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  Prologue


It’s not personal. It’s just business.  It was a common refrain. Even in the most stale, overused idioms it was understood that business was inherently impersonal. Family was personal, business was not. That’s how it should be. That’s how it always had been, even for the Maskers, who managed to be both a family and a business. In the same conversation, one could easily feel the sharp divide between matters of family importance and matters of personal importance. Within the Masker clan, the distinction had always existed, and both elements of life were present in equal measure.
But not here, and not now.
It started with the room. They weren’t in one of the lower floors of Masker’s Antiquities. They weren’t gathered around the dining room table with biscuits and wine on the table. They weren’t in The Fox and Log, enjoying a pint between negotiations and anecdotes. They weren’t even in Beffshire. This was a neutral location. Cold, detached from any of their lives. It was in a town as near to the precise midpoint between Beffshire and East Shalia as could be located. A small side room in a large hall in a midsized city with a forgettable name. The refreshments were far from refreshing. Tepid water, stale bread, sliced cheese that had started to get hard around the edges. Food and drink calculated to ward off hunger while ensuring that pesky little things like enjoyment wouldn’t get in the way of the discussion.
This was business. Nothing personal about it. The fact that everyone in the room was related was simply an unpleasant coincidence.
Fel curled his nose at the fumes emanating from the man across from him. Fel had spent every spare leisure moment in The Fox and Log since he was twelve years old and was no stranger to the stink of various vices and general disregard for hygiene. But the smell of badgerweed always struck him as the olfactory equivalent of having the sunshine in his eyes, and Thaddeus Graves practically breathed the stuff. He was situated on the far side of the table, opposite Fel, and silently observing the discourse as though he were some sort of referee. To Fel’s right was his older sister Epiphany. Fanny to family and friends, though no one had called her that since they’d walked through the door. Presently they were in a lull in the conversation, that uncomfortable space between greetings and other mechanical, disingenuous pleasantries and the real meat and potatoes of the meeting. This gave Fel the opportunity to regard Epiphany in relation to her adversary in this little discussion: Euphoria Graves, née Masker.
Euphoria was the oldest sibling, and it had been years since Fel and Epiphany had last seen her. She’d eloped with the mercifully absent Jonathan Graves and fully embraced her new place within the Graves family. The years had changed her. Fel honestly wouldn’t have recognized her, not as her old self, anyway. The youthful mischief that had been a permanent part of her expression had been eased away to calm, collected focus. She’d let her hair grow longer and a bit more wild then, with curls that absolutely would not be tamed. Her hair was now pulled back into a ruthlessly tight bun, the sheer tension leaving her hair looking barely wavy. But even if he hadn’t recognized her as his sister, he would have recognized her as a Masker. With her business face on, she was the spitting image of her mother when she was dealing with a particularly trying customer. That she would look upon her own flesh and blood with such an expression felt like a slap in the face.
“No sense dillydallying,” Euphoria said. “We are here for a reason.”
“That we are,” said Epiphany, attempting to match her sister’s tone.
“How long does it take to yank your hair back like that, Fora?” Fel asked.
Both of his sisters shot him an identical sharp look.
“No one calls me Fora anymore, Fel. And I’ll thank you to treat me with a degree of professionalism,” Euphoria said.
“It’s just that I remember when Mom had to comb it, she practically had to put a boot against your back to get the leverage to pull the knots out,” he said, reaching across the table to pluck up a piece of cheese.
“He really hasn’t matured, has he?” Euphoria said, turning her weary gaze to Epiphany.
“No. Fel hasn’t changed since he learned to tie his shoes. And you’d know that if you’d so much as sent a letter in the last few years. But that’s not what we’re here to discuss, is it?” Epiphany said.
Fel grinned. It was nice to know Fanny still had some fire smoldering under the professional facade she was being forced to wear. He broke off the hardened corners of the slice and nibbled at the cheese.
“No. We are here to discuss the Bolivans. It is long past time that something was done about them. They have been a thorn in our side for decades,” Euphoria said.
“Who exactly are you referring to when you say ‘our’?” Fel asked.
“The Graves clan.”
“You haven’t been in the Graves clan for decades.” Fel made a motion with his hand, encompassing Epiphany and himself. “The Bolivans have only been a thorn in our side for a few months.”
“I am speaking as a representative. Please stop trying to derail the discussion.” Euphoria took a sip of water. “Now, as I was saying. For a generation, the Graves family and the Bolivan family have butted heads. We have both been expanding for quite some time, and even before that began, our territories shared a border. Now they share a hotly contested overlap. Their ruthlessness and our cunning achieved a sort of equilibrium in recent years. There was no shortage of clashes, but they’ve produced very little motion in either direction. A stalemate, as it were. We believed that it was due to a grudging acceptance that we were competitors equal to their skill. Now we learn it may be due to their access to our sentry flame, the Voice. When one gains insight into the dealings of another, advancing one’s plans can be done silently and invisibly.”
“Not so invisible anymore,” Fel said.
“Yes. Hence the need for this meeting. The Bolivan family has attempted to extend their tendrils down into Beffshire. We now have something in common.”
“Aside from blood?” Fel said, flicking a bit of hardened cheese into the corner of the room.
“If our strained familial ties are going to keep you from taking this conversation seriously, I invite you to leave,” Euphoria said.
“And cut this lovely reunion short? Not on your life,” he said.
“You need our help taking care of a rival family,” Epiphany said.
“I am proposing we work together, now that we’ve both been placed in a hazardous position by the Bolivan family,” Euphoria said.
“Forgive me, but you haven’t conducted business in a way that would motivate us to trust you,” Epiphany said. “You sent Thaddeus to initiate trade. He was absolutely not forthcoming with his motivations or origins. You were using us. Now you want to work with us because an unchecked oversight in your security has placed us both in danger. You aren’t starting from a position of strength.”
“If we were in a position of strength, we wouldn’t have approached you to begin with. I’ll admit, our dealings thus far have been what one might rightly call manipulative. But circumstances have changed. Holding a grudge will only strengthen the Bolivans and weaken us.”
“Seems like you folks have a big organization,” Fel said. “Big trade network, lots of employees.”
“Compared to the Bolivans, we run a very tight ship,” Thaddeus said.
“Yeah, but the Masker family is four people. Down from five,” Fel said.
“I understand you have recently acquired the aid of a paper mage. And there’s the matter of your partnership with Verfessa,” Thad said.
“Tome isn’t a part of the crew,” Epiphany said. “And we’re not talking about Verfessa. The valid point here is that you’re a big, powerful group. That you suddenly need to conscript our little circle suggests we have something you want. Something you can’t just steal and run away with.”
“You have a few things,” Euphoria said. “Not the least of which is Fel. He has proved far more capable than I remember him.”
“Hey, when I helped you get ahold of that dress you were after before the big dance, I didn’t hear you complaining about me not being capable enough.”
“You helped her get it?” Epiphany hissed.
“Who’d you think did it? Dad?” Fel said.
Euphoria tapped her finger on the table, clicking her nail to get their attention.
“On topic, please. As I was saying, Fel has a set of skills and a willingness to disregard threats to life and limb, combined with an implicit trust as a member of the family, that is unmatched within the Graves family. Even our best operatives are more measured and cautious. It impairs their capacity to meet some of the challenges the Bolivans present.”
“Just being family doesn’t make someone trustworthy,” Epiphany muttered. “But fine, you need Fel. I assume that’s not all. You probably need Dad, too.”
“In order to achieve our goals, we will need some contraptions repaired, and they’ve proved themselves beyond the skill of our own technicians,” said Euphoria.
“Sounds like you’ve got a plan,” Fel said.
“I don’t have a plan. I have a proposal. We have acquired a contraption which we believe, if it could be repaired, would enable us to locate any instances of the Graves family flame. Our proposal is as follows. We provide the contraption to our father to repair it. After that, we will select three agents who will join forces with Fel to track down and acquire and/or extinguish any instances of the family flame currently in the possession of the Bolivan family. Along the way, if possible, steps should be taken to ensure they will not be able to reacquire the flame. It would be prudent to endeavor to cripple them to the degree that they will lack the capacity or motivation to act maliciously against either the Graves or Masker family.”
“Fel isn’t getting into a carriage with three of your people. I’m not putting him into a situation where he will be outnumbered,” Epiphany said.
“I realize that you have reason to be measured with your trust, but you surely don’t fear that we have some sort of malicious intent,” Euphoria said.
“Lost trust is lost trust. You’re hiding things from us, and you were spying on us. Until you show your scheme, we’re not going to take any chances with what else you might be concealing.”
“If there were more operatives available to you, I would suggest a balanced amount, but we have discussed it extensively and we don’t believe that any fewer than four individuals will be sufficient. And given the fact that the entire enterprise is being done to restore security, we don’t feel that people outside the families would be appropriate.”
“You want us to trust you with a three-to-one imbalance? Give us a reason to trust you. Tell us what this was all about,” Epiphany said.
“What precisely do you mean?” Euphoria said.
“You know exactly what I mean. What is the clockwork diamond? Why are you after all these strange items? Where did you get that book that contained the codes to the Greater Lands Wall? Tell us what was so important to you that you decided to break the years-long silence by tricking us into doing business with you?”
Euphoria leaned back slightly and folded her hands on her lap. Her expression barely changed.
“I suppose with the proper equipment and care, Fel and one agent of our choosing could perform adequately.”
Fel burst out laughing.
“The secret is more important than the mission!” he said. “You’d rather throw away whatever careful calculations and stuff that you mulled over than let us know why you were lying to us.”
She glared at him. “Our business is our business. Your business is your business. We won’t dig into your business if you don’t dig into ours.”
“Look, I always knew you weren’t coming back. But I always sort of thought you didn’t really change,” said Fel. “You were being a rebel like you always were. But you definitely changed. The only question now is whether you changed because you married into the Graves family or you changed and then married into the Graves family.”
“Regardless of how you feel, this is a problem that needs to be solved. We have half the solution. You have the other half. If we waste time trying to develop the missing pieces on our own, more damage will be done and more lives will be lost,” Euphoria said. “We set aside what’s happened, we work together on this, and when that is through, if we must, we go our separate ways once more.”
Epiphany casually reached her hand toward the table and froze. She realized, an instant before Fel did, that she was about to tap the table precisely as Euphoria had. Instead she reached out and grabbed some bread from the tray, fooling no one, and nibbled on it.
“If this is business, then it is business. Let’s begin the give and take,” Epiphany said.
“First demand,” Fel said. “We get some booze in here, and some meat. If I’m going to listen to my sisters arguing about what I’m going to have to do, I’m not doing it sober.”






  
  Chapter 1


Martin Masker had been quite busy for the last few weeks. In and of itself, there was nothing strange or surprising about that. He was the only one in the family with the skill and knowhow to consistently repair and maintain the contraptions that made up the bulk of their earnings. His plate was perpetually full. But a man doesn’t keep the shelves of the most successful antiquity shop on the continent full without a supreme amount of focus. And focus can be as much of a liability as an asset. Presently, the state of his workshop was a fine indication of just how debilitating focus could be. 
To a casual observer, the chaos of the workshop wouldn’t have appeared substantially different. To someone who knew and worked with Martin, it was more than evident that this wasn’t the ordered, structured chaos of his personal sorting system. This was the disordered, mangled chaos of a dozen different tasks dropped midway through completion in favor of the one task that actually interested him. The shelves upstairs were still full. The important jobs were still getting done. But in this case this was in spite of his focus rather than because of it.
Martin wasn’t alone in his workshop. In one corner sat an odd collection of chains poking out of a canvas sack. Equal parts contraption and pet, the device known as Oiler was contentedly clicking away at a puzzle box. Oiler was as much of a nuisance as a help in the earliest days of its presence in the workshop. For someone who occasionally took apart contraptions to see how they functioned, having a mechanism dead set on repairing broken contraptions could be a bothersome addition to the shop. But the two had learned to coexist once Martin worked out precisely how broken was too broken for Oiler to latch on to something. Getting a contraption into enough pieces for Oiler to no longer understand what it had once been was enough for it to sit pleasantly and await a suitable task. At the moment, it had paused its perpetual puzzle solving to stare vaguely at the corner of the room, claws motionless about the box.
The other company, somewhat less common and significantly less helpful, was Tome Inkbrand. Tome’s interactions with contraptions were generally limited to idle musing about their creators or the reason for their creation. The young man was filled with questions and was truly gifted at weaving a line of thinking that was simultaneously fascinating and fruitless.
Martin adjusted a set of magnifying lenses positioned over his eyes and held up the lantern that technically contained a third companion, Wick. Wick was kind enough to avoid speaking unless spoken to, leaving Tome to fill the shop with whatever knot his mind saw fit to tie and untie.
“One wonders why, precisely, the Bygone ancestors saw fit to render their creation in this form,” Tome said.
“I cannot say the shape of the contraption has been of much interest to me,” Martin said without looking up. “Hand me the spring clamp, would you? That one there. The number four.”
Tome rummaged in a box and produced the requested item.
“Martin, you are jabbing your tools into a faceless simulacrum of a human head. It is said that form follows function. What function would be properly served by something that resembles a human head?”
“Form and function aren’t always related,” Martin said. “The music boxes are terribly ornate. No musical reason for that. And the less artful modifications I make to existing contraptions are specifically impeded by their form.”
“Be that as it may, there is something significant about a human form. The word ‘effigy’ comes to mind. And you’ve read the journal pages Fel brought back. There was talk of giving voice to these… contraptor objects. It all sounds terribly like a blending, or blurring, of man and contraption.”
“Perhaps,” Martin said.
He said the word without any concern or gravity. It may as well have been a cleared throat or a mumbled half syllable. Less a response and more a means to return the conversational volley so that he could continue working while Tome spoke.
“What do you hope to achieve if you succeed in repairing this device? What do you suppose it does?” Tome said.
“It is a bit of a conundrum, I’ll grant you that. As tends to be the case, with contraptions above a certain level of complexity, I won’t know what it does until I fix it, and I won’t know how to fix it until I know precisely what it is intended to do.”
“How do you usually find your way out of that vicious cycle?”
“If I am lucky, I recognize some mechanism or another within the contraption as being similar to one that I have repaired before, and that will get me started. I’ve spotted a few linkages and such in this that are familiar, but they are too elemental, too basic to hint at a larger purpose.”
“So what comes next?”
“Seeing what components can be made to function, seeing what function those components have, and endeavoring to determine what links between them could serve an end purpose. But the gaps are rather large in this instance.”
“Might I suggest the missing face might be one of the key components?”
“I suspect restoring functionality will require rather more nuance than ‘a face.’ But even if that were the case, it would appear that my predecessor was engaged in some manner of upgrade prior to his departure from Clickspring. That complicates matters, as it means that the mechanisms in place were not only incomplete, but were potentially in the process of being rendered nonfunctional by a failed experiment. It is a delightful puzzle.”
A soft jangling drew their attention to Oiler. Its head was shifting now, slowly turning as if watching an unseen object travel across the corner of the ceiling. It stopped when it was gazing almost directly up at the ceiling. Both Martin and Tome paused to listen. A moment after Oiler stopped, a distant rumble shook the house. A moment later they felt a second one.
“Fel is home,” they said in unison.
Oiler always seemed to know where Fel was. It was uncanny. But uncanniness was not unusual in a contraptioneer’s shop, so Martin and Tome had simply included Oiler’s odd behavior into their routine. There was some value in being able to know where Fel was at a glance.
Doors slammed and feet stomped as Fel traveled through the floors of the house.
“It does not sound as though negotiations went well,” Martin added.
A few slams later, Fel arrived in the workshop.
“I’ve got a gift for you, Dad,” he said mirthlessly. “Courtesy of Euphoria.”
He dropped a burlap sack onto the ground beside him. Oiler extended its tail and claws to hobble over to him. Fel grabbed one of several puzzle boxes that were strewn across the workshop and scrambled it for Oiler. The contraption took it and merrily went about solving its faces.
“Euphoria!” Martin said, eagerly setting down his tools to tug at the string binding the sack. “I wish she would have let your mother and I attend the meeting. How was she?”
“She had all the warmth and personality of that fellow you’re working on right there,” he said, motioning toward the half-finished bust. “But you’ll be pleased to know she’s finally coming home.”
“She is!” Martin said gleefully, unveiling the contents of the sack.
“Yeah. No one trusts anyone, so she made it a point in her negotiation to demand to be allowed to crash here until I’m done cleaning up the mess she and her new family made. She’ll be here in a few days.” Fel turned to Tome. “Either you’re going to have to move into my room while I’m gone, or she’s going to have to stay in my room.”
“Perhaps you can delay your departure for a week or two,” Martin suggested. “It would be wonderful to have the house full again for a while before splitting up.”
“You’re going to have a hard enough time keeping Epiphany and Euphoria from killing each other without me here to stir the pot.”
Martin turned the three clearly damaged items in the sack over in his hands.
“Was it really so unpleasant?”
“She treated us like Mom treats Assayer Forth. We may as well be people she hired to deal with a pest problem. And worst of all? I had to practically twist her arm off to get her to open up the coin purse and get some decent drinks in while we argued about the plan.”
“Give her some time, Fel. She’s still your sister. What precisely is this?”
“According to her? The pieces for a detector for sentry flames. The short version of what we decided upon is this. Me and some distant Graves relative are going to load up into one of their big fancy traveling wagons. We load up with weapons, and we track down every last ember of sentry flame that matches their family lantern. If it’s a persistent flame like Wick’s lantern there, we steal it. If not, we snuff it.”
“Sensible. Though I imagine the Bolivans will not relinquish them willingly.”
“Yeah, Dad. Hence the weapons.” Fel turned to Tome again. “You can’t come, by the way.”
“I don’t recall volunteering,” Tome said. “This sounds like an overtly martial endeavor, and those do not appeal to me.”
“Of course they don’t. You only do things that might line your pockets.”
“Or increase my pool of knowledge.”
“Whatever. If it benefits you specifically and directly, you’ll risk your neck. Otherwise, don’t bother asking.”
“I’ll begin by remarking that I don’t think that is an unreasonable policy, and continue by observing that you seem particularly out of sorts and are seeking to vent your frustrations on me.”
“Doesn’t make it any less true,” Fel said. “How’s that thing look, Dad?”
“A simple repair. I’ll need to fabricate the proper-size flange or harvest one out of an alarm box. Beyond that, it should be within Oiler’s capabilities to repair. I’ll handle it personally though. The better to understand how it works.”
“How long?” Fel asked.
“If I begin immediately, it should be finished this time tomorrow.”
“Good, I’m going to The Fox and Log. If I’m heading off to storm the Bolivans tomorrow, that’s a better excuse than I usually have to spend some time at the tavern. Tome, are you moving rooms or staying put?”
“I don’t see any reason why I would move. If you won’t be present, your room is as good as mine.”
“I’m going to ask you to let Euphoria have her old room, Tome,” Martin said, already working at the first of the three components.
“But why?”
“Because my daughter is coming home for the first time in years, and I won’t have her, even for a moment, believe that she isn’t welcome here anymore. Move your things to Fel’s room, and this evening I will return Euphoria’s things to her room.”
“Er… right. So be it, then.”
“Just throw any of my stuff that’s in your way in the corner. I’ll deal with it when I get back,” Fel said.
“There is still the matter of where you are going to sleep tonight if I move into your room,” Tome said.
“Bold of you to suggest I’ll be back before dawn,” he said, trudging back up the stairs.
He shut the door behind him with a degree of speed and force calculated to fall just short of a disrespectful slam but more than hard enough to underscore his displeasure. Oiler looked up from the puzzle box and angled its head in the direction of Fel, as if watching him through the walls and floors.
“How do you suppose it does that? Follows his location? It seems like Oiler and Parch can both find Fel just about anywhere he goes. Isn’t that a bit of a remarkable coincidence? One a contraption, one a creature, but both with this capacity to track their favorite person.”
“Remarkable, but probably not a coincidence. A great deal of the effects achieved by contraptions are imitations of natural occurrences. I imagine this is another example of that.”
“But why would a fix-it machine need that?”
Martin shrugged. “Having a tool that follows me around is appealing to me.”
A door slammed upstairs.
“On a more pressing topic, does Fel seem particularly out of sorts to you?” Tome asked.
“He’s had a trying time,” Martin said.
“I’ve seen him getting ready to battle a dragon, and he didn’t seem nearly so upset.”
“That was a dragon. This is family. All a dragon can do is tear your heart out. Family can break it.”

      ***Tome stepped through the doorway of the room that he would be giving up for Euphoria, at least temporarily.
“Shouldn’t take but a moment,” he muttered to himself.
He pulled a slip of paper out of a small pouch tacked to the wall and tore its end. Lamps all around the room flickered to life as the simple spell did its work. He placed his hands on his hips and surveyed the task ahead.
“Oh…” he muttered.
As recently as six months ago, everything in his life fit in a single sturdy wooden case that was presently in the corner of the room. It was his travel case, his seat, his desk. Everything he needed fit either inside or on top of it. But now it lay on the floor, nearly overflowing with contents, and there was still a great deal more scattered around it. The books he’d purchased filled two-thirds of the empty bookcase on one wall of the room. Euphoria’s former desk was heaped with half-filled journals and stacks of pages. He had a neat little rack of pens with different styles of nibs and another rack filled with inks. A makeshift laboratory he’d set up for producing his own ink took up the entire surface of a cheap table he’d purchased from a thrift shop. The closet had six changes of clothes neatly hanging from its wooden rod.
It still wasn’t much. Perhaps five armfuls. Five trips back and forth through the hallway. But it was more than he could carry on the road without a wagon. He had a home here. A comfortable home.
He started gathering up the contents of the desk, arranging the scattered sheets into piles to make them easier to transport. One pile for new spells he’d been working on. One for spells he’d completed. Best not to get those two confused. The last thing a paper mage wanted was to reach for a spell only to find something incomplete. Attempting to conjure a fireball with something no more mystically empowered than a shopping list was a quick way to an early grave.
The finished-spell pile was rather short. Not because there weren’t many spells. He counted fifteen different ones, with some having as many as seven copies. The pile was short because the spells were efficiently written. A few spells for casting flame. A few lures, just in case hippogriffs became a problem for the Maskers again. An ice spell or two. They were what he would call “mature” spells. The other pile was about the same size, but there wasn’t a single fully formed spell in it.
That was bad.
A proper paper mage was always growing. At least, that was how he’d always felt. He’d never actually met another practitioner. He’d read copious books composed by other mages, and he’d met some who were experts in the associated trades of paper and ink craft. But when it came to actually producing a mystic effect with the power of words, he may as well have been unique. And that was an obligation. A great responsibility. He carried the weight of the art on his shoulders. If there were new books to be written on the subject, he was the one who would write them. And if those books were to be of any use to anyone, they would need to break new ground.
He’d put down roots here. He’d refined the knowledge he had, but now was not the time for refinement. Refinement without growth was stagnation. All he’d done in the past few weeks was winnow down the words necessary to cast a handful of spells. Worse, because of the nature of paper magic, all he’d done was winnow down the words it took for Tome Inkbrand or Fel Masker to cast those spells in or near Beffshire in the near future. Different hands, different locations, or too much of a delay and those spells would lose a great deal of their potency. It was a weakness of the art. One that he would have to solve for himself, if such a solution existed. For his knowledge to grow, to become truly useful, he needed to better understand what made one place different from another. He needed to understand the nuance between himself and others, between the different inks and papers, between the different written dialects. Just as Martin could study mechanisms he didn’t understand and find elements of them that he did, Tome needed to study different types of magic and learn where they intersected with his own art.
Perhaps it wouldn’t have been so glaring if not for the fact that he’d so recently experienced something that massively increased the scope of his awareness. He’d been beyond the Greater Lands Wall with Fel. He hadn’t intended to, but that didn’t stop him from acquiring materials and knowledge that should have doubled his capabilities as a paper mage. But now the supplies he’d brought back were dwindling. His memories of that place were fading, and he’d barely grown at all.
Fel’s words in the workshop a few moments earlier trickled out of his memory. They were spoken in frustration. Spoken out of turn. But the reason people disliked when they were spoken to out of turn wasn’t that those words were lies, but that they were unwelcome truths. Fel believed that Tome was self-centered. In all honesty, Tome didn’t disagree. Until very recently he had voluntarily removed everyone else from his life. Being self-centered was necessary for survival. If he didn’t act in his own best interests at all times, no one else would either. But now he had the Maskers to lean on.
The thoughts churned in his head. He returned his gaze to the piles of spells. A decision clicked into place in his mind. It locked in with the sort of certainty that convinced him that, even if it was not a smart or sane decision, it was the correct one. He took the pile of finished spells and slipped them into a sturdy little folio and set them aside. Those were spells for Beffshire. Those spells were the past. Perhaps someone else would find use for them, but Tome himself? He must dedicate himself to the future.
And there was no doubt in his mind. The seeds of his future lay beyond the Greater Lands Wall. He had to go back.

      ***Allie paced along the same cobblestones she’d trekked at least twice a day since she’d started working full time at The Fox and Log just over two years ago. She was so familiar with this little stretch of street that she didn’t even have to think about how best to navigate the lumpy, uneven path that tripped up so many drunks on their way out the door. Her feet just found their way to the comfortable little low points between stones. Those bits of street that were high enough to be free of puddles but low enough to cradle her foot rather than twist her ankle. Sometimes she wondered if her thousands of trips back and forth had worn the stone just a bit, carving her path the way mighty rivers did.
The mind went in strange directions when one was bored.
More so than the street, The Fox and Log was profoundly familiar to her. To an outsider, it was easy to suppose that something as lively and dynamic as a tavern full of patrons would change too much from day to day, hour to hour to settle into the same ruts as the steady grind of a stone street. But just as an artist with a trained eye could tell what mix of pigments went into a given color, she could tell by the general din filtering through the door precisely the mix of clientele lurking within. Maybe not the individuals, though one particularly boisterous laugh was unmistakably Lou, but the mixture of moods. She could tell if she had an easy day or a rough day ahead of her by the rumble of voices. And today, the mood was subdued. Like a forest where the wildlife was spooked.
She slipped inside. A soft rise and fall of drunken recognition greeted her.
“Don’t mind me, folks. Just starting my shift. Oovay! Where are we on the tabs?”
“They’re on the slate!” Oovay called from the back room.
“You know I don’t like when you use the slate, because an enterprising drunk could reach over and fudge the numbers. Especially when you’re in the back instead of on the floor!”
Oovay made a noncommittal grunt in his defense but remained in the back room. Allie glanced at the slate. There was no obvious evidence of tampering—the kind of person with a large enough tab to warrant modification tended to lack the dexterity to do a convincing job of it. But one line stood out to her.
She glanced up and scanned the grum tables, but didn’t spot who she was looking for. Then she scanned the booths. Tucked away in the most private of them was Fel. His gaze was unfocused, like he was looking through things rather than at them. When she’d made her through-the-door assessment of the place, she’d assumed Fel wasn’t present. When he was around, there tended to be either a lot more laughter or a few more punches being thrown. When she slipped through the door without at least a back-of-the-mind inkling that Fel was here, it meant he wasn’t himself.
“Fel!” she shouted, fielding three drink orders and loading them onto a tray.
He twitched as though he’d been shaken from sleep and raised red-rimmed eyes in her direction. A horned head poked up from beside him and bleated happily. That would be Parch, the lesser unicorn who was about as separable from Fel as his shadow.
“I don’t suppose this is a leftover tab from yesterday,” she called.
“Nuh,” he said, less a drunken slur and more a completely unmotivated reply.
She mechanically delivered the drinks, refreshed some bowls of salted crickets, and made her way to his table. A few of the patrons had crusts and fruit cores left from the more substantial meals they’d eaten while drinking. She dumped the more edible bits of trash into a bowl as she went.
“Got some recent memories you’re hoping to erase, I take it?” she said.
He tried to glare at her, but the expression ended up a bit more hangdog than he’d probably intended. She set down the bowl, and Parch hopped up to consume the refuse like it was a banquet.
“It’s not going to work if you remind me,” he said.
“It’s not going to work at all. Booze isn’t a precision tool.”
“That’s fine. I’m not good with preshiss… precizz… those tools.”
“Let me guess. This thing with Mariss is over,” Allie said.
“No!” he said. “I visited her right before I came. Told her about what I was planning to do. She hung on my every word.”
“Was this before or after you paid too much for a pastry?”
“During.”
“Alright, so what’s the booziness about, then?”
“My sister’s going to be in town soon.”
“Your sister is usually in town.”
“The other one.”
“Oh… Oh… How long has it been?”
“Three years. Give or take.” He sipped his drink. “Mostly take.”
“Beer here!” bellowed someone near the grum tables.
“Hold your horses!” she shouted without looking. “What do you say you lend a hand? I want to see if you can still walk.”
Fel released the same sort of rumble a pig would make if asked to haul itself out of a comfy mud puddle. He slid along the worn wooden seat and wavered into a roughly upright position. It was always a little impressive, and more than a little telling, how well Fel could handle his liquor. That sort of thing came with practice.
Parch remained at the table, watching Fel but unwilling to abandon the bowl of treats. Fel lumbered behind Allie as she handed him a tray and started loading up whatever items wouldn’t shatter if they fell to the ground.
“So how was she? Your sister, I mean.”
“I don’t want to talk about it. I don’t want to think about it.”
“All right, so what were you bragging to Mariss about?”
“Going to be heading out tomorrow to put an end to this Bolivan business.”
“Is this the sort of thing you should be talking about? What if word gets out?”
“They tried to kill us a bunch of times. If they weren’t expecting something like this, they’re too stupid to overhear me talking about it.”
“So what are you going to do?”
“Team up with one of my outlaw in-laws to track them down and poke their eyes out.”
“Literally or figuratively?”
“Yes.”
“Fun. Get that off the top shelf, would you? The copper bowl.”
He wavered a bit as he reached up, but fetched it without mishap.
“This sounds awfully mercenary,” she said.
“Nuh,” he muttered. “Mercen… merc… merc’s get paid.”
“Ah. Well that sets my mind at ease,” she snarked. “That’s certainly the part I was worried about.”
“Yeah. It’s… yeah.” He set the bowl down where she’d directed. “I tell you. Says something about my life that it wasn’t until I stopped digging around in the desert and swamps looking for contraptions that I really started to get my hands dirty.”
“So how long will you be gone?”
He shrugged and grabbed a handful of crickets. “Until it’s done. Weeks, months.”
“Is it at least likely to be the end of it? No more messiness after this?”
“No more messiness until the next thing, I guess.”
The door swung open. An avuncular man with a wide smile and a red face stepped through the doorway. Most of the clientele didn’t pay him any mind. Both Allie and Fel looked at him as though a bear had just walked through the door.
It was Donovan Verfessa. Despite having grown up in Beffshire, Allie had only recently become properly familiar with Verfessa, and she was rather nostalgic for the days before she knew such a man existed. He wasn’t frightening in and of himself, but she’d quickly learned that he was the sort of man who got things done, and the things he got done weren’t terribly pleasant.
“There’s my boy,” said Donovan. “Just the man I was hoping to see. Let’s have a chat, shall we?”

      ***Fel thumped back down into the private booth. Verfessa slid in opposite him. Parch gave the newcomer a measuring look, but returned to the work of cleaning the garbage bowl without any concern.
“Feels good to get out of the house,” Verfessa said. “I don’t do it as often as I used to. Not for social matters, anyway. The pluses and minuses don’t add up, usually. Too many people looking for a clear shot at ol’ Verfessa. But The Fox and Log is safe enough, and I got the feeling if I waited much longer, you wouldn’t be in the talking mood.”
“I’m never in the talking mood,” Fel said.
“Not in the talking frame of mind, then. Fall-down drunk is what I’m talking about.”
“Oh. Yeah, you were right to show up when you did, then.”
“Allie! Let’s do a blackberry brandy for me and whatever Fel’s been drinking, but water it down so he stays awake until we’re through.”
Allie gave the pair the uncertain look of a mother leaving her child with the uncle who can’t seem to stay out of jail and scurried off to fetch the order.
“I hear you’ve been making plans,” Verfessa said.
He spoke in a tone just quiet and deep enough to be lost by the general din.
“I don’t make plans,” Fel said. “Plans are made for me and about me.”
Verfessa laughed. “I’ve been on that side of things. Seems like someone with a strong back gets pushed across the countertop like a sack of barley. People buying and selling our sweat to avoid soaking their fancy shirts with their own.”
“Please don’t make me try to figure out turns of phrase right now, Mr. Verfessa. If you want to talk about plans, talk to my sister.”
“Oh, I’ll be having a word with Epiphany and Vivian. Or more likely the missus will. Ladies tend to have more of a rapport with ladies, but it just so happens I’d like to have a word with the one actually doing the deeds.”
“Alright,” Fel said. “What’s to be said?”
“I hear you’re heading north. Teaming up with Lattica Graves to snuff some flames.”
“Lattica Graves?” Fel said.
“She’s heading down here as we speak. Your partner in this business.”
“Then you know more about this than I do.”
Verfessa laughed again.
“That’ll happen. I know more about most things than most people do.”
“Not much sense picking my brain, then.”
“It’s not all about you telling me things. I mean to tell you a few things too. But we’ll start here. Do you think you have what it takes to actually get the job done?”
“I’ve always had what it takes to do what needs to be done.”
“Well sure. And my grandfather lived through every day of his life until the last one. I’m not asking if you were up to what you’ve already done. I’m asking if you can do this.”
“I can do this.”
“A man doesn’t drink himself half-dead because he’s confident about the job ahead.”
“I’ve got my reasons for drinking, and this isn’t that. What difference does it make?”
“I’ve been in business a long time. A long, long time. The kind of businesses you tiptoe into because once you’re ankle deep, you’ll be dodging eels and snakes from then on. Now I’m making a move into your business. Or the ragged ends of it that your family doesn’t much like to handle. That first step, that first toe in the water, that’s the most dangerous time. Until my foot reaches the ground again and I’m solid enough to take another step, I want to make double sure all the pieces are rock solid. I made an investment in your family, and your family needs you breathing. That means I need you breathing, at least long enough to see a return on investment.”
“It’s nice to be wanted.”
“Pile on that the fact that you’re about to teach a lesson to the Bolivan family—if things go the way we’d all like, at least—and you become very interesting to me. Now am I correct that this is a family endeavor? The Graves and the Maskers. No outsiders welcome.”
“That seems to be the rule.”
“I can respect that. I can respect it. I can’t abide it, but I can respect it.”
“Can’t abide it?”
“Like I said. Investment. I need to protect it. Not that I don’t trust you to know your own business. But then, this isn’t your usual business.”
Fel rubbed his eye. Allie arrived with the fresh drinks and tossed another couple of apple cores in Parch’s bowl.
“Didn’t you just get through telling me this is new business for you, too?” Fel asked.
“Oh, buying and selling contraptions and the like. That’s new. Putting the boot to people who don’t know better than to mind other people’s business? That’s my stock and trade since I was a pup.” He reached across the table and slapped a callused hand on Fel’s shoulder. “All this is a long way of saying you’ll be picking up an extra shadow on this little trip.”
“I don’t follow.”
“That’s the idea. It’s not you that’ll be doing the following. It’ll be one of my crew. Oh, they’ll keep their distance. If everything goes the way it’s supposed to, you’ll never know they’re there. Just a friendly blade with a sharp eye to drop in when needed.”
“You’re telling me there’ll be someone I don’t know and I can’t see following me around with a knife.”
“That’s right.”
“And that’s supposed to make me feel better?”
“No, son.” Verfessa took a sip of his drink. “It’s supposed to make me feel better.”
“Great.”
“Now give it to me plain. What are you looking to get out of this trip?”
“Mr. Verfessa, you seem like if you want to know something, you find it out. You know the name of the person I’m working with, and even I don’t know that.”
“I have my ways.”
“Well, no offense, but you’re going to have to use those ways. It’s not that I don’t trust you specifically, but for some topics, I don’t trust people in general, and you’re part of people.”
Verfessa laughed. “You know who I am, right?”
“I better know. We’re in business with you.”
“And you’ve been paying attention to what I was saying, right?”
“As best I can. This isn’t my first drink.”
“There aren’t too many people brave or stupid enough to brush off a request from me. Though, like you said, this isn’t your first drink.”
“Oh, trust me,” Fel said, sipping his own beverage. “I’m just as brave and stupid when I’m sober.”
“The good news for both of is, it doesn’t matter how you feel about having help on this one. You’re getting it. I wasn’t coming here to ask. I was just letting you know. Now let’s finish our drinks.”
“That, I can do.”

      ***It had taken Martin more time to clear a proper place to work on the flame-detecting contraption than it did to start making progress on it. Compared to the complexity of the faceless bust that had absorbed his attentions of late, it was laughably simple. It helped that Tome’s absence meant there was measurably less distraction. Oiler was still present, but even when it wasn’t frantically attempting to repair something—whether Martin wanted it to or not—it was still somewhat useful.
“I hear that clacking slowing down,” Martin said, glancing over his shoulder at the mechanism. “Getting interested are you?”
Sure enough, the polished serpent head poking out of the canvas backpack like a serpent from a pot was spending less time working at the puzzle and more time eying the work being done at the table.
“Impressive, isn’t it, Wick?” Martin said.
“I am quite sure that I will agree that your observation is accurate if you will helpfully clarify what precisely you find to be impressive, Martin,” said the voice from the lantern.
“Oiler. I’ve seen the inside of its head. It’s all just mechanisms. Yet somehow they coax an intelligence from the assemblage. Not just an intelligence, an instinct. An intuition for when a contraption is nearly in a state that it will be able to complete.”
“Yes, Martin. This is indeed quite impressive.”
“Not unlike yourself, of course. Truly, you are a more impressive work of the contraptioneer’s art. But I suppose with familiarity I’ve forgotten just how impressive you are.”
“I feel no resentment for the comparative observation.”
Martin finished disassembling an old alarm box that was more trouble than it was worth to repair.
“There is so much more to learn about contraptions. The things that make them function,” he said. “This truly is a confounding field. One gets the feel, over the years, that one is working in partnership with some unknown and temperamental figure just beyond one’s reach. I can put these bits together. I can know what effect will be achieved if I do. I still can’t be certain why. Is it some function intrinsic to the components that I simply don’t understand? Is it the fickleness of the contraptors they speak of in old books like the ones Fel found? All I can do is place the bits in the proper orientation and hope that whatever forces animate the device choose to do so.”
“In time, the truth will be revealed.”
“One can only hope.”
Martin levered a flanged bearing out of place. He stiffly crouched to place the three components of the flame detector on the ground, along with the liberated replacement part. Oiler sprang from its place in the corner like a dog hearing kibble jingling into its bowl. Cunning claws set down the puzzle box and reeled out to pluck up the components. Oiler went to work opening this case and tapping at that, gently nudging slightly misshapen cases back into shape and aligning components with their slots.
“I find it difficult to believe whoever was working on this piece prior to its arrival couldn’t repair it on their own. There was obvious evidence of repairs they’d made. But, then, all the fresh components seemed to be perfect matches. As though they’d disassembled a dozen such contraptions and harvested all the individual pieces that were in good repair to include them into this one. I suppose the Graves contraptioneers haven’t worked out what level of tolerance can still lead to a functional device.”
Oiler plucked up the flange and pressed it into place, then waggled it on its shaft. With clear disappointment on a face that achieved an impressive amount of emotion for being completely immobile, it pulled the loose flange from the shaft and held it up.
“Right, right. Hardly a clockwork fit. Won’t be a moment,” Martin said, accepting the offending piece and setting it down on the bench.
He pulled down an unruly roll of shim stock and a pair of impressive shears.
“Perhaps the Graves contraptioneers are more like Oiler than I am. An ironclad understanding of basic rules, but an inability or unwillingness to diverge from set rules. No creativity, or at least no zeal for experimentation. Or perhaps they are perfectionists, preferring no solution over a nonideal one.”
He snipped out a few strips of stock.
“But they clearly have so much raw material. One can only imagine how many contraptions sit in their stores that I could repair but they couldn’t. So much depth of knowledge they must have. They have one half of something, I have the other.” He shook his head. “If only we’d been working together all this time. Think of where we could be.”
He knelt down and arranged the shim stock into a cross shape atop the axle, then pressed the bushing down over it.
“Interference fit,” he said. “Press it onto the shaft.”
Oiler looked up at him, then plucked up the axle with its teetering flange and gingerly pressed it. The shims compressed and crumpled, filling the gap and then some, and the flange sat snugly on the axle. Oiler tested its fit, found it adequate, and produced a merry little click before seating a gear on the newly installed bearing and reinserting the axle.
“What burns me most is that all this is a desperate attempt to re-create something we once fully understood. There were people, people in my own family, who didn’t simply understand the concepts, they developed them. Imagine what we could have today if we hadn’t lost that information. Those books Fel brought back are a mere scratch in the patina that’s built up on our ignorance. They’re the vowels in an alphabet that was used to write masterpieces. Indispensable but still just the first step, and incomplete regardless.”
Oiler produced a few more delighted clicks and affixed the final panel, presenting the fully repaired contraption with a glint of pride in its stationary eyes.
“Right. Now we have the item. Time to see if it works.”
The final contraption had the vague look of something between a clock and a compass. There were hands, driven like a timepiece rather than free-floating like a compass. The cardinal directions were laid out in the face plate around the platen beneath the hands, though the ring containing the labels was separate. He twisted and turned the device and found that “North” sluggishly found its way to the proper orientation each time. Oiler seemed to observe the sluggishness and reeled its head up to squirt a drop of lubricant from a retractable fang. A second drop to the central stem freed up the motion of the hands, which moved with a soft internal whirring. One pointed squarely at Wick’s lantern. The other shifted to indicate a number engraved on the stationary portion of the platen.
“Interesting. This is obviously directional, and this would appear to be…” Martin raised and lowered the detector, producing subtle motions back and forth in the secondary hand. “Altitude? Perhaps inclination?”
He thumbed a tiny perforated brass hemisphere on the stem to reveal something quite like the wick in Wick’s lantern.
“I am going to apply your flame to this, if that is acceptable,” Martin said. “Hopefully your observations will give us some additional insight.”
“That would be a pleasant and fulfilling service to provide,” Wick said.
Martin took a small taper and lit it from the lantern, then touched the flame to the wick. It took on a dim, smoldering flame. The hand pointing to Wick’s lantern shifted much more precisely and moved far more energetically to match his location. Likewise for what was now clearly the inclination indicator. The result was almost akin to the flame serving as a more effective power source than the ill-defined motive forces of a standard contraption.
“Well?” Martin asked.
“It is a curious sensation. I am aware of the presence of an additional flame that should serve as a potential point of observation, but its relative location is unclear, and it is not accessible to me. It is… akin to a new star in the night sky.”
“Mmm… So if Fel uses this to track the Graves family flame, the flame will be aware that something is amiss, but nothing more.”
“Indeed. Assuming I have similar capabilities as the Graves family flame. It has certainly revealed itself to have capabilities that I lack.”
“Noted. I shall need a few more hours to properly assess this device.”
He licked his thumb and used it to extinguish the flame in the stem. The motion of the hands became subdued and less accurate, but did not entirely cease.
“One thing that seems to be certain is that all sentry flames contribute to the readings on the detector. I fear this means I won’t be able to send one of your lanterns along with him. It could foul the readings. This of all missions feels awful to send him on without a means to contact us.”
“I can understand how that would be troubling.”
Martin scratched out the observation. He tapped the journal with the pen.
“This is my legacy, I suppose. Trying to find my way back to what we once had. I tell you, for all the wars and strife that have plagued this world, I think the greatest tragedy was the loss of the Telestressa Archives. I’d trade all the lifetime of achievement in uncovering the old knowledge if it meant we could have even a glimpse of the wisdom we lost when the archives burned.”
“Yes. Truly a travesty,” Wick said.
“It doesn’t make sense to me how it could have been allowed to occur. What army would destroy a thing of such value? What price was too much to protect it?”
“History is history. We cannot change it. To try is to invite sorrow. To dwell is to invite madness. What is lost is lost,” Wick said.
“That is uncharacteristically maudlin for you, Wick.”
“My apologies.”
“I don’t suppose you’d like to elaborate on what led you down that path?”
“You suppose correctly that I would not.”
“I see…” Martin said, letting his gaze linger on the stationary flame. “Well. Back to business, then. I’ll dictate my notes as usual.”
“Recording them for future reference is, of course, a service I am happy to fulfill.”
Martin cleared his throat and began to summarize his findings, attempting as best he could to keep any concerns he might have for Wick’s odd statements in the back of his mind for further consideration.
A knock at the door served as a ready distraction from those thoughts.
“Come in!” Martin called.
Tome opened the door and stepped inside.
“Martin, terribly sorry to interrupt you, but I’ve been doing some thinking.”
“That seems to be your favorite pastime,” Martin remarked, switching back to taking notes by hand rather than dictating.
“With Fel’s newest mission being something of an open-ended one, it strikes me that the little jaunt you and I were hoping would be our next adventure is likely to be postponed for an unknown amount of time.”
“The trip back to the Greater Lands Wall to try again for the archive?”
“That’s the very one.”
“Yes, well. Given the mishaps involved in the previous attempt, I don’t imagine you or Fel was eager to return.”
“Fel’s enthusiasm for such things is seldom significant, but mine remains undiminished. And since I don’t relish the thought of kicking about in his room until he returns, I wonder if you would consider sponsoring me for a solo mission to the wall.”
“Sponsoring?”
“I’m feeling a bit cramped from remaining in one city for so long, even one as large as Beffshire. I’d like to expand my knowledge.”
“I doubt you’ll find much information about paper magic in the Greater Lands Wall. I could be mistaken, but it seems likely that the place will focus primarily on contraptions.”
“True. But I’ll admit I have some selfish aims for this journey as well. To be succinct, I would like to make an expedition back into the Greater Lands. What I am proposing is that you provide me a vehicle and the gear necessary for the trip, and in return, when I am through in the Greater Lands I will return with as many of the archive books as I can carry. Carefully selected and curated, of course.”
“Are you sure you’re up to that? It seemed to be almost more than you and Fel could handle together.”
“There was a fair amount of extracurricular adventuring on that trip. I hope to remain more focused without Fel and Oiler as distractions.”
Martin considered the offer. “I would like to see what that archive could teach me.”
“And I would like to see what the Greater Lands can teach me.”
“You’re certain you can manage?”
“Quite.”
“… I think I can see my way clear to lending the old family cart.”
“I’d rather hoped the larger one, and a good sturdy horse, would be your contribution.”
“We need the full wagon for trade. You’d be getting the family cart.”
“I can bring back far more books with the larger wagon,” Tome said. “I’ll admit I’m not overly fond of using that uncomfortable little cart for this journey.”
Martin shrugged. “Then the archive trip can wait.”
Vivian was the bargainer of the group. She would find wiggle room in discussions and seek out compromises to ensure that both sides got at least a bit of what they were after. Martin was content to get nothing. It was, in its way, quite an effective negotiation tactic, though somewhat hampered by the fact that it only worked on matters of want rather than need.
“I… suppose I can find a way to work with the smaller cart.”
“Then have a word with Vivian, and tell her you have my blessings.”
Tome trudged back upstairs.
“Provided that journey takes place, I think it would be best we sent your spare lantern with him, Wick. That you can’t join Fel means it would be moldering up in the shop otherwise.”
“That is sensible,” Wick said.
He tapped his pen. “This house is going to be awfully empty for the next few weeks… but, such is life. Back to it, then…”






  
  Chapter 2


The next morning, or more accurately the next afternoon, Fel dragged himself from bed. He didn’t have any clear memories of leaving the tavern. That was troubling. Hopefully he’d made the decision himself and did it under his own power. There weren’t very many places he cared what people thought of him, but The Fox and Log was near the top of the list. He was under no delusions of having earned much respect, but Allie was a discerning judge of character and he’d hate to lose whatever good impressions he’d built up in her mind. 
He blinked his bleary eyes at an orderly pile of books and folded clothes in the corner of his room beside his workbench. It took a few moments of dredging his memory to recall that Tome would be moving into his room in his absence. The mound of clothes was not entirely unappreciated, at least by the other occupant of the room. Parch had climbed onto the pile and was dozing happily.
“I’m pretty sure I told him he could move my stuff, and he left it all where it was. Strange of him to show any sort of consideration,” he muttered. He stretched, groaning at the throbbing in his head. “What time is it? Did I miss breakfast?”
He turned to the clock his father had helped him fix, back when they both thought he’d be following a bit closer in Martin’s footsteps. It was seven in the evening. Not only had he missed breakfast, there was a good chance he’d missed supper.
“I really overdid it last night… and this morning.”
Fel pulled on a reasonably clean outfit and trudged from his room. A second or two after he shut the door, a rather well-crafted wooden flap installed on the bottom half of his bedroom door swung open and Parch trotted out. The goat-size creature was impressively powerful, and though he’d taken quite well to training, he still didn’t quite understand that doors were meant to stay intact. Installing the hinged portion of Fel’s door saved Parch the trouble of bashing through replacement boards every time he wanted to leave before someone came to fetch him, and saved Fel the trouble of repairing the door after Parch got impatient. Fel wasn’t opposed to leaving a hole in his door, but Oiler was, and the constant tug of war between a unicorn that liked to break things and a contraption that liked to fix things had ceased to be cute in very short order.
With Parch trotting along behind him, he made his way to the dining room. Dinner was still on the table, but it was an unspoken family policy that dinner stayed on the table until the last person ate, no matter how long it took. Such was the necessity in a family of people who tended to focus more on their roles in the business than their personal upkeep. Epiphany was at the table, an empty bowl in front of her and a buttered biscuit on a plate beside it. Now would normally be the time that he’d endure whatever barbs she had in mind about his bad habits, but presently there was something far more worthy of remark.
Joining Epiphany at the table was easily the most formidable woman Fel had ever seen. If she wasn’t a match for Fel’s height, she’d only missed it by an inch or two. And there was every likelihood that she was broader of build than he was. True, it was a bit less in the shoulders and a bit more in the hips, but this was a woman from farmer’s stock. The kind of woman who would be toting bales of hay and hauling pigs to market.
She was dressed for utility, thick canvas work clothes in muted colors. Her hair was black, cut straight across and just below her ears in length. In this light her eyes looked black as well, and they were gazing at him with a measuring glare.
“You’d be… Lattica,” Fel said. “Lattica Graves.”
“You’ve met?” Epiphany said.
“No. But your reputation precedes you,” Fel said, stepping forward to hold out a hand.
She shook it without delay, then returned to a rather rigid posture standing beside the table.
“Your reputation precedes you as well. It seems there isn’t a member of the Masker family that hasn’t got some sort of legend attached to them,” she said.
“Is it Euphoria who talks about us?”
“No. She is private on matters of family.”
“I’ll bet she is.”
Lattica glanced down at the source of the clippy-clop sound. “I must say the pet unicorn is news to me.”
“Parch isn’t so much a pet as a freeloader. Watch the hems of your pants. He gets nippy sometimes. We’re working on it.” Fel flopped down into a chair and ladled stew that had cooled to the point that it was nearly congealed into his bowl. “Did Euphoria get here yet?”
“Another day or two,” Lattica said. “Thaddeus is upstairs with your mother. He will remain until she arrives and then move on.”
“Another two days. Euphoria sure had a lot of business to attend to before coming home,” Fel said. “So are you having dinner with us or—”
“I’ve eaten. Two hours ago. It was very nice. I’d prefer if we could get moving. We are already performing this mission with half the muscle I’d felt we needed thanks to your questionable negotiation skills. The least you can do is avoid delaying us any longer.”
Fel tried dipping a biscuit in the stew. When the consistency prevented it—Martin’s stew was hearty enough to congeal if you left it off the heat for too long—he scooped some up instead.
“Nice of you to make it clear this is going to be an ordeal right away. I’d hate to think we were going to get along and then find out otherwise halfway to the first stop.”
“We have to work together. I’m not looking for new friends.”
“Lucky that we’re already family, right? Where do you land on the Graves family tree in relation to Euphoria?”
She leaned forward, scrutinizing him a little more closely.
“Are you hungover?”
“Why else would I have been waking up at seven in the evening. I’m a drunk, I’m not lazy.”
She shut her eyes and crossed her arms. “There will be no drinking on this journey. If my life depends upon you, and I hope to plan well enough to avoid such a thing, I don’t want your mind dulled by drink.”
“I don’t drink when I’m on the job. What kind of a man do you take me for?”
“As you called yourself a drunk, I am taking you at your word.”
Fel groaned and looked at Epiphany.
“Is it a family trait? No humor in the Graves family?”
“As much as I’d like to take your side on this one, I have to agree that this is something you should be taking particularly seriously,” Epiphany said.
Fel filled a glass from a pitch of water and rubbed his head.
“Right. Fine. What do we want to talk about?”
“We will be leaving this evening. I trust you’ll be able to guide the
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