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Sometimes the storm clears away the wreckage.
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“Fuck!” cried Fern, ducking back inside the carriage a whisker before a clawed and scaled hand sailed past. A noxious ribbon of blood trailed in its wake, the owner no longer properly attached.


Fishy gurgles and bubbling roars arose on all sides, and the carriage rocked from another impact as the rattkin tipped back onto the bench, leather satchel clutched to her chest. No sooner had she bruised her own tail than she lunged forward again, flinging the bag aside to wrap furry arms around the gryphet scrabbling at the inside of the door.


Her pet’s bedraggled feathers fluffed around his head, his graying hair bristling along his back. He hooted and huffed hoarsely at the commotion outside, and Fern hugged him against her belly. “Hush, Potroast,” she soothed in a fierce whisper. “Somebody out there is on our side. I know you’re brave, but you’re far too old for this.”


His wing tufts fanned her face indignantly.


When a fishy face and a needle-packed mouth appeared at the window—croaking and hissing and oozing all over the sill—concerns over Potroast’s advancing age were blown clear out of her head.


The door rattled in its frame as the pescadine clawed furiously at the wood, jamming its head into the opening and spraying spittle in all directions. White, staring eyes gleamed like peeled eggs above an overcrowded maw.


The top hinge snapped and bounced off the opposite wall with a cheerful metallic ping.


Fern’s deep well of profanity temporarily ran dry.


In the next moment, the nightmare at the door vanished with a sound like a melon in a mangle.


Through the slimed and splintered window frame, Fern caught moonlit flashes of silver as shrieks rose and were hacked off one by one, each more distant than the last, until eerie silence prevailed. Even Potroast’s wheezing pants subsided.


A strangled moment passed. Then two. Then five.


The chirr of swamp frogs stirred into a relieved chorus.


She caught the wide eyes of the carriage driver taking refuge across from her, his long hands clapped over his mouth as though he couldn’t trust himself not to utter a sound. His knees were drawn up to his chin as he cowered on the opposite bench.


Both their gazes snapped to the door again at the sound of muddy hoof clops approaching.


A sonorous voice echoed from the gloom outside.


A fussy voice. A pompous voice.


The sort of voice that could stultify the unlucky at a thousand paces.


“Ah, the common pescadine. Maltheus famously wrote of them in The Eighty Verses, where he likened them to his in-laws at winter solstice festival. Droll, indeed. My lady, did you know that they have four stomachs? Ha! Yes, and only two are reserved for food and digestion. It’s quite fascinating, really, as unlike their upcountry brethren, the third and fourth are filled with small stones, which they—”


A deep sigh then, and the hiss of a blade finding its sheath.


“Hello?” ventured Fern.


The terrified coachman moaned behind one hand and used the other to frantically beg for her silence.


The sloppy hoofbeats drew nearer.


Gloved fingers wrapped over the windowsill and tugged, wrenching the door half out of its frame on a final, protesting hinge.


“You want to unlatch that?”


A different voice. Un-fussy. Not pompous.


Fern reached across Potroast’s body to flip up the latch, whereupon the coachman squeaked, and the door fell out of its jamb entirely.


Framed there, amidst bearded moss and fireflies, a figure out of legend.


Silver hair cropped short and wild as though with a dull knife.


Eyes the blue of northern ghostlights, deep as glacial pools.


A body rangy and hard, forged by centuries of deeds of the blade.


The white, star-shaped pommel of that blade glinting above one shoulder . . . beside the slender, pointed ear of an eldest elf.


Only one, the other cut cruelly close and centuries scarred over.


“By the shitting Eight,” breathed Fern.


Astryx One-Ear, Blademistress and Oathmaiden, glanced around the interior of the coach, nodded, and held out a gloved fistful of reins.


“Found your horses. They seem fine. Looks like you are, too.”


When none of the carriage’s occupants moved to accept them, she shrugged and wrapped them over a coat hook set inside the door.


Then she vanished, muddy footfalls marking her departure.


Fern scrambled to lean out the doorway, bringing one paw up to her mouth to holler after the retreating figure, “Um, thank you!”


And then in a smaller voice meant only for herself, “Fucking hells.”


“You swear a lot,” whispered the coachman, joining her to peer after their departing savior.


Fern narrowed her eyes at him, gesturing with a slow sweep at the wreckage of pescadine anatomy radiating outward from the carriage and into the bog beside the road.


The coachman appeared to finally comprehend Astryx’s handiwork.


“Oh. Fucking hells.”
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The second, considerably less eventful half of Fern’s journey seemed to take three times as long as the first. She wasn’t sure who was more prone to the spooks, the coachman or the horses. Careful pauses were frequent, the pace positively leaden.


Still, no further perils beset them.


Days after their dramatic rescue at the hands of Astryx—Blademistress, Oathmaiden, etcetera—Potroast hooted in his sleep beside Fern as she read and reread her most recent correspondence with an old friend.


Decades ago, she’d met a brash young orc in the beachside town of Murk. Since then, in a move Fern would once have considered unimaginable, her friend had sheathed her blade for good and opened a “coffee shop” that was apparently extraordinarily successful. Fern didn’t even know what coffee was.


Still, on the strength of fond memory and a series of lengthy letters, Fern had sold Thistleburr, the crusty little bookshop to which she’d dedicated twenty-five years of her adult life. She’d gathered the proceeds of the sale, a preposterously paltry valise of belongings, a satchel belonging to an absent companion, and an increasingly spherical and elderly gryphet, then booked a carriage to the city of Thune.


A new life awaited her there. A new start. A new bookshop. The embers of an old friendship to fan. Perhaps even something she might one day call family.


Also, she was clearly fucking insane.


There was one other letter packed into the satchel, a parting message from another old friend. She fished it out and her eyes fell upon the final lines, although by now she knew them by heart.




Always remember, although the unimaginative see life as a thread stretched from one point to another, birth to death, a life truly lived is a glorious tangle.


One is never lost.


And if one is lucky, one is never found, either.


Yours in the wilderness,


Zelia Greatstrider
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Fern stared up at a wooden sign in the shape of a kite shield. A hammered hunk of metal representing a sword ran diagonally across the front. Two words bracketed the blade, chiseled above and below—




LEGENDS
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LATTES





She’d never been more terrified in her life.


Well, that wasn’t entirely true. A harrowing night a lifetime ago at the mercy of a certain necromancer still held pride of place as far as raw fear went.


But eight hells, this was a close second.


The two-story building’s plaster was freshly whitewashed, with heavy corner posts and the half timbering stained dark. Light and color shifted behind leaded-glass windows. A pleasant murmur issued from within, like the whisper of a distant river, while rich scents of cinnamon and butter laced the air. The shop’s front door was closed against the chill breath of a late spring evening.


And beyond that door?


“Just a friend you last saw when your fur was still brown, and neither of us knew our ass from an abacus,” she muttered. “Hardly the stuff of nightmares.”


A friend I knew for a single summer, and me with nothing to scamper back to if the friendship doesn’t hold, she thought, but did not say.


The journey on foot through Thune’s streets was already a misty memory. Navigating with the directions Viv had provided, Fern hadn’t noted much more than the smell of the river, the twisty lanes, and the hodgepodge of buildings. If the city hadn’t contrasted so starkly with Murk’s salty air, sand, and regimented streets, even those details might not have registered.


Potroast wheezed at the level of her knees as he settled onto the cobbles beside her valise, letting his great golden eyes drift half closed.


She frowned at him. “Can’t have you napping in the street, can we?”


In the end, that was what got her moving again. As folk had done since time immemorial, she got on with things, because otherwise . . . who would feed the dog?


“Come on then, old man.” Fern gently nudged the gryphet with her toes.


As her red cloak fluttered in another gust, she hoisted the valise, hitched up the ancient satchel, and reached for the iron pull.


The door swung wide before her paw could touch it, and at the appearance of a familiar orcish face on the other side, Fern’s own traveled through wild geographies of expression.


It arrived somewhere hopeful, but with cheeks wetter than when the journey began.
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“So, what do you think?” asked Viv, nodding to the mug in Fern’s paws and crossing her forearms on the table between them. Still impressive forearms. Still the same face, too, but fuller, less hungry somehow. And definitely expectant. A face Fern really knew . . . ? She thought so. Hoped so. She’d bet everything on that assumption.


Behind Viv, steam hissed from the gleaming machine on the counter, flanked by an enormous slab of slate on the wall. A menu was printed across it with colored chalk in a tidy hand, ornate flourishes decorating the corners. Neat rows of polished mugs hung on pegs, and baked goods sparkled with glaze under fine glass domes. Customers bustled to and fro with drinks and nibbles.


Fern carefully set down her mug. She contemplated the unfamiliar bitterness on the sides of her tongue, the earthy heat in her belly.


She became aware that her answer was increasingly tardy.


“It’s . . . nice,” she ventured.


Except it wasn’t.


Her claws tapped the side of the mug nervously.


Viv’s still-the-same-but-less-hungry face fell, and it was so much like her disappointment when Fern first offered her a book those many years gone, that the rattkin almost laughed aloud in delighted recognition.


The laugh got lost somewhere under the guilt though.


Fucking hells, I’ve rejected her happily-ever-after.


“Well, it’s maybe an acquired taste,” said Viv. “You don’t have to like it, of course!” She leaned back on the bench so her crossed forearms rested against her chest.


“Oh, yes, I mean, I’m sure with time I’ll . . .” Fern trailed off as the rest of her thoughts decamped for other territory.


All the fear she’d left on the doorstep came back in a tidal swell, and she thought she might heave her guts—including a single mouthful of coffee—all over the table at the following wave of nausea.


Then, somewhere inside she found a pawhold and dragged herself out of the sea.


She pushed the mug away decisively. “Gods, it’s just a drink. You got married?”


Viv slapped the table and leveled a finger at her. “There’s Fern. It’s so damn good to see you again.”


And then it was okay.
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“You should have led with the cinnamon rolls,” Fern mumbled around a mouthful of one. She closed her eyes, and an involuntary shiver found its way from her shoulders to the ends of her whiskers. “Gods, it seems like you’re really burying the lede with the name of this place.”


She glanced at Tandri, who stood with one hand braced on the end of the table, eyeing Fern with a small but amused smile. A pair of horns the dusty magenta of the succubus’s skin parted the hair at her brow, and her whiplike tail swayed languorously. Potroast lay curled around one of Tandri’s feet, and she’d made no move to disturb him, even though she probably had something better to do. Fern thought from the start that she liked Viv’s wife, but this clinched it.


She licked a sticky claw. “Put another one in front of me, and I might marry you, too.”


The succubus laughed, tucking a lock of hair behind one ear.


“Paws off,” called Viv, opening the front door just long enough to hang a closed sign on its nail. She grabbed a cloth off the counter as she returned to the long table that Fern occupied very little of.


Fern affected a speculative look. “Tandri, did Viv ever tell you about the summer fling she had when she was still swinging metal around? That girl was a baker, too. Probably a whole ovenload of jilted bakers in your wife’s wake, I bet. So, when the inevitable happens, just know I’m here for you.” She fluttered her fingers magnanimously.


“Oh, I’m no baker. That’s Thimble’s handiwork.” Tandri’s smile became secretive. “You’ll meet him soon enough, I’m sure.” She switched her attention to Viv. “How did you never mention him in your letters?”


Viv settled across from Fern and scrubbed at an imaginary scuff on the table with the cloth. “Spent most of them conning an old friend into moving her bookshop next door, that’s how. There must not have been room on the page.”


“Have you seen the shop yet?” The succubus used the toe of her other shoe to scratch between Potroast’s shoulder blades, to his audible, but dozy, approval.


“Honestly? I must have passed it on the way in, but I was so, um . . . flustered at the thought of this,” Fern waved a guilty paw at the both of them, “that I couldn’t pay much attention.”


“Dread’ll do that,” said Tandri.


“Dread?” Viv’s brows went up.


“Yes, I wonder what it’s like to leave your entire life behind and move to a new city where you don’t know anybody, and then start a new business?” observed Tandri wryly.


Fern shot her a surprised and grateful look.


“I’m here. She knows me,” protested the orc.


Tandri gently extricated herself from Potroast and moved to wrap her arms around Viv’s broad shoulders, delivering a peck to her temple. “I think she’s just getting to know this version,” she replied, in a whisper meant to carry.


Fern definitely liked her. Double-clinched.


A sharp rap at the entry elicited a hooting bark from the sleeping gryphet, and they all glanced that way as the door swung wide.


A hob entered first, clad in coveralls and a cotton shirt that had both seen a lot of hard wear. Tugging the brim of his flat cap in greeting, he held the door for a sleek gray rattkin laden with bags, boxes, and tins.


“Kid wouldn’t let me carry a thing,” complained the hob.


The rattkin squeaked something indecipherable, paused to stare at Fern with wide eyes, and then disappeared around the counter.


Fern thought Tandri’s expression turned positively smug.


Viv cleared her throat. “So, that was Thimble. I’m sure he’ll be back. And Fern, this is Cal, who I know I’ve mentioned.” She leaned close and held a hand beside her mouth. “He’s the real reason you don’t have anything to worry about.”


“Hm,” said Cal, whose long ears heard just fine.


Fern thought he looked both put-out and pleased at the same time. “Glad as hells to know you,” said Fern, rising and approaching to extend her paw. They were both about the same height.


The hob took it in a firm, dry grip and pumped it once, offering the grizzled ghost of a smile. “Plain speaker. Ain’t that a relief.”


“Some of the words Fern uses are a long way from plain,” called Viv. “But if you ever need to strip some paint, I bet she can make it a lot easier.”


“Oh, fuck off,” replied Fern mildly over her shoulder.


Cal barked a startled laugh, and that clinched her opinion of him, too.
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“Windows’ll come, o’course,” said Cal, tipping his cap back as they stared together at the vacant frames.


To Fern, the building bore an expression of horrified surprise, not unlike that of a rattkin who’d sold her bookstore and most of her worldly possessions to travel halfway across the Territory and set up shop in a moldering derelict.


Fern had been honest about paying no attention on her way to the Redstone district and the coffee shop. Now, she wondered if she would have made it in the door if she had noticed the place.


She swallowed hard.


“Don’t worry!” Viv clapped a hand on Fern’s shoulder. “My shop used to be a crumbling livery with a hole in the ceiling. Then it burned down. You’re already leagues ahead. It’s going to be perfect. You’ll see.”


Cal studied Fern from under his cap. He nodded once. “Hm. S’going to be fine.”


Somehow that was a lot more reassuring.


It was only one story tall. Separated from Legends & Lattes by a narrow alley, the bright whitewash and neat stonework of its neighbor only made the peeling paint and sagging eaves look more desolate. Still, it wasn’t as though her old shop in Murk wasn’t in need of a lick of paint. Maybe if Fern’s nerves hadn’t already been thoroughly frayed, her first impression might’ve been gilded with a bit more optimism.


“The bones are good,” she muttered to herself, but when she said it a second time even quieter, it felt more like a prayer.


“I’ve got something to show you,” said Tandri gently. She gestured for Fern to follow, then opened the door to lead her inside.


Cal and Viv came after.


The interior wasn’t much more encouraging. Evening light slanted through the gaping window frames, revealing raw beams and heaps of sawdust marking Cal’s efforts thus far. Pale stains on the floor described the ghostly shapes of furniture long since removed.


“It does seem bigger once you’re inside.” Fern tried to sound optimistic. “Should hold plenty of books, at least.”


“The bones’re good,” said Cal, gruffly repeating her earlier words. “She’ll clean up smart.”


Fern became even more aware that the worry sloshing around inside her was over-spilling enough for all of them to notice. Hells, the tension in her tail alone probably gave it away.


“This isn’t what I wanted to show you though,” said Tandri, opening a door at the back of the echoing storefront and passing through. At the rasp of a striking match, soft lantern-glow buttered the walls inside.


Fern stepped into a cozy bedroom, Viv and Cal crowding into the doorway behind her. They’d tucked a narrow bed in the far corner, complete with a quilt and a big, squashy pillow. A side table holding the lit lantern squatted beside it. A writing desk crouched against the near wall, and a wardrobe sat to the right of the door. Just above the desk hung a watercolor painting of a long swell of shoreline tufted with beach grass, and low clouds pinking at evening.


At the foot of the bed waited a large wicker basket with a blanket tucked around a cushion nested inside.


“Oh,” managed Fern, remembering Potroast asleep back in the coffee shop.


Then she burst into tears.
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“You’re sure you’re all right?” Viv had one enormous hand curled around Fern’s outstretched paw on the tabletop back in the coffee shop.


Fern sniffed, then used her other hand to bring a mug of tea to her lips. “Oh, hells, I’m fine. The shop, the room, it’s all lovely. Thank you.” She nodded meaningfully at Tandri. “I just feel all . . . rattled around. Like I crossed a bridge that collapsed the second I reached the other side. You’re relieved you made it, but weak in the knees at the same time.”


Viv looked thoughtful. “I know exactly what you mean.”


“Huh. You would, wouldn’t you? I bet you had a lot of near misses in your time.” She grimaced. “In your time. Bleagh. That makes you sound like an octogenarian.”


Then she remembered her own near-death experience on the road not a week past. “Eight hells,” she breathed. “That’s it. No wonder I’m not myself!”


“What?”


And then she told them about Astryx and the pescadines and the coach door torn off its hinges.


“Astryx One-Ear,” sighed Viv in obvious admiration. “Gods, I’d love to meet her.”


“Who?” asked Tandri.


Viv looked affronted. “The Blademistress? The Oathmaiden? The most famous elven adventurer for the last thousand years?”


“I’ve read three different histories about her,” added Fern. “Which is pretty impressive, considering she’s still alive. Scarred by Purpose? Steel Maiden? Flight of the Silver Hawk? Amazing they got written, since she never seems to stick around after any heroics, which I personally can attest to.”


“Not ringing any bells.” Tandri shrugged. “A thousand years seems like an awfully long time to do the same thing, though.”


While they argued good-naturedly, Thimble appeared out of nowhere and slipped a plate piled with some sort of long, brittle cookies in front of Fern.


“Hello,” he whispered.


Then he wrung his paws in front of his apron and vanished as quickly as he had come in a dusting of flour.


Fern didn’t have the energy to puzzle him out.


She was simply relieved to have found a plausible reason for the sick feeling in her stomach that required no further investigation. A near-death experience would make anyone feel that way, obviously.


Also, the cookies were mighty fine.
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“That’s the last load,” said Viv, grunting as she lowered a stack of lumber to the floor. She shrugged her arm a few times and rubbed life back into her shoulder. “I’ve got to head over to the shop. You going to be all right for now?”


Fern glanced up from a set of shelves, a paintbrush heavy with wood stain in one paw. She fanned her cheek with the other. With the window glass in place, the interior of the shop was choked with midday heat. She blew out a breath and waved the brush. “Sure. With Cal here, there’s no possible way I can damage anything load-bearing.”


Viv searched her face.


She was smiling, but Fern thought she was also trying to figure out whether there was any lingering panic in the joke. The prognosis must have been good, because her smile deepened. “See you after I close up, then. But come on over if you need anything.”


In their letters, Viv had been clear that she would handle all the organizational work in advance of Fern’s arrival. She’d been true to her word, and if there was any consideration she hadn’t covered, Cal clearly knew what he was about. After a few days to give her bruised tail a chance to recover from the long carriage ride, Fern threw herself into transforming the shell of a building into a shop worth the upending of her entire life.


Watching her purse flatten also turned out to be a powerful motivator. Fern knew Viv would’ve been happy to assist there, too, but her old friend had already sunk plenty of sovereigns into the place. She couldn’t countenance letting her add any more.


“Front counter?” prompted Cal. The hob stared down at a few planks he’d arranged to mark the perimeter of the structure in question. Potroast snored between the boards in a makeshift bed consisting entirely of Fern’s cloak and his shed feathers.


Stretching—and wincing—Fern balanced the brush on the pot of wood stain and joined him. She regarded the rest of the shop’s interior, now crowded with shelves just like the ones she’d been finishing. “Hmm. A few feet this way, I think. It’ll have to be if we’re going to line up the bookshelves in three rows.” She closed an eye and framed the space with both paws.


Cal squatted to scratch Potroast behind one triangular ear. The gryphet snorted through his beak, rocking to the side to make his belly available. The hob obliged him, squinting up at Fern as he did. At least she was pretty sure he squinted. His eyes were mostly hidden by his bushy brows and the shadow of his cap. “So. You feelin’ more plumb these days?” He angled his other hand so it ran straight up and down.


Fern’s tail quirked in exasperation. “Honestly, everyone seems worried I might collapse in a heap at any moment.” She hiked a thumb in the direction Viv had gone. “The building isn’t going to fall down, and neither am I. We’re both just a little crooked.”


“Don’t doubt you’ll be fine a little crooked. But we’re already in here straightenin’ things out.” He stood and slapped the wall. “Just figured you deserved at least as much attention as this old wreck.”


She sighed. “Thanks. And I do mean that. But. This old wreck is just fine.”


“Hm.”


They contemplated one another for a long moment. Fern thought it was strange that she could in any way feel related to someone she’d barely said two words to, but the hob might as well have been an uncle, as far as that went. The kind you liked having by to visit, because they fixed all the squeaky doors, and they didn’t embarrass everybody at the dinner table.


“Fair enough,” Cal allowed. Then he pointed a gnarled finger at the shelf Fern had been laboring over. “S’pose since you’re just fine and all, it’d be worth pointin’ out that you’ve been fillin’ that brush so heavy, you’ve got a little lake formin’ on the bottom plank. Want me to show you how to do it proper?”


He had the good grace to cough to cover his chuckle when Fern turned the air blue.


As, of course, the best kind of uncle would.
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Fern decided that the unending work of the following weeks had a therapeutic quality. She was too exhausted to fret about anything—funds, future, or friendship. Her new bookshop slowly took shape as the shelves found their places, fresh boards replaced rotted ones, wax gleamed on floorboards, paint refreshed the walls, and ancient stains vanished under lye and water.


Viv pitched in throughout any given day in dribs and drabs, especially when heavy objects needed shifting or someone more than four feet tall was required, but the balance of Fern’s hours was spent mostly in the company of Cal.


She discovered she didn’t mind that in the slightest.


The hob carpenter was soothing to be around, imperturbable and taciturn in ways that communicated more than they had any right to. More than once, one of them would appear unbidden next to the other to brace a piece of timber, offer a handful of nails, or top up a paint pot.


It wasn’t that they never spoke. They simply didn’t bother if they didn’t have to.


As someone whose life had mostly been spent in the service of sharing words, Fern was enjoying keeping them to herself for a while.


It meant that when they did speak, it actually mattered.


Mostly, that happened during their lunch break.


“Thanks, Thimble,” she said, as the little baker offered a platterful of sandwiches wrapped in brown paper, wedged next to two sugar-dusted scones.


He blushed to the ends of his whiskers, and then rummaged in a shoulder bag for a pair of flasks.


“Coffee,” he whispered, offering one to Cal.


The hob took it with a nod and a tug of his cap.


“Tea.” Thimble didn’t meet Fern’s eyes as she accepted it from his outstretched paw.


An awkward silence swelled as he fidgeted as though he wanted to say something, and Fern waited patiently.


And waited.


“Um. It looks delicious,” she tried, hefting the plate.


“Thanks,” he squeaked and fled out the open door.


Fern watched him go, then shifted her gaze to Cal, who was already inspecting the sandwiches with great interest. “I think there’s a conversation going on around here that involves me, but that I’m not part of. You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”


“Hm?” replied Cal.


“Oh, come on. Every time that kid is in the room, I can feel the . . . the matchmaking eyes.” She studied the hob’s bushy brows. “All right, fine, I can’t really tell with you, but Viv? Tandri?”


Cal took a bite of sourdough and cheese and ruminated as he chewed. At last, he replied, “I figure folk who lucked into findin’ each other maybe hope it happens to somebody else, too. ’Specially somebody they’re fond of.”


“Oh, hells.” Fern dropped onto an upturned bucket with a sigh. “Those two aren’t talking me up to him, are they? Nudging him my way? Please, tell me they aren’t.”


He shrugged. “Doubt they’re that ham-fisted. Prob’ly just watchin’ you both like old ladies watchin’ young folk at a summer picnic.”


“He’s practically a baby! I’m forty-seven years old!”


“Never could tell the age of a rattkin, m’self.”


“My muzzle is silver.”


“Hm. Distinguished. ’Sides, he’s all gray.”


“I can’t tell if you’re fucking with me.”


Cal cocked half a smile and took another bite.


Fern laughed helplessly. “I hated the coffee, and now I’m going to disappoint them in a whole new way.” She selected a scone and took a morose bite. “Fuck, he is a good baker, though. Maybe I’m being too hasty.”


She felt the weight of the hob’s regard and met his gaze. Or where it would have been if his eyebrows didn’t obscure it.


“Hm. Yeah, the coffee thing was a real disaster.”


It turned out she did know when he was fucking with her.
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“This is profoundly weird,” said Viv, hefting a volume in one hand and flipping it open with the other. She brought it halfway to her nose for a sniff. “Gods, I got a little shiver up my back. I expect to look outside and see a boardwalk and dunes.”


Fern looked up from the open crate before her, paws trailing over the cloth covers of the books stacked precisely inside. The ranks of shelves and freshly polished floors glowed mellowly under lantern light. The windowpanes fogged against an evening chill.


“My vision was a little sharper back then, but I can still picture you prying those crates open with your bare hands.”


Viv snorted. She’d wisely used a pry bar for the task this time around. “And I can still see Pitts towing them up on that cart of his. Whatever happened to him?”


“Still trooping around Murk, hauling and fixing what needs hauling and fixing.” Fern lifted three books from the crate, passing them over for Viv to shelve. A small smile. “And ambushing folks with a line or two of poetry when they least expect it.”


They stocked shelves in companionable silence while the little woodstove in the corner pushed the temperature toward the sleepy side of cozy.


Once they reached the bottom of the first crate, Viv snugged the pry bar under the lid of the next. “I remember Gallina making some sort of terrible excuse to get out of helping with this.”


“Said she was too short, as if that was a convincing argument.” Fern swept a paw to indicate her own height. “Whatever happened with you two?”


“We ran together for years, off and on. Then back in a group for a good stretch until . . . well, until I was done.”


Fern eyed her. “I’m sure she took it well,” she said, in a deliberately neutral way.


“Better than you’d think. She evened out in her old age, just like the rest of us.”


“Speak for yourself. I’m still salty as hells,” said Fern tartly. She blinked, and a slow smile crept across her lips. “And on the subject of relics, that reminds me . . .”


She scurried to her room and returned carrying a misshapen bundle wrapped in brown paper. Hoisting it triumphantly, she said, “Open it.”


Nonplussed, Viv took it and peeled back several layers of paper. “Are these what I think they are?”


She withdrew a wooden bookend, much battered.


“They are.”


“The seagull bookends,” murmured Viv.


“Or maybe rabbits.” They shared a glance and chuckled.


There was a pause during which Viv handed over the bookends, and Fern wedged a few novels between them on the countertop.


“I’ll be damned,” Viv breathed behind her.


“What?” Fern looked back sharply.


The orc reached into the freshly opened crate and withdrew a red volume. “Ten Links in the Chain,” she said, flashing a big, tusky grin. “This is the same book you tricked me into reading.”


“Tricked? That was honest saleswomanship, I’ll have you know.”


“I’m pretty sure you guilted me into it.”


“You did break my boardwalk,” Fern pointed out. “And then I gave it to you on credit, so I’m not sure what you’re complaining about.”


“And now here you are,” said Viv.


The stove ticked and the shadows of moths flittered their way across the walls. “And now here I am,” she whispered. A surge of some desperate emotion halfway between despair and hope squeezed the breath out of her.


“You got me here,” said Viv solemnly.


That crushing sensation receded, mostly.


“It was you, more than anybody. You saved my life in a way I can’t properly put into words. I found . . .” Viv stared away and through the walls. Fern knew that if all the stones were peeled away, she’d find Tandri at the end of that gaze. “I found things I didn’t think were even possible.”


They looked at each other with the red book held like a remembrance between them.


“Well,” said Fern, with a comic shrug, “now I guess you have a chance to return the favor.”


“If you need saving, then that’s what we’re going to do,” said Viv. She shelved Ten Links in the Chain decisively.


She hadn’t meant to, but after discovering Viv’s change of fate, Fern had buried a call for help in that first letter she’d sent, and not particularly deep.


The lines still burned in her memory.




I’d love to say that my life has been perfect, that I’ve seized every moment, that after you left there were no struggles or doubts, but that wouldn’t be true. It has been satisfactory, though. There have been many good days.





Doing her best to chase any bitterness out of her laughter, Fern said, “You already did that once. Twice in a lifetime is asking too much.”


“I don’t see any reason to keep a tally if you don’t.” Viv regarded Fern with a gaze much more perceptive than it had been a few decades prior. Then she sniffed and scrubbed a forearm across her eyes. “Hells. Lot of dust in these crates. Let’s shelve some fucking books.”


“Let’s shelve some fucking books,” replied Fern, relieved.


Hours later, with the shelves stocked, and the crates hauled to the alley, they leaned side by side against the gleaming counter that Cal had built.


Fern felt . . . fine. Maybe even good.


Viv looked down at her from a familiar great height. “So, whatever happened to Satchel?”


Fern smiled wistfully at the thought of the surpassingly polite homunculus made of bone and blue fire.


“Gods, I wish I knew. But I like to think he saw all the things he wanted to.”
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In the end, Fern named the shop Thistleburr Booksellers in honor of the place her father had built and raised her in, what seemed a thousand leagues to the west and as many years ago. Besides, she couldn’t think of a better name that fit, and it was . . . comfortable.


As Viv pointed out, there wasn’t likely to be any confusion.


Cal had chiseled the letters deep in a broad oak plank and carved the edges into fancy scallops. Fern had painted the name white with a small brush and a careful hand. Viv had barely stretched to peg it above the freshly scrubbed entryway.


It was the last thing slotted into place before opening day arrived.


Fern stood just inside the door with a single paw resting on the handle. She closed her eyes, drew a deep breath, and held it.


The shelves were stocked. The appointments sparkled. The spice of ink and paper enticed.


A veritable tower of Thimble’s baked treats steamed and gleamed atop a round table in the center of the shop, beside carafes of coffee and tea and clusters of mugs.


Tandri’s chalk artwork proclaimed Opening Day Sale, 5 bits off! from a sandwich board. Fern was reminded of a similar effort by Satchel many years past, rendered in his precise, mathematical hand.


The echoes of that event swelled inside her, painting the inside of her lids until she half believed she’d open them to find herself twenty summers younger and staring into the homunculus’s blazing blue eyes.


Then a warm hand fell on Fern’s shoulder, heavy and strong, to deliver a gentle squeeze. “It’s going to be fine,” said Viv. “Better than.”


Breathing out, Fern glanced up with a smile. “I’ve owned a bookstore for twenty-five years. I should be used to a feeling of impending disaster by now, right?”


“Twenty-five years, and no disaster yet. Doesn’t seem like a real reliable feeling, does it?” Viv returned the smile.


Fern blinked. “That’s an annoyingly logical observation.”


They both started at a sudden rap on the door, and after an embarrassing series of fumbles with the latch, Fern pushed it open a few inches.


Tandri’s face greeted them as she waited in the dawn light, wearing a soft sweater and stamping her booted feet against the early morning chill. “All set?” Then she glanced to her left.


Fern swung the door wider, revealing four townsfolk waiting on the step beside Viv’s wife.


A coil of tension released inside the rattkin.


“Gods, get in here out of the cold! I’m so sorry I kept you waiting.”


And from then on, scarcely a pause could be found.
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Fern remembered the day as a series of little landmarks, like treetops rising from a misty valley.


Viv, waving Ten Links in the Chain at a bewildered dwarf, covering one eye with a hand and loudly describing a dismemberment. The dwarf bought the book, but he had a hunted look in his eyes when he did. Viv winked at Fern over the top of his head.


Thimble, squeaking in dismay at platters empty of all but crumbs and rushing to refresh them with steaming cinnamon rolls, the scent of which caused an audible ripple amongst shoppers.


The startling appearance of a shaggy gray cat the size of a timber wolf that nobody remarked upon. Its tail crested the tops of the shelves like the fin of a shark roving shallow waters as it prowled the shop with an air of menacing indifference.


The arrival of a venerable woman in a red cloak, accompanied by a stone-fey in a very impressive hat, whose combined presence had an effect that Fern honestly thought the cat should have produced. The lady bought a stack of books two feet high, but not before sharply inspecting Fern with a flinty eye. Her escort carried her purchases for her when she left.


Tandri nudging Fern aside to take over the counter so she could eat a hasty sandwich, which Potroast ogled mercilessly until he received his half.


Cal ambling in the door and stepping to the side to lean against the wall, hands in his pockets. He nodded when he caught her eye, smiling his stubbled smile.


The steady accumulation of copper bits and silvers in the cash-box, and the impression of some great, impending wave curling back into the tide before ever breaking on the shore.


And with the closing of the door, the weary, bewildered, dazed, exhausted, triumphant, satisfied silence that followed, as Viv, Tandri, Cal, and Thimble clustered around the countertop, noting the many fresh gaps amongst the bookshelves.


The opening of Thistleburr Booksellers in Thune was an unmitigated success. A new chapter freshly opened in Fern’s life—the page turned, the title printed, and ready to be filled with words of renewal, purpose, and peace.
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“I fucking hate it!” sobbed Fern, her face in her hands.


Potroast glanced up with a hoot and a slow, concerned blink of his owlish grapefruit eyes. One of Thimble’s hard cookies lay half masticated between his forepaws.


She let out a watery breath and scratched him behind the ruff of his feathers. “What am I going to do now, little man?” she whispered.


Fern gazed around the alley behind the shop, where she sat on the back step with her red cape rumpled around her. Evening painted the tumble of boxes, barrels, and bales there in shades of deepest blue. A scatter of puddles reflected the pale rind of the moon, and the nighttime murmur of Thune echoed from streets that felt very far away. The frosty air bit her toes.


A week had passed since the grand opening of Thistleburr Booksellers, and things had gone better than they had any right to. Viv’s intuition had proven correct, and some kind of synergistic energy had built between the coffee shop next door and her own. A cozy magnetism. It was obvious to all and sundry that the bookshop belonged there.


And that was wonderful, Fern supposed.


Except that it didn’t matter.


The hollowed-out feeling of dissatisfaction that had steadily eroded her center for the past few years was still there. In fact, it seemed to have grown.


Oh, she’d been distracted from it for a day or so, in the same way that sprinting until you’re breathless makes it hard to focus on the growling of an empty belly. But now that things had settled into an easy—and profitable—rhythm, it yawned within her, sucking up all the light in reach.


“There you are,” came a voice from the mouth of the alley, rousing Fern from her morose reflections.


As the shadow approached, it resolved into the craggy features and flat cap of Cal.


“Shit. Don’t look at me. I’m a mess,” protested Fern. She gestured at the detritus around her. “I came here to be with my people. This is a garbage-only meeting.”


He ambled over and dropped to the step on the side opposite Potroast, who tucked both paws tighter over his cookie and gnawed it with wary determination.


Cal folded his hands between his knees and didn’t say a thing. The smell of fresh sawdust tickled Fern’s nose.


She mopped her cheeks with the hem of her cloak. “This is the part where you wait in silence until I unload all my feelings, isn’t it? I’ve read a few books, you know.”


“Hm.”


“I wasn’t supposed to feel this way.”


“That so? Who says?”


“I thought for sure you’d do the silence thing.”


Cal shrugged. “Can if you like. Just greasin’ the wheels. Speakin’ of.” He rummaged in his overall pocket and withdrew a flask. He spun the cap off, sniffed it, and took a slug of whatever was inside. He passed it to Fern.


She took it, and without pausing at all, put it to her lips and tipped it back. The liquor hit her throat with a quick burn and her belly with a slow warmth that made her eyes water.


Fern coughed and returned the flask. Wiping her eyes with her cloak again, she said, “Okay. Consider me greased. I just . . . I feel . . . empty. And it seems like that’s my fault. But I don’t know what to do about it. I don’t even know what I did wrong? If there was a choice that I made somewhere along the road that led me to this, I sure as shit don’t know what in the hells it was.”


“Seems your shop is turnin’ out fine,” observed Cal, tilting his head back toward it.


Fern snorted. “Better than fine. And that makes it worse. I figured a change of scene, an old friend, new acquaintances, it’d be something like a fresh breeze in a stale room . . . I leaned on the kindness of others to get here, it didn’t fix what I wanted fixed, and now I’m ungrateful to boot.”


She took the proffered flask again.


It traveled back and forth between them while Cal ruminated on that. Eventually, he pursed his lips and ventured, “Didn’t get the impression Viv thought she was doin’ anythin’ more than helpin’ a friend open a business. Maybe allow that she wasn’t thinkin’ of . . . fresh breezes, or what have you.”


“Does it matter? I don’t know if I can keep doing this. But I don’t know if I can admit that to her, either. ‘Oh, hey, Viv, thanks for all the help, sorry it didn’t work out, but I’m questioning my very existence, and I can’t keep on this way. So sorry!’”


“Any reason you can’t say ’xactly that?”


“I . . . well, obviously I can’t say . . . what?” Fern spluttered through a mouthful of whiskey.


Cal shrugged again. “What’s the worst that can happen?”


“She hates me and never wants to see me again?”


“Remind me how long it was the two of you didn’t trade a word?”


Fern gaped at him, her belly afire and head woolly with liquor.


“Awful quiet stretch for a friendship,” Cal continued. “Longer’n most could stand. Seemed to survive okay though. Sturdy, I expect.”


“All right, setting that aside, even though I am not saying I agree with you, what the hells do I do if I’m not doing . . . this? Who would I even be?” She stabbed both paws toward the shop.


“Seems to me Viv used to hack things up, and now she makes coffee. She’s still Viv though, I guess. You’d know better’n me though, considerin’.”


“I need some more of that. Seems to be working,” said Fern, extending a paw for the flask as a welcome cocoon of drunkenness enfolded her. “And it sure as hells beats figuring out a new career in an alley in the middle of the night.”


Cal considered her before reluctantly handing the whiskey over once more. But not before taking another swig himself. “Never really was one for givin’ advice. I’m more the askin’ questions type.” He leveled a finger at her. Fern had trouble focusing on it. “But I’m gonna break that rule and say you should talk to Viv. Tomorrow. Tell her what you told me. Don’t figure you’re gonna find anybody with a better idea of how you’re feelin’ right now.”


Fern considered the mouth of the flask, which seemed very black and big all of a sudden. She sighed, and the alcohol on her breath curled her whiskers. “I guess maybe you’re right.”


“Hm.”


“How do you turn a hm into whatever you want it to mean? How does that work?”


“Hob secret. Now, pass that back while there’s still somethin’ in it.”


She did.


“Promise you’ll tell her,” Cal said with an uncharacteristic earnestness.


Fern slumped against his shoulder.


“I will, uncle,” she mumbled.


She couldn’t see his face, but even drunk and morose and suddenly half asleep, she thought she could feel him smile.
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After Cal made his way home—tottering only a little unsteadily—and Fern made her way back inside—tottering a lot—she tossed and turned in her bed for a solid hour. Potroast sawed logs for the duration, and Fern was too cold, and then too hot, and then too queasy, and the room was spinning anyway, so she fiercely whispered “Fuck it!” and hurled her blanket back.


She seized her cloak from the peg to shrug into it, then took a moment to acknowledge exactly how drunk she was from a peculiar, muzzy distance. Mostly on account of the fact that she missed the peg three times with her paw.


“Ooh, too old to be this soused,” she mumbled. And with the unjustified optimism of the middle-aged, declared, “S’not too bad, though. I’m not even slurring. Just . . . a li’l softened. Thass all.”


She gazed around the darkened shop, the shelves and books bordered in wavering canary light from the streetlamps outside. On impulse, she snagged her battered leather satchel from the chairback behind the counter. A satchel once inhabited by an old friend, now home to parchment and quills and knickknacks and whatever book she was currently nibbling her way through.


Questing between the shelves, she slid out a few volumes until she found the one she was looking for. A red cover. Ten Links in the Chain.


“Sure, Fern,” she murmured. “Some kind of peace offering. Appeal to rosy memories. That’ll definitely help.”


She hiccupped.


“Balls.”


But she stuffed it into the satchel anyway, and then, before any more whiskeyed resolve could drain out of her, she unlatched the front door and went out into the night.
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Fern didn’t think to lock up after herself as she nearly stumbled off the step, only counterbalancing herself at the last moment with a reflexive whip of the tail and a small cloud of profanity. Clutching the satchel to her chest against the cold and blinking in the sudden blare of light from the nearest streetlamp, she peered next door at Legends & Lattes.


Candlelight still glowed through the mullioned glass of the front windows. Which meant she had no ready excuse to scuttle back inside and hide her head under the blanket she’d so recently cast off.


“You promised,” she murmured to herself. And then, “Fuck.”


The handful of yards between her and the coffee shop seemed very long.


“Just . . . a li’l walk to clear my head first,” she mumbled, heading in the opposite direction. “Cool air. Sobrin’ up.”


She wandered, wobbling, to the next street corner, and then turned left. The cross street held mostly shadow, with lamps set much farther apart, but the chill was delicious on her overheated face as she walked.


Then another turn, and another, and by now, she should’ve been nearly back where she started.


She wasn’t.


A rustle and creak to her right caught her notice.


Parked several doors down the unfamiliar lane, only just revealed by the borderlight of another streetlamp, waited a tiny, open-backed, two-wheeled horse cart. A canvas tarpaulin hid a lumpy assortment of something-or-other in the bed, and a shaggy draft horse in the traces nuzzled patiently at the cobblestones.


That wasn’t what really drew her attention though.


A tall figure cinched ties at the edge of the tarpaulin, reaching easily over the boxboards.


A figure Fern recognized.


If the star-shaped pommel of the sword above one shoulder wasn’t enough, the hacked-short silver hair and maimed ear would have settled it.


“Astryx?” mumbled Fern.


Well, it was definitely a coincidence to see her now, only weeks later. And after being the object of her rescue, no less.


“Coincidence . . . or maybe a sign,” said Fern. “S’not every month you bump into a legend twice.” She blinked, startled by the volume of her own voice.


If Astryx heard, she gave no indication. The elf scrubbed the horse’s cheek affectionately before slipping into another alley, leaving beast and cart unattended.


Fern glanced around and at last spied a building she knew, a chandler’s shop only a few doors east of Legends & Lattes. She wasn’t lost. Hells, she could be back at Viv’s place in no time at all, if she wanted.


Fern imagined the warmth within, a cozy fire, the lingering scent of coffee underpinned by cinnamon.


She imagined Viv’s confounded expression when she opened the door to see Fern weaving on the step. Her easy smile when she ushered Fern inside.


The awkward silence, the halting, anxious beginning of the worst sort of conversation.


The way her smile would slip, and the light in her eyes would withdraw by degrees.


And suddenly Fern was moving, but not toward the shop.


In a trice, she lifted the tarpaulin on the cart and scrambled awkwardly inside before cursing herself—in a whisper, thank gods—for not removing the satchel first before she tangled in it on her way up.


Then she was on her back, hemmed in by crates and sacks, clutching the leather bag to her chest again. Her cloak was in rumpled disarray beneath her and wrapped around her tail. The canvas puffed up and down ever so slightly with every breath.


The horse stamped a hoof in surprise, but then fell silent.


She lay there for some minutes, holding every coherent thought at bay, focusing only on the rise and fall of the tarpaulin, the impossibly loud thudding of her heart.


No sounds came from without. Astryx did not return.


At last, the adrenaline leaked out of her, and the yammering in her head could not be staved off any longer.


“What in the hells, Fern! What in the fashionably fuckable hells! What is this? Really? Get your stupid ass out of this cart and march your paws down the gods-damned street like the grown rattkin you are and keep your promise!”


Fern paused and listened. She heard nothing but the occasional shuffle of the draft horse a few feet west of her head.


“What were you planning anyway? To stow away and flee the gods-damned city? Are you so drunk that that seems reasonable?”


She considered the idea. It seemed more reasonable than it ought to, actually, which was very distressing. Definitely drunk.


Fern surprised herself with an enormous yawn.


“All right, that’s enough of that,” she whispered, and gathered her resolve. She braced a paw against the bottom of the cart and began to sit up—


—and froze as footsteps approached.


She lay back down as quietly as she could manage.


Shit. At least this time, she had the presence of mind to say it only in her head.


It was getting warmer under the canvas. The minutes ticked by as Astryx fussed with this and that. She heard the creak of leather, and the jingle of harness, an oddly soothing chime. The cart rocked on its wheels gently as Astryx adjusted something on the buckboard.


Fern waited.


And waited.


And waited.


And then she was asleep.










4


[image: ]


[image: ]


Fern awoke to the sight of an alligator grin and eyes the red of a harvest sunset in a round, green face.


And daylight. Painful, painful daylight.


Supine as she was in the back of the wagon, and boxed in on all sides by, well, boxes, there was nowhere to escape to but up, directly toward that fierce and deadly smile. A direction no right-thinking rattkin would choose.


The hangover that battered Fern’s skull confused the whole business to such a degree that up was exactly where she went, though, lurching to a sitting position, flailing with the satchel her arms were tangled in, and screaming her throat raw.


The sharp grin and red glare were suddenly three feet away, at the very back of the wagon. Through the sick thumping of blood behind her eyes, Fern saw that both belonged to a goblin with a mop of orange hair and bottlebrush pigtails, clad in some sort of enormous coat made entirely of pockets in a riot of mismatched colors.


Improbably, the goblin’s hands were bound before her, and as if that weren’t sufficient, several loops of cord were wrapped around her body, from her wrists all the way to her shoulders and secured to a ringbolt on the back of the buckboard.
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