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        Ambrose

      

      

      The Griffin’s Claw was closed for the day—but that hardly mattered to the other merchants on Rosemond Street.

      To them, the Closed sign, dimmed lights, and cleaning supplies spelled out an invitation: by all means, intrude. Make as much noise as you like. Destroy the quiet sanctity of his potion shop after a busy day.

      Ambrose found he didn’t mind it as much as he should have.

      “Dawn?” he called to the wandmaker from the top of his ladder. “If you could please pass me that banner by your arm?”

      Giggling erupted from the workroom and drowned out his request. Over by the front counter, Dawn leaned toward a riveted Viola, right over the ignored banner.

      “So then I said that if Rory insists our wedding cake be four tiers, that’s fine. But the top tier has to be coconut or I’ll perish⁠—”

      More chatter rose and fell from the workroom; the ladder creaked underneath Ambrose’s feet. He raised his voice and tried appealing to a different intruder. “Viola? The banner, please?”

      The baker’s gnomish ears didn’t so much as twitch. “Wait, so what’s the third tier, then?”

      “Chocolate, obviously.”

      “The banner⁠—?”

      Dawn started counting off on her fingers. “With strawberry buttercream roses, a raspberry drizzle…”

      “Hello?”

      “Then the second tier is⁠—”

      Ambrose rested his forehead against the top of the shelf in defeat. “Someone!” he shouted. “The banner on the counter, if you would be so kind!”

      A gray blur zipped out of the workroom and grabbed the fabric. He twisted to find a half-orcish young woman standing at the foot of the ladder, the requested decoration draped over her wrist.

      “Here you go, Mr. Ambrose.” Nat held up the banner and frowned. “Why didn’t you say something earlier?”

      Ambrose passed a hand over his face.

      He mistakenly thought he could finish his festival decorations that day. He had pictured a quiet evening, a cup of tea, a few pennants to hang… But his attempts to decorate his way around everyone else’s gossip sessions were measly at best. The front counter lay half-hidden under twisted garlands and tangled bunting. Two of his four banners had already slipped off the shelves and pooled on the floor in bright, shiny mockeries of his work.

      And his boyfriend, Eli, was due back any minute.

      “Thank you, Nat.” He pinned the banner in place with more force than was necessary, then climbed down to his apprentice. “I realize you’re off the clock for the day, but if you happen to be free to⁠—”

      She brightened. “Finish the Spelltide decorations for you?”

      He sighed in relief and pushed the ladder aside. “Only if you have time.”

      But his relief was naively premature. Nat grinned, the iridescent freckles on her gray skin sparking with the promise of an incoming bargain. It was a habit she had picked up during their time in Aphos two years ago—and she hadn’t yet grown out of it.

      “I think I can find the time to help.” She set her hands behind her back. “If…”

      “Oh, here we go.”

      “If you take my catnap potion and talk to Fio today.”

      He swept past her. “No.”

      “Sounds like a yes to me!” Nat scampered off to the counter and gathered up a pile of colorful bunting into her arms. “I’ll handle these. Dawn, Viola, can you help with those garlands? Mr. Ambrose is going to go talk to Fio!”

      Nat rushed back into the workroom without any further explanation. Dawn sifted through the tangle of garlands and pulled out a line of pink blooms that perfectly matched her skirt.

      “Fio?” She tossed the decor around her neck like a scarf, the bright flowers glowing against her brown skin, then turned to Ambrose. “You’re going to go talk to the dragon?”

      Viola froze, her hand hovering over a purple garland. “What? How?”

      “There is no how. I am not going to talk to the dragon today.” Ambrose nodded to the flowers. “Put those wherever you like. I don’t care where they go.”

      He was still rather miserly about the whole thing—gussying up the shop to celebrate the Spelltide festival. He typically never bothered with temporary decorations. They were difficult to put up, difficult to clean, difficult to take down…

      But when Nat had eagerly suggested it over a Rosemond Street dinner one night, Eli’s face had lit up, and in the few days of rest he had between his quests, he’d churned out six lengths of bunting, a dozen pennants, and a page of discount ideas for the shop.

      And in the end, Ambrose could never say no to that face, no matter how much extra work it gave him.

      As Dawn and Viola tossed garlands over his shop, turning his stoic, dark brown shelves into a rainbowed garden, he turned to the next order of festival business: his unsorted potion bottles. As Eli’s shrewd discount list suggested, Spelltide didn’t merely require decorations. Even though the festival itself was twelve days away, the city was already filling up with tourists eager to fawn over his more frivolous brews. Minor illusions, simple levitation, spark evocation…anything harmlessly flashy to celebrate Spelltide. To celebrate magic itself.

      Ambrose held up one of his recently brewed levitation bottles, feeling even more miserly as he checked its viscosity in the evening light. Yes, buying such a trifling potion did indeed celebrate magic. But so would buying one of his ground-breaking, high-end psychic resistance elixirs, the latest recipe for which had inspired not one, but two separate research studies on⁠—

      “These two banners go over there.” Nat burst out of the workroom with two more associates in tow, commanding her tiny decorating army with all the force of a general. “Put this bunting up around the bay window. And this”—she held up an earnest yet misshapen wreath Eli had made—“will go…um…on the back of the door.”

      “Got it.” One of her soldiers, a young half-elf with hexagonal glasses, took the decoration. “I’ll hide the wreath.”

      Ambrose hid a smile. “Thank you, Zuri.”

      Dawn’s wand-making apprentice, Zuri, was nineteen going on thirty-two. Her words were as cropped as her straight black hair, and ever since she had arrived at Rosemond Street two years ago, Ambrose got the distinct sense that she knew she belonged here. The same could not be said for Banneker’s artificing apprentice, Luka, who had arrived several months later and without the courage to string together more than a dozen words at a time.

      “Happy to help.” Luka gave Nat a shy smile, his shaggy brown hair hiding his face as he carefully sifted through the tangle of bunting. “Would you like birds or triangles over the window?”

      “Birds, obviously. The migration’s the best part of the festival.”

      Dawn glared over a shelf, silk flowers in hand. “That’s slander on the dancing and I won’t have it.”

      Viola snorted as she held the ladder underneath Dawn. “Please. As if a few drunken dances can hold up to the games.”

      They all spread about the shop, arguing over the best part of the three-day festival. The magical shops, magical demonstrations, magical games. Then the magical picnic to watch the magical auroc migration pass overhead on the final day…

      Ambrose rubbed his eyes and arranged his bottles on a tiered table. Twelve days until the magical festival started, and he was already eager for it to be over.

      As he reached for the last bottle on the counter, another one appeared at his fingertips, milky white and swirling with bits of lavender petals.

      “Here you go,” Nat said proudly. “All cooled down and ready for you to try.”

      Ambrose slouched. He was proud of her for taking the initiative to brew the potion, of course—he just hadn’t realized that he was meant to be the test subject once it was done.

      “It looks perfectly brewed. Perhaps I could try it…after Spelltide?” he tried weakly.

      “But that’s weeks away!” She dropped a journal next to the potion with a heavy thud. Its worn leather cover was speckled with dried potion drops and tiny paintings of dragons. “And you haven’t seen Fio in at least that much time. See?”

      Ambrose did not, in fact, need to see, but she opened the journal anyway, pushing aside the shop’s rose statue to make room. He whisked the statue away from her brazen disorder and hid it up in a cubby. The crystal embedded into its polished leaves and petals had been flashing white all day, signaling messages from the other shops on the street, and he had been trying to ignore them in favor of his Spelltide work. In the cubby, however, the statue only blinked brighter. He huffed and tried to hide it with a bundle of herbs.

      “Nat, I appreciate your notes, but I am well aware of when I last saw Fio,” he said. “Seeing as it was my dream⁠—”

      But Nat’s notes had already attracted an audience. Luka approached quietly, flipping through the pages with a reverent touch. “When was the last time you saw him?”

      “Two weeks ago.” Nat pointed to her chart. Luka gave a nervous hum.

      “And you’re…absolutely sure the dragon is starting to wake?”

      Standing next to each other, the two apprentices could hardly look more different. Luka’s shaggy hair and shrinking posture hid his features as much as possible, while Nat stood straight, decked in clinking orange jewelry against her black clothing. Over the last two years, she hadn’t quite grown out of her dark wardrobe—but she had certainly grown. She was no longer a malnourished sixteen-year-old, but a tall, strong, unfortunately self-assured eighteen-year-old, who was confident that she could handle volatile level-six potions when she had only just begun mastering her level fours.

      Ambrose blamed Eli for that development. Her lack of caution certainly didn’t come from him.

      “Mr. Ambrose wrote all his observations down here,” Nat continued boldly. “The changes in breathing pattern, scale warmth, his eye movement. Mr. Eli’s confirmed all of it, too. Fio’s waking up from his hibernation. Which is why”—she glanced up at Ambrose—“he should try my sleeping potion and see if he can talk to Fio again.”

      Zuri soon wandered over, and as Nat showed her the newest pages, the notes within quickly shifted from her chicken-scratch to Ambrose’s orderly script. Nat had both named the dragon and started the journal, yes—but both of them had contributed over the past two years, slowly piecing together Ambrose’s dreams.

      Or, rather, the dragon that had started to appear in them upon Ambrose’s rescue from Aphos.

      The dreams had been fuzzy at first. Voices calling from a black ether, or the smell of wet rock and moss. At first, Ambrose had thought they were merely unpleasant flashbacks to his kidnapping by the Aphosian crime ring. Of being stuck in their tunneled hideout underneath the city, brewing illegal potions and conspiring with Rosemond Street on his own escape.

      But with every dream—two dozen or so, in total—the voices and smells had evolved into shapes, then sights, then places. He kept standing in the same cave every time. He kept seeing the same sleeping dragon he had once found trapped in Aphos, just like he was…

      And as soon as the dragon acknowledged his presence and spoke, of all things, his theory had shifted. He wasn’t simply dreaming about Aphos; it wasn’t that simple. His dreams were transporting part of him back there. Back to the dragon—shackled, unmoving, being tapped for its rare, magical plasma…and still hibernating.

      For now.

      “If the dragon’s truly waking, we should keep an eye on it as much as we can.” Luka looked up from the journal. “Shouldn’t we?”

      Zuri shrugged and flipped to another page. “And why say no to a nap? It’s a win-win.”

      Nat pushed her catnap potion closer to Ambrose in victory—that was two votes in her corner. Ambrose pressed his lips into a line and turned to his own allies.

      “Dawn, if you kept seeing an irritated dragon in your sleep, would you be seeking it out via sleeping potion?”

      “What? No.” Dawn shuddered and pointed to the journal with a circling finger. “Whatever you got going on there is creepy. No thanks.”

      Viola handed Dawn the last garland, her bat-shaped earrings flying all around her folded ears. “I mean, I like spooky stuff, but should we really be trying to talk more to the dragon in the cave? What if you get stuck there or something? We can’t exactly rescue your astral form, you know.”

      “Precisely.” Ambrose squared his shoulders and pushed the bottle back toward Nat. “The elders have spoken.”

      Dawn glared at him. “Hey!”

      “Now,” Ambrose continued, “if you three are all done with the bunting, I could use your help with these⁠—”

      Eli’s ecstatic voice floated in through the front door. “Decorations!”

      An invisible weight immediately lifted off Ambrose’s chest. Eli Valenz stood in the doorway, spreading his arms wide at the shop’s transformation.

      “You put it all up already!” He dropped his pack onto the floor. “You didn’t have to do that. I said I was gonna do it!”

      Judging by his wet black hair and the scent of soap rolling off him, Eli had cleaned up after his sparring session at the practice pits—but he hadn’t fully changed out of his adventurer’s gear. Bracers still protected his forearms, his potion belt hung low across his hips. And his enchanted shield pendant—one that Ambrose requested he wear, even when sparring—still winked between his collarbones.

      Ambrose took an indulgent moment to admire him. It didn’t matter that Eli only sported a plain tunic and pants under his accessories. Against the backdrop of the sparkling, sunlit windows and dramatic clouds of dust kicked up in the street, he looked like a prince.

      His indulgent moment went on for another second, then two…then he realized he was well and truly staring, and quickly cleared his throat. “I thought you might like to see it all put together,” he said. “We put up everything you made.”

      “Even the wreath?”

      “Even the wreath.”

      Eli took his time surveying the whole shop, from the bird bunting on the window to the garlands hanging from the shelves, until Ambrose found himself shifting impatiently at the counter. Eli had no right to look as handsome as he did after sparring, yet withhold his greeting kiss for so long. No, he had to smile proudly at the shop first. Compliment everyone’s work with gusto. Wander around with his hands at that low-slung belt of his… Gods, it was terribly inconvenient how much Ambrose loved this man⁠—

      Then finally Eli made his way to the counter and gathered Ambrose up in a warm, excited kiss, smelling of soap and sand and metal polish. Ambrose couldn’t help it—his face tingled at the touch, and he melted into the firm arms wrapped around his waist.

      “You like it?” he murmured.

      “I love it.” Eli pecked his cheek, then his forehead, clearly unwilling to leave his gratitude at just one kiss. “Thank you.”

      Ambrose smiled at him, dazed by the kiss, the touch, the smile before him…

      And Nat took full advantage of it.

      “Hey, Mr. Eli.” She held up her catnap potion. “You think it’s cool that Mr. Ambrose can talk to a dragon, right?”

      Ambrose hurriedly shook himself out of his daze. “No. No, he does not⁠—”

      “Of course I do.” Eli sauntered over and inspected the bottle, his face shining with pride as if she were his own apprentice. “Did you brew this yourself?”

      “It’s just a catnap potion.” Nat feigned a casual shrug. “You think he should take it, right? So he can try to check on Fio and make sure he’s okay?”

      All eyes in the shop landed on Eli, who smiled blithely. “Yeah, he should totally take it. It’s a great idea.”

      Half the shop groaned; the other half high-fived.

      “The elder has decided!” Nat crowed. Eli lowered the bottle.

      “Hold on, who’s she calling elder⁠—?”

      “It’s settled. Ambrose will take the potion before dinner.” She set the vial on the counter with a definitive clink. But Ambrose couldn’t come up with the words to concede her victory—he was too busy rooting around in his pocket for his watch.

      “Dinner? Is it that late already?” He always did this when summer rolled around. The lingering sunlight delayed the natural progression of the shadows across the chasm city, tricking him into thinking he had hours left to brew. “I’m sorry, Nat, I’ve kept you here for far too long⁠—”

      He flipped open the watch and groaned. It was, indeed, past dinnertime, and the others scrambled into action accordingly. Zuri and Luka ducked into the workroom to grab their packs, while Dawn and Viola stashed the ladder.

      “Viola, you wanna grab something from the sandwich stall before the”—Dawn threw an odd glance in Eli’s direction and changed her pitch—“before, um…it gets dark?”

      “Sure!” Viola quickly waved to Ambrose. “Bye, Ames! Tell us how the catnap potion goes!”

      Ambrose and Eli waved them off—and just as fast as they had arrived, his shop intruders were gone, headed to the closest stall. Only Luka loitered by the door, letting wafts of summer warmth roll into the cool shop.

      “Nat,” he called, his quiet voice nearly drowned out by the street traffic outside. “Did you still want to study tonight?”

      “For the explosives management seminar?” Nat struggled to close her own backpack against all the study materials inside. “Sure. I can bring the book over to your room after dinner.”

      Luka’s ears went pink. “My—my room⁠—?”

      Nat shrugged. “Yeah. I’ll bring Zuri, too.”

      “Oh.” He ran a hand through his hair. “Right. Of course. See you later.” He nodded to Ambrose and rushed out. “Bye, Mr. Ambrose! Bye, Mr. Eli!”

      Ambrose watched the boy hurry back to Banneker’s atelier across the street. Luka was what Eli would call a good kid, though socially, he was about as shy as Ambrose had been at his age. A good thing he had Nat and Zuri, then—just as he himself had Dawn when growing up.

      Though Dawn wasn’t half so bossy as Nat was at times.

      “Here’s the reversal potion in case anything goes wrong with your nap.” She pulled a golden vial off the shelf behind the counter and placed it next to the catnap bottle. “I only brewed  the catnap potion to last thirty minutes or so—tell me if it’s too short—but it should make your sleep deep enough to reach Fio. And keep the journal by the nightstand so you don’t forget to write anything down.”

      Ambrose bit back a smile and gave a small bow. “Yes, Miss Nat.”

      “And you’re sure you don’t need me here to take notes when you wake up?”

      “No, I’ll be all right.” Ambrose gestured to the street. “Please, go have dinner. Is the apprentices’ house⁠—?”

      Nat nodded, her bag already over her shoulder. “It’s chicken and dumpling night!”

      Eli looked up. “Can I be an apprentice for the day?”

      Ambrose gave him a sideways glance. “And here I thought you enjoyed my cold leftover noodles.”

      “I…” Eli patted his shoulder. “I love them because you made them.”

      “Okay, gross.” Nat rolled her eyes and pushed past them both. “I’ll see you tomorrow! Don’t forget to take notes!”

      She scuttled off toward the apprentices’ boarding house, kicking up dust as she went. How she and Viola stuck so firmly to their black wardrobe while working on the ground floor of a chasm, he’d never understand.

      “It seems I’m being sent to bed.” Ambrose twined his fingers with Eli’s and leaned against his arm. “Will you stay with me?”

      He dearly hoped so. That shield pendant, framed just so by Eli’s open collar, was so very distracting…

      But Eli gave a regretful smile and kissed his knuckles.

      “I have to go talk to Sherry about something,” he said. “You go on. I’ll be there with a hot cup of tea ready for you when you wake up.”

      Ambrose lifted Eli’s hand and returned the gentle kiss. The man truly did know how to seduce him.

      “All right,” he murmured. “I’ll see you soon.”

      And as Eli headed out once more, Ambrose picked up the catnap potion, sighed at it, and went upstairs to visit a dragon.
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      Ambrose took his time getting ready for his nap. Not that he doubted Nat’s brew, nor their joint theory about deeper sleep leading him to Fio. It was simply that once he was linked to Fio…there was nothing he could do. He could observe, yes. Take notes upon waking up. But his astral form couldn’t chase away the dragon’s captors nor release him from his prison. All he could do was keep Fio company—and Fio didn’t even want that.

      But there was no avoiding all that now. He took a swig of the potion, grimaced at its overly floral flavor, then curled up into the pillow.

      Fortunately for Nat and unfortunately for him, their hypothesis proved to be accurate—at least, in this particular experiment. He could almost feel the strange pull of the dream as he was falling asleep. An odd ache in his finger, where he had once cut a tiny piece of his astral form against Fio’s scales. Then the darkness fell deeper and deeper…

      And slowly, the portal back into the dragon’s cave began to open for him.

      The smell always came first. Rock, leather, moss, and ink, seeping through the darkness. The scent made him tense on instinct. His mind flew back to the dungeons in Aphos, to shadows and tunnels and the fear of being trapped. Every time, he had to remind himself that he wasn’t truly entering Aphos again. No one could see or hear his astral form there.

      No one except for Fio.

      “Hello,” he called awkwardly as the dragon’s lair slowly took shape around him. The gray smudges of the walls, the large, dark silhouette looming above him. “I’m here. Please don’t mind me.”

      It was his customary greeting to Fio, whenever he found himself in this sort of dream. Sometimes, the dragon was too deep in his hibernation to respond. On those nights, Ambrose merely observed him from afar—or peeked at the artificers’ tools and notes while the artificers themselves milled about in ignorance of his presence.

      But other times, the dragon was restless. Partially trapped in sleep, partially awake. Awake enough, at least, to send a few sparse words to Ambrose while still appearing dormant to the Aphosians.

      Hello? was his most frequent word—always confused, wary, and sharp. An angry Go away closely followed, trailed sometimes by a hesitant How? Ambrose always tried to respond, but Fio’s ability to reply waned after only a few words. A conversationalist, he was not.

      And yet a large dragon he most certainly was, so Ambrose thought it safest to be polite in his greetings.

      “I’m not here to hurt you,” he continued as the shapes around him grew in detail. “I’m only here to…well, to see if this worked, I suppose.”

      And it had: he was napping, and Fio was here. Nat would be thrilled, of course. She’d probably make him take naps every day this week as a result. Which, naturally would cut into his precious Spelltide preparations, which would cut into his normal stocking, and brewing, and advertising, and⁠—

      The rest of his surroundings finally came into focus, and Ambrose staggered back in shock.

      He was not alone in the cave—not even close. The place was filled to the brim with Aphosians, all of them wearing the same bronze artificer’s pin that separated them from the riffraff in the underground city. This made no sense to Ambrose—in all of his past dreams, Fio’s lair had been nearly empty. It was always just Fio, one or two scientists, and the assortment of tubes they had stuck into him, depositing smaller and smaller amounts of plasma into oversized glass jars. Every now and then, another artificer would be there—checking the plasma levels, making notes on a chart, testing and replacing the moss that covered the walls. All while Fio curled in a massive huddle in the center of the room.

      But the artificers were certainly here now. Every single one in Aphos’ employ, it seemed—and none of them sounded particularly happy to be there.

      “Look, there’s nothing more we can do!” One artificer, a gnome who seemed to visit Fio the most, was shouting to the others, trying to be heard over their dismayed murmurs. “F.10 can’t give us any more plasma!”

      Ambrose stiffened. F.10, the artificers’ clinical term for the dragon—and where Nat had pulled his name from. Part of him wanted to correct the gnome, but no one in the room would have heard him, even if they weren’t all arguing over each other.

      An elf with a clipboard raised her hand indignantly. “But we don’t have a working alternative for Madam Mila yet.”

      “That’s right!” another woman said. “The potions team hasn’t worked out that blasted potioneer’s true illusion recipe yet.”

      Several other artificers around her grumbled; Ambrose allowed himself a moment of immense pride. Two years had passed, and they still hadn’t been able to replicate his achievement.

      It was a pity that his illegal potion for Aphos couldn’t be mentioned in any of his scientific papers.

      “Lucky for you, the potions team is about to get a lot bigger,” the gnome hissed. “We’re transferring. All hands on deck to replicate the potion. Our work with the dragon is done.”

      The crowd’s protests grew louder, but Ambrose could hardly pay attention. They were finally done trapping the poor dragon. His dreams might be coming to a close. If they freed Fio…

      He crept closer to the creature, making note of his rapid breathing and the radiant emerald color of his scales. With the exception of the one sharp scale that had absorbed a hint of Ambrose’s astral essence, all of Fio’s scales burned brighter every day; a sure sign he was leaving hibernation, according to Eli. It was perfect timing, if the artificers were planning to let him go⁠—

      “But is sealing him up really the answer?” the elf with the clipboard demanded. Ambrose’s gaze whipped over to her.

      “We can’t just let him fly out, now can we?” the artificer scoffed. “Either he turns and blasts us in revenge, or he flies off and blasts the city in anger. You think Madam Mila wants Mayor Rune on our tail because we went soft and let a damn dragon loose on the Scar?”

      Behind the crowd, more Aphosians entered—workers this time, pushing carts of boulders and other chunks of stone.

      “No!” Ambrose straightened, his astral words useless in the empty air. “You can’t!”

      A few of the other artificers echoed him, some of them going as far as to push the workers away—but they were quickly overruled and shoved out into the tunnel.

      And as the first boulder rolled into place, one word lashed into Ambrose’s mind.

      Help!

      Ambrose turned to the dragon. “Was that you⁠—?”

      You must help me!

      The fearful demand was high in pitch, almost childlike—not at all what Ambrose expected from a creature the size of Rosemond Street.

      “I…” He looked between the dragon and the tunnel, fists clenched, anger and helplessness lashing his feet to the floor. He had felt this sort of weight before—it had once haunted him in the dungeons not far from this very cave. But he’d had a way out then, through his friends. He had no way out for Fio here. His astral form couldn’t hold back the rocks nor stop the workers. “How do I⁠—?”

      A second boulder thudded into place. He could no longer hear the artificers’ protests in the tunnel, and the workers with their carts paid no attention to Fio. They didn’t see the iridescence of his shifting scales, nor the desperate twitching of his tail…nor the opening of his eye. One large, golden eye, staring straight at Ambrose in sharp fear and determination.

      Find my family! he said. Help me fly away from here!

      The rocks piled higher and higher, forming a silent tomb for the dragon who had made them wealthy. The dragon who was trapped in Aphos, like Ambrose had once been. Like Nat had been for most of her life. Giving Aphos everything, and receiving nothing but death in return. It wasn’t fair, it wasn’t right⁠—

      He could hardly breathe for his own rage, and it was without all logic or sense or thought when he looked Fio in the eye and said:

      “All right. I’ll get you out of here.”
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          GATHER THE PARTY
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        Eli

      

      

      As Eli jogged back into the summer heat and veered into Grim’s jewelry shop, he pushed aside a twinge of guilt about lying to Ambrose. It wasn’t a total falsehood—he genuinely did need to talk to Sherry about something.

      But that something was also important enough to require the rest of Rosemond Street.

      His audience had already gathered in Grim’s dark, cozy living room, lounging in wait for him. Banneker hunched over the worn kitchen table in the corner, his bright red hair a beacon as he tinkered with a partially disassembled rose statue. While the artificer made a mess on the table, Grim puttered about their small kitchen, made all the smaller by their large orcish frame. They seemed determined to get out of the way of the ladies, who had snuck into Grim’s just before Eli and now held court on the squashy, oversized couch, discussing the details of Dawn and Rory’s impending wedding.

      “I’ve narrowed the list down to seven possible venues,” Dawn explained to Viola and the gray-haired armorer, Sherry. The trio presided over a thick pound cake and a thicker wedding planner, its pages tabbed in brilliant pinks and purples. “Rory and I are going to narrow down our options this week.”

      Viola flipped through the planner and hummed over a collage of newspaper clippings. From Eli’s spot by the door, he could barely make out illustrations of wedding arches and vaulted ceilings. “And how many guests do you need to fit, exactly?”

      “Over a hundred,” Dawn said proudly. Sherry gasped, startling the little companion on her lap: an automaton made of a beer mug, a broom head, and pointy little utensil arms.

      “Sorry, Tom,” she cooed to the automaton, then turned back to Dawn. “So many guests! A far cry from mine, back in the day. Please tell me your family’s helping with the planning.”

      “Oh, of course.” Dawn waved a hand, her bright pink engagement ring flashing. “Mom’s handling the dinner, my brothers are taking on the welcome events, and Auntie Max and Rory’s dad are coordinating the ceremony.”

      Viola divvied up the pound cake on the coffee table. “And you’ve worked out all the traditions?”

      Dawn turned to another tabbed section of her planner. This part alone was half as thick as the slice of cake she now balanced on her free hand.

      “Four traditions for the ceremony, four for the dinner. Evenly divided between families.” She brightened. “First, my mom adds a lily to my bouquet for luck, then⁠—”

      Eli gently cleared his throat. As he’d hoped, Tom leapt out of Sherry’s arms and wheeled over to his feet, gracefully cutting Dawn’s list short. Not that he didn’t love wedding traditions, of course, but Scarrish weddings almost weighed them above the vows themselves. If he let Dawn keep going through her list, they’d be here until midnight.

      And his own announcement was already making him jittery.

      “Oh! Sorry, Eli. Just excited.” Dawn quickly closed her planner and patted it with a smile. “You ready for us?”

      Now that the wedding court had adjourned—for now, at least—the full group gathered together before the hearth. Grim finally emerged from the kitchen and tapped Banneker’s shoulder. The artificer waved a wand over his mess, reassembling the bits of wood and crystal back into the floral shape of the statue, then flopped over an armchair. For Eli’s part, he wanted to keep holding on to Tom for encouragement—but as soon as she spotted all the open laps on the couch and chairs, she whirled her little fork arms in a silent command to be put down.

      “Hey, hey, all right!” He set her down and straightened his tunic as she wheeled back over to the couch. Yes, he had practiced this several times—but some emotional support from his own automaton would have been nice.

      “Whatcha got for us?” Banneker asked. Eli straightened and took a deep breath.

      “Thanks for agreeing to meet up. I have to say this quickly before Ambrose wakes up from his nap.”

      Sherry immediately leaned forward, her frown deepening the wrinkles on her forehead. “Is he all right?”

      “Oh, he’s fine.”

      “And you?” Grim pressed. “Are you all right?”

      Eli held up his hands. “I’m fine!”

      “And Nat, is she⁠—?”

      “We’re all fine! Everyone’s fine!”

      Gods, he really did need to do this quickly. He accelerated through his words, his nerves leaking into them in a way they never had during his rehearsals.

      “It’s Kolkean tradition that if you’re partners with someone, you have to go to the family first. To sort of—declare your intentions. And you’re all basically his family, so…” He set his sweaty palms behind his back and ignored his heart pounding against his ribs. “I’d like to marry⁠—”

      The room erupted into ecstatic chaos.

      Sherry burst into tears. Tom spun in circles around the coffee table. Dawn gave an ear-splitting shriek and launched off the couch, sweeping him into a crushing hug. Banneker was beside her seconds later, somehow lifting both of them off the ground with his twig-like arms. Through the embrace, Eli could barely see Viola flying into a tizzy over the untouched slices of pound cake.

      “This isn’t nearly enough!” she declared. “We need more. Something big, something celebratory, something…” Her face lit up. “Hold on, I’ve got just the thing back at The Midnight Snack!”

      She rushed toward the door, stopped to squeal and shake Eli’s arm, then continued on to her bakery in pursuit of a bigger dessert, her prosthetic leg clinking down the stairs to punctuate her excitement. Grim was apparently of the same mind—they duly handed Sherry a handkerchief and shuffled right back into the kitchen. “Well, can’t have all this hubbub without some bubbly,” they said, their voice gravelly as they withheld tears. “Think I’ve got a bottle here somewhere…”

      Eli melted in both relief and utter confusion.

      “Wait!” He squirmed his way out of Dawn and Banneker’s grasp. “Hold on, hold on. You’re not supposed to make it that easy! Come on, you’re supposed to ask me questions. You know, demand to know my plans for the future, how I intend to support my spouse⁠—”

      Grim turned and folded their arms. “All right. What are your plans for the future, Mr. Valenz?”

      Eli readied himself and began to count off on his fingers. “Marry Ambrose Beake⁠—”

      “Excellent. And does Ambrose Beake need financial support?”

      “Not exactly⁠—”

      “Good. Sounds like we’re all set, then.”

      As Grim retrieved a bottle and poured overflowing glasses of sparkling wine, Dawn similarly overflowed with excitement.

      “I can share my wedding planning templates with you!” She did a bouncy little dance next to him. “You’ll love them, it’ll make the whole thing so easy. I’ve got charts, notes on this year’s trends, my list of venues if you want to use that as a starting point⁠—”

      Eli’s relief quickly muted, and he took her hands. He had been burning for weeks to declare his intentions to them—but he hadn’t exactly been looking forward to saying this particular bit.

      “Ames…doesn’t want a wedding.”

      Dawn froze mid-dance. “He what?”

      Behind her, Sherry was still dabbing at her eyes with Grim’s handkerchief. “No wedding? Are you sure?”

      Even Tom had stopped spinning in confusion—but Grim didn’t lose a beat as they brought over the tray of glasses.

      “Of course the kid doesn’t want a wedding.” They shrugged. “All eyes on Beake at an event with, what, a hundred people? Unless your venue is the Potion Con debate stage, you’ll never get him up there.”

      “Aw, but it’s only one day.” Banneker helped them pass out the wine. “We can make it a quick shindig.”

      “Oh, surely we can do something small.” Sherry clutched her soggy handkerchief to her chest. “Rent out The Jumping Ogre for the night, at least? You both must be celebrated, after all.”

      A twinge went through Eli as a few of the bubbles leapt out of the over-full glass and fizzed against his fingers. He didn’t need to be told twice. He loved any excuse to celebrate anything—particularly Ambrose Beake.

      But Kolkean weddings were much like Scarrish ones. They were designed to be overwhelming. A massive descent of family members and friends into a single space, sometimes for multiple days. There would be games, gaudy decor, nearly double the number of family rituals Dawn had mentioned…

      He loved it—but when he had described it to Ambrose over dinner once, the poor man looked like he was going to throw up his meal. And when he’d asked in an unnervingly small voice if they could avoid that sort of thing, Eli hadn’t thought twice about agreeing. No wedding was better than a miserable wedding.

      “Don’t worry.” He squeezed Sherry’s hand. “We’ll find a way to celebrate in a small way once we’re ready. I still gotta propose to him before we think about all that.”

      The room’s excitement churned back up at the mention of the proposal, and Dawn firmly guided Eli to the couch to further interrogate him on the subject.

      “So, how will you propose?” she asked eagerly. “Fireworks over a river?”

      Eli gave her a look. “Dawn, I’m not gonna copy Rory.”

      “It worked, didn’t it?”

      He shook his head and sipped on the wine; the bubbles on his tongue were just as giddy as Dawn’s expression.

      “I’ve got a plan,” he said as everyone else gathered back around. “I’ll do it on Spelltide. The third day, while the auroc migration’s going over the city. I’ve already got the ring, and I’m gonna tie it to a potion⁠—”

      Over on the kitchen table, Grim’s rose statue flashed white. Banneker squinted at it.

      “Sorry, Grim. I thought I had fixed that. I’ll take another look at it later.” He waved off the glow. “You were talking about a potion?”

      “Yeah, for Ames. See, there’s this sort of memory potion I want to make⁠—”

      The statue flashed again. Banneker groaned and stood. “Hold on.”

      He loped over and checked its base with a frown. After finding no issues there, he unrolled the scroll—and his eyebrows shot up. “Uh-oh. The dude of brew’s ears must be burning.” He looked over his shoulder. “Ames is calling for a street meeting.”

      Eli stiffened. “When?”

      “Now.”

      Eli crossed the room in two strides and reached for the scroll.

      
        
        Ambrose: Emergency street meeting. Rory already contacted. Convene at Grim’s.

      

      

      Eli cursed. He knew he should have stayed with Ambrose and waited for another time to⁠—

      “Act normal!” Sherry flapped her hands. “Everyone, act normal!”

      Dawn spun around, Tom in one hand and her glass in the other. “What do we do with the wine?”

      “Chug it!” Banneker shouted and immediately downed his drink. As he grimaced at the bubbles, Viola burst through the door, a giant cookie cake in her arms.

      “Look what I’ve got⁠—!”

      “No!” Sherry shooed her back down the steps. “Go back, go back! He’s coming!”

      Viola yelped and rushed off. Grim swept up the empty glasses. Dawn yanked Eli back onto the couch and smoothed out her skirt.

      “Quick, let’s talk about something else.” She wiggled both hands, as if willing the words to manifest themselves. “Let’s talk about, um⁠—”

      Eli glanced around, his mind struggling to get away from the proposal. Potions, rings⁠—

      “Spelltide?” he offered.

      Dawn straightened. “Yes, Spelltide!” As footsteps echoed up the stairs toward them, she raised her voice. “Boy, how I’m looking forward to the festival about magic. Magic is the best—oh, hi, Ambrose!”

      Ambrose stopped in the doorway, his brow furrowed in confusion. “Hello,” he said slowly. “You’re all…already here?”

      “Yes! We were just, ah…” Sherry tapped her fingers on her glass, then realized it was still in her hand and quickly hid it behind her back. “Talking about the street decorations for the festival! Weren’t we, Banneker?”

      “Absolutely.” He stretched across his half of the couch. “You know, lights and stuff.”

      Grim cleared their throat. “Probably some bunting.”

      “Flowers are great.” Dawn beamed. “Love a good flower.”

      Ambrose stared at them. “I…see.” He took the spot Eli had been standing in earlier—the spot in front of the hearth, where Grim typically held court for street meetings. “I apologize for intruding on such short notice, but I⁠—”

      “Ames?” Rory’s voice echoed up the steps, her words nearly muffled by a cascade of younger voices. A moment later, the investigative journalist herself appeared, with an empty-handed Viola and Rosemond Street’s three apprentices gathered like ducklings behind her. Even amidst the gaggle, Rory was easy to spot, with her purple undercut, tailored jacket, and signature saunter.

      “Got here as fast as I could.” She squirmed her way onto the couch next to Dawn, kissed her fiancée’s cheek with a cheesy smack, and jerked a thumb at the apprentices. “Ran into these rascals on the way from the press office. I tried to tell them they didn’t need to come, but they wouldn’t listen.”

      “Oh. Well”—Ambrose fidgeted with his sleeve—“I don’t want to burden them unnecessarily.”

      “It’s a street meeting, right?” Nat sat cross-legged on the faded rug and pulled Tom onto her lap. “We’re part of the street.”

      Viola, Zuri, and Luka filled in the remaining spots around the makeshift circle of merchants. When Sherry offered the newcomers pound cake, Rory eagerly took a slice.

      “Honestly, I gotta thank you for calling me over,” she said, stabbing at the cake with her fork. “I’ll take any sort of break from covering the city’s Spelltide preparations.”

      Eli leaned back, trying to look like his heart wasn’t still pounding from his earlier announcement. “Lotta crime over by the food stalls? Noodle embezzlement?”

      “I wish.” Rory rolled her eyes. “Normally, I’m happy to lend a hand off my usual beat. But if they ask me to interview one more traveling bard, I’m gonna take their noodles and embezzle ‘em up their…” She held up a hand. “Sorry, sorry. Ames, you said this was an emergency.”

      Zuri jotted something down in her journal.

      “No apologies needed,” she said dryly. “Your off-topic discussion just earned me a square.”

      Ambrose sighed; Eli grinned. He had almost forgotten about Street Meeting Squares.

      It was something he wished he had come up with back when he was regularly attending the meetings as a rival potioneer to Ambrose. He glanced over at Zuri’s game board—a simple grid scribbled in her journal—to see what today’s winning phrases were. He spotted Sherry Serves Tea, Dawn Wears Pink, Banneker Tries to Get Out of Cistern Inspection…

      Desserts, naturally, filled the free space in the middle.

      “Well?” Grim said, unfazed by the game. “What is it, Beake?”

      Luka crossed off a square on his own paper. Ambrose ignored that and shuffled in place for a moment, as nervous and rigid as Eli had been minutes ago. Eli’s own nerves spiked—he hoped Ambrose hadn’t suddenly decided to propose himself. He was so excited about his potion idea for Spelltide.

      Ambrose finally cleared his throat. “I spoke with Fio tonight and I…I may have promised him that I’d help him escape Aphos.”

      Nat straightened. “It worked! My potion worked!”

      Ambrose gave her a weak smile, but no one else acknowledged her victory.

      “I’m sorry. You promised to free a trapped dragon into the city?” Viola squeaked.

      “Not into the city!” Ambrose retorted, his cheeks going pink. “Ideally, into the, ah…sky…”

      “Oh, right, the sky.” Zuri stared at him. “The sky over the city. That sky.”

      Even Eli had to agree with the others, his own words of reason tasting sour. “Ames,” he said gently, “you can’t promise that the dragon won’t set the whole place on fire in revenge for being trapped for so long⁠—”

      Ambrose held up a finger. “I believe he spits acid, actually.”

      “—and even if you could, he’s stuck down in Aphos.” Eli ran a hand through his hair. “We could barely get you out of Aphos.”

      The air in the room drew taut at the memory—of Ambrose’s kidnapping, his descent into the underground crime ring, the weeks of effort it took to snatch him from Madam Mila’s iron grip—but even as Ambrose paled, he didn’t waver.

      “I wouldn’t have made the promise if it weren’t of utmost importance,” he said. “As we speak, Aphos is sealing up the tunnel that leads to his cave. Either we get him out of there, or he never gets out at all. Angry as he might be, he deserves to be free of them, just as I am, and I’ve already left him down there once.” He swallowed. “I cannot in good conscience do it again.”

      The room went quiet again, and Eli slouched. He was right; of course he was right. But such a task could go wrong in hundreds of ways, only half of which he could predict as an adventurer. Aphos’ security, for one. Then there were the small matters of the dragon’s anger, the dragon’s teeth, the dragon’s talons…

      Nat broke the reluctant silence.

      “We’re getting him out, then,” she declared loudly. “How do we start?”

      Her determined gaze landed on each of them, a silent dare to contradict her. And Eli couldn’t bring himself to do it.

      “If Ames can keep talking directly to Fio,” he ventured, “maybe he can force out a promise from him not to retaliate on the city. Maybe.”

      Banneker drummed his fingers on his knees. “Well, if he can do that, we might not need to make a whole thing of the rescue,” he said. “Fio’s cave isn’t that far from us, right? We could just walk over and blast the top off. Let him fly out on his own.”

      Zuri crossed off another square on her grid. “Questionable idea from Banneker. Got two squares in a row, now. Keep ‘em coming.”

      Banneker pouted, but Grim didn’t argue against her judgment.

      “Aphos won’t take kindly to us blowing up part of their lair,” they said. “We’re already lucky they haven’t tried to retaliate after Beake’s rescue. I’m not giving them another excuse to get angry at us.” They shifted. “Best that we keep this whole business as quiet as we can.”

      “What if we snuck in again?” Dawn asked. “We’ve done it before.”

      Eli turned to Rory—their resident expert on Aphos and the estranged daughter of Madam Mila herself—but the journalist only grimaced at the idea. “I wouldn’t. Their guard rounds have gotten harder to predict in recent months. I swear they set the schedule using interpretive dance these days.”

      “Then we use the hole already in the cave chamber,” Viola offered. “We could rappel down it to help Fio out. I mean, I’d rather not”—she gestured to her prosthetic leg—“but I can make a mean floating pastry to help out. Or a nice sedation cupcake for the dragon, if he doesn’t agree to be on his best behavior.”

      The others began to murmur at that, offering similarly enchanted wands, potions, jewels, and hand cannons—but off to the side, Luka raised his hand.

      “I’m sorry, but are we…” He trailed off, waiting for the room to quiet. When both Banneker and Nat nodded to him in encouragement, he gathered himself once more. “Mr. Ambrose, are we quite sure Fio can handle magic like that?”

      Rory frowned. “What do you mean?”

      But Eli understood instantly.

      “Some creatures react differently to magic,” he said. “Red-winged gulls, for example, just absorb it like nothing happened—you can’t so much as hex them. Some rock phoenixes have learned to reflect spells back in a fight. And others…”

      He considered telling them all about an orange-fanned lizard exploding at a simple light spell, then decided against it.

      “Others can be, um, allergic,” he finished. “Luka’s right. We should check how Fio might handle enchantments.”

      Ambrose nodded. “It’s a fair point. But I’m afraid I’m not an expert on dragon allergies⁠—”

      “Oh, we’ve got people for that.” Sherry waved a hand. “Just go see Marlin!”

      Nat twisted to look at her. “Marlin?”

      “A dragon expert from the Folded Wings Foundation out west. A dear, dear friend. I’ve known him for ages.” Sherry brightened at her own idea. “He’s set up a booth in the market for Spelltide, gathering donations to build another reservation. If anyone’s going to know the magic tolerance of a dragon like Fio, it’ll be him.”

      But Ambrose wasn’t convinced. “Sherry, I can’t simply walk up to him and inform him about the dragon sleeping underneath the city,” he said. “If word like that gets out⁠—”

      Rory shrugged. “She never said you have to tell him everything.”

      Zuri leapt out of her chair. “Squares! Rory encouraging mild crimes, that’s square three! I got squares!”

      Nat groaned. “Come on, lying doesn’t count as a crime.”

      Luka checked his own paper and slouched. “Oh. I completely forgot to cross off Grim being the voice of reason. Do you think I could come in second?”

      Ambrose pinched the bridge of his nose and gave a long sigh. “Sherry, will Marlin be at the market tomorrow?”

      “He’ll be in town all through the festival.”

      “Good. I will endeavor to be…creative with the truth.” Ambrose steeled himself, then nodded to Nat. “And you’ll be coming with me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TIP 3:
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        Nat

      

      

      Nat would never tell Ambrose this, but her favorite place in the Scar wasn’t his potion shop.

      She loved The Griffin’s Claw, of course, but in truth, her heart belonged to the markets. The open-air Elwig market in the northern quarter, the orcish grocery market on the second level, the weekend flower market that took over the top ramps… The type didn’t matter. She loved them all. Back when she was a servant in Aphos, she had assumed—or rather, forced herself to assume—that the markets aboveground in the chasm city were no different than the markets below. Smelly, probably. Loud, definitely. Full of hagglers and shouting merchants and people who walked too slowly.

      And they were all of those things, yes. But no one had told her about all the colors.

      Down in the underground tunnels of Aphos, color was hard to come by. The darkness muted it, and even in the torchlight, everything took on the same muddy orange hue. But here in the upper markets, colors didn’t have to hide. They basked in the summer sunlight, so vibrant they were almost painful for her to look at. The flower stalls exploded in pastels; the fruit vendors peddled rainbows of near-garish hues. More than once, Nat had lost track of time just staring at the lemons, until she’d had to buy several out of sheer embarrassment.

      In her opinion, the markets couldn’t contain any more color than they already did
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