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Chapter 1
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QUERRILOUS KNOTTE had never been anything but a thief. He’d been a thief since he’d come to understand certain objects could be traded for food, for clothing, for weapons to defend himself, or for a night of safety behind a sturdy door. Early on, Querry had realized no one in the world would give him the things he needed to survive. If he wanted to live, he had to take them, and so he had. Over time, he’d become quite good at it and had grown to like it. It felt good to show the privileged minority their wealth and station didn’t keep them as secure as they deluded themselves into thinking.


Querry smirked as he leaned against the wall of The Mermaid’s Tail, the local tavern. He watched Frolic pack his steamer trunk with the clockwork toys that hadn’t sold throughout the day. Querry pushed off the wall and strode across the street to help his friend with his burden. Frolic’s pale face lit up when he turned his golden eyes on Querry.


“Need a hand?” Querry asked.


Frolic shook his head. “I can manage. I’m stronger than I look,” Frolic responded with a wink. Although Frolic looked like a young man in his late teens, he was actually a highly sophisticated clockwork himself. Querry had seen him best men twice his size with ease.


“Is it time?” Frolic asked with obvious glee.


Querry lifted his hand to shield his eyes as he looked out over the ocean. The sun was just beginning to set, and the throngs of dockworkers, sailors, and fishermen started home for the night alongside the more well-to-do of the village, who’d been shopping at the markets and fishmongers or just enjoying the beach. Querry smiled and nodded. “It certainly is.” Crowds made a wonderful place to do some light thievery, with all those bodies jostling about, tired from the day’s labor, thinking about dinner, distracted.


Frolic skipped into position a few feet ahead of Querry, making a colossal show of pretending his trunk was just a little too heavy for him. He tripped, knocking a gentleman into Querry, who caught the man, then expertly slipped his hand into the man’s coat, relieving him of his coin purse.


“Pardon me, sir,” Frolic simpered, fixing the man with a puppy dog expression. The whole scene appeared genuinely accidental. The slightly rumpled gentleman only huffed as he hurried away.


Frolic and Querry exchanged glances as they moved on to their next mark. Querry smiled. He loved that Frolic shared his taste for adventure and danger. Lately it seemed that Frolic liked it even more than before his accident. Perhaps the faerie magic used to repair him had made him reckless and wilder than before. Perhaps his brush with his mortality had made him eager to squeeze every drop of experience and excitement out of life. Either way, he clearly enjoyed the game as much as Querry. They played out the Bump and Snatch on a well-dressed lady, who was obviously from out of town. Querry knew they couldn’t go overboard. They only did this once or twice a month, just to keep their skills sharp. Any more than that, and people might start to get suspicious. But it was just too much fun, and after the trouble they’d managed to survive in Halcyon, Querry felt like there wasn’t anything they couldn’t accomplish together.


Frolic bumped, Querry snatched, and the target was none the wiser. The crowd gradually thinned, and Querry sighed. “Looks like we’re done here,” Querry lamented.


Frolic nodded and fell into step next to him. As they walked, Querry noticed a perfect mark. The man emerged from a brothel with a vacant smirk, still holding his billfold. Querry elbowed Frolic, and they shared a silent communication. Frolic smiled and meandered over toward the target. The smaller man slipped, tossing his trunk into the air. It landed just in front of the big man and burst open, spilling its contents. “Oh no!” Frolic exclaimed in his best helpless youth voice. Unaccustomed to deception, Frolic almost always went too far, but it usually worked for him.


“Here now, don’t worry, little fella,” the larger gentleman said as he absently stuffed his billfold into his back pocket. “Let me help you.”


Querry sidled up behind the man, plucked the billfold from his pocket, and emptied it. He replaced it just as Frolic secured his trunk.


“Oy,” the man exclaimed, spinning on Querry. “What’re you doing there?”


“Sorry, sir. Just thought I could help you and the young fellow,” Querry crooned, hoping he could diffuse the man’s sudden suspicion. Frolic moved off as they’d always practiced, but his gaze locked with Querry’s. Then Querry noticed the man reaching into his back pocket, and he knew the situation was about to explode. He gave Frolic the signal to run, and Frolic obeyed, hefting the trunk onto his back as he went. Querry dashed off in the opposite direction, the angry man in hot pursuit.


“Come back here, you filthy cutpurse!”


Querry easily outdistanced the larger, slower man, ducking into an alley so he could slow down, so he appeared less conspicuous. He pulled a hat from his pocket and plopped it over his distinctive black curls. He slipped off his red vest and turned it inside out, making it a black vest. The tiny flat he and Frolic shared with Reg was just ahead now. He skipped happily across the street, and a hurtling form crashed into him. Querry almost fell, but managed to stay on his feet. When he looked up, his eyes grew wide with surprise. The big, bald man from the brothel stood in front of him, heaving great gulps of the fishy air.


“Sorry, mate. Chasin’ a thief,” he gasped. “Red vest. Seen him?” Querry only nodded and pointed up the street. “Thanks, mate,” the man said, giving Querry a friendly clap on the shoulder before running off. Querry laughed heartily as he ascended the stairs to their flat.


He was a thief, had always been a thief, and a bloody brilliant one, at that. Now Querry’s beloved partner wanted him to be something else. He could see it on Reg’s face the moment he closed the door. Querry was still laughing, but when he saw the looks on Reg’s and Frolic’s faces, he stopped abruptly.


“You seem pretty pleased with yourself,” Reg fumed.


“Is it wrong for me to be proud of my talents?” Querry stamped his foot and raked his black curls out of his eyes, pushing the hat off and letting it fall to the floor. He paced the length of their tiny, seaside hovel in a Thalacean port, resisting his desire to kick the rickety table or the iron frame of the bed. He spun on the ball of his foot and crossed the little room again. It smelled of the flowers Reg had bought fresh earlier in the day but underneath lurked the scent of rancid fish and sea water polluted by steamships. “I’m good at what I do, and I’m not ashamed. Are you ashamed of me, Reg?”


Reg collapsed on the edge of their wrought iron bed, all the tensions dropping from his slight form and his anger deflating in a drawn-out sigh. He leaned his elbows on his knees, and his gaze dropped to the chipped, blue tile floor. At Reg’s despair, more disturbing than his passionate arguments, Querry swallowed his annoyance and affront and took a step toward him. Reg looked up and pushed his long fringe out of his hazel eyes. The half a year they’d spent under the strong sun of the Thalacean beach had lightened Reg’s hair to the color of sunlit wheat and brought a healthy, bronze tint to his face. With his darker coloring, Querry easily passed for a native. No amount of heat or sun could alter Frolic’s complexion, and he remained a flawless ivory, kissed with traces of pastel rose. His large golden eyes widened with concern as he watched Querry and Reg, and he rested his delicate hand on the hilt of his enchanted sword.


“I’m not ashamed, Querry, I’m worried,” Reg said in a voice left scratchy by his previous tirade. “The three of us are wanted criminals. We barely managed to escape Halcyon with our lives. I just don’t think it’s prudent to tempt fate. What if you get caught?”


“I won’t,” Querry said, crossing his arms over his chest and lifting his chin. He couldn’t quite suppress the smug smile pulling at the corners of his lips. “Never do.”


“You are not invulnerable!” Reg’s voice raised as a scrap of his former anger returned.


“I never said I was invulnerable. Only that I’m good.”


“Damn it!” Reg stood and smacked the white, plaster wall. Frolic flinched, and Querry recoiled. Reg never lost his temper. He won his debates through reason, calm, and cool, and Querry usually relented just because what Reg said made sense. But Querry had been reluctantly treading the cautious path for months now, and he itched for the night air on a rooftop, the way his senses fine-tuned to everything as he worked. He needed to feel that thrill, to remind himself how much more talented he was than the privileged he robbed. He couldn’t help longing for excitement and the challenge his illicit activities provided him. Though he’d never tell Reg, the chance of getting caught made it all the more delicious.


“I’m going crazy here,” he said as gently as he could, hoping to make his partner understand. “I have to stretch my legs, test my tools.”


It didn’t work. Reg stood a few inches from Querry’s chest, his fists balled beside his hips and his full lips trembling. “Try thinking about someone other than yourself for a change! What do you think would happen to me and Frolic if you got caught? What if Frolic is with you? Do you think it’ll take long before they realize he isn’t human? What do you suppose they’ll do to him?”


“I taught Frolic! He knows what to do. Besides, I’m not forcing him to come with me. I’ve kept Frolic safe since I found him!”


“Stop it.” Frolic interrupted them and positioned his small body between them, looking from Querry’s face to Reg’s. “Don’t talk about me like I’m not in the room. Please, just stop fighting.”


His obvious distress neutralized Querry’s anger, and Reg’s tight expression softened with sympathy. Both of them went to Frolic’s side and took up one of his hands. They apologized in unison, but Frolic still looked miserable. Reg stroked Frolic’s smooth cheek with the back of his hand, and Frolic’s white eyelashes fluttered with momentary contentment. Querry took his hand and led him to the large table that occupied over half of their living space. The three of them sat down, and Querry poured some strong, local wine for Reg and himself, wishing Frolic could partake of the simple comfort a potent drink offered. With Frolic, everything was much more complex.


“Let’s try to talk like people who love each other.” Sometimes, naïve little Frolic astounded Querry with his insight. Querry and Reg both nodded and looked at the rough, wooden surface of the table, ashamed at their behavior.


Querry reached across the table to take each of their hands in one of his. He closed his eyes for a moment, breathing deeply to calm himself and just savoring the connection they shared. “I’m sorry,” he said softly, squeezing their fingers and delighting in the warmth and slight dampness of their skin. Here by the southern sea, even Frolic seemed to don a perpetual sheen of moisture, though Querry knew he couldn’t sweat. Even so, his white, ringlet curls wound tighter and springier than ever, curlicuing out from his face in every direction. Querry found the disorder enchanting. Frolic always looked as if he’d just tumbled out of bed after a bout of lovemaking.


“I’m not sorry.”


Reg’s statement surprised Querry. “What?”


“I think you’re being foolish, Querry, and I can’t begin to imagine why you want to take this risk. We aren’t desperate for money.”


Querry glanced around their single-room dwelling, with the bed in the corner, the table at the center, some cracked crockery on a shelf on the wall, and a small, iron stove barely large enough to heat a kettle. When they tried to cook on it, suffocating smoke filled the space. Other than that, little filled the room beyond the bits of scrap Frolic used to make clockwork toys to sell to tourists or entrepreneurial sailors. A half-completed cat, with a jointed neck, hips, spine, and legs that would move as if alive when complete, waited on the board resting across two stone blocks that Frolic used as a workbench. Its green eyes, indistinguishable from life, would move and roll about when Frolic wound the toy. Bits of other, more fantastical creatures lay strewn across the floor nearby. Unlike other toymakers, Frolic made no effort to hide the elaborate, clockwork joints of his creations. Instead, he integrated them into his designs, making the functional aspects part of the aesthetic appeal. He flaunted his mechanical artistry rather than hiding it, to devastating effect. In Halcyon, such amazing items, far superior to anything else available, would have sold in fine boutiques for high prices. Here, Frolic barely managed to trade his wondrous creations for enough coin to buy a meal.


Being poor didn’t bother Querry. He’d always been poor, had never had more to his name than a simple room such as this. The idea of submitting to another’s authority grated on him, though. He didn’t mind having little in the way of material possessions, so long as he could say no one owned him. After being an indentured laborer as a child, being beholden to no one was very important to Querry.


As if he read Querry’s mind, Reg said, “You could find legitimate work, you know.”


Querry bristled and sat up straighter in his wooden chair. “You really want me to spend my days gutting fish or hauling crates? Why should I?”


Reg rubbed his forehead. “It’s an honest living, and it’s good enough for most people. It wouldn’t put us in danger.”


Reg didn’t understand. Querry had no intention of spending his life shoveling shit for a domineering employer. He possessed talents that said he didn’t need to. Querry had never been indebted to anyone, and he wasn’t about to change that. He didn’t need wealth, but he needed his freedom more than his next breath. After their childhood of virtual slavery in Halcyon’s factories, why couldn’t Reg appreciate that?


“Why do you have to make it sound as if I’m choosing between my love for you and Frolic and giving up my ideals?” Querry asked.


“Because, in a way, you are,” Reg answered, his gaze steady. “Which one will you sacrifice, Querry?”


“Neither. Stop doubting me. I’ve been doing this for as long as I can remember, and I’ve always been fine. God, Reg. Look at what we’ve done. We brought down a corrupt Grande Chancellor with an army of clockwork automatons and a magical weapon. I think I can manage a little simple burglary, don’t you?”


“But we don’t need the money,” Reg protested. Then his eyes widened with realization, and his cheeks colored with outrage. “Burglary? You don’t mean to say you’re going back out. You can’t be serious!”


Querry shook his head and stared into Reg’s gentle, hazel eyes, willing him to understand, wishing he could find the words to convey his desires. “I need this.”


“Must you take Frolic?”


“I want to go,” Frolic quickly interrupted.


“Why?” Reg asked.


Frolic drew his hands out of theirs and folded them in front of himself, staring intently at his knuckles. “I just want to go with Querry. And it’s fun.”


“Fine.” Reg looked absolutely defeated as he circled the rim of his wine glass with his finger, not looking at either of them. He didn’t rise from his chair as Querry and Frolic stood and prepared for their evening’s adventure.


Querry checked his gear: his mechanical grapple, clockwork pistol, sword, and lock picks in place above the black leather trousers, sturdy boots reinforced with rivets and steel plates, armored waistcoat, and ensorcelled goggles. He secured his weapons and tools to the three thick belts draping his hips. In this warm climate, he’d discarded the seamen’s coat he normally wore over his working attire. In the dark leather, he’d melt into the night. He’d finally managed to break it in enough that it didn’t creak when he bent and twisted. As Querry looked across the table, Frolic tucked his striking, light hair beneath a black hood and pulled his armored gloves over his pale hands. The snug, dark coat with the double rows of brass buttons and epaulets and matching pants he wore would blend with the darkness as well as Querry’s garments. His knee-high boots with the quartet of buckles and reinforced padding would make no sound on the street, or moving across a rooftop or floor.


The two of them stood and moved toward the door.


Reg’s chair screeched against the tiles as he got to his feet to join them. Clasping one of their gloved hands in each of his, he whispered, “Be careful.”


“Always,” Querry said.


“I still wish you wouldn’t go. I have a very bad feeling about this.”


“It’ll be fine, Reggie. It’s always fine. Trust me. I’ve been doing this for a long time.”


Reg pinned Querry’s dark curls behind his ear before kissing his cheek and dragging his sweet, swollen lips down Querry’s face. His breath smelled of the rich wine they’d shared. “Don’t make me sorry.”


“Never.” Querry twined his arms around Reg’s small waist and pulled him close enough to bury his face in Reg’s blond hair and breathe in his clean scent. It made Querry want to stay in. He closed his eyes and rested his face against his oldest friend’s soft hair. “I love you, Reggie.”


“Come back to me, Querry, or I won’t forgive you.”


“Nothing in this world can keep me from coming back to you,” Querry breathed, his lips pressed against Reg’s forehead where he could taste a hint of Reg’s salty perspiration.


“And take care of Frolic.”


Frolic giggled and broke away from Querry to embrace Reg and kiss him hard, standing on his tiptoes to reach Reg’s lips. Querry grinned as he watched Reg and Frolic’s mouths and hands roaming and exploring, as if they hadn’t touched each other hundreds of times. He stood to the side and put his arms around both of them, drawing them tight against his chest. He nuzzled his face into their hair and held their different but complementary fragrances in along with his breath. As much as he needed to test his skills, he wished the three of them need never separate. Reluctantly, he let them go and moved toward the simple, wooden door.


“We’ll be back soon, Reggie.”


“I hope so.”


“Everything will be fine, Reggie,” Frolic said, turning back to hold Reg close a little longer. He nibbled Reg’s bee-stung lips with obvious bliss, his eyelids fluttering shut as their tongues joined. Frolic scraped his nails down the back of Reggie’s white, linen shirt until he could cup his ass over his worn, gray trousers. Reg pulled Frolic hard against his chest as he plunged his tongue deep into Frolic’s mouth.


As much as Querry enjoyed watching them together, as much as he felt his body react to the sight of his two beautiful lovers enjoying each other’s charms and becoming aroused, he cleared his throat theatrically. Reg and Frolic grudgingly pulled away from one another, their chests and bellies separating, then their faces, until finally just their hands remained joined. They gazed at each other with obvious longing, shared a final, quick kiss, and disengaged. While Frolic looked as he always did, Reg’s cheeks burned a deep red. Querry couldn’t resist pressing his mouth to that heated flesh before he caught Frolic’s hand and led him out into the night, toward the danger and uncertainty he and Frolic somehow needed.




Chapter 2
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QUERRY STOOD staring at the simple, wooden door of their rented home as it closed. He couldn’t banish the visions of his beloved Reg waiting within, worrying the night away, until he and Frolic returned. Suddenly, his need to indulge in his skills felt utterly selfish. The compulsion to test his talents didn’t diminish, though. He needed this. Querry took a deep breath and tasted the saltwater beneath the toxic, industrial fumes. It felt familiar, though this wasn’t Halcyon. If anything, the people here lacked the silly pretenses Querry had always despised. Most of them fished or farmed for a living. Few of them possessed anything like wealth, but those who did occupied exorbitant villas on the hillside. Querry and Frolic headed in that direction.


They passed simple, whitewashed homes similar to their own. Windows were dark; almost everyone slept within. Few people wandered the streets, so Querry and Frolic didn’t worry over their attire. Even so, they kept to the shadows as much as possible as they traveled the ancient, winding dirt paths which grew steeper as they ascended. Sweating beneath his leather and a little out of breath, Querry envied Frolic, walking beside him without even a bead of perspiration on his pale face. Querry smiled at his beauty and the graceful way he moved. Though constructed from a combination of complex clockwork and powerful enchantments, only Frolic’s utter perfection and unusual coloring betrayed his origins. Querry had learned shortly after meeting his companion that Frolic’s heritage made him no less human. He was inquisitive, kind, loyal, and passionate.


“What is it?” Frolic asked, stopping beneath a cypress tree to watch Querry with his huge, golden eyes darting back and forth. “Why are you looking at me like that?”


No one was around, so Querry reached out to stroke Frolic’s cheek and run the pad of his thumb over Frolic’s pastel, rosebud lips. “I was just thinking. Remembering everything we’ve been through this year. I’m glad to have you with me.”


“It’s strange,” Frolic said, leaning his head into Querry’s palm. “It all feels so far away, and yet it feels like it only happened yesterday. Am I different, Querry?”


Querry hesitated. “We all are. After everything that happened, how could we not be?”


Frolic nodded and looked out toward the sea, his expression distant and melancholy. Nothing but the sound of the waves and the calls of the birds broke the silence. Frolic was different, after the faerie magic had been used to repair him, and he’d seen the only other creatures of his kind destroyed. He’d become much more contemplative, given to long spells of silence. He’d also become rather rash, as if he didn’t value his own safety sometimes. Watching him, Querry wondered for the hundredth time if he’d done the right thing. He tried to reassure himself he’d done the best he could at the time.


“Right, then,” Querry said to end the oppressive silence and drive out his doubts. Nothing could distract him like a job, when he needed to focus all his attention on his surroundings. “Come on. We’re almost there.”


“Do you have a place in mind?” Frolic fell into step beside Querry.


Querry nodded. “I’ve been watching it for weeks now. There’s never anyone about, not even servants. If I had to guess, I’d say it’s a holiday house, and it’s not being used at the moment. Listen, when we get inside, don’t take anything obvious. It’ll be better if the owners don’t realize we’ve been here for a bit.”


“I’d like to find something for Reggie, to make him feel better. I think he feels left out, not being able to come with us.”


“He just worries too much. He’s never been any different, not even when we were boys. Always worrying if I was eating properly and getting enough sleep.” He shook his head, grinning at the reminiscence. “I think he was born an old woman.”


After an arduous climb that left Querry’s thighs aching, they reached a wooden door in a stucco wall. Ivy grew in thick sheets across the whitewashed surface. Querry and Frolic glanced at each other and each nodded once. There would be no more small talk now. They both spared a moment to take in the majestic view of the quaint village below them and the rocky coast beyond. The sea foam stood in stark contrast to the dark water and sky. Here, away from the streetlights and clouds of pollution from the factories, the stars shined brightly and looked as large as penny coins. They hesitantly turned their attention back to the task at hand. After drawing a pick from a hidden pocket in his waistcoat, Querry made short work of the simple, rusty lock and pushed the door open with a soft creak, just wide enough for him and Frolic to enter the courtyard.


Once inside, they pressed their backs flat against the wall. The light of the moon allowed Querry to scan around without the need for the ensorcelled goggles that allowed him to see in the dark. He detected no movement among the groves of fragrant lemon trees lining the long, gravel drive leading to the single-story, sand-colored villa with the red, tiled roof. Not even a lantern burned along the exterior, and all of the windows stood completely dark. A fountain tinkled softly to the left of the arched doors of the main entrance. Querry’s pulse increased as he canted his head to indicate a path leading around the side of the house. Exhilaration sang in his veins as his senses grew acute. He could see almost perfectly, and his hearing sharpened until he felt he could isolate the rustle of every leaf and blade of grass.


Frolic nodded his understanding, and the two of them crouched low as they made their way around the side of the villa, mindful of the crunch of gravel beneath their boots, just in case someone was about. The idea didn’t worry Querry. He’d looted plenty of houses in Halcyon while their owners slept, had dinner, or sipped their expensive cognac in their studies. Once, he’d cleaned out an attic while hundreds of people, the Grand Chancellor included, attended a party just beneath. Tonight, he almost wished for a little more of a challenge. Maybe, after Reg realized he had nothing to worry about, Querry would seek a more lucrative, higher-stakes job. For now, it just felt good to be out in the shadows, with the cool, night breeze ruffling his hair and Frolic at his side.


They reached a side door, probably a tradesmen’s entrance to the kitchen or cellars. A clockwork mechanism more complex than the lock on the gate secured it, but with his innate understanding of such machinery, Frolic had it open in moments. He shot Querry a proud little smile, looking for a second as he had before the events in Halcyon: innocent, eager to please, and in awe of everything.


Querry smiled back. To him, every locked door was like a wrapped package topped with a ribbon, just waiting to be ripped open. At least he assumed so; he’d never had gifts to open on holidays as an orphaned child.


Once inside, Querry slipped his heavy goggles over his eyes and turned the levers near his temple until the enchanted glass that let him see in the dark clicked into place. Everything instantly sprung alight in grainy, grayish greens. Querry blinked a few times to adjust to it. They stood in a small storeroom or pantry, surrounded by sacks of flour, crates of turnips and potatoes, and some dusty barrels probably containing the heavy, Thalacean wine native to the area. Beyond it lay a tidy kitchen with neat rows of dishes and pots and pans hanging from the ceiling. The hearth was completely clean of ashes, as if it hadn’t been used for quite some time. It even smelled deserted; no aromas of recently prepared meals lingered in the stale air. Querry felt even more confident the house was empty, and even stood upright and walked through the dining room and into the hall, instead of creeping quietly and hugging the wall.


Querry found the villa sparsely furnished, even by the standards of Thalacean aesthetic. Back in Anglica, the wealthy covered every inch of their brocade walls with artwork in gaudy, gilded frames and crammed every inch of every room with upholstered furniture, foreign rugs, vases, statuary, bookstands, and fringed cushions. Here, open space seemed more coveted. The villa displayed beautiful and intricately tiled floors, and a few lovely landscapes adorned the walls, but many of the rooms stood empty. Others held only a few odd bits of furniture: mismatched chairs or reclining benches covered in sheets. So far, Querry and Frolic had found only an antique-looking dagger with an ivory handle, a silver candle snuffer cast to look like an owl, an enameled box, and a handful of coins in a desk drawer. Frolic was delighted when he discovered a fancy writing kit with colored inks, a few sheets of vellum, quills, and blotters. Better yet, he found a small, green, leather book with a faerie embossed in gold on the cover. Though the edges of the pages crumbled, gorgeous woodcut prints illustrated the stories. Frolic slipped the treasures inside his coat with a wide grin.


They entered the expansive courtyard at the center of the villa and passed the potted shrubs and large, marble statue of the sea god, Neptus, with his nymphs at the center. A thick layer of algae covered the ring of water around the sculpture. They’d check a few more rooms before going home, Querry decided. It didn’t seem the owners of the house stored any valuables here. He doubted they’d get the equivalent of a few pounds for the trinkets they’d acquired. At least Frolic had found his gifts for Reg. It might not be so bad to get home early after all, Querry thought as he imagined Reg showing Frolic his gratitude.


We live together, Querry thought. Once, not long ago, living with Reg and Frolic, always having them close and being able to show them his affection whenever he liked, had seemed like an impossible dream. He’d thought he wanted nothing else. Why wasn’t it enough?


Querry pushed it to the back of his mind to ponder later. It wasn’t like him to get sidetracked while working, but he and Frolic weren’t in any danger here. A set of double doors with brass handles caught Querry’s attention, and he jutted his chin in its direction. He didn’t wait for Frolic to acknowledge him. They’d worked together enough Querry felt confident Frolic understood. He grasped the handles and prepared to throw the doors open.


“Wait,” Frolic hissed so close to Querry’s ear his breath brushed across Querry’s cheek.


“What?” Querry mouthed the word and shrugged.


Frolic raised his shoulders, mirroring Querry’s motion. He pointed toward the doors and turned his palms toward the ceiling, his eyes wide and confused.


“What?” Querry mouthed again, more theatrically.


Frolic shook his head. “Nothing. I, I don’t know what I was thinking. I had a funny feeling, but—nothing. Go ahead.”


Querry gripped him by the shoulders and looked into his eyes, not at all comforted when Frolic wouldn’t meet his gaze. “Are you sure?”


Frolic clamped his eyes shut. “It was the faerie influence again. I get… confused. I thought—I’m sure it’s nothing.”


“Should we go?” Querry whispered. “We can go. There’s nothing here, anyway.”


“Let’s check this one last room. It would be nice to bring something worthwhile back to Reggie. He works so hard, keeping the books for that disagreeable harbormaster. He makes far more than I do selling toys, but I know he isn’t happy.”


“All right, then.” Querry sighed. Frolic hadn’t said it, but Querry contributed nothing beyond the few coins he could pinch from the drunken sailors in the dockside taverns. What if this last room contained a chest full of gold and priceless jewels? One never knew until one tore the bow off the package….


Querry couldn’t resist. He flung the double doors open and strode into the room, noticing instantly the clutter the rest of the house lacked. He almost laughed out loud. Shelves of books lined the walls, and sat in stacks all over the floor. Glass cabinets held all manner of curiosities, and several sturdy-looking chests stood along the edge of the room. An assortment of papers covered the Anglican-style, rolltop desk, and even the candelabra looked expensive. Querry couldn’t wait to spend a good few hours picking through the chaos and finding the choice pieces, almost like a treasure hunt. He hurried toward the center of the room, where some mahogany boxes full of glittering things stood open on a table between two leather armchairs. Even through the imperfect vision his goggles offered, he recognized a few strings of pearls as big as grapes and some faceted jewels the size of his fingernails.


Compelled by greed, Querry approached the enticing stash with his hands already reaching for the riches. Then he stopped, not out of doubt or fear, but because he suddenly couldn’t move. His feet felt nailed to the floor, and his limbs seemed made of cement. He couldn’t even turn his head when he heard a little whimper from Frolic.


“Querry?”


“What the hell? What’s happening?”


“It’s a spell. I knew I sensed magic.”


“Well, do something about it,” Querry said. Panic twisted his guts into knots.


“I can perceive magic, and understand magic, but I can’t perform magic, Querry.”


Querry tried to reach for his sword or pistol, but couldn’t move his arms. He swore, desperately trying to formulate some sort of escape strategy. Though he’d dealt with faeries back in Halcyon, he’d never paid enough attention to magic to know what sort of a spell could have such an effect. He’d seen wards drawn on the ground that immobilized anyone who crossed them. Had he and Frolic stumbled over such a thing? If they had, how would they get free of it? He’d been careful to make sure no one would know they were here, which meant no one would ever come looking for them. If his guess proved right, the owners of this house didn’t use it for months at a time. Frolic would survive the wait, but Querry would starve to death. What would watching that do to Frolic? Querry couldn’t bear the thought of damaging him any further than he already had.


He’d figure something out. He was too good to let it end like this. He searched for the tiny vestige of fey perception he’d acquired from his gentleman. Before he could trigger his fey sense, the dozens of stubby candles around the room sprung alight, searing Querry’s vision underneath his goggles. He squeezed his eyes shut and groaned, the brightness burning through his eyelids.


Querry felt his goggles gently brushed up onto his hairline. He sensed the presence of someone standing in front of him, smelled brandy, tobacco, and expensive cologne. As a hand caressed the back of his head, he slowly opened his eyes.


The dark, blurry shape before him came into focus: an attractive, older man with dark hair, wearing an Auriental robe and holding a curved pipe. He tilted his head a few inches to the side as he regarded Querry. Black hair, as dark as Querry’s own but streaked with silver at the temples, grazed the man’s shoulders. His skin, while tanned, didn’t appear of Thalacean complexion, and he had deep blue eyes like the sky at twilight. His lips trembled and twitched as he suppressed his smirk.


“Who the hell are you?” Querry snarled, barely able to even move his lips, struggling against the mystic restraints to no avail.


The man, tall and lank, retreated a few steps, crossed his arms, and chewed on the stem of his pipe. Some dark stubble lined his wine-darkened, full lips. “I’ll ask the questions, Mr. Knotte. After all, you’re the one who’s broken into my villa and robbed me. It seems I’ve caught you in the act. Whatever shall I do with you now?”


His inflection and nonchalance recalled to Querry an Anglican noble. This man was used to being obeyed, flattered, and catered to. He clearly expected to be fawned over. He’d be disappointed. Querry didn’t acknowledge such status. In truth, he despised it.


“You son of a bitch! Let us go!”


“Why would I do that? I’ve apprehended you burglarizing me. You won’t get off so easily, I’m afraid.”


“What do you want?” Querry noticed another figure cowering in the corner of the room, a slight young man with gnarled spikes of golden brown hair and bright, emerald eyes. His long, slender ears protruded past his tangled tresses. A fey. Accustomed to the mercy of the Fair Folk, Querry appealed to him.


“Help me.”


The faerie shook his head and focused on his worn boots.


The dark man waved his hand in the faerie’s direction. “Mr. Knotte, Mr. Frolic, this is Tom Teezle, my… assistant.”


Querry detected a faint curl of the fey’s lips at that explanation. “So what? What do you want from us?”


The man sauntered over to a cupboard, took out a crystal glass, poured himself a generous share of the clear, local, licorice-flavored liqueur, and downed a large swallow. He squinted at the burn and wiped his lips with his silk sleeve.


“I have a proposal for you and your accomplice, Mr. Knotte,” he said.


“How do you know my name? Nobody knows me here.”


“I do.” He stroked Querry’s face, but it didn’t feel sexual. Still, Querry recoiled as much as the spell allowed.


“What do you want?” Querry repeated, unused to feeling helpless and not at all fond of the sensation.


The man backed away and sat on the edge of the desk with one thigh on the surface and his bare calf hanging over. “As I see it, I have two options. One, I can hold you immobilized here until the authorities arrive. They’ll certainly cart you off to Solanopolis to stand trial. I wonder what they’ll make of your unique companion, or if they’ll recognize the man wanted for questioning in regards to the death of the Anglican Grande Chancellor. I assume many inventors would like to study the intricacies of your Frolic. So far, they can’t manage to duplicate him. And they want to. They want to very much.”


“Let Frolic go,” Querry said. “He had nothing to do with this. Turn me over, if you must, but let him go.”


“You don’t get to make demands, Mr. Knotte. You have very little to bargain with.”


“But not nothing?” Querry grasped at the slim possibility.


“Not nothing.”


“Querry, be careful,” Frolic warned.


“Tell me what you want from me,” Querry demanded.


“It’s simple. I’m organizing an expedition, and I’m in need of people with certain talents. Skilled help, if you will.”


Querry glared. If this man wanted his talents, it likely wasn’t for anything legitimate, and Querry didn’t like being called “help.” 


“What’s the nature of this expedition?” he asked.


“Archaeological. I have been researching an artifact, and I think I’ve located it. I’m putting together a team to help me retrieve it. I think your skills will be very valuable to me. It’s not much of a choice, Mr. Knotte. You and your associate can agree to help me, continuing to do all the things you enjoy doing anyway, finding the adventure you seem to covet, and probably making some profit along the way. I’ll even pay you for your time. If you refuse, I’ll have little choice but to alert the authorities of your, shall we say, activities.”


“What exactly would we have to do?” Querry asked, feeling a thrill at the prospect of treasure and exploration.


“Querry?” Frolic sounded uncertain.


“I’m traveling to the jungles south of Allied Libertania. The forests are largely uncharted, full of savages and wild beasts. There’s also political unrest between the Portalegrese and Belvaisian rulers, and there are frequent slave revolts. Basically, it will be fairly dangerous, and the more men I can conscript who know how to use pistols and rapiers, the better. Come on, Mr. Knotte. I can see it in your eyes. It sounds like grand fun, doesn’t it? You want to say yes.”


“Damn it. What’s this artifact you’re after, then? And what’s in it for us?”


The man’s eyes narrowed, and Querry watched the stranger size him up, wondering how far he could trust him and deciding just how much to reveal. The older man chewed his pipe again, clearly a frustrated or nervous gesture. Finally he said, “You don’t need to know that. As for what you’ll receive in return, I’ve already explained. Travel, treasure, and the adventure of a lifetime. I’m asking for your skills with a sword and pistol, your companion’s knowledge of clockwork, and your gifts in regards to… infiltration. The rest need not concern you.”


“I’m afraid it concerns me very much. I’m not willing to put Frolic or myself in this situation without all the information. Who are you, by the way? What’s your name, and how do you know so much about us?”


“I’m Lord Gavindale Starling, Mr. Knotte, and I apologize for my reprehensible manners, but this is an unusual situation, is it not? I trust you can see fit to forgive my faux pas. So, are you and Mr. Frolic interested?”


“Frolic,” Frolic said softly. “Just Frolic.”


“Wait,” Querry said. “Lord?”


Lord Starling sighed dramatically. “Yes. I am a baron. I’m also a magician of considerable talent, as you can see, so I find myself no longer welcome in Anglica. May I have your answer now, Mr. Knotte?”


“It’s Querry. And no, not until you answer my questions. Otherwise I’ll take my chances with your so-called authorities. They’ve never been able to hold me before.”


“I know,” Lord Starling said with a hint of admiration. “Very well. I’m seeking a source of magical energy, a fabled font of arcane power that’s been mentioned in mystic manuscripts for centuries. You’re an astute man, Querry. Surely you can see the world is standing on a precipice. Either magic or technology will rule men’s lives and provide their resources. I’ve seen the devastating effect industrialization has had on this world, and I’d like to provide a viable alternative. Magical energy doesn’t require slave labor or pollute our precious water and air. If I can find this well, I’ll be able to offer the people of the world a clean and harmless source of power. Will you help me?”


“It’s not one or the other,” Frolic said softly. “Magic and clockwork can exist side by side.”


“I want to give the world this energy source,” Lord Starling said, ignoring Frolic. “Magic can do so much. It can create items without workers risking their safety in factories. It can provide light and heat without spewing toxic fumes. It can heal injuries and illness. The possibilities are endless. Please, Querry. Please help me do this. If you won’t help for the benefit to humanity, help for the exotic treasures you’re likely to find in the jungle. I assure you, you’ll return from this excursion a wealthy man. Beyond that, you’ll have the opportunity to see parts of the world where no civilized man has ever set foot.”


“What do you think, Frolic?” Querry asked, fighting the spell to try to look over his shoulder at his partner. He couldn’t manage to twist his neck enough to see Frolic’s face, but he couldn’t miss Frolic’s deep sigh.


“I don’t know, Querry. Reg is going to be furious. But I’ve been a prisoner before, and I’m not eager to be one again. It sounds like he wants to do some good. I like the idea of doing something beneficial, after all the destruction we’ve caused.”


Querry didn’t bother arguing over what Frolic saw as destruction. They’d destroyed the clockworks similar to Frolic out of absolute necessity, though Querry knew Frolic felt their loss keenly. His clockwork love felt alone without them, the last of his kind. Querry simply asked, “Do you say we agree?”


“We have no choice,” Frolic said. “And I can’t help feeling a little excited. It’ll be a more fun challenge than picking pockets down by the tavern. I say we show them what we can do.”


“Very well. What do you need from us?”


Starling smirked. “Tom?”


The small fey nodded his understanding and took some a vellum scroll from a small, ebony box on the desk. Resting it on his outstretched palms, he held it out to his master. Starling unrolled it.


“This is a binding, magical contract. You will sign it in your blood and be released from it only when our mission is completed.”


Querry hadn’t been expecting anything so extreme. Damn, why hadn’t he paid more attention to how magic worked while he’d spent all that time with the faeries? He imagined his gentleman having a good laugh at his expense.


“I don’t have blood,” Frolic said.


“No matter,” Starling said, waving the small complication away as trivial with a flip of his hand. “My servant will see to it. As long as your intentions are honest, you will be bound by the contract. Violate it, and both of you will die.”


“That’s a bit much, isn’t it?” Querry protested.


“You’ll have nothing to worry about so long as you do your jobs.”


“Show me this bargain,” Querry demanded. “And for goodness sake, let us out of this silly enchantment. My muscles are cramping.”


Starling rolled his eyes and waved his hand again, as if brushing away a minor annoyance.


Querry felt a tingling sensation as circulation returned to his limbs. He lifted his foot gingerly, smiling as his body followed the commands of his brain. He stretched his fingers and curled them into fists. Then he stretched his arms over his head, just because he could. He hurried to take his place by Frolic’s side. Both of their hands went to the weapons they wore at their hips, though they knew the swords would do them little good.


“The contract,” Querry repeated, reaching out his hand.


Starling placed the parchment in his palm, and Querry unrolled it to read:


 


We, the undersigned, hereafter referred to as “agents,” do willingly, in good faith, and without ulterior motives pertaining to personal profit, profits to other parties, which are defined as goods, services, or the exchange of information of possible benefit to outside persons, organizations, government bodies, or religious or political establishments, do agree to assist the undersigned, hereafter referred to as “the patron” to the best of our abilities. The agents further agree to protect the patron’s interest, in terms of physical safety, financial stability and personal information of both an arcane and mundane nature. Such information shall include, but is not limited to notes, scrolls, manuscripts, maps, grimoires, and privileged information exchanged verbally or overheard.


The agents further agree to use any and all skills available to them to further the patron’s mission, inquiries, and interests. To this end, the agents swear, through a binding, magical agreement, wherein the well-being and physical comfort of said agents shall be directly tied to their continued, good-faith efforts to ensure the success of the patron and his expedition. To this end, agents willingly agree to carry out any and all direct orders issued by said patron, excepting those which can reasonably be assumed to lead to serious injury or death. Superficial injury, defined as injury from which agents can recover with minimal treatment, is excluded from this exception.


Should said agents willingly, with malicious intent or in pursuit of interests separate from the patron, fail to perform their duties to the best of their talents and abilities, by arcane bond, they shall suffer physical pain and injury up to and including death. Upon agents’ renewed cooperation and adherence to the previous terms, all arcane penalties shall be revoked.


This contract is rendered complete upon successful fulfillment of the patron’s goals, and is rendered null and void upon death of the patron or agent. If, in a period of five years, both the patron and agents are living but the mission has not been completed, agents are released from the agreement.


 


Querry massaged his temples as he tried to make sense of the obtuse language. He wished he could ask Reg to take a look at it, but he didn’t think Starling would entertain that idea. Much of what the contract said escaped him, but words like death, serious injury, and physical pain did not. He didn’t worry so much for himself; he’d survived worse. He didn’t like the idea of subjecting Frolic to such danger, though, and he hated being toyed with and left in the dark. He’d hated that most about working for the faeries back in Halcyon, never knowing their real motivations or his part in their games. It might be worse than what Frolic could face at the hands of the authorities. At least with them, they’d know what they stood against. But the authorities weren’t the problem; the people who would bribe or threaten them to obtain Frolic, who would take him apart piece by piece to learn how he worked and how to duplicate him posed the real danger.


Querry made his decision in an instant. “I agree. Where do I sign?”


Lord Starling handed him a small, sharp dagger, and Querry wriggled out of his leather glove to drag the thin blade across his wrist. The aristocrat caught his blood in a shallow, sterling dish. Then he dipped a fancy, feather quill and handed it to Querry. Before Querry could change his mind, he wrote his name in large, looping letters across the bottom of the document. As he did, he caught the faerie, Tom Teezle’s, gaze and watched his reaction. Tom’s eyes narrowed ever so slightly, but exposed nothing more than the slightest interest. Faeries could be completely clear in their opinions, Querry knew, but only if they so desired.


“I need to sign as well,” Frolic said.


Querry realized he’d decided for Frolic, had been deciding for him since he’d found Frolic in the inventor’s basement. Querry hadn’t meant to, but it was done.


The fey, Tom Teezle, stood close to Frolic. “Magic is your life-essence. You know this. It is what flows through you like blood. Sign in magic.”


Tom lifted Frolic’s slender wrist to his chin and regarded the bluish tubes mimicking veins. He drew in a deep breath, harvesting Frolic’s scent. To Querry’s deep shock, Tom Teezle ran his tongue up the soft inside of Frolic’s arm, and his gaze never left Frolic’s honey-gold eyes as he did. Frolic shivered, whether from discomfort or pleasure, Querry couldn’t be sure. Querry might have been jealous had a human taken such liberties, but he’d been around faeries enough to know they didn’t regulate physical interaction the same way as his people, if they regulated it at all. Most couldn’t begin to comprehend human rules in regards to such things, so Querry felt no offense as he watched them. As Frolic’s white lashes fluttered with sensation, Tom Teezle stepped back and regarded Frolic through narrowed eyes.


“The resonance of this enchantment is familiar to me. I can’t imagine how or why he—”


“Tom, attend to the task at hand,” Starling said, an edge to his proper voice.


Murder flashed in the fey’s eyes for less than a second, but Querry caught it. He restated his theory about magic being Frolic’s essence and waited for Frolic’s reply. Frolic simply stood with his white brows knit together and a miniscule crease between them.


“Do you agree?” the fey asked again in a breathy, husky tone.


“Yes,” Frolic whispered.


“Then sign.” The small faerie held the inside of Frolic’s wrist against the contract. A thin thread of sparkling gold spread from Frolic’s delicate wrist to the scroll. For a moment, the golden light in Frolic’s large eyes dimmed, but by the time he blinked everything had returned to normal. The filigree of magic twisted in the air like a serpent caught by the tail, winding and looping over itself until it formed Frolic’s name in an elaborate script full of unnecessary flourish. It sank into the parchment with a hiss and a puff of ochre smoke, searing the signature there next to Querry’s.


A loud pop tore Querry’s attention away from the spectacle. As he turned to see Lord Starling opening a large bottle of Belvaisian sparkling wine, he noticed from the corner of his eye Tom Teezle sliding the scroll inside his shirt.


Starling poured the foaming, pale gold liquid into four crystal glasses and passed them around. He raised his, and the others reluctantly followed his example. After a quartet of clinks, all of them but Frolic downed the wine. The clockwork boy merely watched the tiny bubbles rise to the surface of the liquid so nearly matching the shade of his eyes. The undoubtedly expensive wine was wasted on Querry. Reg would have appreciated it more with his refined tastes, and thinking of him robbed Querry of any enjoyment he might have gleaned. In his excitement over Starling’s grand expedition, he hadn’t considered his partner’s reaction. From the time he’d been a boy and first glimpsed Reg, Querry had wanted nothing else. He never thought life would let him have Reg, and now it had, but Querry, by being a self-absorbed and bloody stupid bastard, had probably just lost him. His head swam, and he felt suddenly sick. What had he done? Reg had given up his whole life to save Querry; asking him to wait until he and Frolic completed this quest was too much. Reg was the gentlest, most compassionate man Querry knew, but he’d never been one to suffer an insult from anyone. Growing up as they had, they’d learned to look out for themselves. They’d learned to defend their pride because they possessed precious little else. Reg never forgot those lessons. Even from Querry, he would only take so much.


Feeling like he’d fall over, Querry stumbled to the ornate leather chair behind Starling’s desk and collapsed. He couldn’t catch his breath. Though he’d been chased by armed men dozens of times, scaled walls, fought and destroyed terrifying devices, ventured into the Otherworld of the fey, and even defeated Halcyon’s former Grande Chancellor and his clockwork soldiers, he’d never been so afraid or felt as miserable and hopeless as he did now.




Chapter 3
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WHEN HE got tired of sitting in the one-room dwelling he shared with Querry and Frolic, Reg decided to take a walk along the rocky coastline. He’d swept out the hearth, washed the glasses, wiped down the table, and dusted off their few possessions. Basically, he’d exhausted every distraction the humble dwelling provided.


One thing he missed about Halcyon was the availability of books and newspapers. As Chief Royal Archivist, he’d had access to an amazing diversity of material, and his status allowed him to line the walls of his study in handsome, leather-bound volumes. After work, he’d often sat with a brandy, reading late into the night. His interests were eclectic: he enjoyed treatises on scientific theory, travel anecdotes, biographies, history, especially of the ancient world, and of course, fiction, anything that could capture his mind and whisk him away from his mundane and unsatisfying life for an evening.


His life wasn’t mundane any longer, and now he had Querry and Frolic. As Reg wandered along the coast, past an overturned rowboat and nets left out to dry, nothing broke the silence but the roar of the high tide crashing against the cliffs farther off and rolling over the gravelly shore. He’d always found the seaside calming, and here it was cleaner and quieter than in Halcyon. The stars burned brighter than he could have ever imagined back beneath the gaslight and smog. He liked the little Thalacean port, could see them making a life together here. Even so, he couldn’t calm his mind tonight as he picked his way along the beach.


He missed his books. Without them to occupy his mind, Reg’s thoughts wandered. He made his way across a smooth, flat stone jutting out a few feet over the water, sat on the surface, still slightly warm from the intense heat of the day, slipped off his shoes and socks, and let his feet dangle into the tepid, foamy surf. In the distance, a foghorn sounded from some unseen ship. Reg looked out over the water and thought about his home so far across it. For Querry and Frolic, he’d given up the sweet, green fields of Anglica, the muted, gray skies and rich loam that fed the old trees, thick brush, moss, and ferns beneath it. Never, in the rest of his life, would he walk across a meadow in the cool, silver fog of an Anglican morning. He didn’t regret it—he convinced himself he wasn’t sorry—but he couldn’t help reminiscing about his home, his real home, before he’d come to the filthy back alleys of Halcyon.


Reg had only one real memory of his father. He returned to it tonight as he sometimes did. It was late summer, and for some reason Reggie senior hadn’t left for the fields before his son awoke. They spent a rare day together, wandering through the forest with shafts of golden light breaking through the thick leaves, Reg searching the ground for a suitable branch to use as a sword, and his father filling a metal pail with berries. They chased frogs across the little streams tumbling over the round, gray stones and ate bread and sausages for lunch. Afterward, Reg hid among the high wheat, crouched low with his hand pressed over his mouth so his father wouldn’t hear him giggle. After what seemed like an excruciating period of time, Reg’s father swooped down and tickled his ribs until Reg couldn’t breathe from laughing.


Then he kissed Reg’s sweaty, slightly sunburned forehead and said, “I love ya, boy.”


They laid there looking at the sky. Reg would never forget the way the wheat looked in the late-day sun: hazy, golden, and almost glowing as it swayed in the soft breeze. His father’s hair was just that color, as was Reg’s now. Finally, Reg’s father scooped him up and sat Reg on his shoulder to walk back to their simple cottage. Reg thought he could see the whole world from his perch.


Whenever he remembered that perfect day, Reg wondered how he might be different if he’d had his parents to raise him, his father to teach him to be a good man. How would he have turned out had he been protected and cherished? Would he be the same person as today?


Back then, he’d never imagined life could be a crushing monotony of toil or that people could be so cruel. After the fever took his parents, some relatives kept him for a time because they needed help with the autumn harvest. Then they passed him off to other short-handed farms. Reg learned quickly his only value lay in the crops he could sow or the hay he could cut down. They viewed him as little more than a piece of equipment. Eventually, they all threw him away. Reg didn’t fear being abandoned, but he’d come to expect it. With his parents gone, he knew no one would ever care about him or want him just for him. To others, he was something to use.


He learned suspicion and to defend himself. No one else cared what happened to him, not until he met a black-haired boy with gem-like blue eyes, burning with so much passion it scared Reg at first, like it might scorch him if he got too close. But he got close, because he knew Querry would protect him with his life. He knew Querry would never leave him. Querry wanted him exactly as he was. Back then, Reg thought Querry almost supernatural, and doubted even death could stand in his way. Reg was self-reliant; he didn’t need Querry, but he wanted him, and almost as soon as he saw him, he loved him.


Then Querry’d found Frolic, so extraordinarily beautiful, so innocent and full of wonder at the world. The clockwork boy had desired Reg so earnestly and made him feel so special. Frolic gave Reg something he hadn’t even known was missing. Now, he had people to treasure and protect, who’d adore him and keep him safe in return. He had so much love in his life now, when he’d never expected any at all.


Still, when they went off without him and put themselves in danger, Reg felt alone again. They ignored his need to feel included, not that he wanted to learn to grapple up walls or pick locks. He wondered if they knew how much he worried while they were gone. After the events in Halcyon, Querry considered himself untouchable. Reg sometimes thought Querry would have gone to the noose years ago if not for Reg to make him see reason.


Reg wriggled his toes in the briny water. All he wanted was a long, safe life with the men he loved. He’d be satisfied spending it here, as long as they could be together. Querry couldn’t be satisfied. He needed adventure, danger even, and now Frolic did too. It felt unfair. Reg’s desires, while simple compared to their grandiose schemes, were no less valid, and he needed to make them understand.


Still, he knew what Querry and Frolic were, and he had to accept it on some level. He’d chosen to be with them, and he couldn’t pick the traits he admired in them and cut away the rest. In truth, he wouldn’t want to change anything about them. Reg took a deep breath and pushed his sea-damp fringe out of his eyes. Then he stood and stretched before hopping from the rock to the beach below. The jagged stones bit his soles, and he chuckled at his own foolishness as he slipped into his stockings and boots. His partners would be fine. Querry could be reckless, but he wasn’t a fool. Reg decided to accept his partners and stop judging them. They had never judged him or told him what to do. He owed them his approval and understanding, and they owed him theirs. They’d give it, he felt certain. They’d gotten through worse together.


A candle burned in their single window when Reg reached the house. He’d snuffed them all before he left. He grinned like a boy with a pocketful of sweets, and his pulse sped up. Querry and Frolic had come home early. Visions of how they might spend the evening hours filled Reg’s head until they spilled down his spine, all the way to the root of his body, making him tremble in anticipation. Perhaps talking could wait awhile. He hurried inside, but the sight of his partners doused the flicker of arousal he’d felt.


Querry stood with his gloved palm resting on the table, beads of sweat sparkling on his upper lip and high cheekbones. Frolic sat in the corner by the hearth with his arms wrapped around his calves and his face buried between his knees. He didn’t lift his head as Reg closed the door, and Reg went to kneel down beside him and find out what bothered him. He’d made it about halfway across the small room when Querry spoke.


“We need to talk.”


A chill overtook Reg, as if he’d fallen into icy water. He struggled to catch his breath at the anxiety he heard in Querry’s voice. Querry didn’t get worried; he got angry. With his throat closed and his stomach tight, Reg couldn’t even ask Querry what he meant.


Frolic slowly lifted his head and met Reg’s gaze. His wide, golden eyes flitted to Querry, then back to Reg. If possible, he looked even paler as he rocked on the floor and worried his lower lip with his perfect teeth.


“Tell me,” Reg finally managed to croak.


Querry splashed some wine into a chipped cup with a shaking hand, spilling some over the smooth surface of the table. He downed it in a few deep gulps and wiped his mouth with the back of his bare, left hand. Some bloody gauze wound around his wrist.


“I—we had a spot of trouble, Reg. Nothing major. Nothing I couldn’t handle.”


“Trouble?” Reg’s voice sounded strangled and unfamiliar to him. “You couldn’t have been caught, or you wouldn’t be here, right? Unless you escaped? Are they looking for you? Oh hell. Querry, did you— Are they dead?”


“You automatically think I killed someone?” Querry scrunched his brows together, frowned, and crossed his arms over his chest. “That’s what you think of me?”


“I— No. You two are scaring me, though. Tell me everything’s fine.”


“I can’t quite say that.” Querry poured more wine with a slightly steadier hand and drank. It left his lips shiny and stained. He relayed the events of the evening gingerly at first, but as his tale continued, his confidence grew until it sounded almost like bragging. He gestured with his hands, demonstrating how he or Frolic had opened a lock or dipped into a shadow. When he described pearls the size of hen’s eggs and chests overflowing with gold and jewels, Reg felt a bit incredulous, but also a little bit proud.


Frolic smiled and said, “I still can’t understand why some things are worth so much more than others. I used to think beauty determined value, but the shells and sea glass I find on the beach are far lovelier than dull copper coins. I can’t comprehend how they can be worthless.”


Reg returned his smile. A glass jar of bits he’d scavenged along the coastline sat on the hearth, truly beautiful in the firelight. Still, Reg wouldn’t let them wiggle out of this so easily. “Let’s hear about the trouble.”


Querry explained about the magical trap, the exiled, aristocratic wizard, and the faerie servant. He described the details of the contract he and Frolic had entered into, summarizing it for his lover. At some point, Reg slumped into one of their rickety chairs, and Frolic stood behind him with his hand curled around Reg’s shoulder. Reg reached up and grasped Frolic’s warm, slender fingers, though he wasn’t really aware of moving at all as he tried to digest Querry’s words. They’d entered into an arrangement. It would last five years. Five years, or until one of them, or all of them, died. Died, in some hot, fetid jungle surrounded by savages. No, it had to be a joke—


Querry’s chuckle broke into Reg’s musings like a wave crashing against the beach and tossing the stones and shells into disarray. Reg’s thoughts flew into chaos. How could Querry find this horrifying situation amusing?


“So in the end, it might be a bit of fun after all. And we certainly stand to make some money. I won’t spend any of it. I’ll bring all of it back to you.” Querry said it like he’d be doing Reg a favor.


Reg couldn’t think. He couldn’t even hear anything but the blood rushing rhythmically through his veins, faster and faster as his anger increased to a point he’d never experienced. He balled his fists to stop his hands shaking. Before Reg’s mind could formulate an argument, his body responded. He leapt out of his chair, crossed the space separating him from Querry in two long strides, drew back, and hit Querry as hard as he could, splitting his skin against Querry’s teeth.


Querry’s head jerked back, and he stumbled a few steps before his knees hit the edge of a chair, and he tumbled over it, landing hard on his back. Querry lay still for a few seconds before he sat up and mopped the blood from his split and swollen lower lip.


It took all the willpower Reg possessed not to dive on him and pummel him until his knuckles bled. Somewhere at the periphery of his anger, he felt Frolic’s hold on his elbow and heard Frolic’s pleading voice. Reg tore his arm out of Frolic’s grip and stood over Querry.


“You absolute ass! You think I want your money? Damn it, Querry! I had money. I was engaged to the daughter of a damned earl! I gave it up so you’d be safe. That’s all I want. You obviously don’t know anything about me, and you clearly don’t care what I want.”


He raised his torn, throbbing hand to strike Querry’s beautiful face again. Querry didn’t flinch or try to shield himself with his arms. It just made Reg angrier, the idea Querry would just sit back and take it. He wasn’t afraid.


“You think I can’t hurt you?” Reg shouted as he bent down to seize a handful of Querry’s black hair.


“I know you can hurt me,” Querry said, his gaze locking with Reg’s. “You can destroy me. You might be the only thing that can.”


“Damn it.” Reg let go of Querry’s locks and raked his fingers through his own as he staggered back to his feet. “After all the boasting you do about being beholden to no one, as free as an alley cat, you do something like this. This bastard owns you, Querry. Frolic too. You expect me not to be upset about that?”


“Reggie, I didn’t have much choice.”


“You could have chosen not to go in the first place. You just think too bloody well of yourself to get honest work like everyone else. I’d wager you’ve finally realized you aren’t untouchable. A shame you dragged Frolic down with you. You’ve really done it this time. You know that, Querry?”


“I know.”


Reg turned away from him, betrayal, fear, and anger pulling him in every direction. He tore a shard from his thumbnail and spit it into the fireplace.


Frolic caught his arms, pulled him close, and nestled his face against Reg’s chest. “I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I never want to be away from you, Reggie. You mean everything to me. You and Querry are everything.”


Reg softened, his rage ebbing away like the tide at Frolic’s sweet voice. He let Frolic pull him into an embrace, and he kissed Frolic’s forehead just where his ivory skin met his silver hair. Frolic made a little sound of delight and satisfaction, and Reg whispered, “I don’t blame you.”


Though Frolic didn’t pull away, he stiffened. “You should. I can make decisions for myself, the same as Querry. I’m not just his little clockwork sidekick.”


“I didn’t mean—” Reg pulled away from Frolic so he could look into Frolic’s eyes. He saw so many conflicting emotions behind them he didn’t know how to begin sorting them out. “Damn it, Frolic, I love you.”


“I know, Reggie. Talk to Querry. Please.”


Reg looked at Querry, the person he’d counted on since he’d been a boy, the person he almost idolized as invincible, sprawled on the dusty, chipped tile floor. Querry licked his broken lip, and his bright blue eyes sparkled with unshed tears. Overall, he looked terrified. For the first time, Reg realized how much power he wielded over Querry. Nothing had influence over Querry, yet he did. If he so chose, Reg could shatter Querry’s world. He didn’t want such a power, so he surrendered it. In that moment, Reg chose not to ever use Querry’s devotion to him to hurt his oldest friend. 


“Reggie?” Querry whispered, reaching out but not attempting to touch Reg. “You mean so much to me. You’ll never know. Shit, I don’t expect you to wait five years for us. I can’t ask you to do that.”


Reg kneaded his lower back with his thumbs. He dug around inside himself, searching for his anger, but he couldn’t find it. The people he loved were hurting, and he felt only sympathy.


“No, Querry, you can’t ask me to wait. I certainly won’t wait.” Reg crouched by the bed and dragged out a wooden ammunition box left over from the war with the Belvaisian emperor. He tossed the lid back and took from within his two antique pistols with the mother of pearl handles. Digging through the contents, through everything left of his life in Anglica, Reg found the stiff, leather belt and holster. He stood and strapped it around his hips, and then he placed the guns in their positions at his sides. Turning to Querry and Frolic, he said, “When do we leave, then?”


Querry struggled to his feet with the help of the tabletop. He gripped it hard to stop his swaying. “What are you saying, love?”


Reg draped his arm across Querry’s slender but strong shoulders. He reached out, and Frolic insinuated himself beneath Reg’s other arm, his face resting against Reg’s chest. Reg kissed the top of Frolic’s head, burying his face in the chaos of his curls. Then he pressed his lips to Querry’s fine, dark brow.


“I’m a part of this,” Reg said. “I’m coming with you so that I can keep your damned fool asses out of trouble. I can’t believe you thought you could leave me behind.”


Both of them wrapped their arms around Reg’s neck and waist, pulling them together until their hipbones jabbed into each other, and their groins stood only a few maddening inches apart. All at once, their lips came together, and their mouths opened, all three tongues twining together in a hot, wet knot. Reg pulled away when he tasted blood.


“I’m sorry I hit you, Querry,” he said, looking at his sand-caked boots.


“I deserved it. I know I messed up. But we can do this, especially the three of us together. Look what we’ve managed before. We’ll come back rich.”


“Let’s just ensure we come back at all,” Reg said, still uneasy about the prospect.


“I’ll make sure of it, Reggie.” Querry clutched Reg’s wrist fiercely, possessively. “I swear, I’ll never let anything happen to you. Nothing will stop me from protecting you.”


“Or me,” Frolic said. “I can’t lose either of you. I won’t let anything take you from me.”




Chapter 4
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FROLIC SPENT the next week and a half in the cluttered corner of their home serving as his workshop, surrounded by wires, gears, metal tubing, leather, and canvas. Today, he sat with his legs crossed in front of a wooden plank propped on two cement blocks and a large needle in his hand, inlaying a brown leather vest with strips of thin metal for Reg. He’d already fashioned a similar pair of trousers, reinforcing the knees and seat and adding a row of brass rivets up the sides of the legs. Before they left on their excursion with Lord Starling, he wanted to make Reg a matching pair of gloves with metal knobs on the knuckles and design a way for his pistols to load automatically and carry more ammunition. He didn’t think designing a clockwork delivery system would be difficult, but it would take time to implement without destroying the aesthetic of the antique guns, and they’d be leaving the following morning. Reg still needed goggles, and the spring mechanism on Querry’s grapple had been catching. Frolic stitched up the seam on the vest, set it aside, spread a fresh piece of leather over his bench, and picked up the scissors.
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