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The Balancing of Breadcove Bay

by R.S. Kellogg

Across the Berringer Sea and the Aria Ocean, far from the land of Agratica and the Sangi lie the Northern Reaches of Langasee.

The Northern Reaches are the edge of the ancient civilization of Langasee, which has been in decline for the past few centuries. 

Breadcove Bay, a port city at the eastern edge of the Reaches, was a launch point from which adventurers and settlers branched out millennia ago to cross waters in many directions. Many of these travelers were never heard from again. It was unknown whether they pressed on to glorious lands far beyond the horizon and never returned or sent word back, or simply were lost.

Others did send word back, and eventually the great trade network of Langasee port cities developed, and lasted for over 1,000 years.

But time passed, and the trade networks declined after a rash of dragons spread north. 

The port city alliances fragmented, with some banding together in groups of two or three, and others giving up entirely to the dragons, the remaining settlers fleeing or surrendering into slavery.

Breadcove Bay, once the origin point of a great trade network of port cities, has sunk far into decline. Its citizenry largely keeps to itself now, outside of limited trading missions.

Mira was unevenly freezing.

The fingers of her left hand felt stiff with cold, within her worn, gray fingerless gloves. 

Throughout much of her body, she felt cold to her bones. The kind of cold that has settled so far into the body that it feels like it has become part of one’s being.

Too cold. Too tired. 

Mira’s right side, however, was warm enough to take the edge off of the freezing day.

Not pleasantly warm, not the kind of happy warmth that comes from being warm enough to be comfortable. 

But her right side was warm enough to feel as if she had a fighting chance against making it out of the shockingly cold day without becoming completely forlorn from the cold.

The scent of powdery snow was on the wind, and she wiped her cold nose on the back of her left glove. She trudged along, boots crunching against the snow and gravel of the road. The whine of the wind gave a good soundtrack to the loneliness of the empty road. She could taste the snow on the wind, and smell the cold stone of the wall to the right side of the road, and wore sunglasses to deflect the glare from the snow of the part of the road which had not been plowed. 

From the rainbow-hued hip flask carrier resting against her right side, Mira pulled her Piter flask, a precious thermos that kept up the temperature of her warming drinking chocolate and also radiated soothing low-grade heat from its sides, making the biting winter slightly more bearable. It was by far the most colorful thing she wore, and also one of her most prized possessions.

It was also her source of easy heat.

In normal temperatures—indoors or during a day which was above freezing—the radiant heat from the flask would have been unobservable. Delicate, light, possibly it would have felt merely room temperature.

But when one has been trudging through a forbidding cold, even room temperature feels like a delicious oasis of welcome warmth, delightful to drink in through the skin.

Mira had been cradling her right hand against the flask as she walked, warming that hand by stages—she’d kept first the front of the hand and then the back against the flask, allowing the radiant heat to soak through. 

There was still a good distance to go until her stopping point.

Time to drink some of the precious chocolate and get some renewed warmth within. She carefully eased her stiff left hand against the bottle, letting the fingers warm against the radiantly warm insulated shell. 

She took a sip and then put the cap back on. 

Under usual circumstances, Mira’s layers of gray peacoat and speckled gray wool hat, paler gray long-necked shirt with the elbows worn thin, and dark gray woolen long underwear would have been enough to guard her against the wind. Her long brown hair was bound at the back of her neck in a bun, giving extra warmth to her neck and keeping her hair out of her face, other than a few small strands that had blown free of the bun and flailed around her face in the wind. Today’s temperature was colder than usual, even for a Breadcove winter, and the wind was noticeably louder and fiercer than a typical snowy day. 

Unfortunately, today was also the day Mira had had to leave Borealis University for the term, as her last final had ended, and she was headed home now for Solstice Week festivities, and her family’s warm hearth, and their annual winter gathering.

There would be hot cider there, and her mother’s fresh cinnamon muffins with summerberry preserves, and a blazing fire crackling in the hearth and smelling richly of pine. 

Warmth of cozy yak-wool blankets waited for her there, along with the coziness of the love of her family and friends.

There would also be the amazing aroma of the candles—scented with northern herbs—which her father liked to trade for and procure for his family before the solstice time, and the taste of her father’s winter roast with potatoes, and a soft chair or a couch for her to sink into not far from the hearth.

She’d have to cross the entire city to get there. 

She had enough coin to go most of the way by sled. But it was a few miles to go yet until the first transit hub at the edge of the city.

She’d spend the night at the first inn near the city’s rim. 

Shivering, she reflected that she couldn’t get there soon enough.

In older times, sleds had run clear to the University even in the thick of winter, and students left the dorm hall in triumph at the end of their finals to travel home from the school, if they could afford the fare. There would have been the scent of warming chocolate and hot buttery biscuits to enjoy on the finer sleds, with napkins and heating service, and the sounds of the bells that decorated the finer sleds ringing merrily as the brightly painted red-and-blue-and-green sleds arrived and left the Borealis Presidential Square. Those big sleds would have comfortable fuzzy blankets to sit under for warmth.

Even the medium and small passenger sleds would offer shelter from the elements, and a basic lap blanket to burrow down under. 

But these days, the steep track of the main road to the university was uneven still from an earthquake of over twenty years prior, and the City had not prioritized funds to repair it in all that time. And so, the small sleds and the narrow supply sleds came up over winding, steep alternate routes through the forest during the summers only. In winters, if the season was clear enough of snow, only then did students wend their lonely way all the way down from the hill. Five miles out to the city, and from there a transit hub could take them to wherever their families may be.

At the end of the solstice festivities, it would be another long trek all the way back for the beginning of the new semester.

It had been a close call this year, whether the students would be free to celebrate with their families at home or not.

All the students had waited with eager anticipation to see what the head teacher would say—and to declare their fate for the Winter Solstice Festival. Whether they’d stay and celebrate amongst themselves or have leave to travel home had been a matter of much speculation. 

When Head Teacher Grimidth had finally announced at dinner that the forecasts were clear and students were to attend Winter Solstice Festival with their families, there had been a great cheer.

A two-week holiday away from school was a delight to many of them. 

Mira, however, had felt mixed feelings on the matter. 

A change of scenery would be nice, sure. 

She’d asked, tentatively, whether she may be allowed to stay in her dorm for the holiday week, but was informed that the dorms would be closed for maintenance and the staff would be getting a break.

So it was final.

She must make the trek.

And after stalling as long as she could, here she was, the last of the students making her way back to the city. 

She was lucky the path was clear enough to travel, they’d said to her. She’d be fine, they said. She should be grateful.

Mira privately had thought that she’d rather stay the week in her cozy dorm room than venture out into the massive journey home.

The road loomed before her. 

Mira sighed. 

She supposed she could use the twice-yearly travel along this route to mark her progress as she worked through her university years. She’d already traveled there once to begin her term of study in the fall, but coming by a small transit sled up through the winding paths through the trees, and now this was her first route home alone. After this holiday, she’d have seven round trips passages to make as she worked through her four-year course of study.

Maybe she’d be lucky one year and the winter snows would keep her in Borealis for the season, saving her from making one of the treks.

She moved off the side of the street and into a walker’s crevice, a small cut-away enclosure of which there were a number spaced at regular intervals up the five-mile lonely winding road. The road was raised and made of stones, walled on either side. Its original design was two lanes for sleds, sleighs, and summer carriages, and four lanes for foot travelers. The width of the road was a holdover from busier, more prosperous times. These days, it was all foot traffic. Mira had seen few other travelers today.

The length of the road and its relative solitude suited Mira just fine today, and with every step it seemed as if, as Borealis got further behind, the weight of her classes and exams also lifted. She breathed a bit more freely, and despite the cold, she felt a happiness spread through her.

It was like a faint wisp of additional warmth, the happiness.

It was a bit of an adventure, walking this road.

Occasionally, there would be a break or a gap in the road, spaces where the earthquake had caused things to shift and crack and crumble.

In those spaces, dirt and rocks had been piled up, high enough for foot traffic to make their way through.

At one point, a twenty-meter bridge had been constructed to connect to road segments that had become separated by a new chasm.

Mira had shuddered whilst walking over that part, and had felt very grateful that she hadn’t been on this road when the earthquake had happened.

Only one lane of the road had been cleared of snow to allow the foot traffic from the university to get down to the city, using a snow clearing contraption that was fueled by fire. Mira had seen it belching smoke as the crew cleared the pathway out for those who would travel it today. Having only a small part of the formerly major highway be available made Mira feel as though she were traveling through a decrepit part of her civilization, and made her question whether any of the structures and institutions of her people that looked so solid were actually as substantial as they claimed to be.

But the walker’s crevice in which she stood now was blessedly solid, and she would take what comfort that she could from it.

The crevices had been built as high-walled triangles to give shelter from the wind. A respite from the biting bitter cold of the snowy months. 

Mira’s fingers were slowly warming up, but her body was shaking from the cold. This was not a good sign. Her toes felt numb.  

Taking a gulp of the warm, fortifying chocolate, Mira felt the richness of it steady her, fill her with enough energy that she could, perhaps, muster herself to keep going. She exhaled hot air onto her hands, shook her shoulders, letting the warmth of the rich drink run through her. 

She could keep going. 

Definitely.

She could keep going. 

She’d do it now.

She’d hoist her pack up high on her shoulders, and will her boots to up and move forward, and head in to the first inn at Breadcove Bay’s edge, the Drenched Cricket. It was a bit of a bedraggled place, but there would be Cady’s famous garlic and onion toasted bread (one of Mira’s favorite foods) and also warm soup to eat, and maybe broiled vegetables as well if she got there before dinner.

She’d keep going in a few moments, she told herself.

Her tired legs and wind-blasted face needed a little longer pause from the main road. 

She stamped her feet, knocking snow off her boots.

Breadcove Bay City was large enough to be a three-day walk all the way across. Mira was nearly to the western edge of it, and her family home was on the far eastern crescent, right north of the bay. 

It tired her just thinking of that long distance in the cold. She must focus just on today’s goal: the Drenched Cricket Inn, the warm garlicky bread. 

The steep pointed ridges of the Drenched Cricket’s roofline had been dimly visible through the day’s haze from the entrance to this crevice. After she spent tonight at the inn, she hoped to catch a ride or use one of her last coppers as sled fare. If she were lucky, maybe Cady would let her trade labor for a spot to sleep near the fire in the Drench Cricket’s office.

If her face hadn’t felt nearly frozen, she would have grinned at the thought. 

Cady had a small library in her office, with a couple of good books that Mira would really enjoy revisiting.

But she could admit even to herself that mustering up the will to move forward wasn’t getting her to move forward at the moment.

Time for a little extra something.

Glancing out at the road to ensure no passers-by were close enough to observe, and sheathing her Piter flask back in its holder, Mira rubbed her hands together and placed them against her thighs.

She tuned in to the ground beneath her, and sensed downward.

Hard-pack snow. And stone beneath. And . . . far below that . . . dirt. Freezing dirt, under long slumber. 

Mira, already tired from finals, sensed down forcefully even further.

Dirt, stones . . . and finally . . . Heat.

Mira smiled for real now, caught the whiff of heat, far, far below her, and bit her upper lip. 

This had better work.

She made contact with heat, enough to announce her presence, then pulled back, leaving just enough of an invitation for some of the heat to follow her.

The heat, far away, but still playful as was its nature, sent a spark upward. 

A single spark.

Mira sighed in relief. 

The spark wandered gently up the tendril of Mira’s attention, tracing the path she followed as she pulled her attention back upwards, being followed by the heat as though it were a fish on a hook. 

It got lodged on a pocket of something on the infrastructure under the road—Mira didn’t know quite what that may be, though she was aware some things blocked the passage of heat. She explored, pulling it this way and that, and finally finding a gap in whatever it was that had been blocking. She invited the heat to come to her, and up it rose like tissue over warm air, through a mostly straightforward pattern, once it had passed the barrier.

Up through the dirt, cold and forlorn, losing some of its heat but still holding bright as it flowed up even through the solid rocky layers of the road.

Up through the snowpack, where it tempered a bit further, steaming and melting the snow around Mira’s boots into an out-of-season puddle.

Mira paused, steadied herself solidly in her boots, feeling the warmth of the stones below her now, the unexpected startling treasure heat. 

Despite the fact that she’d called it, and sensed it on its way up, she was new enough to this kind of thing that she marveled to feel it there at her feet, radiating warmth up to her, and causing her to feel shocked by the intensity of the temperature change.

She felt a shock of sudden sweat on her brow from the heat of it; she felt her body recoil against the intensity. As if she had wandered right next to a huge bonfire and gotten uncomfortably close.

Too much!

She was aware of the dangers of warming a cold body too fast, and she shoved back at the heat.

She held the spark there, where it had just emerged from the earth, and let the temperature regulate against the cold stones and the brisk winds and the snow. She could smell hot stone from the road—a scent straight out of the center of summer. 

But the determination of the winter winds, the snow, and the surrounding frozen earth were too much for the intensity of the heat butting up against it. The heat began to drop off.

Once the spark had settled downward to a safe heat, she pulled a tiny bit of the marvelous warmth up through the base of her feet, up her legs, all the way to her core.

The tiny spark of heat woke her body up. She sighed with relief, and her shoulders relaxed, letting go of stress which she hadn’t known she’d been carrying. She continued focusing on tiny degrees—pulling up a little heat at a time, over and over, letting the chill of her body subside, the warmth wrap through her and around her, thawing the snow on her coat and warming her clothes. She filled her long underwear with it, weaving the wool through with warmth from the inner earth. 

She realized that she was beginning to sweat under the combination of her thick layers of clothes and the heat she’d absorbed.

Laughing to herself, Mira stretched, reaching up into the coldness of the winds. 

She felt invincible. Like a triumphant Borealis student.

She’d pulled up heat all by herself. Without even the oversight of the Luminator.

She was ready now. 

She took a step forward, ready to cross that last stretch of road before the Drenched Cricket, and her foot landed on a slick of ice—some melted snow had already frozen.

Mira slipped, landing heavily on her back on the pathway. 

It knocked the breath right out of her.

Dazed and winded, she stared upward into the windy air. Flurries of powder filled her vision, and tiny snowflakes landed on her eyelashes. The wind buffeted her scarf and her clothes, batting them this way and that.

She had to get up and keep going.

Finally, she breathed in, drawing on the earth heat which she had gathered at her core to bolster her energy reserves. She pulled herself to her feet, and hobbled along toward the inn, wincing at the pain in her tailbone and rubbing her backside for a few moments as she started along the last stretch of her path for today, eagerly looking forward to a warm meal and a good book, assuming Cady was there today and was willing to be bargained with for access to the library.

Mira had apprenticed this term in the Department of Magic, and had liked it very much. The University had seen better days, and the teachers in her department seemed keener on letting her help them with mundane tasks than in teaching her anything of serious substance yet, so she hadn’t mastered anything too large so far at school. 

But she had been allowed to pick her specialty. 

As reports from the broader world had trickled in bringing stories of the dragons and their spread, Mira knew to take the stories seriously. More seriously than some of her classmates, who’d dismissed the stories of renewed dragon attacks to the far south as nothing more than tall tales.

No dragon had ever come so far north as the Reaches, so there was a fascination with the tales, but also a quiet talk that it may just be tall tales. The only ones who tended to tell these stories were sailors and traders, who usually only talked of these things when they were very drunk, and may be just as likely to sing songs about beautiful twelve-foot maidens and impossibly green lands where snow never fell.

There was no government statement on dragons specifically.

It would be easy to dismiss the tales.

But Mira’s parents thought that they were real.

Mira’s mother, Vinca Prenar, who was a researcher into mythology, said the stories of the dragons were solid enough that she couldn’t dismiss them easily. The stories of the books in her library—both common books and obscure—matched the descriptions of the stories and details which had been given by those who had gone out to the sea. 

Mira’s father, Debo Vasilar, had kissed her mother’s lined white forehead right above her gold-rimmed reading glasses, and called her his queen of books, a common nickname by which she was known to her friends and her family. He’d agreed that he’d seen some things which he couldn’t easily dismiss either.

He was a land trader who specialized in local commerce, but even local commerce could require long days of him, and he and her mother suited each other well with their mutual absorption in their work and their mutual delight in one another when they took a break from their professions.

One day, Debo had taken Mira down to the docks and shown her a great ship with scorch marks up the entire end of it, a heavily damaged gunwale that looked as if it had been twisted, and chunks torn out and later badly patched with whatever had been on hand.

“I suspect our friends in the crew may have encountered a dragon,” her father had said softly, pointing out the odd burned section. “What do you think?” 

Mira had felt wary at making sweeping conclusions. Her father could be every bit the speculative storyteller as some of the sailors. 

The looks on the faces of the sailors and traders as they went on and off their ship, however, were serious, and quieter than most men in the harbor. Not the look of drunk sailors telling a tall tale.

More like the look of men who’d stared a firestorm in the face, and were surprised to have lived.

The trader her father talked with from the boat claimed the dragons each season moved somewhat more northward.

It was an open secret among the populace of the harbor—the sailors’ tales of dragons. 

Or at least an open secret amongst those who talked with sailors or had traders in their families.

None of the local papers wrote anything about the dragons.

No politician ever mentioned them.

Ship masters would quietly outfit their vessels with extra reinforcement or with weaponry that might take down a fearsome beast. 

But it seemed to be a general agreement to keep the stories of dragons away from the general public.

Which meant that many of Mira’s family and friends knew all the stories about them at length.

As her father had chatted with his fellow trader that day, Mira had studied the side of the boat. She looked at the burned side, and how some places were scorched blacker than others. 

She looked at the gunwale, and tried to imagine giant claws gripping there, tearing at the boat. 

She’d tilted her head to one side, standing there that morning. What color would the fire have been? She wondered. How big were the claws?

Her father’s takeaway from the discussion was to be grateful that he didn’t need to travel to ply his trade.

Mira’s takeaway had been exactly the opposite. 

Wouldn’t it be fascinating, she thought to herself, to actually see first-hand whatever had scorched that boat? 

She didn’t mention it to her father, but she was very curious.

When Mira went to university the following year, she already had plans forming as to which area of study interested her.

Some of her classmates never wanted to leave Breadcove Bay, but that wasn’t Mira. 

She wanted to travel. 

Go out on a boat somewhere and maybe serve on trade expeditions, in some role where she’d be valuable.

She wanted to see everything she could as to what was out there, beyond Breadcove Bay.

The study of magic seemed very smart to Mira as a means to navigate the current trading situation. 

Going out to the broader world was dangerous, and traders were leery these days of who they’d bring onboard long-haul trips. No casual travelers were allowed. Everyone needed to be useful in some capacity: either in operating the ship, working the business end of things, or both. Magical specialists were also allowed on trade vessels these days, in a limited range of talents. 

And so she had declared as her specialty: 

Magic, with a sub-focus on Heat.

The Luminator, the head of the Magic department, had nodded with satisfaction at Mira’s choice, green eyes glinting what seemed like approval as she wrote Mira’s choice down in an old dusty book of declared majors with a long green feather quill, fanned the page softly to dry the ink, and then shut the large book with a solid thunk.

Mira had locked in to her major. 

So far she couldn’t do many practical things with it, but at least it had helped her survive on the snowy path to the inn today.

As Mira followed the gentle slope of the road, she reached a crest of a hill. 

The edge of Breadcove Bay lay sprawled out below her. The fog was breaking up, and she could see farther into the city now:

Gray stone buildings and High North-style wooden structures, all with steeply sloped roofs to chase off snow, filled the valley as far as the eye could see. The snow lay heavy on the city, in clumps where it had accumulated on the dark steep roofs, and here and there the snow had fallen to create snow mounds below the eaves of buildings. Massive icicles glinted in the light where they hung from the eaves, easily visible on some of the closest buildings. They had wickedly pointed tips, and some of them stretched five feet long. The sight of them meant that the days recently had been warm enough to thaw some of the snow on the roofs, but cold enough that it had re-frozen as ice.

The pattern of the wide, spread-out city was a somewhat circular sprawl, with the central government buildings located toward the center of the city, a day and a half’s walk in from the University, but only hours by power sled, depending on weather and traffic. 

Mira would like to get her own power sled someday. She had sworn multiple times it would be the first thing she’d buy after she got her first real paychecks: her own power sled, then fuel packs and her own single-unit-sized lodging house. With a raised garage space for the power sled.

And some warmer thermal clothing.

And a second Piter flask so she could alternate between flasks on various days, and be able to wash one out and let it dry and re-charge on its off-day, so they would last longer.

Buoyed by thinking about what an adult salary on a trading vessel might fetch her, Mira headed down the last of her route for the day with a spring to her step, completely rejuvenated from the tired slog she’d shaken off just minutes earlier.

The Drenched Cricket waited before her, all curving roof lines with a small second-story and a broad main floor that contained both inn rooms and a dining hall that was never packed to capacity these days but nonetheless saw a steady stream of business. The place looked as if it were equal parts neglected and loved. Perhaps loved but tended to by a distracted innkeeper, which, based on what Mira had gathered from speaking to Cadira, who ran the place, was true on both counts. 

Cady was a kind soul, who was also hopelessly distracted and pulled in many different directions at once.

The sign for the inn was a large picture: a spry cricket wearing a snow hat and a bowtie and drinking ale. The image had been burned deeply into a wooden sign, and the lines had been painted black. The sign hung from chains, high enough up to catch the attention of passers-by. The paint on the front of inn was gray and flaking, with empty flower boxes at the window of the upper floor optimistically mounted for the very brief summers of Breadcove Bay. Mira saw some half-dead moss still clinging to the outside of the box.

Ah, Cady. Always one with the good intentions.

Mira kept a hand on her throbbing low back, still sore from her slip on the road down, sending it a gentle stream of residual heat as she walked down the carved stairs on the side of this last hill, and headed in toward the first outpost of the last civilization at the edge of Langasee. The strands of her hair which had escaped her bun blew merrily across her face, blowing in front of her eyes and causing her to squint as she trudged on through the wind.

When Mira clattered in to the mudroom of the Drenched Cricket, pulling the heavy door shut behind her and blocking out the blasted wind, a few other travelers sat on the long benches. 

The air felt much warmer here than the outside world, calmer too. Mira could catch her breath again.

She saw three North Men, immediately recognizable by the curiously dull-yet-also-shiny material of their rugged brown coats—strong fabric and thin, but impossibly tough and effective as an insulator. Also very expensive, she knew from listening to her father talk, but theirs looked battered and very well used, worn to a high sheen in spots. Her father had a coat like that. It was a piece he owned with pride, won after a tough negotiation with a North Man at a higher price than he’d like to have paid. 

The North Man had pointed out how valuable it was that he’d be given a chance to purchase such a coat at all. And her father had grudgingly agreed, and paid the asking price.

Mira had slipped into the coat a few times at home to dash out in the winter and had noticed she could move around through the cold and feel warm to the bone. 

But normally she wouldn’t touch it. 

It hung as a point of pride almost like a decoration or a trophy on a coat stand near the main fireplace of her family’s house. The many subtle colors of the sheen of it looked richly hued reflecting the fire.

The coat was like badge of honor.

It seemed to proclaim to all who entered the home: A trader lives here who is so widely connected that even the men of the Far Far North have worked with him. 

These North Men, in the lobby of the Drenched Cricket, had a raggedy and tough edge to them. The way they moved was precise but a little rough—leaning forward to hoist outside boots onto their feet, adjusting bags. Clearly on their way out of the dining hall, they looked relaxed, talking in low voices as they gathered their things and prepared to leave. 

The weathered faces were lined and bearded; their hands appeared gnarled as they gathered their gloves. One bald man pulled on a fuzzy lined hat with earflaps that fastened below his chin. It would only get colder as the day wore on.

Being of a somewhat solitary nature, intimidated by the gruffness of North Men, and younger and female besides, Mira naturally headed for the other end of the long mudroom from where the men sat. She headed toward a large cubby and basket, not far from a black snow barrel. As she removed each item of her outerwear—hat, peacoat, boots, over pants—she’d shake each of them out into the snow barrel, and then stowed her things into the basket. 

When she’d removed all the outerwear, she placed the basket into the cubby. 

She added her main backpack on top—it held a change of inside clothes, and a few personal effects she’d carried with her as a Borealis student.

She kept her Piter flask with her, along with her rucksack of personal items—her indoor shoes, her coin purse, and the very dear items, including a parcel that the mistress of her tower at Borealis had asked her to convey to the proprietress of the Drenched Cricket. 

Her socks felt warm, but still slightly damp—from snow that had gotten into her boots or from sweat from the heat Mira had picked up she didn’t know. But they weren’t the most comfortable at the moment. Mira peeled off her damp socks and added them to the basket, then pulled on a clean dry pair from her rucksack and, after blotting her feet dry with her warm scarf, pulled the clean socks on and put on her indoor shoes, their warm fuzzy lining and soft bendable soles always a pleasure to wear.

Her indoor shoes had been the going-away gift from her parents when she’d accepted the offer of enrollment at Borealis and left to begin her first term. And the shoes had certainly come in handy over the long months spent largely indoors. Younger children often went sock-footed indoors, or ran about in slippers. Owning a pair of indoor shoes meant Mira had grown to the point that she wouldn’t be likely to outgrow shoes again, and the cost of the shoes could be justified for Mira’s parsimonious family. 

It meant that her parents accepted Mira as having come of age.

As typical for a Borealis student, Mira drew a small safety charm sigil to keep her things safe in the shared space; she used it in areas such as University dormitory or this communal mudroom. As a response to the strangers across the room, Mira drew her sigil with her body between them and her basket, so the small gestures she made with the flick of two fingers couldn’t be seen. 

She traced delicate arcs in the air, drawing the emblem that would ensure her things would be left alone—the sigil emerged in a light puff of green smoke and faint scent of summerberries and took its customary form of a small green dragon undulating in a slow never-ending line like a wave of the sea. The dragon had two green ears poking up from its head at 45-degree angles. 

Her safety sigil was a sea dragon named Pelinore, and it always made Mira smile to draw it.

“Keep watch, I’m going in for a snack and a sleep,” she said.

“Yessss, mistress,” Pelinore hissed softly in return, and faded away toward being nearly invisible. Only the slightest flicker of the never-ending wave of Pelinore’s body was visible now, barely discernable but soothing to Mira.

Mira sighed and her shoulders relaxed. She could feel at ease now. Her things would now be inaccessible to anyone who couldn’t break or remove her safety sigil—and that would take a more experienced mage.

Of whom there would be few in this part of town.

Not that anyone would likely want to steal the mismatched outer snow wear of a poor Borealis student. But it was better safe than sorry, especially when Mira was depending on those clothes in order to help her get safely across the city.

She grinned and turned away in her fresh socks and house shoes to pad across the entry room to the entrance to the main Drenched Cricket proper, ignoring the men, but noticing that two glanced at her as she passed near them while their companion with his back to her struggled to pull his gloves on. It appeared from Mira’s peripheral awareness that the older man didn’t have all of his fingers, making him clumsy with the gloves. One of his friends reached over and helped him as Mira reached to open the inner door to the Drenched Cricket.

The old man missing two fingers, as Mira passed him, turned halfway to glance behind him at Mira. 

“You’re very warm for having just been out in the snow,” he said, sounding startled and curious. 

Mira realized her body heat, enhanced by the heat she’d pulled up from the earth and now uncloaked from the snow things, must be radiant enough for the man to feel from two feet away as she passed by. 

The man’s breath smelled like garlic; evidently, he’d found and enjoyed the famous and very popular Drenched Cricket garlic and onion toasted bread. 

His eyes were clear blue, and his nose looked as if it had been broken at least once, and re-set imperfectly. 

He looked like a serious type, border-line reputable but probably harmless. Mira didn’t want to have the conversation he seemed to be inviting, so she smiled what she hoped was a demure smile, and patted the rainbow-colored carrier for her Piter flask, which was on the side of her body closest to him and which could, perhaps conceivably, have been responsible for the flash of warmth he’d evidently picked up on.

Mira kept moving, opening the door and entering the warmth and light of the Drenched Cricket’s great hall.

As soon as Mira entered the great hall, she started looking for Cadira. 

On the far end of the great hall, two chefs worked hard over the open fire pit and stove, preparing up food and handing it to the young serving girl at the front bar. Having the cooking space as part of the open space was common in the less affluent inns, where the warmth of the cooking stove and fire helped warm up the general space for all.

The chefs wore their customary uniforms of green with the dapper inn logo of a cricket wearing a snow hat and drinking ale sewn over each of their aprons.

They were serious-looking swarthy men each with long brown braids and tidy short beards. One of the chefs had a visible tattoo of a cricket on the back of his left hand. 

Now that was dedication to the job.

Across the large room were arranged long tables and benches at regular intervals, with a few cozier round tables surrounded with two to four round stools. Across from the chef’s kitchen, a second fireplace framed a blazing fire, four bedraggled chairs with backs on them faced the fire. 

The four chairs near the fire were full, and at the long serving table near the chefs a family of three huddled to eat hot soup and crusty aromatic bread. 

Only a handful of folks ate elsewhere, scattered around the room at the tables closest to the fires. Cady was stacking empty plates and cleaning up a table not far from the second fireplace.

Mira walked over to greet her, noticing crumbs and other bits of food debris on the floor near the table Cady was bussing. 

It was one of the smaller circular ones tables. Three of the stools looked as if they had been moved out of place—Mira guessed that the folks who had dined there were the men she had passed in the mudroom.

“Cady!” Mira exclaimed, holding out her arms, and Cady grinned, coming forward to enfold her in a big bear hug.

“By the winter sun, you’re warm,” Cady told Mira, dropping the embrace and setting the back of her hand against Mira’s forehead. “Did you catch the fever at the University then?”

“No Cady,” Mira said.

“Hmmm,” Cady said. “Maybe your brain has just nearly burned up with the effort of finals week then?”

Mira snorted. “Ha ha. It wasn’t actually that bad.” She put on her most beatific smile. “I have this for you.” She handed the parcel over from the mistress of her tower at Borealis.

“What is this?” Cady glanced at the soft white cloth and the gold-and-red sticker seal keeping the parcel closed.”

Mira shrugged. “It’s something the Ice Skate Hall Tower Mistress asked me to hand deliver to you.”

Cady grinned. “Pady sent this for me?” her smile turned up a little higher on one end. “It’s probably a nice treat. I’ll have a look at this later.” She pocketed the parcel in one of the giant pockets of her ample apron, and tilted her head. “All good at Borealis?” she asked.

Mira shrugged. “It was pretty quiet by the time I left,” she said. “I was part of the last cohort to finish this semester.”

Cady nodded. “The youngest ones typically are.”

Mira leaned forward. “Have you got any tasks for me that I might do to earn a spot by a fire tonight? And maybe a read in the library?”

Cady rolled her eyes at Mira. “University students. They’re all the same. Wanting a warm place in order to cozy themselves, and a task to earn the spot. It’s like studying in the plush halls up the hill spoils the flesh and fat of the body and you all feel the cold much more keenly.”

Mira shrugged. She was aware of the stereotype. It might actually be accurate. “I’d really like it if there was a way,” she said, smiling at Cady.

Cady put her hand on her hip. “Well, I have always liked you,” she said. “Tell you what. If you do some help with the dishes, I’ll let you sleep next to the fire in my study.”

“Deal,” Mira said, and the two women shook on it. Cady’s hand was moist from wiping down tables, but it was warm and chubby and motherly. 

Mira liked Cady’s bustling way of taking care of everything and everybody in her space. 

She was the spark that made the place feel alive.

Heading to the giant sink, Mira hung her personal bag on a hook nearby and got to work in the heavenly hot water, scrubbing things down. She used a scouring pad to loosen food which had been baked on to the pots and pans of the chefs, scouring the pans for all they were worth, and a more delicate scrub brush for anything stuck to the dishes the patrons used. She stacked the wet things carefully on the sideboard, and Ned, a boy who worked for Cady, dried them up and set them in the cupboard, ready for the next round of use. 

Mira hummed tunelessly to herself, happy to be working the kitchen tasks at the Drenched Cricket. It was a change of pace from reading books and doing office tasks at the university.

She’d worked her way through the greater portion of the dishes when Cady showed up at her side, and put a hand on her shoulder. There was an edge beneath Cady’s usual friendliness. 

“I don’t mean to alarm you, child, but there’s a group of men who want to speak to you at the table. They’re from the Far Far North. Do you know them?”

Mira scrunched up her face. 

She had a sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach that she may have encountered these particular North Men before, in the mud room, and as she turned to glance at the table, she saw that she was exactly right. 

That made no sense at all. 

High north men were trackers, usually. 

Hunters, traders, men a bit rough around the edges who lived in the wind and the snow of the Far Far North for long periods on end. Men who worked outside in the high north had an air of edginess to their talk, a rough sense of danger, of the fallibility of life. You could feel edgy just sitting next to one. These men knew that, statistically, men of the Far Far North lived shorter, rougher lives than most people, and so they made the most of it. They had an interesting attitude toward danger and adventure, different than most people, and never quite what Mira would expect. 

The trio sat at a table, with the particular energy the North Men could pull off of being both comfortably at ease, and ready to spring into action. 

Mira did a double-take when she realized what they had in front of them on their table.

She grit her teeth. 

Her bag, the one which she’d left in a cubby under a protection sigil, was sitting on the center of the men’s table. It was opened, and her clothes had been partially pulled from it. 

An amulet she’d worn as at the university sat on the top of the clothes, its emblem of flame glowing slightly with its changing color scheme that went from purple to red to orange to gold, rolling underneath the engraved symbol slowly, like a low flame. 
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More than Mira knows rests on this journey





