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“I want a pocket realm assignment!”

Acki burst into the map chamber with her claws skidding on the smooth stone. She straightened as the tall chief chronicler turned to lift an incredulous eye ridge at her.

“What’s this, Chronicler Acki?”

Acki smoothed back her peaked spikes and adopted a chastened posture. “Apologies for my disturbance, Chief Chronicler Zeel, but three of your chroniclers assigned to pocket realms are retiring, and—”

Zeel interrupted her. “We are closing those positions. Why do you think we should continue monitoring in the pocket realms?”

“It’s—well, once I heard the news, I knew exactly where I wanted to spend my advantage. The Circle of Chroniclers saw fit to award me this token.” Acki held up a large gold medallion set with a sparkling slice of fire opal. Etched on the golden edges were the symbols of the Circle.

Zeel slowly blinked her approval, her green-eyed gaze pleased. Plucking the auspicious coin from Acki’s fingers, she examined it under a glowstone and pursed her mouth wistfully. Stamped on the obverse side was a pen surrounded by fire, the chronicler’s sign for Seeker.

“Halah. This chamber gladly welcomes the rare glyph for heart’s fire. It’s the highest gift awarded for excellence, chronicler. Well done.” Zeel placed the token on a table. “But you didn’t answer my question.”

Acki took a breath. “The Great Library is closing many posts in the lands of the other cultures.”

Zeel glared down at her. “The hibernation comes. We are restructuring.”

“Our purpose is to learn, and we still learn from people and places unlike ourselves,” Acki said. “Our studies must continue.”

“Our studies do not end.” Zeel lightly tapped the fire opal’s center with a claw’s tip. “We merely diminish our attentions from time to time.”

“Not for a pocket realm,” Acki said.

“And why do you care to give a little piece of the hidden places your heart’s attention?”

Acki’s large, earth-green eyes widened with her passionate answer. “They are a gift of Ge, these small places. Don’t you find them wondrous?”

Zeel’s mouth thinned to a skeptical line. “If I were newly hatched, perhaps. ‘Wonder’ is not a legitimate reason to keep a position open.”

She swept up a lengthy pointer and sinuously strolled out to the chamber’s center with her spiked tail swishing and Acki trotting after. Raising her tool, she aimed it high above their heads at a sprawling map containing a shadowy, desolate territory. Inside that shadowed land, a glowing dot emerged.

Zeel twirled the pointer, and the dot became a fiery swirl of light. “When the Circle sent word to move your assignment marker from here, the borders of the Twilight lands, and back to our home realm—” The swirl straightened to zip across several wall maps to a green and lush volcanic continent. “I did so with an immense sense of relief. The brutal incursion that occurred there caught us all unaware.”

“It was a significant event to record,” Acki said.

Zeel glanced down at her. “Your war chronicling earned you the medallion. How did you fare while among the hoomyns and elves? I find their tolerance turns into suspicion of us during uneasy times.”

Acki said, “I have an uncommon stature for a Syloriaan. It helped with mixing in unnoticed with dwarves and upkins.”

“Luckily for all of you chroniclers stationed at the borders, doom was averted. Perhaps someday the facts of this near-war will conflate into legends.”

“The tale makes for good songs,” Acki said.

“Humph.” Zeel then leaned in and asked in a low voice, “is it true the night ogres of the Desolate Plains find us delicious?”

Acki loudly whispered, “I’ve not personally found out, but my advice is, only believe the first-hand accounts.”

“How can I?” Zeel exclaimed, “when those observers are already eaten?” She snapped her pointer into two wands and touched their ends together. A thin beam of light shot from her focused wands to a spot on the verdant continent. Beneath the light beam, a cartoony green Syloriaan of diminutive height and sturdy build manifested.

“And there you are. Last chance. Are you absolutely certain you want your next assignment to be a pocket realm?”

Acki’s eyes reflected the glow of the wands. “I do.”

“Very well. To keep the assignment, submit your written purpose once you’ve spent a week in that realm. Don’t, and you lose the placing, and we close the position, understood?”

“Yes,” Acki agreed.

Zeel sighed. “You may find these pockets wondrous but there’s nothing in those places. They’re provincial...boring.”

Acki shrugged. “Perhaps. But something there draws my heart’s curiosity.”

“Assuming there’s any ‘there’, there. Which town did you have in mind?”

“Let’s leave it to the wands, Head Chronicler Zeel.”

Zeel tapped the ends of her wands together. Acki’s cranial spikes flipped up with the frantic thumping of her heart as a burst of light dragged her cartoon off the green continent and sent it flying across the room. She spun around in time to watch her avatar crash into a tiny green patch of map obscured by clouds.

“Your destination, Chronicler Acki, is—”

“Breadwick,” Acki whispered.

They both stuck out their tongues to taste the odd, wafting aroma the minuscule map patch of Breadwick exuded; it was warm, crusty, and buttery.

“Ugh,” Zeel said. “Stinky.”
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Chapter One: The Way to Bread
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Vuska the Red inhaled until her tusks trembled. Mixed in with the early morning moistness of the earth and forest green was the distinct, toasty odor of baking bread.

“Guess I’m close,” she announced and resumed marching down the woodsy path her nose had led her to.

With skin the dusky color of moss and with limbs that could smash a wall, she was, at well over six feet tall, an imposing looking orc despite lacking armor or a visible weapon. Instead of the usual spiky and menacing metal accoutrements, she wore a simple leather vest with a laced front and tight leather trousers, where she’d tied a blood-red kerchief to the belt.

The red matched the shade of her shoulder-length hair, some of which was tied up in a top-knot. Hanging from a leather cord and bouncing on her broad chest was an adornment not at all odd for an orc to wear: it was the top half of an orc’s snapped thigh bone shaft with a sizeable, polished ball end solid enough to club a skull.

She also lacked a grim pair of hobnail boots, good for stomping the faces of foes. Instead, the soles of her feet slapped the earth clad in the thin leather of travel-worn sandals. Where one would expect a mighty axe or a monstrous mace resting on her shoulder, she instead hefted a bulky, canvas sack.

She halted to reassess her surroundings. The forest footpath, easy and predictable, beckoned her to continue ahead, yet—

Trusting her gut, she plunged into the brush.

And found herself skidding down a vertical slope. With a fearsome war whoop that sent frightened birds bursting from the tree canopy above, Vuska rode down the cliff side until she hit the murky bottom where rainwater pooled. She splashed through it at a run, burning off the momentum of her fall. Soon, she slowed enough to stumble onto dry, leafy earth.

The birdsong resumed. She checked her sack, which hadn’t suffered any splashes. After shaking off the mud from her feet, she found a long stick to fetch the lost sandal floating in the pool.

“That was one helluva fall,” she mused, gazing up the cliffside that had surprised her.

The surrounding tall trees filtered down diaphanous sunbeams dusted with floating motes. Ahead, erect and alone in a clearing, stood an incongruous blue wooden door within a precarious wooden frame. Beams of sunlight pierced the ill-fitted planks.

It had the look of a prop door assembled for an improvised play, but without the stage or the play.

“Wick’d,” she said, pleased, and strolled up to the door.

She peered over the doorframe. There, in the sunlit clearing, sat a well-dressed goblin in a tie and waistcoat at a makeshift table made up of two upended crates and a plank. The goblin regarded her over the spectacles perched on his prominent nose and held a feathered quill poised over his massive ledger. A much smaller bearded gnome barely reaching her mid-shin lounged at a tree’s foot with a peaked red hat atop his white-haired head and with the stem of a long pipe at his lips, and an even smaller hedgehog wearing an apron bristled beside him.

Vuska began, “say, uh—”

The hedgehog shrieked, “use the door!”

“What was that?” Vuska said.

“She said, ‘use the door,’” the gnome called out.

Vuska pulled back to regard the door. One sneeze, and she might risk knocking it over.

“Knock, knock,” Vuska said.

“Who’s there?” called the goblin.

“Books,” Vuska said.

“Books, who?”

“I got books, let me in.”

“Well, come in, I Got Books.”

With a gentle push, the door swung open. Vuska carefully squeezed through with her burden and approached the table.

The goblin folded his gnarled hands before him. “What brings you here, ma dame?”

Vuska smiled and glanced around at the trio. “Have you heard of a hidden village that smells of bread?”

The gnome sucked on his pipe. “Made of bread, you say?”

“Could be that,” Vuska said agreeably. “Don’t know much about it except it sits in another place. Behind a veil, maybe.” She inhaled. The thigh bone bumped her in the abdomen, and as the warm aroma of baking bread hit her nostrils, she recalled stories told to her long ago, by the campfire.

“Sweet Tyra’s toots, I smell it now, and it’s something.” She turned to the goblin and gnome. “It’s called Breadwick, right?”

The hedgehog, who’d rambled up to Vuska, sniffed her feet and screamed, “I smell something, all right. Your shoes are ugly!”

“What was that?” Vuska said.

The goblin said, “it’s forest speech. She said your sandals look a fright.”

Vuska laughed and raised a foot. “True. Better not get too close, ma’am. You don’t know what I’ve stepped in.”

The gnome puffed on his pipe. “Why aren’t you in boots, orc?”

Vuska shrugged her massive shoulders. “It was either sell ’em or eat ’em. I traded them in.”

“You’ve come a long way for a village made of bread,” he said. “What for?”

Vuska tapped the white thigh bone hanging from her neck cord. “Lemme introduce you to a piece of my great-uncle, Vuskruk the Mauler. He convalesced in Breadwick back in the day and spoke of it fondly. His last wish was to have every retrievable part of him buried at hot springs he’d visited around the familiar world, and I pledged to bring a bit of him to Breadwick’s.”

“I can imagine why,” the hedgehog squeaked. “Those naughty, naughty springs.”

Vuska grinned, her tusks lengthening, and slung the heavy bag off her shoulder. She laid it down with a thump! “Whut do you fellas and ma’am—” she nodded to the hedgehog. “Say to a gift of books?” She loosened the rope tie to pull apart the sack’s ends and display the contents. Inside lay stacks of worn, leather-bound volumes. “They cost a pair of boots, and I already read them all.”

“That’s mighty kind of you,” the gnome said. “We accept. Are you visiting or staying?”

“I’m visiting,” Vuska answered.

The goblin searched under his ledger and pulled out an ornate ticket. After producing a wooden stamp from a pocket, he stamped the ticket with a flourish.

When he slid it over to her, he said, “in that case, here is your Breadwick Visitor’s Day souvenir pass and ticket. It’s good for more than one day if you stay for longer.”

“Neat.” Vuska admired the piece of paper stamped:

.

V A L I D A T E D

by Goblin, Door Manager 

.

The gnome tossed her a wooden coin. “Welcome to Breadwick.”

“Thanks.” Vuska caught the coin and examined it. Carved into its surface was the symbol of a round bread loaf. “What’s this?”

The goblin turned a page of his ledger and began writing. “It’s a complimentary Breadwick token we call a silvan. Good for anything you want to trade or pay for. Try the muffins. Your first one is a gift.”

The gnome added, “take those books to Ponty’s bookshop and you can earn more silvans.”

“Be a pleasure.” Vuska refastened the rope tie and hefted the sack to her shoulder. “Do I follow my nose?”

The goblin scribbled in his ledger. “It’s just ahead. To find the thermal springs, walk the Mother.”

“Uh, sure. Good day, to you.”

“Good day.” The gnome puffed on his pipe as he watched her march past.

When the sounds of Vuska’s heavy step faded, the goblin gave one last stab of his nib and finished his entry.

He commented, “she didn’t get mad, once.”

“Awfully polite, too,” the gnome said.

“She’s on poot smoke,” the hedgehog squeaked.

***
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THREE TRAVELERS, A bear, a girl on a crutch, and a blind girl, walked in single file down the forest pathway.

The great grizzly bear, carrying the biggest pack of the three, ambled on all four paws with his nose sniffing the air. The girl with the crutch touched his flank as she shambled, and her companion, so uncommonly pale of hair and lashes some thought her a ghost, kept a firm hand on her shoulder. Any who peeked beneath her ragged cloak’s hood would spy the scars that ran down her shut eyelids and the unearthly pallor of her blue-veined, alabaster skin.

Compared to her, the girl with the crutch was warm, rich earth, with a fiery intensity to her unblinking, grey-eyed gaze that missed nothing. Beneath her cloak’s hood, her tangled hair was as black as a raven’s wings, and her ears triangular in shape and pointed.

The blind one called a halt to their progress.

“I feel ahead is not the way,” Fair said. “Do we agree?”

“Yes,” chimed Bear and Raven Hair.

“We should have turned sooner,” Raven Hair added.

In single file, the three pushed through the brush at the path's side for the elusive scent of a faraway oven and its baking bread.

They meandered through the tall, thick bushes that seemed like a maze, and perhaps it was, with one or the other arguing for a direction and the others naysaying. Thus, they wandered until all three of their noses agreed on the desired destination.

Bear shouldered through the foliage and onto a forest floor where the trees towered, and dust-speckled sunbeams lit the leaf-strewn earth.

Raven Hair stumbled to his side and brushed leaves off herself and Fair.

“One simply cannot walk into this bread place,” she remarked upon spying the well-dressed goblin seated at his makeshift table. Behind him stood a solid oak door with metal hinges within a standalone door frame. It had the look of a tavern door hiding a warm meal and a warmer hearth, but without the tavern.

Bear said in a hushed voice, “mention the civil war, and that we’re refugees. Also, that we’ve been traveling the road months without rest—”

“I’m not going to say any of that.” Raven Hair shambled on her crutch for the goblin’s table.

“You’re a sorry lot,” a hedgehog dressed in an apron squeaked.

Raven Hair bared her teeth, revealing tiny, sharp incisors. “That’s unkind, you little—“

Fair reached out and stayed her with a hand. Raising her chin, she surveyed the clearing with her shut eyes. “Greetings to you three.”

“And how did you know there are three here, miss?” The well-dressed goblin said.

Fair said, “your seat creaked, sir, while another sighed the exhale of a smoker, and after, a hedgehog spoke to us. None of those sounds came from the same direction.”

“How astute,” said the foot-high gnome who smoked and leaned against a tree.

Raven Hair said, “we followed our noses in hopes of finding a certain place.” She pointed at the oak door. “Is that the way?”

The goblin regarded her over his spectacles. “And why do you want to find this place?”

Fair replied evenly, “We seek sanctuary.”

“Ah,” the goblin and gnome said in unison.

“We appear to have nothing to offer,” said Raven Hair, “since we fled with nothing but what we could carry. But we’ve ourselves and our skills. Those in themselves are invaluable.”

The goblin nodded. “That, it may be.”

The gnome held up a fat pinecone. “Catch.” He tossed it to Raven Hair. “First, answer a question. Hold the pinecone of truth to speak.”

Raven Hair sniffed it. “It only smells like a pinecone to me.” She turned to her companion. “Here, Fair.”

After accepting the cone, Fair said, “what is your question?”

“What is your name?” the goblin said.

“I am called Fair,” Fair said.

The hedgehog squeaked, “you look like you’re made of snow.”

Fair smiled. “That has been said of me.”

Raven Hair interjected, “The—”

The gnome tipped his pipe at the cone in Fair’s hands. “Pinecone.”

Raven Hair touched the cone. “The animals of the Darker Forest named her that and not Snow to make it less confusing for little hogs like you—who often mistaken her for snow.”

“If I licked her, I’d know she was not snow,” the hedgehog yelled.

“But is Fair your name?” the gnome said as he smoked.

“It is,” Fair said.

The goblin tapped his ledger in thought. “Yet you say you are ‘called’ that.”

Fair said, “we never share our true names.”

“Those names died when we entered the Darker Forest,” said Raven Hair.

The gnome pointed with his pipe again. “The pinecone, please.”

Raven Hair removed it from Fair’s hands. “As I’ve said, those names are gone. We don’t share what will get us enchanted. Who would be foolish enough to do that?” She shook the pinecone. “What will this do to me if I fib? Turn me into a tree?”

Fair felt for Raven Hair’s hands and retrieved the cone. “I am sorry, but you cannot have our true names. Does our answer satisfy?”

The goblin said, “I like your straightforwardness, miss.”

“I do too,” the gnome said. “Welcome, you may enter.”

Raven Hair grasped Fair’s free hand, and Bear grunted in excitement.

“One thing,” the goblin said. “The bear cannot enter.”

“What?” Fair gripped Bear’s scruff. “He is our friend. We cannot be parted.”

“A bear eats much and preys on others.” The gnome puffed on his pipe. “We’re a village of limited resources. It is unfortunate, but we cannot accommodate one as big as he.”

“Please reconsider,” Fair said tremulously.

“Fair, Raven Hair,” Bear said, turning his large head to them.

The goblin pointed. “The pinecone, if you please.”

Bear sat down heavily on his haunches and gently took the pinecone from Fair’s hands with his claws. “I doubt these gentlemen can understand me—“

The hedgehog squeaked, “I do! When your companions spoke to me, they revealed they knew the language of creatures. Now speak your piece, you rug.”

Bear huffed at the hedgehog, his hot breath bending her quills back.

“No need to get uppity,” he grunted. Straightening, he addressed his friends. “Fair, Raven Hair. Since abandoning your home in the Darker Forest thanks to that senseless civil war, I’ve only wanted you two made safe as you had once saved me. Searching for this hidden place with you has been my greatest joy and an adventure I’ll always treasure. Go in without fear or worry. I will be well.”

Fair placed her hands over the pinecone between Bear’s paws. “That home we left behind was yours too. We are not leaving you.”

Bear said, “Yet some partings are necessary. Especially when through that doorway, you will be happy.”

“No,” Fair said.

Raven Hair began, “That is not—”

“Pinecone,” the gnome said.

Raven Hair sighed and rested her hands over Fair’s. “That is not true, you clueless man-bear. Without you, she will not be happy. And we’ll miss you.”

“You’d miss me?” Bear said. “That’s surprising.”

Raven Hair shrugged. “I’m surprised too.” Pulling the pinecone from Bear’s paws, she chucked it at the gnome, who dropped his pipe to catch it. “’Tis your considerable loss, old man, but we three invaluable personages refuse to come in.”

“Not surprising,” the hedgehog squeaked and held out her small hands to the gnome. “Can I eat my breakfast now?”

Raven Hair raised her crutch. “I knew it. What are you three playing at, you—”

“Wait, wait.” The goblin covered his head. “Your dedication and love for each other impress us. That was what we needed to see. You may all enter.”

Before the trio’s elation could reassert, the gnome piped up. “We do have one more question.”

“By Ge’s wattle, what is it?” Raven Hair ejected.

The hedgehog said in a shrill voice to Bear, “why are you a bear?”

Bear stared like one who wished he hadn’t walked into that clearing.

He answered, “Because being a man no longer served.”

“YESSS,” the hedgehog bellowed in a gravelly voice and threw her pinecone into the air.

Smiling, the goblin retrieved papers from under his ledger and began stamping them. Behind him, the hedgehog pulled the reluctant gnome into a dance.

Bear murmured to his companions, “only as a bear could I be your friend. Well, more Fair’s than yours, Raven Hair, though that’s no fault of mine.”

“We already know that,” said Raven Hair.

“Your entry papers.” The goblin passed an officious, gilded paper to each of them, which Raven Hair accepted for Fair and Bear. “And—” He held out three wooden coins. “Your Breadwick silvans.”

***
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THEO HURRIED DOWN THE forest road and eyed the dial that whirled this way and that beneath his enchanted compass’s watch crystal. With his dark hair tousled and his fresh-faced features pretty, Theo had the knack for exuding a mysterious aura. It was a sulky charm utilizing the blank stare of his gently tipped, heavy-lidded eyes, or, as his aunties put it, the empty-headed stare favored by alluring, beardless bards. Which was an icky thought, with the way his aunties mooned over the most popular beardless bards. Theo was slim and long-limbed, making him suitable for contortionist tricks and squeezing through tightly spaced iron bars—a feat he’d just accomplished earlier that morning. He realized belatedly that disguising himself as a servant girl would’ve better suited his exit from the ogre’s castle. No one really paid heed to servant girls.

He smelled it next, the bread. The bread! It was tough concentrating on that beguiling aroma with the distant shouts of his pursuers distracting him. The compass’s dial finally stuck to a direction his nose agreed with.

He removed his pack and spun it around—once, twice, thrice—then let it fly to land far down the road. He crashed into the undergrowth and for the direction the compass pointed to.

Did the feel of the air—change? Did the surrounding leaves seem brighter—more alive? Theo thought it might be his heightened excitement from being pursued that sent his senses into trance-like perceptions. That only happened when he was on poot smoke.

He ran through the growth like the ghoul hounds of the Grave King were after him. Always, he kept the compass’s reading before his face, and that elusive bread—bread—

He burst through the brush and spied a well-dressed goblin seated at a makeshift table, a pen poised in his gnarled hand and his gaze mild and curious.

“Good sir—” Theo stepped into the clearing.

And the world spun like the compass’s needle—

Bringing him to an abrupt halt before an overgrowth of twigs and leaves.

Theo shoved the leafage aside and barreled through to another sunlit clearing. The goblin sat at the same table with the same mild expression as he regarded Theo.

“I—” Theo stepped and slammed into vegetation.

“Ge dammit,” he ejected.

He rushed through the brush and rushed again, the world jumbling before him—goblin, leafage—goblin, foliage—goblin, more bushes—goblin, leaves—goblin—

The compass dial twirled wildly before his frantic gaze. He ran—herbage, goblin—bushes, goblin—

Bread! He inhaled sweet crusty warmth and shut his eyes to the compass’s mad spinning. Bread! Bread! Bread!

Theo burst into the sunlit clearing with the seated goblin and came to a panting halt, leaves, twigs, and a few wiggling bugs dropping off his hair and clothes. His surroundings remained steadfast. He laughed in relief.

Someone squeaked to another, “—and his fat hairy arse almost broke the doorframe.”

“It was a beary big arse,” a bearded gnome in a red peaked cap said.

“Blarf,” the hedgehog in the apron ejected and threw her half-eaten pinecone.

The doorframe they referred to was a woven, flowering arch of branches. Through its opening, Theo spied more forest. But from that archway floated the aromatic, homey warmth of baking bread.

“Why, hello. What brings you here?” The goblin said, as if noticing him for the first time. He next peered over his spectacles at what Theo held. “And with a wizard’s compass in hand.”

Theo pocketed the device. “Greetings. I was looking for a village, Breadwick. Is it through there?” He gestured at the archway.

The goblin dabbed the tip of his pen against his tongue and prepared to write. “Visiting or staying?”

Theo hedged. “A visit. A long visit. A month, perhaps. It’s for a very long respite.”

The hedgehog squeaked, “oh, we’ve a prince here, do we? One who can afford such leisure time?”

“Ma dame, I assure you, I’m not that or rich,” Theo said.

The little gnome studied him through his pipe’s smoke. “You don’t appear gifted. How did you understand madam, here?”

Theo searched among the necklaces on his chest. “Oh, uh, one of these is a talisman—it has something to do with languages.”

“Ah,” the goblin and gnome said in unison.

The gnome then remarked, “yet it looks like mostly protective amulets you’re wearing.”

“Many charms,” the hedgehog muttered. “Many-many.”

The gnome stroked his beard. “Need protection, do you?”

“It’s— the world’s a dangerous place,” Theo said.

Folding his gnarled hands, the goblin leaned on his desk. “Indeed. But you don’t know how any of those work, hmm?”

“I’m not a magic wielder,” Theo said. “I only need their help.”

The gnome said, “Did you steal them, and the compass too?”

Theo stuck his hands in his pockets and gazed blankly.

The stance did not work unless he could skulk away, appearing alluringly mysterious. Finally, he said, “I negotiated their liberation by mutually beneficial and creative means.”

“Blarf!” The hedgehog yelled. “I just vomited up my pinecone breakfast!”

“I’ll be frank.” The gnome puffed on his pipe. “You, in those fluid, fitted, yet roguish, studded black leather garments and impenetrably long, black coat hiding many pockets—”

“Don’t forget the ninjuju toe socks,” the hedgehog interjected.

Theo stared at her incredulously. “I’m wearing boots.”

“You, young man, look exactly like a thief,” finished the gnome.

“A guild thief,” the goblin said, gazing over his spectacles.

“A loser,” the hedgehog declared.

“Door keepers,” Theo implored. “Frank.”

“That’s not my name,” the gnome said.

Theo raised his hands in plea. “I’m not visiting to take advantage of Breadwick’s gift of—well—hopping around the—” He cleared his throat as the three glared stonily. “I’m not even a thief anymore. A man can’t help who he’s—”

“A boy,” the hedgehog said.

Theo yelled, “I was born into it. I don’t want to do it anymore. I want to change.”

“Stop raising your voice,” the hedgehog screamed.

Theo covered his eyes. “I apologize.”

In the silence of the clearing, Theo muffled a sob.

“You do need a respite,” the gnome noted.

The goblin added in a kindly grandfatherly voice, “perhaps a nice soak in one of our thermal springs.”

Theo sniffed. “Oh, that sounds wonderful.”

“Do you need a hanky?” offered the goblin.

“Perhaps a warm milk?” the gnome said.

“No, no thank you.”

A stamp hit paper with a decisive thump.

After Theo wiped his eyes, he accepted the ornate visitor’s ticket the goblin handed to him.

“And here’s your Breadwick silvan.” The goblin dropped the wooden coin into Theo’s palm. “Now run along and enter the doorway, lad. Enjoy your stay.”

***
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THE GOBLIN PENNED AN entry into his ledger, while Theo wandered through the archway, hesitated, and afterwards continued in a chosen direction.

The goblin finished scribbling. “He’s hiding something.”

“Yep,” the gnome said and tapped out ash from his pipe.

The hedgehog remarked, “what’s sad is the crybaby wasn’t even acting.”

At that point, swift feet approached, stirring the leaves of the forest floor. A Syloriaan the size of an upkin—at only three and half feet of height—burst into the clearing, puffing from exertion. Dressed in the leather breeches and jerkin of an adventurer and with a red scarf wound around her neck, she shouldered a sturdy pack nearly as big as herself.

The goblin glanced up from his ledger and smiled. “Greetings, chronicler. It’s about time.”
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Chapter Two: Hit and Run
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“Why did we tolerate that pinecone nonsense?” Raven Hair trudged after Bear along the new forest track. “If I could eat pinecones, I should’ve done so, right in front of them.”

“I wouldn’t eat something someone called the Pinecone of Truth,” Bear replied. “That would be awkward.”

“You are always blurting awkward truths,” retorted Raven Hair.

“Wait,” Fair said.

They froze and listened for what had alerted Fair. Nothing met their ears but the silence of the birds. The forest floor then vibrated under their feet.

“To my back!” Bear yelled.

Raven Hair pulled Fair onto Bear’s backpack, where she clung like a bear cub. He leapt for the nearest tree and furiously climbed.

“ShettheshutupUshartyfartyfleekin—” came the beast’s voice.

Raven Hair tossed her crutch and dug her nails into the clawed bark of Bear’s tree trunk. She scrambled up.

FuttbuttFutterBUTTER—”

A long-legged hark beast twice Bear’s size crashed through the brush antlers first, all eight hooves pounding the ground. Clumps of earth flew. The beast reared and swung its tangled mane of hair. The branching crown of its antlers struck the nearest tree.

BRU-UMPH—

Leaves and branches rained down.

“SHUTITSHUTITSHUPUT,” the beast bellowed. “U FUGLY FUGGING ARSEBOOGGIN GRUGURD—”

It swung again—

BRA-THUMPH—

Raven Hair shrieked into Bear’s furry bottom as the trunk shook.

Bear roared down, “FLECK U, U FARTY ZUGFACED FLUGGIT—”

“Fleeking zughole,” Raven Hair hollered. “Brother flugger—”

“Stop cussing, right now,” Fair shouted.

“The beast started it,” Raven Hair yelled.

“SHET U SHETUYALLu sharty basttart gugwhuggin FLUFFER—” bayed the beast as its rear four legs kicked up into the air. It resumed its wild gallop through the leafage. The hark beast’s cursing soon faded, leaving the forest silent.

“Shet you,” Raven Hair ejected.

Three hearts beat franticly as, one by one, the invisible birds of the woods resumed their chatter. A squirrel scurried out on to a branch and gave the clinging trio a quizzical stare.

“I-I think he’s gone. I think we can get down now. Let’s climb down,” Bear babbled.

“If you think it’s safe, you climb down first,” Raven Hair snapped.

“You’re under me!”

“Hurry up, my arms are getting tired,” Fair said crossly.

***
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ACKI ADJUSTED HER PACK as she jogged along the path and gazed up in wonderment at the surrounding sun-dappled tree leaves. The color spectrum of beyond-light hues that Syloriaans could perceive was extra-vibrant within the pocket realm. Patterns and veins that were invisible to the other mammalian species were shimmering with the luminous touch of Ge’s life-force. Magic lived in Breadwick, and it was healthy and strong.

It was an observation that might be the basis for her purpose in coming to Breadwick. Perhaps she could contrast life in Breadwick with life outside it in terms of Ge’s touch. She didn’t want to always have to step out of the pocket realm to make that measurement, however—

She halted, her spikes standing on end. Subsonic vibrations not yet evident to her ear membranes struck the surfaces of her scaly skin.

The ground trembled beneath her clawed feet from the heavy approach of another.

“Baaalooooooo—”

The thought came to her, rendering her a pale shade. War machine—

Her limbs chilled, and both feet and voice froze—

“BAALOOOOOOO—”

A towering hark beast smashed through the undergrowth with its forelegs flying. It reared up over Acki and blocked the sunlight with its massive antlers. The four hooves that came down had perfect teardrop shapes that filled Acki’s vision.

An orc stepped in, as powerfully built as the giant lizards of yore. With a roar, she raised arms above her head to seize the beast around the neck. She twisted around and down. The great beast’s hooves curled under it as it flipped over Acki.

It crashed onto its back, quaking the earth. A cloud of earth and leaf debris flew into the air and activated Acki’s third lid membranes. She could barely discern the hark beast rolling over to regain its eight legs. The orc’s large hand searched for her, and Acki reached for it, hoping to lead them both away.

“Here,” she coughed, right when the beast’s bellow shook the treetops.

***
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DEBRIS ENTERED VUSKA’S eyes so that she couldn’t blink away. She heard the beast rolling over—take to its feet. A scaly hand grasped hers right when the hark beast bellowed its outrage and reared up.

Too many legs—can’t see—

Vuska collapsed into a ball around the Syloriaan and hoped for the best for her own head’s safety.

***
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THEO HALTED AT THE sudden braying of a hark beast followed by an orcish battle yell. Dust and leaves blew in his direction from a thunderous impact. He pushed through the shrubbery and saw the eight-legged animal rear over an orc huddled around a small Syloriaan.

Theo ran up to the beast’s rump and yanked on its tiny tail. “Get away from them!”

The scream the beast emitted was both horrified and pained. Its lunge swerved and landed four huge hooves with Theo sidestepping out of the way.

“WHYMEWHYUWHUTHAPPENED—” the beast lowered his head with antlers bristling.

Theo leapt for the brush. “Waitwaitwait—” He barreled with the hark beast’s hot breath at his back.

“Aieeeeeee,” came Theo’s lonesome cry deep in the forest growth, and the hark beast roared.

***
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“WHO—?” VUSKA PUSHED off the forest floor and wiped her eyes. In the settling dust, she searched the broken and trampled brush for the boy who’d yelled, but he and the hark beast were long gone.

The diminutive Syloriaan coughed, and Vuska immediately returned her attention to her.

“You okay?” Vuska said.

***

[image: ]


ACKI STARED UP AT THE bright, brown eyes of the orc who’d saved her. The friendliness exuded by the tusked womyn surprised her as much as the hark beast’s sudden attack.

With Acki speechless, the orc chuckled and rose to one knee.

“Woo! That was a close one, huh?” She offered the back of her hand, and Acki grabbed it in gratitude. “Lucky for us, some guy came along and got the beast’s attention.”

Acki said, “I-I thought I heard someone screaming.” The orc pulled her to her feet. “Is he okay?”

“Dunno, but someone who could face a hark beast must know what he’s doing,” the orc said pragmatically.

“I-I agree. Yeepers.” Acki gave an embarrassed laugh at her own shaky tone. She dusted off her bottom and her small tail. “I survived the Grave King only to have a random animal nearly trample me.”

The orc, who’d remained on one knee, nodded with solemnity. “The Twilight incursion. I heard his war machines were pretty horrific.”

“Good prevailed in the end.” Acki stuck out her hand, which still trembled. “Thank you. I’m Acki.”

“Vuska.” They clasped forearms with Vuska’s grip swallowing Acki’s arm. “You visiting Breadwick too?”

“More than that, I’m staying on.” Acki searched around and found her unharmed pack while Vuska straightened to retrieve the heavy sack she’d tossed aside. “I’ll be their new chronicler.”

“A scribe! Wick’d.” Vuska grinned, baring her tusks more. Acki sucked in a deep, calming breath to shake off the last of her jangled nerves and started down the path with Vuska.

Vuska said, “I’m here to take care of some family business—and to try these hot springs people talk about.”

“Oh, yeah, those thermal springs are special. Sacred, some say.”

“I heard their bakery is pretty special too.” Vuska inhaled. “But I don’t detect the scent of bread as strongly here like I did beyond the realm’s door.”

“The bread you got a whiff of outside was the scent of the pocket realm itself,” Acki explained. “If you’d perceived pleasant and delightful music, that would mean Strummington was nearby. If you’d witnessed shimmering rainbows in the sunlight all around you, that meant Fellydale was close. And if the flavor of the sweetest blackberries had hit your tongue without your having eaten any, you’d have found your way to Ohdalay.”

“Fair havens,” Vuska intoned in awe.

“That’s what’s said of the pocket realms.” Acki trotted alongside the orc, feeling more like herself. It helped that her companion was big enough to bodyslam another forest beast, should one appear.

She added, “although these so-called fae havens are as real to us as the ‘outside’ and hardly fae-like. I think they’re actual pockets of our familiar world.”

The vegetation and trees thinned to a clearing of cross paths, where an odd trio had gathered. A large grizzly bear and two young wimmin in patched traveler’s cloaks stood before two signposts shaped like arrows. In huge letters, one sign said, Welcome Visitor! and pointed down a right-hand trail. The other, pointing in the opposite direction, said, Potential Residents, This Way!

As Acki and her companion neared, she overheard the hooded girl with the crutch say, “...the way it shouted obscenities. I don’t shake easily, but that beast managed to shake me.”

“Shouting curses is battle language,” the uncommonly pale girl with shut eyes said. “The words attack first. After that, the person’s fists. Words also shield the speaker from harm.”

“I should practice my bad words,” the other girl replied.

The bear, noticing Acki and Vuska’s approach, began grunting.

***
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BEAR CALLED, “HO, TRAVELERS. Beware, there’s a mad hark beast about.”

Raven Hair turned, and seeing Acki and Vuska, said, “Bear says, watch out for a mad hark beast. It’s on a rampage in these woods and almost got us.”

“Us too,” Vuska said. “Luckily for us though, a guy showed up and led the beast away.”

Acki said, “We think he was an expert of the forest.”

Fair said, “He sounds like it.”

Raven Hair gestured at the small signpost below the one for Potential Residents. A bright, oval bird house in turquoise blue and yellow sat on top of the smaller sign. “We were consulting the signs. We three must take the one with the required tour.”

The little sign said: Pay a token for your required Potential Residents Tour!

Acki read the sign and commented, “yep, makes sense.”

“To begin, we put a silvan into the little house. The house has a slot,” Raven Hair said in aside to Fair.

“Spend my share,” Fair offered. Raven Hair placed a wooden coin in her hand and guided her to drop it into the little house’s slot.

The house’s round door flew open with a small bang.

“Welcome!” cried the chin-bearded fairy who emerged. Wiry and lanky, with knobby elbows and knees, he stood only six inches tall. Adjusting his green, slouched cap, he climbed out and sat on his step. Pinned to the front of his patchwork jerkin was a wee golden badge. “My name’s Happy, and I’ll be your guide on this tour!” The prismatic wings on his back uncurled and shook themselves out.

He next pulled out a wooden coin from inside his house and presented it. “Thank you for your payment! In appreciation, I now give you a token.”

Raven Hair guided Fair’s hand to accept. “That looks like the same silvan.”

“It is,” Happy admitted. “Sacrificing your token tells us you’re willing to put your trust in Breadwick’s hands.”

Raven Hair grumbled, “there sure are a lot of tests for this place.”

“Tests are the fastest way to know who you are!” Happy buzzed out of the little house and hung in the air before them. “Now that our chronicler has joined us, we can get started!”

Bear turned to Acki. “You’re the chronicler of this village?”

“Bear says, you work here?” translated Raven Hair.

“I’m the new chronicler,” Acki said. “I’ll understand you in a moment, Sa Bear. I just need to—”

“Bear is a ‘he’,” Raven Hair said. “You can say ‘mister’.”

“I’ll do that, thanks.” Acki pulled out a talisman hanging on a necklace from beneath her tunic and turned its dial. It audibly clicked while the group looked on.

Bear said, “I had a—I mean, I heard of a king’s court that had a Syloriaan chronicler. Ey was also my, er, ey tutored the prince. Very wise, they are, Syloriaans. They’re a very ancient people, you see, older than even elves! Ritik was the best advisor I ever had.”

“I’m not translating any of that,” said Raven Hair.

Acki motioned with her talisman. “Don’t let me interrupt the tour. It’ll take me a while to tune my—”

“Yes, of course!” Happy whirled around. “Follow me!”

Vuska jerked her thumb at the sign that said, Welcome, Visitors! “I’ll be heading in this direction.” Raising a hand in farewell, she added, “I’ll see you all in town.”

Acki waved. “That’s a promise.”

The tour group set off down the path after the buzzing Happy. Bear fell behind to ramble alongside Acki, who fiddled with her talisman.

“Hello, hello,” he said into it.

“Nope, I still don’t understand you,” Acki said.

“Testing,” Bear said to the talisman.

***

[image: ]


THEO SCRAMBLED OUT of the undergrowth in time to catch sight of the big orc marching down a path and a motley group that included a huge bear and the small Syloriaan moseying down another. After further scrutiny of the band, he wasn’t surprised it was proceeding without hurry when it included a sightless girl and another on-the-stick.

He shook the leaves from his hair and jogged up to the signposts. After scanning them and the accompanying instructions, he straightened his black coat and stepped for the route the orc had taken.

To his dismay, a rumbling stirred within him—a tornado that began to twist.

“Not now,” he groaned. “What do you want—what?!”

The foot he’d lifted towards the village curved for the other pathway.

“We’re going the other way,” he ground out. “The other—”

He punched himself in the leg. His foot, however, landed on the path the tour group perambulated. The rest of his body followed suit by conducting a jerky, odd walk after them.
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Chapter Three: We Be Rollin’
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“Who can understand Bear in your village?” Raven Hair asked.

Happy spun in his flight to regard her. “We Fair folk can, of course. Anyone on the wing can sing the forest’s common tongue! And some of our more prominent, tall residents have eaten of the Button of Blather, like the head baker and our esteemed seamstress. Speaking of!” He flew up to view Acki. “Say, chronicler, how’s your talisman coming along?”

“Oh, um.” Acki glanced up from the opened journal she held. Before her, an automatic pen stood balanced like a poised dancer on the clean page. “I can understand Mr Bear and the birds now. ‘Bla-dder’ button, you said?” She nudged the automatic pen to start writing.

“That’s ‘bla-ther’,” Happy gave.

Fair said, “I like that the people here use ‘fair’ instead of ‘fae’.”

“Fair is also called Fair,” said Raven Hair.

“How lovely!” Happy beamed. “Hello, Fair.”

Fair smiled. “Hullo.”

“And I’m Bear!” Bear said.

“Oh, yawncy,” Theo blurted from the back of the group. “Can we continue on, please?”

“Of course, new fellow! Glad you could join us.” Happy flitted through the branches as the trees began to thin into a grassy field of wildflowers. “Our first stop is the most important place in Breadwick: the farm.”

They then boarded—of all things—a small-wheeled hay cart that sat low to the earth. The party seated themselves on the makeshift bench provided that faced out to the cart’s side. A plump raccoon sat at the front next to a lever and lifted her cap’s brim in greeting. Happy flitted to the ground to point out the single track that hid an endlessly traveling subterranean cable. As soon as everyone was seated aboard—except for Bear, who preferred his exercise—the raccoon operator rang her hanging bell.

Ding-ding!

Pulling hard on her lever, she activated the grip at the bottom of the cart. As described by Happy, it took hold of the ever-moving underground cable with its vise-like jaws. The cart began its progress along the track.

“No animal is pulling us, Fair,” Raven Hair gave in excitement. “Beneath the cart, its bottom holds on to a moving rope.”

“Then it is a fixed track,” Fair remarked.

“Intriguing,” Bear exclaimed as he trotted alongside and peered beneath the cart. “This locomotion is superior to the rope and pulley system used by dwarven miners!”

“It’s all thanks to our resident inventor,” Happy said into a speaking horn mounted next to the raccoon’s seat. “Who is also our esteemed miller. He created this efficient cable cart system to transport the harvested grass that feeds Breadwick. Behold!”

The seated party dutifully gazed out at the rolling wild grasses that grew willy nilly on the ground and around random bushes, rocks, and small trees. Deep in the fields of that pastoral wilderness stood a lone figure of armor.

“Acca is a hardy grass that drinks little water, has no pests that care to eat it, and no blight that can sicken it,” Happy recited into his speaking horn. “It also matures as quick as rabbits do! Which allows us to harvest the grain with frequency.”

“Which means more grain for Breadwick,” Bear said as he ambled alongside. ‘But do you also grow barley—oats? They don’t ripen as quickly but are also less trouble to grow.”

“We haven’t the need,” Happy said to him, forgetting his speaking horn. “As far as I know.”

The cart trundled closer to the standing armor suit. It was stout and tall with a rotund body and thick limbs like a burly wrestler’s. The fat helmet with its one narrow slit for the eyes was set low into the brawny shoulders.

Wildflowers and mushrooms grew on those broad shoulders, and a bird’s nest sat snug against the suit’s neck. In one armored hand, the motionless suit held a sickle.

“And there, awaiting the next harvesting, stands Breadwick’s lone acca farmer, who is—a golem,” Happy intoned into his horn.

***

[image: ]


VUSKA STEPPED OFF HER path to investigate an overgrown suit of armor standing among the trees. She wanted to assume it was a statue but knew better. The war golem was a massive fellow made of segmented metal panels with well-shielded limbs and massive shoulder guards. His head was a metal bucket with a brimmed metal hat. In his faceplate were two small rectangular windows for the eyes.

The once blueish panels of his body had developed patinas matching the greens and browns of the forest. Moss and vines enveloped him. But even their coverage did not disguise all the scars and dents his body bore.

Golems never slept and only awaited the commands of their masters. But when freed, which Vuska had heard could happen, an eternity of existence awaited them with no purpose. Having been given a choice, they often chose to quietly exist.

Perhaps this one had rested long enough in one place to learn the infinity of being, where he breathed with the trees and absorbed the serene songs of starlight.

She rested her fist over her heart. “Sleep in peace, brother.”

***
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“A SECOND CABLE LINE, from this barn?” Bear asked Happy. Their cable cart rolled for an enormous barn with carved gables and spacious outdoor pens from which two donkeys placidly regarded them. Even as he spoke, a raccoon leaning on a cable cart’s grip lever left the rustic row adjacent to the barn and descended for the forest. Copper milk jugs gleamed inside the cart. The raccoon operator waved their cap and rang their bell. Ding-ding!

Ding-dingle-ding! responded the raccoon of the tour group’s cart.

The group trundled onwards into the lane between the barn and the row, which turned out to be a long house with large sliding doors. Several red hens clucked and fluttered out of their trackway while a watchful dog halted to mark Bear’s approach.

“Yes indeed, Kelpenshlip the miller had another cable line laid from our dairy row to the village below,” Happy answered through his horn and gestured at the aforementioned row. “For it’s here where Breadwick gets the majority of its dairy products and eggs.”

“You’ve a beautiful voice,” Fair called out to the singing butter churner, who sat and cranked his churn to his song. Another person inside liberally salted formed butter and added the juicy squeeze of a lemon. Next to her lay several little bowls full of herbs and spices.

“He’s timing his butter-making to it,” Raven Hair told her.

“Yes.” Fair’s tone was dry. “I heard his churn.”

The cart slowed to a stop at a door for refreshments. The group drank minutes-old cow’s milk and ate fresh herb butter and cheese served on crackers while viewing the aging cheese rounds proudly on display. A kerchiefed womyn poured curds and whey into a huge cloth-covered bucket.

Theo, to his unhappiness, could partake of neither drink or snacks thanks to a bodily intolerance for dairy foods. He did nibble on a cracker, and Acki, he observed, ate nothing at all.

“There’ll be more refreshments at our final stop,” Happy reassured him.

As their cable cart resumed its course, Bear said, after nosing around for crumbs, “This is a wonderful delivery system, but both your grain and your dairy production seem consolidated to one place—one source.”

“Oh, we try not to monopolize,” Happy said. “Some residents keep their own animals, but the caretakers of the barn provide milk, and cream, and butter, and cheeses—the loveliest cheeses—and oh, eggs, for the fromagerie, and places like the Sylvan Spoonful, the tea palace, Bouille’s bakery, the cottageplex—have to feed our pensioners, you know—YaiYai’s Sup Sup Noodle Parlor—”

Bear interrupted. “Yes, but what I’m trying to say is—”

Theo perked up at the words “noodle parlor.” He’d been a long, long time away from home, and the thought of slurping up noodles bathed in steaming, savory broth made his heart ache. His seat mate noticed his reaction and switched their scrutiny from their open journal and its dancing pen to regard him.

Syloriaans possessed the biggest eyes he’d ever seen. His seat companion's were a golden kaleidoscope of peridot greens and tigereye browns, and when they blinked, revealed the extra eyelid membrane their kind possessed.

“Vulnerable?” Happy was saying in a perplexed tone to Bear. “To what?”

“Never you mind, sir,” Bear quickly reassured him. “I was only thinking aloud.”

The Syloriaan whispered to Theo, “I’ve been meaning to ask...it was you that distracted the hark beast when it nearly trampled me and Vuska, right? Thank you.”

“No problem,” Theo muttered back. He would have said nothing more, but his curiosity won out. “Is that one of those enchanted pens?”

“Yes. It’s only for notes. I write my own impressions out by hand at end of day.” They held out their scaly hand. “I’m Acki. A ‘miss’.”

“Theo. A ‘mister’, but I like Sa.” He gripped her hand with his own in the handshaking manner of the cities. The reassuring warmth inherent in a Syloriaan’s touch always surprised him.

Acki next turned to her other seat mate, the dark-haired feral girl. “I’m Acki.”

“Raven Hair,” the girl with the intense gaze said. “And this is Fair.”

“Hullo,” said Fair.

“Fair is also maistresse,” Raven Hair told Acki.

“Hullo, hullo,” Bear called to the cows that gazed out their barn window and chewed as he padded by. “Just passing through.”

***
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DING-A-DING-DING!

The raccoon with the officious cap chittered angrily at Vuska as it drove a low wooden cart loaded with copper jugs of milk, pots of butter, a wicker basket of eggs, and a pile of muslin covered cheeses. The cart had surprised her by rattling out of the forest to sideswipe her pathway. It traveled along, as far as she could tell, on its own power. Just as it had abruptly appeared, the cart submerged into the forest again.

“I was never really in the way,” she called. Hearing no response except for an angry ding! from the raccoon’s hanging bell, she resumed her walk.

Her path ended at a broad grassy clearing where a large, two-story timbered lodge stood. With dimmed, colorful mullioned windows and unlit glowstone lanterns hanging from its eaves, the place had a quiet, unattended air in the morning light. The carved sign above read:

THE SILVAN SPOONFUL

Ding-ding!

The delivery cart emerged on the far side of the clearing. It slowed in its approach to the tavern’s back with the raccoon pushing hard on the cart’s lever. They disappeared around the corner.

“Magic carts,” Vuska mused.

The tavern’s entrance numbered three different doors: one for yoomyns, another for upkins and dwarves, and one more for folk the foot tall height of gnomes. Vuska pushed open the conventionally sized one, which creaked. She stepped into a cool and shadowed interior with oak beamed rafters and an upper story walkway. The walls had their typical hung decorations of antlers, battered shields, and—unlike other taverns—platforms for gnome diners. Even shelves of books and boardgames were present. Pans clattered behind an iron barred service window at the far back wall. The window glowed from a dancing fire. The morning diners sat quietly at their differently sized tables and booths and barely acknowledged her entry. The only movement in the place was at the bar counter across the way, and Vuska wound around the tables and benches to approach it.

The first thing she noticed about the bar was the lack of any oak barrels behind it, but a warmth exuded from its back room that hinted at a working hearth with fragrant pots simmering. The second was the burly red-haired fellow setting a third water pitcher on the counter. The fellow wore colorful tiny bows in the braids of his beard and ribbons clipped into his parted hair, and he bustled about in a fetching sashed sea-blue frock tailored for his big, burly body. Vuska thought it a princess’y look, but that might be the fellow’s taste.

When she walked up to the bar top, he nodded gruffly to her.

“The name’s Geldart.” He polished a mug with his dish towel. “What can I get you?”

“Have you got fire-bum golden grog, Sa?” Vuska said.

“We do, it’s Breadwick’s own celebrated grog, brewed from the finest sun-kissed honey to come from the fat furry bums of fire bumblebees. And we ration out such drink to visitors. The limit’s to keep the village free of drunkards.”

“I get that,” Vuska said. “The grog’s not for me. It’s a libation.”

“In that case, you’ll find fire-bum served from the nip ’n narrow outside. The passage to the back is that way.” He indicated a back passageway beside the bar.

“Thanks.” Before she departed, she asked in curiosity. “What do you serve at the counter here?”

Geldart grinned. “I’ve a refreshing spring punch I mix with my own summer brandy and winter teas. I add a touch of alchemic effervescence to bring out the flavors. My fruity drink’s a favorite of residents and visitors alike. And I brew a milky mead for consumption every evening to see people to their fit slumber.”

“I love a hearthbrew,” Vuska enthused. “What goes in it?”

Geldart’s gaze turned roguish. “Oh, I’ve my personal concoction, blending fermented honey with spices, fruits, nuts, and seeds. And with fresh wholesome milk stirred in to thicken it.”

Vuska slapped the countertop. “Add some raw eggs and count me in for a tankard when I come back.”

With that, she entered the back passageway to the nip ’n narrow. A small door embedded into a conventionally sized door popped open and a hatted chameleon half the size of an upkin and dressed in a farmer’s smock departed. At his exit, the scent of sweet, spring flowers exuded.

The sign on the door facing Vuska read: Water-Loo.

It seemed as good a time as any to take care of business. Vuska left the sack in the corridor and availed herself of the privy and the correctly sized seat within for a person of her height and weight class. She didn’t expect the spritz of cold water that hit her bottom when she was done, but it was refreshing.

***
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THEO COULDN’T BELIEVE it, but they were discussing poop.

Although he shouldn’t have been surprised. What was farming but also the liberal spreading of fertilizing poop? The fragrant cow manure people mucked into a cart at the barn’s back had prompted the discussion.

Acki asked, “so your miller also designed Breadwick’s glowgas production system?”

“Yes!” Happy answered as their cable cart slowed past the scene. “All our waste from our cuttings to our bodily leavings are broken down into sludge using sparkroot and then collected and fed to the glowgas digester. Oh! There’s our collector now. We call him Big Stuff. His partner is the farmer, Biggles.”

A hulking suit of armor with bulging shoulder, arm, and leg guards emerged from the barn with a mountain heap of dirty straw held aloft. The golem’s faceplate had a heavy brow over dark eye slits and a downturned mouth slot with a grim expression. His scarred metal body clanked as he walked, and it reminded Theo of the sounds armored soldiers made when marching.

Acki stiffened with her head spikes rising in sharp relief.

“Is something the matter?” he whispered to her.

She blinked and smoothed back her spiky crest.

“Nothing,” she said with a smile and returned her attention to her magic pen.

Big Stuff dumped his straw into the waste cart. The people on mucking duty pushed it along its track for a composting pit. A treadle-powered wagon with a metal tank body sat next to that pit and from that body, a long hose snaked down. Big Stuff stood over the pit, threw in dark, sparkling roots, and then pumped the lever next to the hose.

“Big Stuff gathers the sludge. That’s why it’s important that every resident contributes their personal waste by using our public water-loos,” Happy lectured. “All water-loos are part of the matter collection system that, when digested by the digester, becomes glowgas to power the mill and bloomfuel to fertilize our soil.”

“Nutrient-rich bloomfuel. A remarkable by-product of this recycling system.” Bear skipped alongside the cable cart. “Very advanced. Most moderen.”

“Very moderen,” Happy agreed.

OhMyGe, Theo inwardly groaned. The two meant “modern,” but the dialects of the lower kingdoms—which Bear had clearly come from—mangled the word out of cultural dislike for anything teknologica, and therefore modern. As if pumping sewage was that, although when Theo gave it more thought, he realized in the buundoks it probably was.

The barn and its dairy row receded behind the tall grasses of a wildflower meadow. As the cable cart leisurely ascended, rabbits who'd stood up in the tall grass to stare at them later bounded for their unseen burrows.

A soft kek-kek-kek sound emerged from Raven Hair which ended as soon as it started. Theo glanced askance at her over Acki’s spikes.

“We’re now approaching the homes of Breadwick’s most important workers, our fire-bum bumblebees,” Happy shared through his speaker horn. “Their gift of golden honey becomes the fermented ingredient for our special grog, our various mead recipes, Nyenya’s scrumptious honey tea cakes—non-fermented, of course—and sweetens our pancakes and many cups of tea.”

The row of blond beehives was abuzz with tiny black and golden winged fuzzy bodies. Some farted flashes of light that apparently earned the bumblebees the namesake, fire-bum. While the busy bees bumbled about in their bizzness, a lone metal man stood vigil.

Unlike the other armored golems, the beehive sentinel was an amateurish assembly of metal limbs attached to a cylindrical body. A round metal can was his head, topped with a funnel-like domed hat. Random rivets covered his body, and he seemed to stare with wan vacuousness from small square eyes while the slot of his mouth gaped the word, “why??”.

Theo mumbled, “is he made out of tin?”

“He does look like a tin man,” Acki remarked.

Happy said, “we think he’s the fourth of the golem group, it’s hard to tell. No one’s ever seen him move.”

Bear trotted up to sniff him and said, “perhaps he’s a scarecrow and nothing more?”

“Oh.” Happy stroked his chin beard. “That would explain things.”

The cart ascended the hill, leaving the apiary and farmland behind.

***
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VUSKA STOOD IN THE tavern’s back courtyard with its tables and benches and studied the slit in the wall before her.

A slender arched window, wide and tall enough for a tall drink to pass through, revealed nothing in its black depths. Above the narrow hung a wooden sign with the inked words:

WOT’S YER NIP

Vuska placed her wooden Breadwick token on the sill.

“A tankard of fire-bum golden grog, please,” she requested. “Bull-sized.”

A loud click sounded, and after that, the grinding of gears. White, skeletal fingers crept out of the narrow’s darkness, its arm sleeved in a ragged naval sailor’s uniformed top. It grasped the silvan and slowly withdrew. After a while of liquid pouring, a wooden tankard twice as high as Vuska’s fist steadily emerged. Carvings of bare-breasted mermaid figures decorated the hinged lid and the handle the bony fingers gripped.

“Wick’d.” She accepted the tankard and admired how the sunlight bounced off the mermaids’ projected parts. “Just like great uncle Vuskruk described. Thanks, budda.”

The inked words on the sign swirled and changed, saying:

S’AWRIGHT

After that, the skeletal hand withdrew back into the black pit of the nip ’n narrow.

Great uncle Vuskruk had said that the hellz ghouls who worked in Breadwick’s tavern were cursed seamen, and the one inside the nip ’n narrow might be missing its jawbone or head. It had to be witnessed to be believed, and right then, she could say with pride she’d seen it.

Pleased, Vuska hefted the tankard prize and headed for the footway with an ornate and lettered sign that said: Breadwick. She admired the carved mermaids again. “What a Ge dam interesting town.”

***
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THEO REGARDED THE MILL’S grounds wearily and wished he were buried, underground, and deceased. It would be a far more interesting fate than listening to the life and times of a miller.

Their cable cart tour had ended. The well-dressed miller in his high boots and long coat didn’t care to guide the group around the grounds—thank Ge—being far too busy. However, he wasn’t so busy to not have time to talk. A lot.

And Theo wondered why talking wasn’t difficult for him because the miller had the muzzle and therefore the head of a long-eared donkey.

The rest of this fellow—Kelpenshlip—from the shoulders down looked entirely like a yoomyn male’s. A well cut and tailored outfit could make a mannerly person out of any sort of physique, but Theo suspected the original Kelpenshlip might’ve been somewhat handsome. Unpresuming and plain men usually didn’t receive hexes or curses that turned their heads into a donkey’s. That fate often happened to a man who thought himself attractive and therefore deserved it.
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