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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          THE HERALD

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Gregor

      

      

      Gregor had known they would come for him. It was only a matter of when. Trapped in an unceasing web of nightmares, he often lost track of time—a circumstance that had never happened to him before. He didn’t know if it had been days, weeks, or months since Jefferson Cole had cursed him to this horrifying existence. But he knew, even in the depths of despair, that the Quiet Ones would come for him.

      The mage they sent was as thin as a rail, with spidery limbs and a severe face. She said nothing as she entered his study, flowing into it through the floral wallpaper like an alligator breaking the surface of a bayou. Gregor had encountered the Herald before, and while her entrance was disconcerting, at least it wasn’t as terrifying as it had been the first time he’d witnessed her foul magic.

      “You are summoned,” the Herald said, void of inflection. Her voice was always monotone, as if any joy she held in life had long since bled away. Idly, Gregor wondered if she’d ever had a day of free will. From what he understood, the geasa did not bind her as a true theurgist. But he knew well that control over a person could be attained in other ways.

      “I don’t wish to go. I’m still healing.” Gregor crossed his arms as he spoke. That had been his reasoning the first time a summons had gone out for him, and it had been accurate enough. He was better now, but still not himself—no, far from it. It was difficult to concentrate on anything. Impossible to keep the terrors that were waiting behind his closed eyelids at bay.

      “That was your excuse two months ago. It no longer suffices.”

      Two months? Had it truly been that long? Gregor sighed, shakily rising from his favorite chair. To delay the inevitable would only risk further angering the Quiet Ones, and their favor was tenuous at best.

      The Herald extended her hand, as pale as a fish's belly. Gregor reached out to take it and discovered it was just as cold and clammy. He grimaced as she tightened her fingers around his hand, her nails digging crescents into his skin, and led him to the wall.

      He hated this, hated this blasted Walker and her freakish ability to spirit herself from one wall to another, from building to building like a specter. She tugged him through the wall, and for far too long, he existed in a yawning emptiness that was a nightmare all its own. Though now, after living in nightmares, he knew the difference. This would end. The others might not.

      There was a sensation like the shattering of ice, and then they were in an ornate room far from Gregor’s plantation home. Mage-lights flanked the walls, bathing the room in their brilliance. Well-dressed men and women sat at an oval table, the cherry wood agleam with a freshly polished shine. Behind each of the seated Quiet Ones, a mage stood vigil, so still they reminded Gregor of human statuary.

      So unjust. Gregor should have been seated there with a Breaker at his back. Or, barring that, that blasted Effigest outlaw. Having the Scourge of the Untamed Territory at his beck and call would have been a coup. But no, they had denied him. Everything had gone wrong, and now he was being called on it.

      “Doyen Gaitwood, how kind of you to finally join us,” a voice rang out with false cheer. The speaker sat at the far side of the room, elbows on the table with fingers steepled in front of him. The Herald parted ways with Gregor, slipping behind the man who had spoken as if she were his shadow.

      Gregor did his best to compose himself, crossing the short distance to claim a seat at the table. “With all due respect, Phillip, you are aware I nearly lost my life in the fire that claimed Stafford Wells.” He hadn’t spoken to anyone about the nightmares, not yet. Part of Gregor wasn’t certain that Jefferson Cole had been the one to imprison him in a never-ending world of terror. How could it even be possible? But then again, Jefferson Cole had also been Malcolm Wells.

      A tepid smile slid onto Phillip Dillon’s face. He was a classically handsome man, though his once dark hair was more salt than pepper. His sharp eyes shifted to the only other empty chair at the table—the seat that belonged to the late Stafford Wells. The seat that Gregor desperately wanted; if only he could show them he was worthy. “You seem to be faring well enough now. And we need answers.” He leaned forward, and the lithe woman at his back mimicked him, lending the movement a predatory air. “You had the Breaker in hand.”

      “He couldn’t be bound,” Gregor started, then realized that was untrue and wouldn’t stand up to scrutiny. Not with all the Quiet Ones, who knew better, staring at him. Anyone with any connections had heard the tale of his failure with the Breaker. “He couldn’t be bound to me. Doyen Wells snagged him first.”

      “We heard of this.” A raven-haired woman, who appeared bored by the entire affair, reclined in her chair. She wore trousers like a man, which suited her. She casually slung one leg over the arm of her chair. Tara was one of the more unusual Quiet Ones, from what Gregor had seen. “And my darling pet even gave you the means to fulfill your end of our dealings.” She jerked a meaningful thumb toward the man at her shoulder. Tara was the only Quiet One who hadn’t laid claim to a mage. But she had nabbed something almost as good. She had seduced and married a talented alchemist, one of the best. Her handsome alchemist had the gall to flash a brilliant smile at Gregor, a taunt.

      Gregor’s jaw clenched, and he felt a headache swarm in the base of his skull. Headaches plagued him often. Lack of sleep, according to his physician. “We nearly got the Breaker to the council chambers, as you asked me to do. But his allies thwarted me.”

      “Nearly isn’t good enough.” Tara cocked her head, winking at him. “And besides, you act as if we were too stupid to figure out your play after it all went wrong.”

      Gregor went still. It should have been impossible for them to—wait. He scanned the others at the table, eyes roving over the array of mages. Not all of the magic types present were known to him. He knew of Dillon’s Herald and her Wall Walking magic, of course. And Tara’s alchemist, who wasn’t a mage at all. But he didn’t know the others. Such information was on a need-to-know basis, and he hadn’t needed to know. Did they have a Scryer? Or had Stafford Wells simply sold him out, hoping to benefit from both sides of the deal?

      Phillip Dillon chuckled. “You thought we wouldn’t figure it out.” Around the table, no one else joined in the laughter. Their gazes fell on him like hunting wolves, assessing him for weakness. “Tell us why we should not only let you walk out of here alive, Gregor, but remain a Doyen.”

      He swallowed, blinking. In the split second of darkness, another nightmare found him. His lips curled in momentary horror at the sensation of phantom blood running down his arm, and he panted for breath. Gregor hated this. It made him look weak and vulnerable, all because of—wait. He might have currency for them after all. True, his gambit may lose him any chance for a seat, but he was a patient man.

      “You still want the Breaker, correct? And…” His gaze skated to the empty seat. “You need a successor for Stafford Wells.”

      Dillon narrowed his eyes. “I hope you’re not suggesting the position for yourself.”

      Gregor waved a hand, dismissing the notion. No, he knew that the Quiet One positions were usually hereditary. When there were no available heirs, the Quiet Ones selected someone new. Gregor knew at the moment he was a longshot until he made amends. So, why not offer them someone else?

      “No. I’m suggesting Malcolm Wells.”

      Around the table, the Quiet Ones scoffed at his audacious words. Tara lazily slouched forward. “You know he’s dead, right?”

      “I know he’s not. He just wants everyone to believe that.”

      They stared at him, silence reigning for a dozen heartbeats before Phillip dared to speak. “And how did he manage that little trick?”

      “Magic of some sort, I assume,” Gregor said with a shrug. He wondered if he should offer information about the man’s magic—but no, he needed to keep some of his cards to himself. “He masquerades as Jefferson Cole.”

      Recognition lit the eyes of the Quiet Ones. Cole was a known commodity, and the allegation startled them. “How…?” Everett Duncan, a magnate from Phinora, shook his head like a wet dog. “Impossible. I saw them both attend the Ganland Derby ball two years ago!”

      Gregor crossed his arms. “I don’t know how he does it. I only know that he does. He’s maintained this charade for Garus knows how many years.”

      Phillip frowned. “And you suggest we bring him in for his father’s seat? This sounds like a foolish endeavor on our part. He made it quite clear that he doesn’t condone the shadow work we do.”

      Gregor shook his head. “You’re not looking far enough. Malcolm Wells can give you access to the Breaker. And he’ll play right into your hands if you let him know you’re aware of his little secret.”

      Tara gave him a dubious look. “Why are you interested in Malcolm Wells becoming a Quiet One? We’re not stupid, no matter what you may think. We know you weren’t on the best terms.”

      Gregor held up his hands, placating. “I’m not firing a cannonball in your plans. Quite the opposite. Malcolm wants to hide from his birthright—from the power he was born into.” Gregor smiled. “He needs to own it. And you have the leverage to make it happen now.”

      Dillon steepled his fingers. “You believe it will be enough to make him comply?”

      Gregor smiled. “Any man desperate enough to hide the truth about himself will go to great lengths to make sure it doesn’t come out.”

      “And what do you get out of it?” Tara asked.

      When Gregor blinked, renewed nightmares danced across the canvas of his mind. He shuddered, banishing them and regaining his composure. “Revenge.”
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            CHAPTER TWO

          

          THE THING ABOUT SALT-IRON

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Blaise

      

      

      Blaise licked his dry lips, staring at the tiny chunk of salt-iron resting on the silver tray before him. Nadine, the town Healer, stood across the clinic from where Blaise sat on a cot, eyeing the nefarious metal. She didn’t desire to be anywhere near the salt-iron, reluctant to let it drain her magic. The only reason she allowed it in her presence was because of Blaise.

      “Well?” Nadine asked, scrutinizing him. “Do you feel it leeching your magic?”

      Frowning thoughtfully, Blaise gave a small nod. “A little. Not enough to be a concern, though.” It was true. There was the sluggish drip of his magic wisping to the chunk, but as quickly as it ebbed away, his internal well of power refilled like a lake fed by a rain-swollen river. It was different from what he’d felt with salt-iron in the past. Like the time he had been on the deck of the salt-iron-reinforced airship, in the struggle of his life as he pitted magic against the metal. His exertion and the inexorable pull of the salt-iron had emptied him completely.

      “Hmm.” Nadine tapped a pen against the notebook she held, jotting down a note. “What happens if you pick it up?”

      Blaise cocked his head, considering. He usually handled the chunk while wearing a pair of sturdy leather gloves. Really, they weren’t supposed to even have the piece of salt-iron, but after Jefferson’s loyal half-knocker confidant Flora had admitted she was attuned to the foul metal, Jefferson had made it a point to squirrel away the nub in the bakery’s loft. Under normal circumstances, they kept it swaddled in a layer of cotton, locked inside a small wooden chest. Anything less, and Jefferson, the newest—and most secretive—mage in town, was prone to headaches as it leeched his magic.

      “Guess we’ll find out,” Blaise said with a shrug. It wouldn’t be the first time he’d touched salt-iron with his bare skin on purpose.

      Blaise reached out and gingerly picked up the glob. Just because he could, didn’t mean he wanted to do it. He winced, expecting the sharp bite of it lacing through his skin. The sensation differed from before—in the past, it had been like touching a hot stove. A flash fire of pain. This was…tolerable? Maybe that wasn’t exactly right, but he could grasp it with only mild discomfort. More like carefully holding jagged shards of glass than anything else.

      Nadine stared at him. “How does it feel?”

      “Um.” Blaise had never been eloquent. “It hurts, but not that bad, I guess?”

      “Is it leeching your power more than before or the same?”

      Blaise took a moment to consider the question. “The same.” He knew it should have been worse with direct contact. Blaise set the block back down on the tray, wiggling his fingers. His skin had reddened but hadn’t developed the characteristic welts associated with touching salt-iron. On the one hand, that was a relief because the welts hurt. Tiny scars dimpled the undersides of his wrists, courtesy of the salt-iron shackles used on him in the Golden Citadel. But this new resistance to salt-iron? It made him different from other mages—and Blaise didn’t like being different. Maybe he should have been used to it by now, but it was something that would always bother him.

      Nadine’s eyebrows lifted high, furrowing the pocked skin on her forehead. Even with all her power, she’d never fully recovered from the assault on Itude. “When did this start?”

      Blaise edged away from the salt-iron. “It bothered me less after…” He faltered, heart racing as phantom memories reared up. The sickening sensation of a wooden deck plunging beneath his feet. The helpless feeling of falling, falling, falling and then hitting Lamar Gaitwood’s magical trap. Darkness.

      “You’re not there. Think of something happy. Go there instead.” Nadine’s voice was soft but insistent.

      He swallowed, summoning up his happy place in his mind’s eye. My bakery, golden in the early morning sunrise. Jefferson drowsily climbing down from the loft, hair tousled. Scents of yeast and sugar riding the air currents, drawing Emrys to the open window. Blaise nodded, opening eyes he hadn’t realized he’d closed.

      “Thanks.” He rubbed the ridge of his jaw, scuffing his beard. He had appointments with Nadine weekly for this very reason. Physically, he had recovered. But memories of the things he had endured plagued him, giving him nightmares. Jefferson used his magic to hold them off at night, but when Blaise was awake, the Dreamer was helpless against the bouts of panic that came and went. Out of desperation, he had sought the Healer, who had known of his oldest emotional wounds but never forced him to speak about them unless he wanted to.

      “Blaise?” Nadine prompted, a reminder that she still expected an answer.

      Right. Blaise could do this. It was only three words. He swallowed. “After the airship.”

      Nadine nodded in understanding, waiting for him to expand on the topic. That hadn’t been the only time, though. Salt-iron had still affected him after that. Until… He swallowed, concentrating on the feel of dough in his hands, companionable conversation with Emmaline and Reuben. “And after they dosed me with the potion.”

      Nadine didn’t know the specifics of this potion. He had mentioned it in passing during a previous session while explaining the circumstances of his rescue. Blaise had left it at that since discussion of the potion could lead down a dangerous path, one littered with painful memories of betrayal, of a life that he had thought was his.

      The Healer studied him with her cool eyes, unflinching as she waited to see if he would continue. Blaise shivered. He didn’t want to speak more on the topic, too afraid he would stumble onward and reveal the awful secret. The information that was far more problematic than the fact that he was a Breaker. How could he tell her that alchemy had transmuted him into a mage? That he had been born normal? That was dangerous information, and the less people who knew, the better.

      When it became clear Blaise wouldn’t speak further, Nadine tapped the point of her pen against her notebook. “And you think the potion that nearly killed you had something to do with this?”

      He nodded. “It’s hard to explain.” Blaise swallowed, aware of her keen interest once again. His resistance to salt-iron intrigued Nadine. “You ever seen a pond get dredged?”

      Nadine raised her brows at the analogy. “I have.”

      “It’s like that.” Blaise looked down at the floor, wondering if he should even say that much. But it wasn’t as if anyone here had easy access to such a potion. “The potion…I think it did something like that to me. It dug so deep into me. Almost hollowed me out.” He shivered at the memory, taking a gasping breath as he summoned up a happy thought to chase it away. Emrys shoving his head against Blaise, nearly knocking him over as he laughed at the stallion’s exuberance. “And I just keep filling up, almost as fast as it’s drained. It doesn’t matter.”

      The Healer watched him, lips pursed as she weighed his words. “There’re a lot of mages who’d be very interested in that.”

      Blaise nodded, shoulders hunching. “It’s alchemy.”

      “There is that,” Nadine agreed. Mages had a troublesome relationship with alchemy. The Salt-Iron Confederation employed it as a tool to control the mages in their domain. She massaged her forehead. “Doesn’t matter, though. I’m not telling another soul of this. Healer-patient confidentiality, as always.”

      He relaxed at her words. She had mentioned it before, but Blaise couldn’t help but wonder what might be the tipping point. What would be the piece of information that might be too tempting to share? He rubbed his hands together, staring down at them.

      “Put it away,” Nadine said, jerking her chin toward the salt-iron. As Blaise pulled out his gloves, she added, “And how are you handling Jefferson’s upcoming departure?”

      I should have known she would ask. He tugged at the leather gloves, focusing on the task as he spoke. “I’m thinking of taking a trip of my own.” She raised a single silver brow, inquisitive. “Not to Ganland, if that’s what you’re wondering.” Not with Jefferson. It was ridiculous, the very thought that he didn’t want to be apart from Jefferson. But there it was.

      “Oh?” Nadine prodded as Blaise picked up the salt-iron lump and wrapped it in a layer of cotton before slipping it into a carry sack. “Where are you going?”

      He tightened the drawstrings on the sack and placed it on a nearby cot. “I said I was thinking of taking a trip. I’m not sure where yet.” That part was a lie, and he suspected she knew. But there were some things he didn’t want to talk about.

      Her light grey eyes narrowed. “A change of scenery might be what you need.”

      He wrinkled his nose. “Nadine, I know you mean well, but I’ve had enough changes of scenery to last me a lifetime.”

      The Healer scowled. “There’s a difference between that and traveling because you can. Because you want to.”

      But I don’t know if I want to. Blaise rubbed his forehead, well aware that when Nadine had an idea in her head, she would keep at it. She was a lot like Jack in that way, though both the outlaws would be mightily offended if he told them as much. He frowned, deciding in this case, he might do better to throw her a bone. “The truth is, I’m thinking of going to Rainbow Flat to see my family.”

      Nadine nodded at his words. Blaise hadn’t told her everything, but the Healer wasn’t stupid. She knew his mother was an alchemist and that something had happened in relation to her. Something that had hurt him on a deep, emotional level.

      “That I can understand.” She stepped closer and laid a hand on his shoulder, meeting his eyes. “I’ve had bad blood with my family. Sometimes it can’t be helped. But if there’s a chance whatever’s happened can be fixed, you should try.” Nadine squeezed his shoulder for a second before releasing it. “But that’s up to you. Only you know how to cure what ails you in that regard.”

      Blaise reached up to touch his shoulder in the spot she’d gripped. It tingled for a heartbeat, as if she’d left a trace of her magic behind. “I’ll think about it.”

      “You do that,” Nadine said, stepping over to her desk to check the time as they heard the approach of hooves. “We’re at the end of our session. Come see me again if you need.”

      “Thanks,” Blaise told her, picking up the salt-iron parcel and heading for the door. When he stepped out into the late afternoon sunshine, Emrys trotted up to greet him.

      The pegasus nearly knocked him over as he rammed his head into Blaise’s chest, blowing out a snotty breath. <Took you long enough.>

      “This shirt was clean,” Blaise grumbled, tottering beneath the enthusiastic greeting. He braced a hand against Emrys’s neck to steady himself, pulling back enough to give his shirt a critical look. Equine hair clung to the fabric, and a streak of glinting mucus shone in the sunlight. “You know Jefferson’s going to make me change, right?”

      <Oh no, how terrible.> Emrys didn’t sound in the least contrite. In fact, his dark eyes danced with amusement.

      “Did he put you up to this?” That would have been a very Jefferson thing to do. Jefferson had opinions about Blaise’s selection of clothing. Sometimes Blaise had taken to dressing in his most mismatched or threadbare garments just to see how Jefferson would react. It had almost become a strange game between the pair.

      <I imagine he does like you with your shirt off,> Emrys said.

      “Now I really think he put you up to this. Did he offer you a slice of apple pie? Whatever he’s offered, I’ll double it,” Blaise said as he dug into a pocket for a handkerchief. He mopped up the trail of pegasus snot.

      <He didn’t, but now I wish he had,> Emrys admitted, his mental tone wistful.

      “I saved some for you anyway,” Blaise told the stallion, tucking the handkerchief away and rubbing Emrys’s broad forehead. “Let’s go get you a treat.”

      <Those are my favorite words.> Emrys fell into step beside him as they strode up the dusty street the short distance to the bakery.

      The building was dark as Blaise entered. He tapped a mage-light on, then moved to open the window at the back so Emrys could thrust his head inside. “I suppose Jefferson is still meeting with the Ringleaders and the representatives from Asylum and Rainbow Flat?”

      Emrys bobbed his head with enthusiasm, nostrils distended, as Blaise uncovered a tin with the leftover remnants of the promised pie. <Yes. Seledora was still outside HQ when I went to the clinic to wait for you.>

      “Gotcha.” Blaise slid the pie onto the counter, though he held the tin in place so it wouldn’t slide around as the pegasus dug in. In the past, Nadine would have attended the meeting, too. But as the population of Fortitude expanded with more mages and their families seeking a home out of the Confederation’s clutches, she had resigned as a Ringleader to see to the demands of her profession. Mindy, the Hospitalier mage who co-owned the Jitterbug, had stepped up for the position and been voted in. Their meeting couldn’t run much later, though, or it would affect the Jitterbug’s dinner service. “I imagine they’ll finish soon.”

      Emrys’s velvety lips and pink tongue quested after the last dregs of sweetness in the tin. <You’re stuck with me in the meantime.>

      Blaise couldn’t help but smile. “I’m glad to be stuck with you.”
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            CHAPTER THREE

          

          IMPOSTOR SYNDROME

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Kittie

      

      

      Kittie felt like an impostor. There was no other way around it. Everyone else gathered in the meeting room at Ringleader HQ knew what they were about, and they seemed secure in who they were and what they were doing. Kittie was a pretender, struggling to be something she had once been, but didn’t feel like she was any longer.

      She hadn’t realized how hard this would be, and a part of her wondered how long it would take for Jack to figure out that she wasn’t the same woman he’d married so many years ago. Most days, Kittie didn’t feel like the Firebrand, the notorious young woman who had once sought to rally the mages of the Confederation. She was trying to find that part of her again, those embers buried deep down, but Kittie feared it was forever doused.

      Kittie blinked when Jack nudged her with his elbow. She winced, realizing he’d noticed she was busy wool-gathering and not focusing on the logistics of their delegation. They were planning to travel to Ganland to gain support to recognize the Gutter as its own country.

      “—still plan to leave later this week?” The question was posed by Eileen Harker, the mayor of Asylum. Eileen was dubious about their gambit to make a nation of outlaws. She crossed her arms, the corners of her lips down-turned.

      “Yes, we do,” Jefferson replied. The well-dressed would-be ambassador sat beside Ringleader Vixen Valerie, which placed him across from Kittie. Jack always grumbled that Jefferson was a dandy or a peacock, but Kittie wondered if the younger man intimidated her husband. Jefferson was handsome and knew it. He wore the finest clothes and was clean-shaven, with golden-brown hair sculpted to rakish perfection. He wasn’t overly large or muscular, but the power that came with self-assurance and wealth cloaked him. “And both Asylum and Rainbow Flat are welcome to send along anyone you’d like to join our delegation.”

      Wesley Slen, the mayor of Rainbow Flat, shook his head. “You know I’m not willing to risk my people with that, Jefferson. Nations are born from battle and blood, not diplomacy and words.”

      Beside Kittie, Jack made a soft grunt of agreement. Her husband had similar concerns, though, in a surprising turn, he actually thought their diplomatic mission stood a chance.

      Jefferson’s eyes glittered at the challenge presented by Slen. “You’re welcome to your opinion. But this wouldn’t be the first time I’ve been a player in a radical shift.”

      “We’re seeing this through regardless,” Kittie finally said, drawing the attention of the others in the room. Of the mages in attendance, she knew she was one of the most powerful as a Pyromancer. Fortitude boasted three other Pyromancers, but their magics were mere sparks compared to the inferno she could command. Her words had weight simply because of who and what she was.

      “We would look better with at least one more outlaw along.” This from Ringleader Raven Dawson, who leaned back in his seat, the skin around his dark eyes crinkling with concern. “I could⁠—”

      “No.” Vixen’s voice was sharp as she scowled at her beau through the smoky lenses of her glasses. “We only…” The redhead trailed off, shaking her head. She was reluctant to finish her sentence, but Kittie knew where she was going. The Confederation had stripped Vixen and Raven’s magic, and only recently had the Breaker restored it. Kittie didn’t know the details beyond the fact that he’d done the same for Jack.

      “I can join the delegation, if you’ll have me.” The assertion pulled everyone’s attention away from Kittie, which was welcome. Kittie raised her brows at the newest member of the Fortitude Ringleaders, the Hospitalier Mindy Carman. The young woman didn’t wilt beneath their gazes, instead straightening her spine. “You’ll need more than just the pair of you.”

      “And Flora,” Jefferson reminded them gently. Kittie noted the pucker in his brow, a sign that it bothered him when the half-knocker wasn’t in attendance. “If she’s back in time, anyway.” He cleared his throat, smiling at Mindy. “You’re welcome, of course, if you like.”

      “I think I’m needed,” Mindy clarified. “I’m invested in Fortitude—in the Gutter. I want us to succeed, and if that means I need to tag along, then so be it.” Her gaze slid over to Kittie.

      “Didn’t know Hospitaliers were also Seers,” Jack murmured so softly only Kittie could hear. But he didn’t seem opposed to the idea—Kittie knew he would have objected aloud if he had strong feelings. Which meant her husband thought Mindy had value in coming along, too. Interesting.

      They hashed out further details for their delegation’s departure before adjourning for the day. Jefferson slipped over to Mindy, stepping aside with her to discuss something out of earshot. Kittie headed to the door with Jack, though Vixen ghosted over to them as soon as they made it outside.

      “Mindy’s a solid addition,” Vixen told them, keeping her voice low. Jack cocked his head but didn’t ask for specifics. “Just trust her, okay?” She lifted a finger to reposition her glasses on her nose.

      Jack tensed when Vixen touched her glasses, then settled. “You know more about her than I do, Vix?”

      The Persuader shrugged with one shoulder. “I know some stuff she’s had to keep quiet, is all.” Then she poked an index finger into Jack’s chest. “And I didn’t want you scaring her off by huffing and puffing that she shouldn’t go.”

      “I wouldn’t do that,” Jack grumbled. Vixen and Kittie both scoffed. The Effigest grunted. “Maybe I would. But I didn’t object in there. I was reasonable. Kept my trap shut.”

      “A surprise to everyone,” Vixen said with a grin before sobering. “Yeah, you behaved in there. But I know how you can be, going behind someone to intimidate them.” To his credit, Jack didn’t deny it. Vixen nodded to Kittie. “Just wanted you to know. We’re counting on this.”

      “Everyone is,” Kittie agreed, watching as Vixen strode off. When she was gone, Kittie rubbed her forehead. Jack stepped closer, snugging an arm around her. “Can we go to the Broken Horn?”

      He glanced at her, lips pursed. “You want a drink for nerves or because you can’t do without?”

      Both. Can’t it be both? Kittie gritted her teeth. “I’m worried about this mission, is all. One little drink. Then I can stop.”

      “We both know that’s a lie.” His voice was whisper-soft, full of disapproval. And that was unfair, since Jack enjoyed a good whiskey as much as the next outlaw. But the difference was he didn’t need it the way she did. “I thought you were going dry.”

      “Dry brush burns so easily,” Kittie muttered. That was how she felt about all this, at any rate. She was trying to lose her dependency on alcohol—and failing miserably. Like she was burning up from the inside with all of her inadequacies and the shadow of what she had been before.

      “If you won’t do it for me, then at least do it for our daughter.”

      Oh, that hurt. Kittie’s hackles raised as she jerked out from under his arm. “You think it’s so easy? Like I can just snap my fingers and, poof, I don’t need it anymore?” As she spoke, she snapped her fingers, and a tongue of flame appeared in her palm. Kittie curled her hand, extinguishing it into nothingness. Not even a wisp of smoke. “It’s not magic, Jack.”

      His lovely eyes bored into hers, intense and full of so much passion for her it was almost painful. “I never said it was easy. But you have to want it.” Jack tilted his head. “And I don’t think you do.”

      It was damned annoying how right he was. She wanted to stop. But she also wanted a drink, which ran counter to this entire conversation. She didn’t like the idea of leaving her husband and daughter. Didn’t want to travel to Confederation lands, even if she was going as a diplomat. Kittie balled her fists, nails biting into the palms. “Could say the same for how well you and Emmaline get along.”

      Jack twitched, almost as if she’d moved to slap him. That was a sore spot, and maybe unfair that she’d gone for it. His relationship with their daughter was still on the mend, and lately, he’d been lax. He squared his shoulders, eyes glinting as if he were about to pull his ace in the hole. “Yeah? Well, I’ve got plans.”

      “Do you?” Kittie asked, surprised. “Want to tell me over a drink?”

      He snorted. “I’ll treat you to dinner at the Jitterbug. Deal?”

      Kittie wrinkled her nose. “They’re going to suggest the strawberry ginger switchel for me again, I bet.”

      Jack chuckled. “Can’t be that bad. Blaise swears by the stuff.” He cleared his throat. “I’ll try some with you. How about that?”

      Kittie sighed. He would not relent, and she both loved and hated him for it. “It’s a date.”
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            CHAPTER FOUR

          

          NIGHTMARE FUEL

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Jefferson

      

      

      The bell above the bakery door jingled as Jefferson opened it. Blaise glanced back, his shoulders taut with tension. Odd. He’s not usually worked up when he’s baking. Jefferson gave an appreciative sniff as he moved inside and shut the door behind him.

      “Is that pork pie I smell?” Jefferson asked, his stomach rumbling at the savory scents wafting through the air.

      “Yes and no,” Blaise said, which wasn’t an answer at all. He glanced over his shoulder, the hardness around his eyes easing. “Trying a new recipe. They’re more like rolls stuffed with meat and cheese.” He shifted to the side, pointing to a tray where a set of tawny brown orbs rested.

      “Whatever they are, they smell amazing.” Jefferson studied Blaise as he moved closer, searching for clues as to what had him on edge. Oh. Wait. Today’s the day he…yes. “How did things go with Nadine?”

      Blaise slid a pair of meat rolls onto a tin plate and handed it to Jefferson. He didn’t answer until he had similarly loaded a plate for himself and moved over to the small table in the corner. “It was okay.”

      Jefferson bit into the savory bun to buy himself time as he waited for Blaise to expand on the topic, but the Breaker never did. Blaise’s new recipe was just as delectable as it smelled—tangy bits of honey ham mixed with one of the sharp white cheeses brought in from the outlying ranches. Jefferson made an appreciative noise as he chewed. When he finished, he pressed on. “I can tell something is bothering you.”

      Blaise looked up from his plate, a frown creasing his face for a moment before it melted into a wince. “She thinks I should go to Rainbow Flat, too.”

      Ah-ha. Jefferson gave a small nod. He and Blaise had spoken about this before. Blaise was torn—he loved his family, but the recent truths revealed by his mother had cut him to the core. Jefferson had mixed thoughts on Marian Hawthorne. From what he had seen, she truly loved Blaise. But he also understood Blaise’s feelings of betrayal and hurt. Oh, he understood those only too well from his own family history.

      All the same, Blaise wasn’t Jefferson. And the Hawthornes were not the Wellses, thank the gods. Blaise was more likely to forgive someone once he overcame the hurt—but for that, he needed to reconcile with his mother. Jefferson had suggested that he at least try. It wasn’t only to make Blaise feel better—the young man needed answers, too.

      “That would be a good thing for you to do while I’m away,” Jefferson agreed, licking his lips. He had briefly entertained the idea of Blaise traveling to Ganland with him. Well, not just entertained. Fantasized about it, more like. He wanted to show Blaise everything, to share the world with him. But that was a flight of fancy—Blaise had too many damaging memories to overcome.

      “I’m considering it,” Blaise said. He rubbed his cheek. “It would keep my mind off of you.”

      “I’ll pretend that sentence doesn’t wound my pride.”

      “I meant it would keep me from worrying about you.”

      Jefferson chuckled. Oh, he’d known. “I’ll be fine. It’s my home turf.”

      Blaise huffed at that, and he seemed to shake off some of his nerves. His voice was more certain when he spoke. “No, it’s the home turf of entrepreneur Jefferson Cole. Not mage Jefferson Cole.”

      “Same thing.” Jefferson shrugged, then realized he’d misspoken by the way Blaise’s eyebrows slanted. Time for a change of topic. “I certainly hope Flora will return from your errand soon.”

      Jefferson knew very well that Blaise was up to something with Flora. The Breaker wasn’t practiced in getting away with intrigue. The statement disarmed Blaise’s previous argument, and he stumbled over his words before he found his proverbial footing. “I…probably?” Blaise scowled at him, annoyed at the change of topic but unable to combat it.

      You’re so bad at being sneaky, but at least you’re cute. Jefferson grinned. “Anyway, enough of that. Our time together is limited. We should do something fun.”

      Blaise relaxed, though he gave Jefferson a dubious look. “Define fun.”

      Do I suggest something scandalous or mundane? Jefferson finished the last of his bun, deciding to err on the side of caution. “What do you think is fun?”

      Blaise’s expression softened. “A game. We can play a game—after you do the dishes.”

      My staff back home would absolutely have kittens to hear that. Jefferson chuckled. He enjoyed these simple things with Blaise. “Fine. I’ll wash if you dry.”
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        * * *

      

      One stack of dishes and a card game later, Jefferson curled up facing Blaise. The Breaker twitched as he dropped into slumber, his previously slack face twisting into a grimace. Jefferson’s power was especially sensitive to Blaise, and he felt the nightmares rising to greet the young man. No. Leave him be. I have someone else to feed you to. Jefferson snared the nightmares with his magic, tugging them away from Blaise.

      Jefferson’s hand rested on Blaise’s bicep, listening as his breath evened out in the darkness. Muscles relaxed beneath his touch. Jefferson was tempted to allow the nightmares to coalesce, so he could see for himself what was bothering Blaise. But there was no guarantee that whatever manifested was the actual problem. The subconscious, Jefferson had learned, was fickle. No, it was better to keep the nightmares away from Blaise and be done with it.

      He leaned over and gave the Breaker a gentle kiss on the cheek, running a finger along his jawline, savoring his well-kempt beard. This was what Jefferson would miss most on his trip to Ganland. Blaise and everything about him. I’m being ridiculous. I have an advantage no one else has. The dreamscape. We won’t always be apart.

      “And I’ve delayed it too long,” Jefferson murmured as a thought occurred to him. He settled alongside Blaise, fingers tracing the fading tattoo on the Breaker’s arm. The geasa tattoo was dead, though for a while, it had been the bond between Jefferson as handler and Blaise as theurgist. They were neither of those now. In fact, with his magic, Jefferson was now the furthest thing from a handler. And Blaise was free of the geasa—a true outlaw mage. But there was still someone who had to pay for that. “I’ll see you soon, Blaise. Until then, sweet dreams.”

      Jefferson burrowed into the mattress. The bed left much to be desired—the mattress was lumpy and not as soft as those Jefferson liked. And because of the size of the loft over the bakery, it was barely large enough to fit the pair. Well, perhaps Jefferson didn’t object to that part too much. He enjoyed being nestled close to Blaise, and the Breaker had made it clear the feeling was mutual.

      He closed his eyes, summoning up a wisp of his Dreamer magic to ease himself into the dreamscape. It was an odd thing, but for someone who commanded dreams, he was finding it harder and harder to fall asleep at night. Though he had a lot on his mind, and none of that helped.

      Jefferson practiced breathing exercises to relax his body—a suggestion that had come from Vixen. It helped, and before long, he was in the grey expanse that led to the dreamscape.

      He was still unclear on exactly what the dreamscape was. Jefferson didn’t know if it was some sort of magical plane, an overlay of the waking world, or something beyond his comprehension. All he knew without a doubt was that it was real and that, as a Dreamer, he could exert his will on it. Mold it into a thing of his design.

      He could pull others into it, though that was sometimes difficult. Bringing Blaise there had become second nature. Jefferson had brought others there, too. Jack. Flora.

      And Gregor Gaitwood.

      Gaitwood was the one he needed to attend to. Jefferson called up his magic, and before him, stone grated as a floor rose from nothing, the blocks coming together like the pieces of a puzzle. Walls reared up, lit by phantom mage-lights. Jefferson strode down the newly created corridor, his footfalls echoing.

      He didn’t like this place, but it was a necessity. It was a shadow of the Golden Citadel, the prison where the Confederation had held Blaise. Tormented him. Abused him. Jefferson released a resentful breath, old anger burning in his heart. He hadn’t told Blaise he allowed a version of the Cit to exist in the dreamscape. The dreamscape was supposed to be a safe place, and Jefferson made certain that, for Blaise, this was always the case.

      Jefferson’s steps slowed as he neared his destination. Around him, the walls bore signs of strain. Spider web cracks ran from floor to ceiling, the lumber reinforcing the damaged wall doing very little. Salt-iron reinforced the wall, too, though in the dreamscape, the metal was inert. Little more than set dressing.

      He frowned. Though this resembled Blaise’s cell in the Cit, it wasn’t supposed to be so damaged. Jefferson wondered if he had weakened the walls without intending to, merely because his subconscious knew what Blaise had done to them. Licking his lips, Jefferson sent his magic into the substance of the walls, strengthening them. The cracks receded as the stone sealed itself.

      “I was wondering when you’d show your face again.”

      The voice put Jefferson on edge, fury boiling through him. He crossed his arms and released a tendril of power, causing the door to the cell to swing open with a creak. Gregor Gaitwood stood inches from the threshold. The enemy Doyen had learned from past visits that although the door appeared open, Jefferson wouldn’t allow him to cross the invisible barrier. Jefferson had promised Gregor a life of nightmares every time his eyes closed, and he was a man of his word.

      He met Gregor’s gaze, staring back at him. It was like old times, when he had been Doyen Malcolm Wells, going toe-to-toe against this man. Neither of them backed down for what felt like an eternity. Gregor finally averted his gaze with a frustrated hiss.

      This was how it went every time Jefferson came to reinforce the magic he used to keep Gregor ensnared—and to infuse him with more nightmares. Gregor always tried to get him to speak, to offer information that the Doyen no doubt hoped to use. Jefferson still couldn’t believe that Phinora allowed the man to sit on the Council. The newspapers that had slowly made their way to Fortitude declared the Doyen had suffered a “mental collapse over the loss of fellow Doyen Malcolm Wells” and convalesced on his estate for a time.

      “You can’t keep me here forever, Cole!”

      Jefferson raised his brows. He was tempted to reply to the challenge, but that would play into Gaitwood’s hands. The trapped Doyen had slowly become more lucid in the dreamscape, and Jefferson couldn’t figure out how. Was he developing a resistance to Jefferson’s influence? Blaise hadn’t, but then again, the Breaker wanted Jefferson’s help. Gregor actively fought against it.

      “I brought you something,” Jefferson said, a self-righteous thrill shivering through him when Gregor’s eyes widened in alarm. “More fuel for the fire.”

      “No!” Gregor howled as Jefferson pulled on the freshly culled nightmares, forcing them into the Doyen’s psyche. Gaitwood collapsed to his knees with a pathetic whimper. Jefferson didn’t have a shred of compassion for the man. Every terror he fed to Gregor came directly from Blaise, from the traumas of his past. Gregor had been responsible for more than his fair share of them.

      “Sleep tight,” Jefferson called, turning his back on the prisoner. It was time to join Blaise. He raised a hand, the cell door slamming shut with the final click of a lock falling into place. Gregor made a choked half-sob, followed by the thud of the man ramming his body against the door in frustration. In desperation. Jefferson tucked his chin. Gregor wanted him to cave, to feel sorry for him. But he wouldn’t. Not after what Blaise had endured.

      He headed up the stone hallway, and as he walked, it shifted into a black and white patterned floor. The same sort of design as the floorboards of Blaise’s Bakery. The yellow-painted walls of the bakery swooped in around Jefferson as he appeared beside Blaise. Then he raised his brows, realizing he had spent perhaps a bit too long with Gaitwood. Blaise’s slumbering mind had wandered into ridiculousness.

      The bakery itself was normal, though the new sink (with running water) Jefferson had paid to have installed had…a tree in it? Leaves littered the interior of the sink, and Blaise was shaking his head as he cleared the debris into a bucket.

      “Why would a tree grow in your bakery?” Jefferson asked, eyes roving up the length of the trunk that somehow pierced the ceiling without damaging it. Dreams were strange that way.

      Blaise shrugged. “Because you took too long to get here, and my brain is weird.”

      “Your brain is not weird. Everyone has odd dreams,” Jefferson said. “You’re just spoiled because I can make your dreams whatever we’d like them to be.”

      Blaise scoffed, setting down the leaf-filled bucket. He poked his chest with a thumb. “I’m the spoiled one?”

      “I bought you a very expensive sink, complete with the plumbing for running water. I stand by what I said.”

      Blaise chuckled, his mood much improved from earlier in the evening. “Fair enough.” He gestured to the tree. “Can you make this not be here?”

      Jefferson grinned. He touched a finger to a bough. The tree misted away from existence, taking the leaf remnants with it. “As you wish.”

      “Show off.”

      This banter…this was good. Jefferson breathed a sigh of relief, pleased that Blaise was feeling more like himself in the dreamscape. “Yes, I’ve been called a peacock often enough. It goes with the territory.” Jack had taken to calling him that. I suppose it’s better than dandy. Jefferson didn’t mind it. Peacocks were territorial, which seemed fitting.

      “Did you have trouble falling asleep?” Blaise asked, moving closer to Jefferson until they were shoulder to shoulder.

      Jefferson couldn’t help looping an arm around Blaise’s lower back, pulling him closer. “A little. And I had to take care of something before I could join you.”

      Blaise glanced at him, the unasked question on his lips. Jefferson didn’t want to keep secrets from him—but he didn’t want to hurt him, either. He knew that eventually, he needed to tell the Breaker about Gregor. Not anytime soon, though. Not while he was still learning how to cope with his trauma.

      “A few simple things related to the dreamscape,” Jefferson said, resting his head against Blaise’s shoulder. “I had to keep parts of it stabilized.” That was the truth, at least.

      Blaise nodded, accepting the answer. “Thanks for fixing the tree.” He shifted beneath Jefferson. “I have a special request for tonight.”

      “Oh?” Blaise’s idea of a special request rarely aligned with his own—as evidenced by the card game. That was also what made the younger man so interesting. And honestly, Jefferson savored every moment he spent with Blaise. The Breaker made him feel whole. Blaise accepted him for who he was, not caring a lick for his wealth or influence.

      “You’ve traveled a lot more than I have. Show me some of the places you’ve been?”

      Jefferson blinked. That was a good idea. He smiled. “I doubt I can show you all the places I’ve been in one night without expending an immense amount of magic. But we could take a tour. A different destination each night? All without the fuss of having to pack your bags and go anywhere.” Though, I hope to do that with you. Some day.

      Blaise sighed with contentment. “I’d like that a lot.”
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            CHAPTER FIVE

          

          I DON’T FRET. I BROOD.

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Jack

      

      

      “Jack!”

      The Effigest paused mid-stride at the voice, pivoting to face the speaker. When Nadine called, he knew it was in his best interest to listen. There was an urgency in the single word that made him frown. She stood outside her clinic, framed by the bright mid-morning sunshine, glowering at him as if something was his fault. Maybe that was the case. A lot of things were Jack’s fault. But this time, he honestly didn’t know what he might have done to earn her ire.

      “Yeah?” he asked, crossing his arms to meet her surliness with his own.

      “Get over here. It’s rude to have a conversation shouting across the town square.”

      He snorted at her hypocrisy but ambled over nonetheless. Nadine wasn’t one to trifle with. Not only could she use her magic to suck the life out of someone if she so chose, but as the most skilled Healer in town, for the sake of his long-term health, it was important to be on her good side. Or at least as good as he could get. A couple of new mages with Healing power had joined their town recently, but none of them were on a par with Nadine. One of them was a Beast Healer anyhow, which would do little good for Jack.

      When he was closer, Nadine retreated into the clinic, and he followed. That was curious. Whatever she wanted to discuss, it was something she sought to keep private. As Nadine shut the door, he claimed the chair she usually had her patients sit in. The Healer raised an eyebrow at him, then climbed atop her stool with a shrug.

      “What’s got you hollering across the town at me?” Jack asked.

      She pursed her lips. “Two things. First, Blaise.”

      Jack cocked his head. “What’s he got to do with me?” He almost regretted the sting in his voice, but not really. Wouldn’t do to have people think he actually liked the Breaker.

      Nadine made a soft snort. “Not that you’ll ever say as much, but I think you know more about what’s happened to him than he’ll even tell me.” Jack met her eyes at the assertion, dipping his chin in silent agreement. “His physical wounds have healed as much as they can. But he’s hurt on the inside, and that’s not something I can fix.”

      Jack shrugged. “We all have those wounds.” While that was true, he knew that few outlaws in Fortitude had been hurt as deeply as their Breaker. And if Blaise had kept that from Nadine…well, it wasn’t Jack’s place to inform her.

      Nadine scowled. “All I know is, it’s something to do with his family. He’s thinking of going to Rainbow Flat.”

      Rainbow Flat. Jack tensed at the town’s name. So Blaise was thinking of confronting his mother on the bitter truth. That was his right—but Nadine’s worry was justified. The young man was so emotionally wounded that Jack wasn’t sure how he’d stand up to facing the issue head-on. There was only so much a person could take before they unraveled.

      He met her silver eyes. “Why are you telling me this? You should tell the peacock.”

      “Don’t be daft. Jefferson Cole is leaving for Ganland. I won’t breathe a word of this to him because we need him to go with the delegation.” There was a sharp desperation in her voice that drew Jack’s interest. Nadine wanted this for the Gutter, and badly. “This is something Blaise needs, too, but I don’t think Emrys is enough to keep him stable.”

      Jack crossed his arms. “Are you insinuating that I should go with him? Because we’re…partners or some such?” He uttered a derisive snort. “You forgetting I punched him in the face the first time we met?”

      Nadine pinned him with a knowing look. She saw through his dragonshit. Jack made a face at her, annoyed. He had a reputation to maintain, after all. Couldn’t have people thinking Wildfire Jack, Scourge of the Untamed Territory, was cuddly and lovable as a jackalope.

      “Maybe I think it would be good for you,” she said.

      His brows knit at her new ploy. “What?”

      The Healer crossed her arms. “You forget this place is a rumor mill? I heard you intend to spend more time with your daughter. This is the perfect chance.” Then she leaned closer to him. “And your wife is about to travel to Confederation territory, and you need a worthwhile distraction. I can’t imagine what it’s going to do to you when your brain catches up with the fact that she’s not here, and you have to wait and fret about her.”

      “I don’t fret,” Jack grumbled. “I brood.”

      “Fine, brood. When you brood, you tend to get violent.”

      He shrugged. “Ain’t nothing wrong with that.”

      Nadine heaved a pained sigh. She was the one who healed him when his tendencies put him on the receiving end of a beat-down. “What I’m saying is, Blaise needs someone he can trust. Emmaline is one of his closest friends. And you? You’re going to need a distraction, even if you don’t think you do right now. You’ve worked with him before, and you know him. Blaise is comfortable around you, no matter how much of an ornery cuss you are.”

      “Did he tell you that?” Jack was genuinely curious.

      “In not so many words,” Nadine said. She licked her lips. “Consider going with him, that’s all I ask. Fortitude will be fine. More mages arrive every week. We’re not as soft a target as we once were.”

      She was right, but he would still worry about his town. He rubbed the back of his neck. “I’ll think about it. You said there were two things. What’s the second?”

      Nadine crossed her arms, pinning him with another of her no-nonsense looks. “Your wife.”

      Jack went rigid. He’d approached Nadine about Kittie’s problem, and the Healer had taken pains to speak to the Pyromancer. Kittie hadn’t appreciated it at all. “Yeah?”

      “Mindy’s going along for several reasons. Kittie is one of ‘em,” Nadine started. Jack couldn’t hide his surprise at the revelation, but the Healer didn’t give him room to comment before plowing on. “She won’t listen to me, but she might listen to Mindy. At any rate, a Hospitalier will have good instincts about what to shovel into her body to keep her healthy. And that ain’t liquor.” Nadine snorted with disdain.

      Jack relaxed. That wasn’t a bad idea. He liked Mindy—he’d go so far as to say he trusted her, which wasn’t true of most people. Jack cocked his head. He wasn’t used to people doing thoughtful things for those he cared about, not like that. “Thanks.”

      The Healer gave him a rare smile. “Don’t mention it. And I mean that literally. Don’t mention it, because I’m not sure I could heal myself if she took offense and barbecued me.”
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            CHAPTER SIX

          

          THE ONE AND ONLY FLORA STROP

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Blaise

      

      

      Blaise smiled, reminiscing on the previous night. Asking Jefferson to show him new places in the dreamscape had been the diversion he needed. Jefferson’s enthusiasm for travel was downright infectious, and they had both awoken in a pleasant mood. Well, Blaise had, anyway. As usual, Jefferson had languished in bed for another hour while Blaise readied the bakery for the day’s work. Jefferson didn’t get up before the sun if he could help it.

      Now Jefferson was off at another meeting, and Blaise was preparing a baker’s dozen of the meat-filled buns that they had enjoyed the previous evening. He lost himself to the familiar work of kneading the dough, his mind drifting to Jefferson. And how in a few short days, Jefferson would leave him.

      No, that was the wrong way to think of it. Blaise wrinkled his nose as he reconsidered. Jefferson wasn’t leaving because he wanted to, but because it was necessary. And he’s not leaving me—not leaving this…whatever we have. That was noteworthy. A small part of Blaise wanted to be selfish and keep Jefferson here for himself. If he asked Jefferson to stay, Blaise had no doubt that he would. But the thing Jefferson was going to do was bigger than the both of them. It was important, and Jefferson’s political savvy and deep ties to Ganland would help their cause. Didn’t mean that Blaise had to be happy he was leaving, though.

      Someone poked his shoulder, and he spun, heart racing as he found Emmaline giving him a squinty-eyed look that would have made her father proud. “What?”

      “I asked you a question three times, and you’re standing there gathering wool. What’s going on?” Her hands were on her hips, her blonde ponytail swinging at her back.

      He winced, glancing around the bakery. His bakery. It was one of the few places he could always stay on track—though apparently not today. Sheepishly, he turned back to the dough. “Oh, I guess this is ready to be rolled out so we can add the meat and cheese. Sorry. I was thinking.”

      Emmaline’s face softened. She understood the traumas of his past in her own way. He still didn’t know what had happened to her at Fort Courage, but he knew it wasn’t good. In the time between her rescue and the gambit that had freed him from the Golden Citadel, she had changed. She’d become a little harder, like her father. Jaded. Sometimes angry. Blaise understood that, too.

      “The diced ham is ready.” She nodded to a nearby ceramic bowl. “Sometimes you think too much.”

      “I have to think about the people I care about.” Blaise laid out a sphere of dough before taking a rolling pin to it. “I’m not about to stop doing that.”

      “I don’t think that’s what she’s saying,” Reuben piped up quietly from across the small bakery, where he had been decorating a tray of cookies while he waited for customers. It was late morning, and they weren’t busy. “You latch onto things and worry them to shreds.”

      “I do not,” Blaise muttered, feeling the back of his neck warm at the good-natured accusation. A part of him realized they were probably right. But it wasn’t like he knew how to change that part of himself. Not without losing the ability to care about people. Or to just care.

      Emmaline opened her mouth to say something, but the jingle of the bell over the door cut her off. Reuben straightened, setting down his piping bag to see to the customer, when they saw it was Jack. The outlaw swaggered into the bakery, all business, and by the way he draped an arm atop the glass display case, Blaise figured he hadn’t come for a donut.

      But it didn’t hurt to coddle the Effigest’s sweet tooth. And it would take the focus off himself, which was a bonus. Blaise set aside his rolling pin. “Morning, Jack. Want a donut? On the house.”

      Emmaline huffed out a breath, seeing through his plot. Amusement flickered in her father’s eyes, as if he knew he had interrupted something with his entrance. “I’m not fool enough to turn down a donut.”

      “I got it, Reuben,” Blaise called, slipping over to snag a piece of waxed paper so that he could retrieve a donut.

      The outlaw watched his every move like a hawk preparing to stoop on prey. “Word is you’re going to Rainbow Flat.”

      Blaise froze for a beat, then forced himself to finish the task. He straightened, handing the donut over to Jack. “Might be. Not sure if I want to leave the bakery, though.” That was always a worthwhile excuse. And truth be told, Blaise didn’t want to leave it. He loved every inch of the place.

      That was the wrong thing to say, though. Reuben bounced on his heels, his face suddenly animated. “You can go if you need to, Blaise. We can make the basics. Did it before, and we’re so much better at it now.”

      Blaise blinked, stymied by the teenager’s words. It was true, too. Reuben and Emmaline had run the bakery when he and Jack had taken a previous ill-fated trip into Desina. And while he had been…never mind. Best not to think of that.

      “Won’t be a we thing because Emmaline won’t be here,” Jack said, interrupting Blaise’s train of thought. Emmaline shot a look at her father that was half glare and half amazement at his audacity. “’Cause she’ll be going to Rainbow Flat with me.” The outlaw punctuated the statement with a bite of his donut, ignoring the motes of powdered sugar that fell to his chest.

      At that, Emmaline’s expression shifted yet again. This time, excitement reigned. “Wait, Rainbow Flat? We’re going to Rainbow

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/high-quality-transparent-logo-01.jpg
Has It LLC





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
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,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/heading-gradient-rule-screen.png





OEBPS/images/dreamer-color.jpg
_PHI!
“Biter End.

G"!v‘g}" TERRITORY

1S Fortitude  sAsylum
=% g

ABKTHE Gurier “Rainbow Flat ‘\

> A Basie Y
L ~ Sumations

Bunibridge 3 ronrun® MELLAS Courge’s End
ondig

e
‘GANLAND

%
-y, siormwatch
KNOSSAS %

Figuater

iy S Harbor







OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen.png






OEBPS/images/totom-set-2-ebook.jpg





