keep him safe until this blows over.”

      Em sighed. “What about the tree? If we don’t do something, the town⁠—”

      “I know. I’ll go ahead to Gram and let her know what’s happening. Will you wait here for Mendel?”

      “Uh, sure, I guess,” Em said. Ilna was trying to keep her out of the way. It was hard not to feel resentful.

      “Keep an ear out for soldiers and crowds,” Ilna cautioned, patting Em on the arm. “It might take some time for Mendel to pack, but it will give that magnificent brain of yours time to think up improvements for our hidden tunnel.”

      Even that challenge couldn’t pull Em’s mind away from the fear of losing Brookerby. But she nodded all the same and offered the lantern to Ilna.

      “Keep it,” she said in response. “I know these tunnels. I’ll see you at the cottage soon.”

      Ilna hustled back down the tunnel in the direction of the fork, fading into the darkness as she passed outside the reach of the lantern.

      Em leaned her hand against the stone wall and listened to Ilna’s fading footsteps. Then she shook out her nervously twitching limbs. The past hour had flipped everything she knew about Brookerby and her friends on its head. The broken sycamore was daunting, and her friends’ secrets were compounding by the minute. But the most frightening development was the mob. What dark enchantment could turn Earl McBean into that monster she witnessed above? And what if it couldn’t be fixed?
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      Em woke with a start. How long had it been? She was leaning against the cool stone of the tunnels, and her legs were starting to cramp. She stiffly got to her feet and tried to stretch. She was sore all over. Her rumbling stomach told her it was close to midday, which meant Mendel was taking far too long to collect his things. She felt a pang of worry. Perhaps something had happened to Mendel. Or maybe he had already left without her. She needed to find out.

      Leaving the lantern and her tools in the tunnel, she carefully pulled back the tapestry and entered the storeroom. Like everything else about Mendel, it was tidy and fastidiously organized: Bolts of fabric sorted by type and color, stacked on floor-to-ceiling metal shelves. Notions in identical silver tins and neatly labeled in Mendel’s perfectly formed script. Patterns stacked up by type and size. Em normally loved this room, but today, she crossed to the stairs without a wayward glance.

      Listening for movement upstairs, Em tiptoed up the wooden steps, testing each before she put her full weight on it to minimize creaking noise. At the top of the stairs, she carefully cracked the door and peered out. Her stomach dropped. The shop had been ransacked, fabric bolts unfurled and lying carelessly on the floor, Mendel’s worktable upended, and buttons of various colors and shapes scattered across the ground.

      Em felt ill looking at the mess. She hadn’t heard
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binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
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