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When the chimes of a dozen clocks began tolling four o’clock, Verity Pennington threw down her dusting cloth, untied her apron, and tossed it onto the shop counter.

Her father waved from his workbench as she left the shop amid the clamor of the chiming clocks, all of which were perfectly tuned to the correct time–the trademark precision of a Pennington clock.

Out on the busy downtown streets of Soldark, Verity wasn’t the only person headed toward Silverton Circle, the wealthiest neighborhood in the city. Her particular destination was the Speare estate. When she arrived ten minutes later, sweating slightly from her haste in the afternoon sun, a small crowd had already gathered there, peering at a small flyer pinned to the closed gate. Even though she wasn’t close enough to read it yet, Verity admired the beauty of the calligraphy from a distance.

In the warm summer air, she waited, poking her head around the people in front of her, balancing on her tiptoes. She wasn’t very tall, so she could only catch glimpses of the flyer from between people as they all jostled forward to read it.

Of course, they had posted the flyer hours ago, but Verity’s father didn’t care so much what the theme of the Speare’s annual Midsummer Masquerade was, and she had to wait until she had finished working for the day.

Finally, with a small amount of gentle pushing–encouraging hands, really–she made it to the front, where she happened to bump shoulders with a wide-eyed girl with short brassy hair, her best friend, Marigold Quince.

They grinned at each other, Marigold’s summer freckles stretching over her flat nose.

“Your father didn’t let you out early?” Marigold teased, her eyes hungrily reading the announcement.

“You know it,” Verity said, quickly skimming the words done in beautiful calligraphy. “Forbidden garden?” she whispered in awe.

Marigold nodded eagerly. “I heard a rumor at the flower shop this afternoon,” she said, “But I couldn’t know until I saw it for myself, and of course Mother wouldn’t let me out early either.”

“About time they picked the theme,” a woman behind them said, fanning herself with a rust-red lace fan. “I’ll need to see my dressmaker right away,” she announced seemingly to herself, but really to everyone who could hear.

“Do you think the Fawney Fair will have anything?” one girl shrilled, eyes wide in panic.

“Not if we don’t get there tonight–” her companion answered as they bustled off, clutching each other’s arms and squealing in excitement.

“I hear there’s a sculptor from Helenia attending–” the boy next to Marigold said, his face shining with sweat in the summer sun, a smudge of charcoal on his nose.

“That’s nothing,” a girl piped up, a newsie cap perched jauntily on her head as she jotted in a notebook, “Lady Tania has booked the top violinists from the Symphony Guild–”

Verity and Marigold shifted aside so others could see, and found a clear spot in the shade of an old oak tree which stood on the Speare grounds behind the iron fence. The effect of the cool shade was almost immediate.

Marigold put both hands on the fence and peered inside the lush green grounds with a sigh. “Three more days.” She gasped. “Three more days!”

“I know,” Verity said, grinning. “Do you think your mask will be ready in time?”

“It’ll have to be,” Marigold said. “I’ve been working on it when the flower shop’s not busy. And it already fits the forbidden garden look, so that’s lucky, but maybe it needs some baby’s breath...” She began to rattle off the various flowers she had already used, complete with the special varnish which preserved the flowers, some of which she had painted gold.

Verity’s mind drifted to her desk drawer where her mother’s old mask sat, half of the jewels missing, the gold trim coming off in places. She bit her lip, gazing onto the Speare grounds without trying to look too nosy. In three days, they would walk through those gates. Perhaps they would stop at the marble fountain, the cherub and fawn spouting water into the serene pool; perhaps they would throw a copper in and make a wish. They would walk across the perfectly manicured lawns, the warm summer night air bathing their skin, fireflies hovering in the gardens like strung lights. And they would walk into the mansion just like everyone else.

And maybe, just maybe, Verity would find what she was looking for.

Her stomach sank as she thought back to the contents of her desk drawer. “I don’t know if I’ll get in,” she confessed.

Marigold made a scandalized noise and grabbed Verity’s arm. “What? Why not?” she demanded.

“I haven’t had any time to work on my mask. It’s barely functional, let alone going to fit the theme. You saw what the flyer said.”

Any and all wishing to attend must don the masque of the forbidden garden, or risk being forbidden from the garden.

“I’m sure you can get it ready in time. This is the best chance we’ve ever had at getting in,” Marigold said, her eyes bright.

“True,” Verity agreed. “They always have the oddest stipulations.” Meant for keeping out the riff-raff, she thought, gazing at the mansion behind the iron fence, and averting her eyes from her friend. “I was kind of hoping the theme would be busy clockmaker’s daughters, you know, something easy–”

Marigold snorted. “Why don’t you ask your father to help you spruce it up?”

“If I’ve been busy, do you think he’s been sitting around playing dress up with me?” Verity shook her head. “No, but I’ll ask my mother. It was her mother’s mask, anyway. I’m sure she’ll give me a hand. None of her clients have babies due soon. And she just finished painting the interior of the oak grandfather clock for Mr. Grandville, so maybe she’ll have time...”

“Never enough time,” Marigold giggled. “And you’d think your family would have an abundance.” Her gaze slyly slid to Verity, who gave her a perfunctory chuckle.

“Good one,” Verity deadpanned, and Marigold gave her a mock bow.

Somewhere close by, they heard a clock strike the half hour, and Marigold jolted away from the fence as if shocked. “I better get home. Make sure you ask your mother to help you with the mask–we have to get in this year.” She paused, then took a step toward Verity. “I mean it. It’s my last chance.”

“Wait, what? What are you talking about?”

Marigold looked down at the pristine cobblestones, huffed, and said. “We’re moving. Leaving Soldark in a few weeks. We’ll still be in the Galderon Republic, just... not here. I didn’t–I didn’t want to tell you. Now it feels like it’s really happening.”

Verity’s mouth popped open. “What?” she demanded, eyes suddenly stinging. “What about the flower shop? What about you? What about–” She had been about to say me, but realized just in time that even though she had known Marigold all her life, she was just another cog in the works of Marigold’s life. And a minor cog compared to Marigold’s entire family.

“Well, maybe we’ll open up another shop in Corbright. That’s what Mother wants to do anyway–she says Corbright is perfect for it, mountains of lavender, and fields and fields of sunlillies. She grew up there, you know–that’s why we’re moving there, to be with her family.”

“Oh,” Verity managed to say, trying and failing to imagine her life without her closest friend. No more trips to the Coppersdown holiday market together, no more racing each other after work to find the best coffee cart in town, no more listening to Marigold chatter about different varieties of the same flowers, or gossiping about the events the flower shop catered to. No more Marigold.

Marigold looked at her with a mix of anticipation and apology, her mouth slightly open.

“Sunlillies you say?” Verity said eventually.

Her friend nodded, a small smile forming. “Fields of them. They get more sun than Soldark I hear, so–”

“Is that even possible?” Verity scoffed, making an attempt at her usual ribbing.

Marigold shrugged. “Well, it’s still in the solarbelt. If they have the variegated sunlillies, I hear those are really only grown in the sunniest climates, and we don’t have them here, so–”

“Fine,” Verity said with a genuine grin. “You’ll have to send me drawings of them in the post. Or pressings.”

“Of course,” Marigold said, then glanced over her shoulder. “I better get home. We’re supposed to be packing, otherwise I’d offer to help with your mask, though I know nothing about gold and gems. Just petals and stems.” She paused, eyeing Verity.

“Clever,” Verity snorted, then laughed despite the bad rhyme.

“You will ask your mother, right?”

“I will,” Verity said firmly. “We’ll get through those gates, I promise.”

Marigold threw her arms around her, and Verity was overwhelmed with the scent of a thousand flowers; her nose twitched as she repressed a sneeze.

“See you tomorrow for coffee?” Verity asked as she pulled away.

“Wouldn’t miss it,” Marigold said. “Wait! Maybe if my parents will give me a break from packing tomorrow, we could check at the Fawney Fair for something to complete your mask?”

Verity bit the inside of her lip. “Maybe,” she hedged, not wanting to voice her fears that every bit of clothing, jewelry, or accessory would be bought up tonight—the first night of the fair. “Yeah, maybe,” she said in a falsely bright voice.

“I better go,” Marigold said. “Tomorrow then!” She waved as she skipped down the street, her taupe dress fluttering in her wake, the scent of a dozen flower fields flowing behind her.

Feeling as if she were missing some vital part of herself–an arm, or her clothes or something–Verity patted her pockets and touched her hair, the black strands wrangled into a braid that only went to the nape of her neck. She heaved a sigh and stared at the Speare’s grounds until the next chiming of the clock jolted her out of her reverie. Four weeks and Marigold would be gone. They had known each other since they were babies, more than seventeen years now. Verity’s mother had helped deliver all the Quince children, including Marigold. What would Verity do without her?

After skirting around the crowd still flowing to and from the flyer at the Speare’s gates, Verity glanced up at the sun, still visible over the houses and buildings. She took one last glance at the Speare’s grounds, vowing that she would walk through those gates in three days’ time, for Marigold’s sake, if anything.

But the other thing she wanted to see behind those gates might not be as simple to contrive as a gold and wire mask.
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Though she wanted to curl up on her settee and read long into the night, Verity went straight to find her mother in the sitting room when she got home. However, the sitting room where her mother always had her afternoon tea was empty. As Verity checked the empty clock shop, she heard a muffled crash from the attic. She rushed through the cramped but tidy house, darting around a side table holding a brass dragon figure–which held a clock in its mouth–on her way to the stairs.

“Mother?” she called, and just as she reached the landing, floorboards creaking underfoot, a pair of sensible leather shoes poked out from the hatch leading to the attic. 
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