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A great many words have been written about the sorts of places Halflings live, such as cozy burrows in hillsides full of comfortable furnishings, delicious meals, and very little adventure. Those burrows are, of course, surrounded by beautiful gardens and peaceful shade trees, under which young Halflings can have picnics, enjoy a little bite of something with a loved one, or occasionally just lay back and dream of their next meal.

The actual truth of it is that Halflings set up their shires in a wide variety of areas. Anywhere that hasn’t already been overrun with Humans is pretty much fair game for them. As Halfling Elders of Bowlbyshire are wont to say, untamed lands cry for a kitchen. And indeed, a nice place to eat is usually the first development in any given locale, as workers will need a place for their first breakfasts, second breakfasts, et cetera.

Bowlbyshire was ostensibly named for the Bowlby Clan—an old, prestigious family name that suggested wealth, power, and fancy meals—but everybody just called it the Bog.

Instead of burrows, Bowlbyshire Halflings lived either in pole-houses or houseboats. Pole houses were stout wooden constructions perching atop poles sunk deep into the swamp, high enough to avoid the high water that came during monsoon seasons. Pole-houses clustered together in groups, sharing wooden walkways between them, with bridges and stairwells leading to other clusters or docks. Houseboats often remained lashed to swamp trees but floated free, so it didn’t matter if the waters rose or fell. Occasionally a houseboat Halfling would grow disenchanted with her neighbors, and then the ungainly vehicle would go trundling through the Bog, tugged by ropes and pushed by poles, in search of a new address. Postal delivery in the Bog was, at best, a complex and uncertain industry.

Halflings in the Bog ate well—loading up their plates with oysters and clams, water-bugs, and whisker-fish, rice from the paddies, and the fresh vegetables that grew in the shallows or in their elevated gardens. A hundred flavors of mushrooms ensured a wide variety of dishes, and several families were constantly fighting—botanically speaking—to develop the hottest pepper available for the gumbo and jambalaya. Goats and pigs either lived in elevated pens or in temporary fenced enclosures on the islands that rose and sank amid the Bog as currents and tides gathered them or broke them apart. It was not at all uncommon to see a Halfling ranchhand taking a goat or pig for an early morning stroll along the raised walkways to give them a break from their pens. Many homes had chicken or pigeon coops built at their edges, or slung underneath their pole houses.

Like Halflings everywhere, Bog-folk were generally good-natured and got along like buttered toast, although most butter in Bowlbyshire came from goats instead of cows, which was what most visitors to the Bog charitably described as an acquired taste. Also like Halflings everywhere, the Bog Elders came up with brand-new old sayings on the regs.

But sometimes, two Halflings would reach an impasse and a fight might break out because of it. Most fights ended when somebody took a header into the swamp, but occasionally things escalated, and that was why Bimble Gracklepatch was busily sharpening the long knife she used for splitting gourds and cutting the heads off whisker-fish. She hummed and whistled while she pedaled the stone wheel with her bare feet. Her tight, springy black curls were tied back in a blue scarf and sweat droplets dotted her full, dark cheeks. She raised the knife and checked the edge against the pad of her thumb. Not quite there, but it was getting close.

She heard footsteps on the wooden planks forming the walkway up to her house, but ignored them until the visitor knocked on the door.

“It open, wey,” she called over the grinding of her blade against the stone. Sparks flew against a damp towel she’d hung over the back of a chair just for that purpose.

The square door opened and in stepped Molto Stubbtoe, the Reeve of Bowlbyshire himself. His short hair twists stuck out like the spines of a sea urchin and his skin was the same color as the mangrove tree bark—at least, when it wasn’t covered with moss. His shirt had brass buttons on it and his badge of office was pinned to his collar—a four-pointed star inside a circle. He was dabbing away sweat from his forehead with a handkerchief. “Mornin’, Bim. Gonna be a hot one today, wey?”

“Mornin’ yourself, Reeve Stubbtoe.”

He raised a finger. “Now don’t you be gettin’ all formal with me, Bim. We been friends too long for dat.”

She said nothing and continued humming as she worked, grinding the edge on her blade until it might be sharp enough to cut through air, water, and fire. 

“Bim, what you up to?” he asked after a moment.

“Sharpenin’.”

“Dat blade was already sharp an hour ago from de look of it.”

“Gonna go have a chat with Royna.”

“Wit’ de knife? You mean to cause her harm?”

“Well, Molto, dat de real mystery, wey?” Bimble raised the blade and wiped it clean of metal dust with a rag. Then, to make a point, she dropped the rag across the blade edge, and it parted cleanly into two pieces.

“You know I can’t allow you to hurt nobody,” Molto said, mopping sweat from his brow again. It was a humid morning in the Bog, the sort where the Elders said it ain’t so much walkin’ to work as it’s swimmin’.

“Maybe I just gonna talk to her,” Bimble said.

“Then how ‘bout you leave dat blade home, wey?”

Bimble stamped her foot suddenly. “I caught her smashin’ gerbils with Bezny Tailor. Right here, Molto. In my bed! I’m gonna have to burn de whole thing down to de floor now and get another one. You know how hard it is to carry a mattress into a pole-house?”

Molto, who lived in a house boat, shook his head. “Look, Bim, you can’t just talk it over with Royna? Maybe it was a—a mistake.”

Bimble snorted. “Oh. Sure. She mistakenly fell into de bed and was lookin’ for her keys. Who knows? Maybe Bezny mistakenly sat on dem, and dat’s why Royna was feelin’ around down there, wey?”

“Now, Bim—”

“Molto, I can’t blame Bezny. She de innocent in all dis, but Royna? She one devious swampwitch, wey? She took my heart first, and den she bored of it. You don’t know what dat’s like. Your wife’s satisfied with you. But Royna . . . she never satisfied.”

A gasp from the doorway made them both turn and look. Royna stood there, wearing a brand-new sky-blue blouse that had almost certainly been a gift from Bezny Tailor. “I . . . I come for my things,” she said hesitantly. Her dark eyes were wide in her light tan face, and her lips were painted . . . like a whore’s, Bimble thought.

Bimble looked at Royna, her now former lover. Then she looked down toward the knife in her hand as if she’d just remembered she held it.

Molto raised both of his hands. “Now, Bimble, don’t you be—”

Bimble’s eyes narrowed, and looked back up toward Royna.

“Eek!” Royna yelped, and she ran from the house.

Bimble lit out after her, dodging gracefully around the startled Reeve. “Bimble!” he yelled. “Don’t you do nothin’ you’ll regret!”

“I regret nothin’!” she shouted back. “Hold up, Royna, I just wanna talk to you for a minute!” She raced down the planks after the fleeing Royna.

Royna hopped onto the stairway rail, polished smooth by generations of Halflings, and slid all the way down. “Watch you don’t get a splinter in de backside, cherie!” cackled an older woman.

Bimble ran after her, eschewing the rail but taking the steps two at a time. She brandished her knife occasionally when she remembered she was holding it.

Now at the dock level, Royna had to duck and twist through the morning marketplace. Children shrieked in gleeful surprise and catcalls abounded from the vendors and shoppers as they realized their daily entertainment had come to them. The regular fiddle-and-jug band entertaining the market struck up a joyful, blisteringly fast piece that was perfect counterpoint to the unfolding chase scene.

“Make a hole! Out de way!” Bimble yelled as she ducked beneath two Halflings carrying a plank. Ahead of her, Royna pulled down a stack of boxes across the path, earning an angry shout from the vendor. Bimble leaped, but her foot caught one of the boxes, and she went sprawling onto the plank path. Her long-knife flew from her grasp and stuck into a nearby pole-house pole, quivering like an arrow in a target. She glanced toward it mournfully, knowing she didn’t have time to retrieve it, then scrambled back to her feet and ran after Royna. Behind her, marketplace children pelted after her, laughing and cheering.

They were past the vendor market in a few seconds, leaving behind a puffing Molto Stubbtoe and whistles and cheers. Royna reached the end of the dock and didn’t even break a stride as she jumped for one of the overhead ropes used for loading cargo. She swung out over the swamp water and let go just in time to crash down onto a boat loaded with chickens.

Bimble followed right after her, grabbing another rope and swinging to the barge. She smashed through a coop roof in an explosion of feathers. It took her a moment to gather her wits as her entire world seemed to be full of angry clucking and flapping wings. She shoved her way out of the coop to the boat deck, and a flung egg caught her right in her breastbone. She yelped, more surprised than hurt, and then ducked as Royna hurled another egg at her.

“Get off me boat, y’all shitasses!” The woman on the boat screamed at both of them around her corncob pipe, and brandished the steering oar. 

Bimble grabbed the nearest weapon at hand, which happened to be an extremely surprised rooster. He squawked his dismay in counterpoint to the screaming boatwoman, with cheers and jeers from the onlookers forming a chorus along the dock. Royna rose to meet Bimble, a chicken of her own clutched in her hand and fire in her eyes.

With a sound like a cracking whip, the boatwoman brought her paddle across Royna’s backside, and Royna flew off the boat into the water with an angry, pained yell. A joyful hurrah arose from those gathered to enjoy the free show. Bimble, rooster still clutched in one hand, ran to the edge of the boat and pointed at Royna. “Dat teach you to cheat, you swampwitch! Now—” Another crack of the paddle and Bimble splashed into the water beside Royna, her backside stinging.

“Get on wid y’all,” the boatwoman shouted, somehow still keeping her pipe clenched in her teeth.

A rowboat pulled up beside the two furious and embarrassed Halflings, too tired to keep fighting. Molto peered over the side into the water. “Now den, if you two cheries done raisin’a ruckus, maybe we dry you off, go get a pint, and talk about ya new job, wey?”

Bimble narrowed her eyes at Molto. “What new job?”
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Bimble sat in the Durinsday Night Supper Club, one of the many restaurants in the Bog, having a light restorative in the form of a plate of fried oysters, okra, and chips. She’d finished her first bottle of Ole Gaffer, and was thinking pretty hard about ordering a second, since it seemed that Molto was buying. Her clothes were still damp from her plunge in the swamp, steaming themselves dry from her smoldering anger. Royna had disappeared after Molto returned his boat to the shore, and to be honest, Bimble didn’t care any longer where she was. She was done with that swampwitch for good.

“Pass de malt vinegar, cherie,” Molto asked, working on his whisker-fish po’boy.

Bimble slid the bottle across the table to him, because no matter how steamed she might be, she wasn’t rude. She thumped her chest, driving out a polite belch to satisfy the server, who’d been hovering nearby. “All right, Molto. What new job?”

“It like dis. You too good for de Bog, Bim.” The Reeve held up a hand to forestall her argument, sensing her ire raising once again. “I don’t mean dat as an offense. You de smartest person I know. Always de smartest person in de room, wey.”

Bimble snorted. “Ain’t hard to find someone smarter than you, Stubbtoe.” But she said it gently, because in spite of everything, she was fond of Molto, and if you can’t poke your friend’s eye, you best not poke nobody else’s neither.

“What I mean to say is dat you meant for greater t’ings. You wastin’ your life chasin’ after fugitive swans, mushroom thieves, and whoever stole Phebei Saltwater’s crackleberry pie from her windowsill last Mercredi.”

Bimble dipped a fried oyster into the small bowl of swampfire sauce at the side of the plate and popped it into her mouth. The smoky heat lit a bonfire in her belly and spread down to her toes and up to her nose. “Bidget Rumblefoot took it. I was gonna speak to her about makin’ amends to Phebei.”

“Don’t you mind dat. I talk to her me self. Now you listen, Bimble Gracklepatch. You know ‘bout Brazzer’s Landing, up coast a ways. Well, de last King’s Post brought me a message from de Watch. De postman, he say he droppin’ de same note in every village on his route.”

Bimble’s heartbeat shifted into a faster dance. Was Molto going where she hoped he was with this? At times, the Reeve’s roundabout way of getting to the point was charming, but right now, Bimble wished he’d quit fartin’ ‘round and drop de shit. She ate a piece of fried okra and waited.

“De Watch lookin’ for new blood. Dey askin’ for recommends from all de Reeves in de Shires.”

“Are you gonna tell dem ‘bout me?”

“Pshaw! You t’ink I just fall off de chicken boat today?” Molto laughed at his own joke. “Dis was a full White Moon ago. I already send me answer back straightaway. And den today, new letter from King’s Post come.” He grinned. “Bet you can guess what it say.”

Bimble snorted. “Well, don’t keep a girl in suspense.”

“You want a job with de Watch? It yours. You gonna go to de big city. Solve real crimes. So when I say you too good for de Bog, dat what I mean.”

“Dat’s . . . Dat’s . . .” Bimble couldn’t find the words to say how she felt, and then surprised herself completely by bursting into tears.

Molto came around the table and put his arms around her, letting her sniffle into his shoulder. “Dere, dere,” he said into her thick, kinky curls. “Let it all out, cherie. Nothin’ brings up an appetite like a good cry, as de Elders like to say. I’ll get some crackleberry pie. My treat.” He signaled the server to bring them some large wedges of it.

Bimble laughed through her tears. “Those Elders. They got a sayin’ for everythin’.”

“I guess when you get old, you get wise, wey? Or at least, you make people think so.”

She wiped her nose on her sleeve. The blouse was already due for washing after her plunge. It smelled like swampwater, and so, she suspected, did she. “When do I leave?”

“Oh, I figure you head out on de next carriage train. Due here tomorrow, wey? Dat give you just about enough time to wrap up your business here and pack your bag. No time to mess with Royna now.”

“That cow. Wormed her way into my bed and my house and now she already chasin’ new tail.”

“Womenfolk like her, dey ain’t never satisfied. She done someone wrong before you, I’m sure. And she gonna do someone else wrong after.”

“You done could’ve let me kill her,” Bimble suggested. “Rid de Bog of a troublemaker for you.”

“You ain’t no murderer, Bim. And dere will be no killin’ in de Bog on my watch,” Molto said. “Even for dem who might as such deserve such a fate.” He paused. “But dat do remind me . . . I t’ink you might want dis back.” He pulled Bimble’s long-knife from beneath his shirt. “I saw you drop it and thought, hey, Molto, she gonna want dat blade back. So I snagged it.” He handed it to her.

Bimble looked down the blade. It was still sharp enough to slice a hair the long way.

“Brazzer’s Landing a big city, and you not dat big, Bimble. Better you have a pigsticker to make dem t’ink twice if dey gonna try to mug you.”

“Who’s going to mug a member of the Watch?”

Molto shrugged. “How would I know? Cityfolk.” He said this last like it was an epithet.

And knowing him, Bimble thought, it might well have been. She slid the knife back into its sheath on her belt. “Sit you back down, Molto. Your po’boy is gettin’ cold.” She raised a finger toward the server. “I’ll take another bottle of Ole Gaffer, please.”

“Better make it two,” Molto said. “If we gonna celebrate, we gonna do right by it, cherie.”

The two Halflings made the most of their meal, each cleaning their plates of food and finishing off the meal with the promised crackleberry pie. Bimble let the namesake berries pop and crackle in her mouth like water on a hot oiled pan. The fizzy sensation made crackleberries incredibly popular, Everybody and their grandmother had a recipe for crackleberry bread, or crackleberry scones, or crackleberry ham glaze. Bimble had never heard an Elder speak about them, but she’d have been astonished if they didn’t have a few dozen old sayings about crackleberries.

On her way out of the Durinsday, Bimble spotted Royna sitting on the deck of a pole-house, having her mushroom-line braids re-done so they wouldn’t smell of swampwater. Royna stuck her tongue out at Bimble, who responded with a rude Orcish gesture she’d learned the last time a couple of them wandered through the area, displaced from their Horde and looking for trouble.

She climbed back up a ladder to the floor of her pole-house. Once there, she proceeded to go through her abode, finding anything and everything that belonged to Royna, or that Royna might have touched, and crammed them all into the Dwarven cast-iron stove. She had to wait for the fire to burn some of it to ash before she could add her bedding to the blaze. It filled the house with a stink worse than the swamp in high ‘skeeter season. To Bimble, it smelled like vengeance.

She wrestled the mattress through the door by herself, hollered “Y’all look out below,” and slid it beneath the rail of the deck. It tumbled down to hit the water with a splat. It would get waterlogged and sink in a couple of minutes, and then the whisker-fish could go through and eat up any remnants Royna and Bezny might have left upon it in their gerbil-smashing.

Feeling the catharsis of her victory, Bimble turned her attention to her own problem—namely, what she should take with her to Brazzer’s Landing. It wasn’t like she was going to a foreign country where she didn’t speak the language or held no currency. There would be stores there where she could acquire anything she needed. In all likelihood, the choices there would be much further-ranging than what she could get at Johnno Copperpenny’s General Store and Post Office anyway.

She took a barely-used valise from the depths of her closet. Clothing, she thought. At least she wouldn’t need to buy a bunch of new clothes. She threw a few changes into the valise, along with a sachet to keep them smelling like wildflowers in between washings. She packed her few toiletries—her bath brush, her teeth brush, and the scrubby cloth for her face. Most importantly, she added the big jar of cockernut oil for her hair and skin, because she tended to get ashy if she didn’t apply it regularly. 

Bimble looked at her valise. It seemed disappointingly empty, but she didn’t really have anything else to pack. By nature, she wasn’t particularly into the acquisition of stuff, so she hadn’t filled up her pole-house with trinkets, baubles, or bric-a-brac. Some Halflings loved stuff, and their houses creaked with the weight of it on their poles. Oh well, she thought. She’d never been materialistic, and didn’t see herself changing anytime soon.

She buckled her valise shut, stepped out of the house, and locked the door. She leaned on the railing of the deck around her house for a minute, looking out at the Bog, where she’d spent her entire life. Her dreams had been about her doing great things as long as she could remember, but this was the first time it felt like maybe that was going to come to pass. She drank in the sights of Bowlbyshire: the tall trees with their odd tent-like roots, draped with vines and moss; the pole-houses jutting from the water like storks perching on one leg; the houseboats like mother ducks, trailing their dinghies behind like ducklings. Most of all, though she looked at the people. Brown faces, white faces, black faces, almost uniformly in good spirits as they went about the business of their day. These were good people, she knew. No matter how far she ranged from Bowlbyshire in her quest to solve mysteries, she would think often of this place and come back when she was able.

She picked up her valise and crossed the planks to her neighbor’s house, an older woman named Gancy Chubbitt, who bottled her own pepper sauces and sold them at the market. Gancy’s door was open and the smells coming from her kitchen were enough to make Bimble’s eyes water. Still, she knocked politely on the open door. “Miz Chubbitt? It’s Bimble.”

Gancy poked her head out of the kitchen. She had Dwarf-made goggles over her eyes and wore heavy leather gloves. “Oh, hello cherie!” she called. “Jus’ a moment. I got orange sauce at de crucial stage.” Gancy disappeared back into the kitchen. A moment later, there came a loud foomph sound and a belch of black smoke burst forth from the kitchen. Bimble, who’d been Gancy’s neighbor long enough not to be alarmed, merely waited patiently.

Gancy stepped out of the kitchen. Her face was blackened from soot and her locked hair stood up wildly, but she was grinning from ear to ear, her teeth white as oyster pearls. She peeled off the gloves, which Bimble noted were heavily scarred from the dangerously corrosive pepper juices that formed the basis for her best sauces. “You off, wey?” She raised the goggles up to her forehead.

“I just leavin’. Thought I could leave my key with you?”

“For sure, for sure. You gonna come back soon?”

“I will when I can. Dey probably don’t have good home cookin’ in Brazzer’s Landing.”

“Den you best take summa dis wit’ you, cherie. My best fire sauce. You don’t want to eat city folk food wit’ no flavor to it.” Gancy handed her a small bottle of a deep orange sauce, tightly stoppered with a corked cap. “Now you got taste of home, wey?”

Bimble felt tears in her eyes, and not just from the fumes coming from Gancy’s kitchen. “Thank you, Gancy.”

“Oh, pshaw. You come back for the First Night Boil, and we send you back to de city a few pounds heavier.”

First Night Boil was a legendary feast in the Bog: a shire-wide potluck to celebrate the new year, with crab, oyster, and mudbug boil featured prominently.

“That sounds fantastic, Gancy.”

The older Halfling embraced her. “You go now, Bimble Gracklepatch. You show dem city-folk how we do it down here in de Bog, wey?”

“I’ll make y’all proud,” Bimble said.
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The carriage train to Brazzer’s Landing was a three-day journey from Bowlbyshire. Bimble rode in the first carriage, along with the other five passengers. The passenger carriage was pulled by a team of four draft horses that plodded along at a steady resolute pace that Bimble suspected they wouldn’t break for anything short of a pack of wolves, or perhaps a tiger. Behind them came three wagons of cargo, pulled by oxen. Two of the cargo wagons were only covered with canvas tarpaulins, while the passenger carriage and supply wagons had solid wooden roofs, arched to provide the illusion of spaciousness while deflecting precipitation from the passengers and supply.

The train was what Bimble would call barely-staffed, with only eight drivers trading off in shifts while the others ate, rested, or slept. If they were passing through the bandit-laden wild forests, or the goblin-laden wild mountains, the crew might have a security force accompanying them. But these lands had been conquered many years ago, and the biggest risk to a cargo train like this was muddy spots on the road.

The first day, Bimble amused herself by writing notes in her journal, profiling the other passengers and teamsters. She used a shorthand she’d developed herself to keep prying eyes from examining what she wrote. The one time someone asked what she was writing, she just smiled and said “I’m just makin’ a list of all de t’ings I gonna do when I get to Brazzer’s Landin’.” And that seemed to satisfy their curiosity.

As she listened to herself speak, and to the others, it occurred to her that she should make an effort to sound a little less like a bumpkin from the Bog. After all, she was going to a big city to do an important job for the Watch. It wouldn’t do for her to sound quite so informal. She resolved to make an effort to sound a little more, well, hoity-toity.

The passengers were an eclectic bunch. There were the Human siblings, Timbit and Tradie Vixton, who were traveling to Brazzer’s Landing to claim their inheritance from the executor of their father’s estate. Bimble gathered that their father had been a reasonably successful adventurer—not, perhaps, up to the level of the legendary Flupp Reginald, who’d successfully retrieved some of the world’s rarest and most powerful artifacts. Neither of the Vixton children had followed in their father’s footsteps; Timbit raised goats and Tradie was a cheesemaker.

Another Halfling shared a seat with Bimble, as between them, they took up the same amount of space as a Human. He was a pleasant fellow named Collier Inklevart. Unlike the majority of Bowlbyshire Halflings, he was pale, with hair the color of flax and a sparkling smile. He was relocating his insurance business to Brazzer’s Landing after paying out too many claims in Wilmasnatch for his liking. Bimble had no idea what insurance was, but she could tell he was very good at it, whatever it was. With that smile, he could probably get a Necromancer to buy stock in healing potions. He made a pass at her, so she explained that she preferred ladies as partners. He nodded, smiled that dangerous smile again, and said that was just fine with him. He didn’t flirt again—except in his capacity as a highly skilled salesman—so Bimble let him try to explain insurance anyway, which he did . . . at length . . . and she still didn’t quite understand what it was.

Across from them was a brusque young Dwarf, Harbus Mosterby. His beard barely reached to his curving belly. He had intricate steel wire beads wrapped around the braided plaits of his beard. He was much less boisterous than many of his kind, which Bimble thought might be due to the fact that his journey was essentially his admission of failure. He was only passing through Brazzer’s Landing on his way to the MacAwea Road beneath the Daeroph Mountains. He’d spent a few fruitless years prospecting in the mountains to the north and found nothing but diggings already played dry.

The last passenger in the carriage was the Elf, Voulouis Nitrilo. Fortunately for everyone else in the carriage, he wasn’t a particularly egregious example of his kind. Elves, Bimble knew, didn’t care for bathing, preferring instead to cover up their odor with floral perfumes. It gave most Elves flowery ass stank. Anyone can smell like swampwater, but he knock a buzzard off de shitwagon at twenty paces. A Bog Elder, quoting that truism would typically follow it up with a solemn Bless his heart and shake their heads knowingly. Nitrilo spent the first day staring out the carriage window, not speaking to anyone. When he finally opened up a little later, it was to announce that he was traveling to his ancestral homeland of Balideaux Forest and nobody was going to stop him.

Bimble shrugged. There wasn’t anything weird about returning to one’s homeland, so she didn’t quite understand why he was so defensive about it. Then, that night, the men struck up a card game outside the carriage after dinner, along with a couple of the drivers. Bimble learned that Nitrilo was hard up for cash, and not a very good card player. He took losing more personally than, say an average amateur gambler. She suspected he owed money to someone and was either heading to Balideaux to try to absolve himself of the debt, or he was fleeing there in the hopes his brethren would take him in and defend him against collection agents.

The carriage train was a family affair, operated by a married couple, Michan and Coria Millner, Coria’s sister Jemmalin, and Michan and Coria’s son Loe, who was barely tall enough to climb onto a driver’s seat without help. Two Halflings rounded out the driving team. Stedio Noodlesauce and Poblano Redjacket were strictly contractors, signed on for working passage. When the train reached its final stop, they would receive their pay and head off onto their next great adventure, whatever it might be.

It was an eclectic group of travelers, and Bimble had found her profiling to be an entertaining exercise to keep herself busy while the wagon wheels slowly ate up the miles.

She might have thought nothing more of it, if Timbit Vixton hadn’t been murdered.

* * *
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Nobody had seen Timbit that morning. The train had paused for the travelers to stretch their legs, have their morning constitutionals in the roadside brush, and refill the draft teams’ feed bags. Everyone probably assumed he’d gone off by himself; not everyone was comfortable shitting where other folks could hear their ass cheeks flapping. If y’all ashamed to break de morning wind, don’t eat de nighttime gumbo.

But when Poblano Redjacket had opened the back of the last wagon to scoop some feed into the horses’ nosebags, he’d seen a hand poking out from amid the bags of grain. For such a small man, the volume of his yell had been impressive, and the sight of him staggering off the side of the road to heave up his second breakfast, first breakfast, midnight snack, and possibly the previous night’s supper would have alarmed anyone.

As angry, unfounded accusations and fearful wails hurled back and forth amongst the travelers, Bimble’s heart went out to Tradie Vixton, and she took several minutes to comfort the young woman. “Don’t you worry, cherie,” she said. “I’m gonna find out who took your brother from you.”

Tradie blew her nose into the handkerchief Bimble had handed her to sop up her tears. “I just don’t understand,” she said, her breath hitching in her chest. “Timbit never hurt nobody. Even the goats loved him. Oh, do you want this back?” She held up the soaking handkerchief.

“Ah, no. You keep it, in case you need it again,” Bimble said. “I’m gonna go take a look at the, uh, at your brother. To look for clues, wey?”

Tradie nodded.

“It’s a bad business,” Michan kept saying. “Ain’t never had nobody die on the road before. Not even when that Dwarf brought cakes that had gone over.”

“I’ll figure it out, Monsieur Michan,” Bimble told him. “I was a Law Officer in Bowlbyshire, and I’ll be on the Watch in Brazzer’s Landing. Can I count on you for your help?”

He nodded.

“Good, then boost me up, wey? And watch the hands.”

Michan lifted her into the back of the wagon. A subdued Poblano and Stedio had moved the bags of grain off Timbit’s body so Bimble could have a good long look at him. Michan passed her a lantern since the wagon had wooden sides and couldn’t be rolled back to let in the daylight. She held it as close as she could to Timbit and began her examination. She took a good look at his hands and feet. Then, she checked his clothes for unexpected tearing or cuts, and searched his pockets. Finally, she examined his head. There was no mistaking the dark bruises around his throat.

He’d been strangled.

Bimble stepped to the back of the wagon to find the entire group of travelers and drivers assembled behind it, staring back at her.

“Well?” Michan asked.

“He definitely been murdered,” Bimble said. “I’m gonna need to make some notes, but I got some ideas already.”

“So yer sayin’ one o’ ye is a murderer?” asked Mosterby, the Dwarf.

“One of us,” Bimble corrected. “I’m not discountin’ anyone as a suspect just yet, includin’ you, sir.”

“Me?” Mosterby’s eyes widened and his beard bristled. “I’m no killer!”

“Well, that remains to be seen. Meanwhile, I think it’s best if we hold off startin’ back on the road,” said Bimble.

Nitrilo frowned. “I have places to be, Halfling.”

She smiled back at him. “We all got places to be, Monsieur. And we’ll be getting’ back on the road in an hour or two. I just need time to get my case in order.”

“Oh, you’re going to solve ze crime?” Nitrilo sneered. “Zis should be entertaining.” He waved at her. “Well, proceed.”

“As I said, sir, I need one or two hours to finish de investigation.” As Bimble grew more irritated by the Elf’s haughty attitude, she heard her Bog accent growing stronger and forced herself to calm down. It was hard enough for most tall folks to take Halflings seriously when they didn’t sound like bumpkins that had swamp slime behind their ears.

“Do you understand what a connection is? I’ve got another carriage train to catch, and if I miss it because zis one arrives late in Brazzer’s Landing, I’ll have to spend more zan a week in zat awful city. So, we’ve all seen you writing down your notes and chatting with us. You said you’re a Law Officer. Go on zen, solve ze crime so we can all leave.” He smiled triumphantly. Clearly, he thought she was going to back down in embarrassment.

Bimble would enjoy proving him wrong.

“Very well,” she said. “Y’all sit yourselves down now, and we’ll have this out right now, wey?” Some of the travelers and crew shrugged and sat on wagon sideboards or on the ground. Others leaned against wagon wheels. Bimble took out her notebook, opened it to a blank page, and wrote down the names of everyone in the group, and then showed it to them. “Here’s the list of suspects. Everyone here, wey?”

“Ye put yer own name on there, lassie,” said Harbus Mosterby.

Bimble nodded. “Shouldn’t I be a suspect? At least initially? Y’all have no idea who done it. It could be me. But it wasn’t me.” She crossed out her name, then crossed out the other Halflings Noodlesauce, Redjacket, and Inklevart. She also crossed out young Loe Millner, and his aunt Jemmalin. “I’m gonna tell y’all something now. Timbit was strangled, plain as day. Ain’t a one of those I crossed out could have done that to Mr. Vixton.”

“Oh, come now!” Nitrilo protested. “Halflings are well-known to be murderers.”

Bimble smiled back at him. “Gonna let that remark pass . . . Monsieur. Ten times out of ten, if a Halfling’s gonna murder someone, they gonna use a poison. ‘Sides, none of us is large enough to get our hands around the neck of a tall folk, wey? Same goes for Loe. He’s not that big yet.”

“But I’m a growing boy!” Loe protested. “I didn’t used to be able to climb onto the wagon myself, and now I can!”

“’Course you can,” Bimble said. “But you didn’t hurt Mr. Vixton, did you?”

“No, ma’am.”

“None of y’all think this young whelp might could’a done it, wey?” Bimble crossed her arms and looked over at the rest of the group.

The others mumbled and shook their heads.

“See? We’re already knockin’ down the list. And Miss Jemmalin couldn’t have done it either.”

“Why’s zat?” Nitrilo challenged.

“Well, I don’t mean to embarrass her, because she hides it pretty well, but she’s got a palsy in one arm. She ain’t got the strength in it to cause harm, much less to a full-size feller like Mr. Vixton.”

“Oh,” Nitrilo said.

Jemmalin nodded. “It’s true.” She hesitated, then raised her sleeve to show an arm that was barely more than skin stretched over bone. Her wrist was bent at an unnatural angle, with the fingers mashed together, and the thumb bent across behind them.

“And as far as Coria goes . . . Ma’am, I know you’re strong. I’ve seen you wrassle these horses like you might could be a legendary hero of old, but you’re barely taller than Mr. Mosterby. The only way you could’ve strangled him is if he were already in the feed wagon. I don’t think you could have lifted him up over the board, ‘specially in the middle of the night without raisin’ a whole ruckus.”

“So what if she killed him inside ze wagon?” Nitrilo asked. “Maybe zey were . . . being improper.”

Michan Millner stiffened at the Elf’s words. He was a large, powerful man, and Bimble knew everyone had to be thinking about him as the most likely suspect, given his size.

She turned to him. “Now that’s an interestin’ notion,” she said. “Because I know things ain’t exactly pristine between you and your wife, Mr. Millner. Like Bog Elders say, sometimes de smoothest fruit has de rotten center. I saw Coria flirtin’ a bit with Mr. Vixton, and he seemed to like it.”

Coria Millner bent her head forward in shame.

Bimble raised her hands. “I get it, Missus. He was a good-lookin’ feller, and when a good-lookin’ feller takes a bit of interest in you, it’s hard to give him the brush-off. ‘Specially when things might could be a little rough at the home hearth.”

“What’s she talking about, auntie?” Loe asked Jemmalin.

Jemmalin hushed the boy.

“But, to be fair, I saw the two of you arguin’ by the wagons, then talkin’, and then you slipped away from the wagon train durin’ the card game last night, and came back just before dawn. Now . . . I’m not gonna speculate on what y’all might have been doin’ out there in the woods all night, but I’m certain it didn’t involve stranglin’ one of your passengers. Besides, I figure if you gonna kill one of them, you not gonna leave them in a wagon. Not when you got the woods all around as a perfect place to lose a body.” She scratched Coria and Michan off the list. “Leavin’ on the list Miss Vixton, Mr. Mosterby, and Mr. Nitrilo. We makin’ progress now, wey?”

“You think I did it? Killed my own brother?” Tradie Vixton sounded genuinely appalled as a flush rose across her face.

“Truth is, you’re a good suspect, Miss,” Bimble said. “There are only three reasons to premeditate a murder, and those’d be love, money, or vengeance. But I’m gonna circle back around to you. Think I’d like to scratch a couple more names off the list first, wey?”

“Like who, lassie?” Mosterby asked. “I’ll admit, I don’t like seein’ me own name on the list, but yer process is fascinatin’. What’d be me motive for murderin’ the bloke?”

Bimble smiled. “Money, of course, Mr. Mosterby. You lost to Mr. Vixton at cards last night. Might could be you took it personally.”

Mosterby laughed. “Lassie, if I’d kilt everyone I lost at cards tae, I’d ha’e every bounty hunter in the world after me. I’m terrible at cards. Couldn’t bluff me way out of a sack.”

“You’re right about that. You are terrible at cards. I also see that you still have quite a bit of coin about you, so it ain’t about the money.”

Mosterby shrugged. “I just like playin’ cards. I don’t mind losin’ so much. It’s a fun way tae pass the time.”

Bimble nodded at him. “That was plain enough to see last night. It’s hard for me to see a motive for you, and we’re pressed for time, so I’m gonna cross you out for now.” She grinned at him. “But I reserve the right to add you back to the list if somethin’ new develops.”

Mosterby spread his hands wide. “An’ if ye find a solid reason tae do so, I’ll nae be mad.”

“What about Tradie?” Nitrilo asked. “You said she was ze good suspect. You think she did it?”

“You weed-eating smelly bastard!” Tradie said, her tone venomous.

“Hey now, there’s no need for name-callin’, wey?” Bimble said. “He’s right, Miss. And as I said before, you are a good suspect. I know you and Mr. Vixton were heading to Brazzer’s Landing to claim an inheritance. With him out of the way, you stand to get all of it. Now, I don’t pretend to know how much is at stake here, but it seems to me that half an inheritance ain’t nearly as good as all of it.”

Michan and Coria Millner looked at each other. As the owners of the wagon train, they had the law on their side when it came to travels along the kingdom’s roads. They could evict anyone from a wagon train for any reason, up to and including murder. They couldn’t legally slay a passenger, although there were numerous stories about wagon trains where just such a thing had happened. Wagon train operators generally justified the acts along some variation of the phrase, That sumbitch just needed killin’.

Bimble raised a finger for attention before the Millners decided that Tradie fell under the auspices of needing killin’. “Now, there’s just one thing I can’t figure out,” she said.

“Only one? So you have ze whole case figured out?” Nitrilo laughed.

Bimble smiled at him. “I do, but if you’ll please humor me. This is my process, wey?” She rubbed her jaw in thought. “Leavin’ the body in the wagon makes no sense. If the murderer had taken him out into the woods, we might have spent hours lookin’ for him. Or a wild animal might’ve found the body. The only reason to leave the body in the wagon is to make sure he was found. And the only reason to make sure he was found is to cast suspicions on the one who has the most to gain by Mr. Vixton’s death.”

Tradie gasped. “You do think I did it!”

“The evidence seems to point that way,” Bimble admitted.

“Zen it’s settled. Ze sister is ze killer.” Nitrilo looked triumphant.

“There’s just one more thing. Maybe you’d humor me, Monsieur Nitrilo.”

“Anything for ze detective.”

“Good. Could I see your purse for a moment?”

“My . . . purse?”

“Oui, monsieur.”

Nitrilo slowly removed the drawstring bag from inside his blouse. It clinked with coins. He handed it to Bimble, suspicion plain across his face. She chuckled. “Don’t you worry none, Monsieur. I’m no thief.” She promptly loosened the drawstring and dumped the coins out onto the ground, then squatted down to look at them.

“Wait, what are you doing?” Nitrilo screeched.

“Well, you got quite a bit of coin here, wey? Funny, that, because I’m darn sure you lost even more than Mr. Mosterby at cards last night. I even recall you sayin’ you were cleaned out.”

“I had more coins in
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