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For those dreaming of journeys, for those already on a quest, for those feeling trapped and those breaking free, this one’s for you.






1 How to Deal with Rats
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Sunrises were not my favorite part of the day. They had a nasty habit of shedding light on my life’s problems, both old and new. This morning’s new problem involved holes in a wall and rats. Oh yes, and a ransacked bag of magically enhanced chicken feed. Also a whole bunch of eggs. Really big eggs.

Even before Matron Tratte woke and surveyed the damage in the stone wall surrounding the Tinderbox Tavern, I had a sneaking suspicion that I’d get the blame.

I was right.

Twelve hours later, with aching arms and a rusty spade, I was still paying the price. I blended what I sincerely hoped was my last bucketful of sand, dirt, clay, and water, hearing echoes of the matron’s furious words in my mind.

If you had wiped the stone with wizard spray like I told you, they would never have gotten in! she’d bellowed. You’ll patch the whole thing—every crack and cranny!

I could have told her that the wizard-spray spell had worn out several days before, but I hadn’t wanted to ask her for the coin to buy more. And I could have told her that filling the holes was completely unnecessary; depending on how much of the feed had been eaten, by tonight the intruders would be far too big to squeeze back through, at least for a week or so. But there were plenty of other vermin in Trapper’s Cove, and, besides, the matron was not someone you “told things” to. Instead I kept my hand stirring as I peered through another gap in the wall, having the sudden wish that there was a bag of shrinking-feed handy so that I could make myself small enough to slip through and escape as well.

The Tinderbox was the very last tavern on a street that sloped upward from the harbor. A high place with a view of a low place. Like a royal castle, Matron Tratte liked to say, which was laughable in too many ways to count.

Below, I could see the market tents, the crowded docks, the moored trading vessels, and the bobbing fisherboats. Beyond it all, the glint of sunset flashed upon open water. It was getting late. I jammed a full spade into the hole, squelching the messy mixture into place and sealing off the view.

I stood and stretched. Behind the sharp-toothed peaks surrounding Trapper’s Cove, streaks of gold and crimson spread across the sky with a sleepy, yawning glow. The lucky day was already tucking itself in. As for me, I was far from sleep. No doubt the matron would soon be screaming for me to help serve the evening crowd of traders and travelers.

As though hearing my thoughts, the back door of the Tinderbox slammed open. I flinched but didn’t need to look up to see who it was. Matron Tratte’s arms were thick and strong enough to throw troublemakers from the tavern when necessary. The flimsy door was no match for her frustration.

“Stub!” she yelled in her high-pitched, grating tone while glaring around the animal yard. “Stub-the-Nuisance!”

I stiffened. Whenever she used my full name, it meant she was feeling twitchy about something. A twitchy matron was a dangerous one.

“I’m over here,” I said, careful to keep my words clear but soft. She didn’t like the sound of my voice much. The feeling was mutual.

Eumelia Tratte was not as mean-looking as her voice suggested. Her eyes were a friendly blend of green and brown. Her skin was clear of blemishes. Her hair was long and dark and shiny from daily applications of horn-nut oil. And, unlike many in the trading village of Trapper’s Cove, all of her teeth and facial features were present and accounted for.

Today she wore her very best outfit: a long-sleeved red tunic trimmed with frills over matching embroidered trousers. But while the owner of the Tinderbox looked very much like a delightful ripe piece of fruit, I knew very well that her insides held a rotten pit.

BOOM!

This time it was the matron who was startled. She stumbled down the steps, cursing at the blast of a fireburst rising over the harbor. The brilliant blue lights rained down over the cove, playing lively music and changing colors until they met the sea.

It was still a week until Maradon’s annual Peace Day, but as it was the hundredth anniversary, the traders had been at it for a month, showing off wizard-made celebration goods. One fireburst had been set off every day at sunset in order to lure people to buy more. From what I’d seen at the market, it was working. Fizzy sparking sticks, blue smoke smackers, and the more expensive firebursts were all the rage. For some reason, celebrating a lack of war made everyone want to set things on fire.

I watched the last remnants of light fade while the matron regained her balance.

“Stub, I swear, if you’re not done with that wall in the next five minutes, I’m going to swing you over it, right into the harbor!” She turned and stomped back into the tavern.

She was bluffing. Matron Tratte knew I couldn’t swim. And I knew she didn’t have anyone else who would work for free. Still, I quickened my pace. As I finished filling smaller holes along the wall, a familiar growl echoed against the stone. Though my arms ached from patching high holes and my legs ached from squatting to fill low cracks, it was my stomach that ached most of all.

“I’d rebuild this whole wall for a bowl of beans, wouldn’t you, Peck?” I turned to grin at my feathery companion, who’d been quietly dust-bathing near the wall just minutes before.

The dirt was disturbed, but my best and only friend was nowhere to be seen. A quick survey of the yard revealed several chickens of varying sizes, six wizard-enhanced sheep the size of horses, and a good deal of extra-large animal droppings. I saw no scrawny, red-feathered, sharp-beaked best friend until a violent ruckus of ba-GAWKs echoed from inside the chicken coop.

A few copper feathers flew out the coop door, and then a scraggly, raggedy, squawking chicken flashed across the yard in a frenzy of panic. A rowdy horde of large birds ran after her.

I threw the spade aside, glancing once again at the tavern’s back door. Everyone in Trapper’s Cove knew that calling any sort of attention to oneself was usually a good way of starting trouble. But when my best and only friend was being threatened, I could never seem to remember that.

“Don’t worry, Peck!” I called, dashing after her. “I’m coming!” Two of the chickens turned my way when I ran through the feathery throng, as though they sensed that I’d been the one responsible for the loss of their food. I tried to dodge their oversized beaks but winced at a sudden pain near my knee. I shoved the bully bird aside while Peck ducked under the door flap of my shelter in the corner of the yard. I followed her inside.

My home was the old chicken shed—a rickety structure that was most definitely built for nesting boxes, not people. When the matron had expanded the backyard flock and built a larger coop, she’d decided that it was time for me to be stripped of my sleeping spot near the kitchen hearth. I was six years old at the time, scared and cold and very much alone, until a runty baby chick wandered in one evening, trembling. She was even more scared and cold than I was. And that was when the alone part ended for us both.

Over the next six years, we’d grown so close that I almost didn’t mind where we slept each night. Still, the space was growing tighter by the year. The flap door, made of heavy sailcloth, was low and just wide enough to for me to crawl through.

“It’s only me, Peck,” I said quietly. “You’re safe here.” I wiped away a thin line of blood near my knee. The damage had been done by Spiker, the biggest and meanest of the matron’s flock. She was a real stinker when she was hungry, and that was especially true when she’d been temporarily enhanced to five times her natural size.

With the flap closed, it was pitch-black inside. A shuffling noise came from somewhere opposite me. By feel, I dug through a layer of dirt until I felt the smooth lid of a discarded cigar box from the marketplace. It housed my special collection, which included a way to light the darkness.

I hadn’t noticed the stones’ magic right away. I’d been sent to gather clams by the sea caves. It was a place where treasures from old shipwrecks sometimes showed up. Every now and then I found things I could trade at the market for food. When a weathered sack of rocks washed up, I almost left them behind. I don’t know why I brought them back, other than the fact that I didn’t think anyone would want them. I could relate to that. But as I spent more time with them, their magic was revealed.

One rock grew icy cold for several minutes if you squeezed it tight. Two stayed hot long after being placed near a fire. One was a sleek and shiny black stone, scattered with a few minerals that sparkled—if tapped in the right place, it whispered mysterious nothings that sounded like a soft morning wind gently sweeping up traces of moonlight. Another came back to me, no matter where or how hard I threw it. And two were glow rocks that lit up for an hour when shaken. I searched for one of those.

I grasped each rock in turn until I found one shaped roughly like a crab claw. I shook it hard until the shelter began to glow.

Peck crouched within reach.

With an unusually long neck, a sunken breast, and dusty-rose-colored wings too large for her scrawny body, Peck looked more like a starved dragon baby than a full-grown fowl. A patch of raw skin on her neck had joined a number of older patches where the other birds had attacked her, simply for looking different. Tiny slips of feathers were trying their best to grow back.

“Peck, stick!” I whispered. She bobbled over to my rucksack and rifled through until she found a stick with a sharpened end. She tossed it to me with her beak.

“Good girl.”

I used the stick to dig a line into the wall of the shack. It joined many others. When I’d run out of space with my reaching arms, I’d stood on crates to make a ragged scratch for every ragged day I’d been there. The third wall was nearly full. I left a good amount of space between the marks each time, on the off chance I’d take up drawing and have something beautiful to fill the emptiness with. There was only one space with something nice carved. It was a six-year-old’s drawing. A rough oval shape, with a triangle attached to the right side and two lines for legs on the bottom. I carved it the day I met Peck.

I dropped the stick and gathered her in my arms. I blew lightly on her fresh wound. “Oh, Peck,” I whispered. “Those hens are awful to you.” I kissed her feathers, took a crust of bread from my trouser pocket, and tore the food into pieces. “I swiped it off a plate during the noon rush. I’ve been saving it. Don’t tell.”

The chicken pecked at a piece, then looked up, waiting.

“No, you go on,” I urged. “I’ll have something tonight. Eat. And stay here. I’d best hurry back before I’m missed.”

The back door creaked open. “Where are you, Nuisance?” called a low, nasal voice.

“Too late,” I whispered. I sucked in a breath and held it, not moving a muscle while the matron’s son coughed loudly and spit a wad of phlegm that dinged into the alarm bell hanging near the back door.

Footfalls pounded down the stairs. Boots stomped close. Then, closer.

Frantically, I stuffed the still-glowing rock back with the others. Just as I’d smoothed dirt over the buried box, a long arm shot into the shelter and flailed around. The cloth door lifted. A hand closed around my ankle, squeezing hard.

Hut peered inside, then yanked me out by the leg. His brown hair fell in his eyes, all the way to his long nose with its slit nostril, the result of a broken bottle thrown across the tavern when he was small.

“Still keeping that naked-neck chicken as a roommate?” He wiped his hair from his face and grinned. His smile had grown steadily from mischief into menace during the years that I’d known him. “Mind that it doesn’t wander over to the chopping block when you’re not watching. Now get inside. Mother has a special guest coming tonight. A captain, Stub-Rot.”

Mr. Tratte had passed away ten years ago, and after three years of mourning, the matron had decided to try to remarry. She’d been aiming for a sea captain, both because they had money and because they could get her away from Trapper’s Cove. She hadn’t landed a catch yet, but it wasn’t for lack of trying.

“If you mess anything up, Mother says it’s the closet.” He grinned again. “Every night for a week this time.”

The year before, Matron had locked me in the narrow broom closet for breaking a whole tray of plates. She hadn’t seen Hut push me. I doubt it would have mattered if she had. Now I stood and dusted myself off so he wouldn’t notice me shaking. One full night of being locked in the closet had been horrible. Seven in a row would be unbearable.

“And if everything works out, she says you’re free of us and we’re free of you.”

I stared at him. “Free?”

Hut laughed at my open mouth. “She’ll be gone and you won’t be needed. Which would be quite convenient for you, wouldn’t it?”

My heartbeat quickened. Yes, it would be convenient. Miraculous, even.

I’d been abandoned on the porch of the Tinderbox when I was only a few days old. The matron had taken me in. She had a letter from my abandoning mother, pleading for me to be raised and then given an apprenticeship. Her written words were as binding as a contract.

I was lucky. I’d been told that time after time by Matron Tratte. Proper apprenticeships were coveted arrangements. They were opportunities that allowed any child to follow their passions and talents and future aspirations. They were not often granted to orphans like me, who had no references or goals in life other than survival.

Under the apprenticeship laws of Maradon, the eight necessary years of service could begin as early as age ten, but could start anytime after. There were no age limits. Even a woman the age of seventy could begin an apprenticeship. The arrangement was meant to protect both sides. The apprentice got a guarantee of hearth, home, and knowledge. The mentor gave away secrets of their trade; in exchange they gained a faithful worker. At the end of the eight years, the apprentice was granted a traditional parting wage to launch their own business.

But that sort of dream was for other people. I knew very well that Matron Tratte was my owner, not my mentor. I locked eyes with the scar on Hut’s nostril. “I don’t believe you.”

“Fine. Don’t believe me.” He shrugged, then smirked.

There was something about his smirk that bothered me.

Trapper’s Cove was inhabited largely by well-armed women, shifty-eyed men, and crafty children—the sort of people who might trade their own mother away for a pair of used boots and a half-chewed leg of mutton. But still, there were apprentices here: fishers, gamblers, shippers, and market traders. There were even tavern apprenticeships, when there was no child to pass the business along to, or when the child involved chose a different path.

But as for me?

I would be given no closing wage. Or knowledge. I was twelve now and therefore committed to being the matron’s property for six more years. There was no chance of ending the contract, unless both the matron and I agreed to end it. That would never happen, and escaping early was the equivalent of stealing—I was reminded of that daily.

Any apprentice who ran away with no notice would be publicly renounced and forced into a much longer work assignment, with no chance of a parting wage. That was the law. Matron had showed me the paper saying so, many times. I couldn’t read it, but the royal seal at the top of the paper matched every other official document I’d seen posted in the marketplace and on the spell sheets that came with wizard-made goods.

So, yes, being freed would be very convenient for me. Too convenient. Still, if there was one skill that my time at the tavern had taught me, it was how to spot a liar. And that was the oddest thing. Because I could tell: Hut definitely wasn’t lying.

“What about you?” I asked. “Wouldn’t she take you along?”

His nose twitched. His eyes shifted over to the wall surrounding the Tinderbox. “No. I’ll run the tavern. Mother plans to sign it over to me.”

So the matron would leave him behind. It was true, he’d be eighteen soon—old enough to take over. But Hut hated the Tinderbox. I saw the way he looked at travelers, especially when they sang ballads of the sea. I’d heard him sing a song once, when he thought he was alone in the backyard. His voice was nice, but he’d stopped the moment the matron had opened the back door, yelling at him to hurry up with the eggs. He’d stared at that door as it swung shut, then walked in a hunched shuffle while completing his work, like his legs carried heavy invisible shackles that were as firmly clamped on as mine. But the extra weight had turned him into his mother’s son, so I didn’t feel bad for him. At least not any more than I felt bad for myself.

“What are you looking at?” Hut made a sheep noise and flicked my head. “Your wool is growing out,” he said. “Might have to give you another haircut tonight, so you and your chicken match properly.” He held out two fingers and made a snipping motion against my head.

I’d forgotten about my hair.

A week ago I’d been stupid enough to fall asleep while doing dishes. Normally, I’m quite good at sensing incoming threats, even when I sleep. I get buzzing, bristling sensations in different places when something’s amiss. Sometimes my ear, sometimes my eyes, sometimes the back of my knee. I’d avoided a dozen or more thieves at market because of a sudden prickle. But I was so exhausted that I didn’t even notice when Hut cut my hair off with kitchen shears.

He’d managed to snip it quite close to my skull in some places before I woke up. I was lucky he didn’t shave me with a wizard knife, or I’d be completely bald.

“Make sure you wipe that dirt off your face before you come inside.” Hut grunted, then snorted. “You look like a pig.”

“You smell like a pig,” I muttered.

“What?”

I shrugged. “Nothing.”

He eyed me suspiciously. “That’s right,” he said. “You’re nothing.” He spit on the ground. “You’ve been nothing since the day Mother found you. She said she’d seen fish at the market wrapped with more care than you. She should have thrown you into the sea.”

I nodded. If I could have breathed in water—if I’d been even nearly a fish—I would have jumped into the sea myself long ago. Given the choice of being lost and alone in a great big sea, or being here in Trapper’s Cove? The two things seemed fairly equally hopeless, except that in the sea I’d have time for myself.

But then, there was my Peck. If I were a fish, I’d never have met her. And now, maybe there was a chance for us. There was a captain to please. True, there had been captains before—but never the promise of freedom attached. Perhaps I could even become a real apprentice and learn a trade.

Hut mounted the stairs to the tavern’s back door. “Who knows?” he called over his shoulder. “Tonight’s meal is squid, but this captain might want chicken.” He turned and gave me a nasty wink, looking pointedly at my coop home. “And I might run out of plucked birds.”

I waited until Hut was inside before ducking back into the shelter to drop a kiss on Peck’s head. “He was joking, you know.”

Peck nipped my finger doubtfully.

I sighed. Then I put my friend carefully into my market rucksack. “Right. Well, come along and keep quiet.”






2 How to Take Orders
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Of all the rooms in the Tinderbox, it was the kitchen that won the prize for having hosted the worst moments in my life. My body knew it too. Every muscle tensed in high alert as I pushed the door open.

Matron Tratte huddled over one of her larger money pouches, counting coin as I stepped into the kitchen. Hut fiddled with a massive knot of pale blue tentacles roasting at the hearth. I set the egg basket on the cutting table with a quiet thump.

The matron whirled around, clutching the pouch to her chest. “Stop creeping around like a wretched burglar. Make some noise for once!”

I shifted so that she wouldn’t see the bulge in my rucksack. “Sorry, I just—”

“Quiet!” She jabbed a meaty finger toward trays of unbreakable glasses and full pitchers. “You’re not going to market yet, so put that sack away and start serving. I want the worst of the riffraff fed and gone soon. This is a respectable tavern—or it will be by the time Captain Vella gets here. Wipe the dust off the Peace Queen paintings and light the lamps.” She tossed me a small circular rug. “And cover the stain by the fireplace.”

“Stain?” I asked, cowering a bit. She liked it when I cowered.

Matron wound and unwound the pouch string around her thumb. “Yes, stain. There was a fight last night while you were so very busy letting rats demolish the last of our big eggs and chicken feed.”

Ah. A bloodstain. There was one of those right by the front door that wouldn’t come out, no matter how much I scrubbed. It was shaped like a hand with a missing finger. Another permanent bloodstain was by a table. It looked like a large, spiky horn nut. She didn’t mention those, though, and I wasn’t about to bring them up.

Matron turned to her son. “Hut! You’re burning the squid! I bought it especially for the captain. Squid chowder is supposed to be his favorite!”

I glanced at the hearth. She was right. The iridescent flesh was badly charred on one side.

“It’s not my fault.” Hut banged the edge of the metal spit holding the bulbous clump of seafood. “Stupid thing’s supposed to turn itself.” He thumped it once more to get it moving. “We need a new one. Wretched wizards with their faulty magic.” He slid the squid off the spit and onto a cutting board, then began chopping it into rough, uneven pieces.

“Magic doesn’t last forever,” Matron snapped. “Any idiot knows that. You’re supposed to keep track of when it will run out.”

“It was supposed to last a year!”

“Said who? Did you watch a wizard do the spell?”

He sighed. “We haven’t had a wizard in months, Mother. I got it at market.”

“Did you see the maker’s signed paper—the contract that it was valid?”

Hut paused to pick his nose, then rubbed the squid with a spice he used to cover the taste of his awful cooking. “Why don’t you just marry a wizard instead of a captain, so you can get all the spells you want,” he grumbled.

“Maybe I would if there were more around, and if any of them stayed in this toilet of a town longer than a day or two!”

While the Trattes bickered, I swiped one of the small bowls stationed to catch roof leaks when it rained. It was half full. I carefully tucked it into the broom closet along with my sack, making sure to lift the flap so that Peck could get out if she wanted to. “I’m sorry,” I whispered. It had been a terribly tight squeeze for me, but there was enough space for a small chicken.

Hut reached for a bowl of pepper and accidentally breathed in the tiny grounds. He sneezed onto the mass of tentacles, making me very happy that the squid was too expensive to waste on me. “Like I just told you, I bought it from Greevy. He said the maker’s paper was…” Hut’s face fell. “He said it was lost.”

“Greevy?” Matron groaned. “I told you not to buy from him. Those chickens were supposed to stay large for three months at the price I paid, and they’re going back to normal after a week. He’s a forger and a crook!” She filled a large pitcher from the water barrel and poured it carefully into the ale barrel, then repeated the process.

My stomach clenched. Watering down ale was like cheating at cards. It was done all over Trapper’s Cove, but only those who got caught were punished for it. As the server, I’d be the one caught.

I slipped my apron on and grabbed one of three thick wizard matches that were tucked inside a covered spittoon on the floor. Wizard matches could be used over and over when scraped against any surface, at least until they wore out. I removed a single match and buried it deep in the apron’s pocket.

Squeezing the small rug under one armpit, I turned to address the full tray of glasses. It was heavy, but experience and the matron’s version of consequences had strengthened my arms and wrists. I lifted it with two hands, then carefully shifted it to one. Just the two pitchers were left. Fingers threaded through the handles, I gathered them both in my free hand and pushed backward through the swinging door.

The Tinderbox’s wooden tables were packed full of sailors. A smell drenched the air—thick layers of body odor and foul breath and leaky bandages. One sailor was as tall and wide as the door frame, her arm muscles the size of babies. Most were average in height and sinewy of limb, not unlike me.

“Ale!” called a few of them.

“Stew!” called others, clattering spoons against the bars on the front windows.

Once the pitchers and glasses and bloodstain had been dealt with, I stood on a stool and used the bottom of my apron to polish the five small paintings hanging over the tavern’s fireplace: Queen Alessa the Peace Bringer, Queen Barra the Peace Defender, Queen Rona the Peace Watcher, Queen Nadina the Peace Keeper, and our current leader, Queen Sonora, who had not yet been given her Peace title.

I rubbed the dust from Queen Alessa’s young face first—she was only sixteen when she took the crown, after her mother and father died fighting in the war with Tartín, the bordering queendom. The war had lasted a very ugly ten years. Around Peace Day, Maradonian sailors sometimes sang old songs into their mugs about Tartínian soldiers crossing the mountains that divided our two queendoms, trying to steal our home for its convenient access to the sea.

By the age of seventeen, Alessa had managed to bring an end to the war, ushering in the era of Peace. Tartín hadn’t bothered us since.

And where would I be at seventeen? Unless the matron married the captain, I’d still be flinging the very large poop of very large sheep and being jealous of hungry rats.

Through letters and negotiation, Alessa had convinced armies to put down their weapons, retreat, and never return. Meanwhile, I could barely write a word.

I spit onto the cloth and rubbed a dried splatter of stew from Queen Barra’s cheek. Queen Rona was her sister, and the two looked nearly identical, down to matching moles. They both wore simple necklace chains tucked into their gowns. Both portraits had small tears at the bottom from a tavern fight. I tried to press the curling pieces of canvas back into place. Failing, I addressed the next painting.

Queen Nadina had remained unbetrothed and unwed for all of her life. Her coronation portrait included her smiling eight-year-old daughter, Sonora. Nadina was a smooth-cheeked, white-haired beauty. Her daughter had similar features, but her hair was darker, so black that it nearly sparkled, like one of my wizard stones. The girl’s earlobes were marked by two sets of delicate blue earrings that matched the colors of Maradon’s flag. Her head rested on the soft curve of her mother’s elbow, filling the space as though it was exactly where it belonged. The pair fit together.

I let my eyes linger on the two of them.

“Stub!” Matron Tratte yelled, poking her head out of the kitchen. “Hurry up!”

Hastily, I moved on. The last coronation portrait had been created just a year after Queen Nadina’s was painted. Sonora stood alone this time, looking very small for the size of the crown resting on her head. She wore a determined, almost defiant expression that seemed much too old for her years. It was as though the girl in the painting with her mother had aged fifty years, not one. She’d been nine years old when her mother died unexpectedly. By my calculations, she would be twelve now. My age.

“Bet you’d like to switch places with our young queen, eh, Stubby?” A canvas bag smacked against my bare calves.

I jumped down from the stool before the bag could whack me again.

The old sea woman was a regular. She cradled a half-full mug in a well-callused hand and snorted into her glass. “The only queendom you’ll inherit is that dirty pen behind this dirty castle—but, no worries, I’ll drink to your long life. To Queenie Stub the Muck Cleaner, who’s always there to mop up other people’s messes.” Ale trickled down her chin, splashing her own small mess onto the floor as she turned to babble to the woman beside her.

I left them, traveling the room to light the wizard lamps, striking the match against the wall each time to spark an extra-bright flame. Gentle puffs of odorless, colored smoke rose from the lamps, filling the tavern with a pleasant haze that helped mask the general dinginess of the place. I was versed enough in serving at the Tinderbox to know that you only had to bend down a bit to see through the light fog. I was good at noticing things from that angle.

I noticed a large man at the corner table, arm-wrestling a small, muscled woman and losing badly. I noticed a thick-necked woman trying to pry the magical music box off the wall. She didn’t know it was fastened with enchanted nails and wouldn’t budge. I noticed Hut picking up a tooth from the floor and glancing around before trying to fit it into the space in his mouth.

But I failed to notice Matron Tratte until a tingle of warning swept over my ears and a thick pinch caught me at the tender back of my arm.

A sheen of sweat shone on the matron’s peachy cheeks. She looked anxious as she marched me back to the kitchen, but she sounded scarily calm when she spoke next.

“Listen to me carefully, Stub. Captain Vella is coming this way after he settles his trades. I’ve paid the dock manager to send him here and here only. He’ll be spending two nights in our rooms. He is handsome and, more important, rich and without a wife.” She licked a bead of moisture above her lips. “Do you understand?”

I nodded.

“I’m told he drinks wine. You’ll buy two bottles. I can’t afford to lose this chance just because we get all the cheap, low-class travelers who only drink horn-nut ale.”

Matron Tratte herself only drank horn-nut ale. She kept her own private barrel. In fact she had a tall mug clutched in her hand at the moment, but I thought it best not to point this out. Instead I grabbed my rucksack from the broom closet, closing the flap over Peck before I hefted it to my shoulders.

The matron breathed deeply through her nose and fluffed her hair. She opened the back door and fanned herself, gazing in the direction of the harbor.

“This is it, Nuisance. The fresh start I’ve been waiting for. I’ve wanted to leave this place since I was a little girl. I’ll have a new husband and a proper home by Peace Day, mark my words. And who knows?” Her voice grew higher. “Maybe we’ll be able to hire an expensive house wizard.” She drummed her fingers across her lips. “Perhaps I’ll have a title. Lady Tratte and Captain Vella,” she murmured. “Or Captain Tratte, if he wants to take my name. Or Lady Vella, if I take his. They all sound wonderful, don’t you think? And a manor—I must have a manor for my own little queendom.”

She smiled at me strangely, and it took me a moment to realize that the strangeness was because she looked genuinely happy. I’d never seen that.

“I might even keep you with me. Imagine that, Stub—you could be cleaning a fine house. We might even get you shoes.”

Then her gaze shifted from the docks to the yard, where the sheep crowded together. Her nose wrinkled at the sight of my shelter, and her tone shifted as well. She straightened her shoulders. “Or perhaps you belong here. In that case, if all goes well, I’ll tear up the contract letter in my safe and you can do as you please.”

I felt my heart quicken. The letter from my mother was in her safe. My own mother’s words were less than a dozen feet from where I stood.

“Shear all the sheep when you get back from market, so you can sell their wool tomorrow. Use the money to buy me the most expensive dress you can find.” She smoothed her red tunic. “This will do for tonight, but I want to wear something new tomorrow night.”

I gaped at her. There were six wizard-enhanced sheep. Each was taller than me. “I can’t finish all the shearing tonight,” I blurted. “It takes hours just to do one.”

“Does it?” Matron Tratte smiled a dangerous smile and leaned down. “Then you’d best hurry. You will shear every last one of them. Tonight.” She emptied a coin purse into her palm and counted the clink, clink, clink of the money. “When you buy the wine, you may buy a wizard blade to make the work go faster. If you can’t find a wizard blade, you’ll use a kitchen one.”

My heart sank. Wizard blades were rare at the market. If I couldn’t find one, there would be no chance for sleep before the next morning’s chores began.

“And Stub…” Matron Tratte pointed to my rucksack. “Any hen that’s not laying should go in the pot. If you don’t come back with the wine in time, I’ll be serving the captain your pet chicken this very night, instead of squid. And even if you deliver the wine, if the sheep aren’t shorn by the time I wake up, it’ll be roasted chicken for breakfast. That’s a promise.”

I shook my head ever so slightly, and backed toward the door.

The matron advanced, arching an eyebrow. She crooked a finger under my chin. “That hen is my property. Just like you. Get the wine. Shear the sheep.” She winked. “Or I’ll make you do the plucking.”

I swallowed a sour taste in my mouth. I knew the matron well. The threat was not an empty one.

“Now go,” Matron ordered. “Do as—”

“I’m told,” I finished for her. “Yes, Matron.”

As the matron swept back into the dining area, I took the bundle of coin and turned just as Hut was coming inside from the yard with a basket of small eggs. He sank his elbow into my side as I passed, and I fell, scraping my belly down the steps into the backyard. I held in a moan and stood, grateful that Peck was on my back, not my front.

“That’s for me having to do your serving job while you’re at market.” He glared down at me. “Face it, Stub-Rot. The captain probably isn’t even coming. You’re never getting out of here. None of us are.” Piling plates on a tray, he stalked bitterly into the tavern.

Peck and I hurried out the back gate and trotted down the main street toward the harbor, weaving between travelers who were on their way to food and rest.

I passed the village flagpole, where a green cloth flew whenever a wizard was in port. It had been empty for months. Though I’d learned from travelers that there were wizards scattered throughout all of Maradon, most lived in Maradon Cross, the royal city. Any wizard who came into port was mobbed with requests. Matron was right—they never seemed to stay more than a day or two.

My mind drifted to the matron’s excitement about this year’s Peace Day, and the fresh start it could bring, should her wish to be married to a sea captain come true by then.

Though my life was anything but peaceful, I always looked forward to the holiday. The Trattes and their patrons got caught up in the celebration, so much that they didn’t notice if I took a few precious minutes away from cleaning the last of the night’s dishes. While the entire village flocked to the cove for an hour-long fireburst display, Peck and I stayed behind. I sat on top of the Tinderbox’s crumbling wall and Peck sat in my arms. Together, the two of us celebrated the queendom’s Peace.

The wideness of the night sky and the brightness of the lights should have made me feel even smaller—even less than I already was. But instead, somehow, for one golden hour each year I felt like I belonged in the world.

As I approached the motley rows of market tents, my rucksack wiggled. I turned the bag around so it rested against my chest. I squeezed Peck twice, then twice more. I’m here. You’re here. Three gentle pokes on my belly responded. We’re here together.

The exchange was normally a reassuring one. At least we had each other. But somehow, this time felt different. Peck was already six years old. I wasn’t sure how long chickens could live, but she deserved better than to spend her final years in the animal pen. Would the matron really free me if she remarried? Would life on the streets of Trapper’s Cove be easier? Or was Hut right, and nothing would ever change?

I whispered the only certainty I could to my friend. “One week, Peck. Just seven more days until we’ll see the Peace Night firebursts again. We’ll watch them together. I promise you that.”

I placed a secure hold on the coin purse around my neck. The open-air marketplace was full of thieves. “But first we’ve got to make it through tonight. My eyes steady, your beak ready.”






3 How to Be a Dagger Thief
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Matron Tratte was right—the greasy-haired, beady-eyed man at the stall in front of me was a dirty cheat. But the knife in his hand was the only wizard blade I’d seen in the entire line of market tents.

“Do you want it or not?” Greevy asked impatiently, his eyes shifting to the other market-goers. “There were only ten in the shipment, and they all sold lightning fast.” He raised a piece of paper in his hand. “Like I said, it’s indestructible, good for two years. The wizard signed it.”

I ignored the forged paper. “If it’s so indestructible, throw it in there,” I told him, nodding to an empty steel bucket beside him.

Greevy frowned. “What for?”

I frowned back until he shrugged and tossed the blade. It hit the bottom of the bucket with a clatter.

I leaned over, looking closely at the knife. The wooden handle carried a small carving of Maradon’s emblem: guardian gates to symbolize protection, a Book of Peace to symbolize the letters Alessa wrote, and a shining jewel to represent the value of peace. That meant it had been created in Maradon Cross, the royal city. The knifemaker’s initials were carved into the metal.

I took a polishing cloth off Greevy’s table and covered the bucket, then peered underneath, like I’d seen a tradesman do with a load of wizard knives the previous year. Sure enough, the maker’s mark glowed slightly with traces of strong magic. The knife was genuine.

Matron Tratte was probably tapping her foot on the front porch of the tavern, waiting for wine. I should’ve bought the drink first, I knew that, but the wine vendors had all had long lines when I’d first made my way through the market. And the thought of shearing all those sheep with a kitchen knife made my hands throb.

I cleared my throat. “I’ll give you seven for it.”

Greevy looked greedily at the coin purse hanging around my neck. He kneaded his hands together, mentally counting the contents, and then grinned, flashing yellow teeth tinged with black flecks of tumbleleaf. “You’ve got more than seven,” he said, snatching the bucket. “Ten. No less.”

I had twenty coin with me. I’d never bought wine before, but I guessed I’d need to save at least six coin to buy two bottles. The wizard knife was worth fifteen, easily. But Greevy didn’t seem to know that.

“Your paper’s a fake,” I said, keeping my voice stern. “The knife’s sharpness won’t last a month, let alone two years.” I opened the purse. “Eight.”

Greevy leaned forward, crossing his arms. “Ten.”

I crossed my own arms. “Nine.”

Greevy rubbed his stubbled chin and glanced behind me, hoping to catch the eye of another customer. He rang a small bell. Its sound was harsh and aggressive, more like clinking swords than beckoning music. “Knives and pots here!” he called to the people streaming along the rows of tents. “Enhanced and otherwise, best you’ll find in Maradon!” When no one approached, he grunted. His eyes narrowed in defeat. “Fine, nine it is,” he said. “Dagger thief.”

Relief and impatience washed over me. The knife had taken far too long. I still needed to find the bottles, and it was getting late. At least half my time had passed. Peck shifted inside the rucksack and poked her beak out, telling me to get a move on.

But as Greevy started to wrap the blade, a breathless woman in uniform ran up to the tent. “Wait! Is that the last one? I need that knife!”

The Roamer was tall and thick-limbed. Her eyes were the green-blue of the sea before it turned deep and dark. Her chestnut hair was wrapped into several small knots, as was common with those in the messenger trade, and her skin was the color of dry sand, paler than most Maradonians’. She wore a medallion stamped with a messenger bird on the top half and Maradon’s emblem on the bottom. A strongbox perched on her back, boasting three imposing locks.

Roamers were paid handsomely for the messages and packages they delivered. The woman was sure to have plenty of coin. And Greevy knew it.

He stopped wrapping the blade and swished it in the air for the Roamer to admire. “Indeed, this is the very last,” he told her. “Came all the way from Maradon Cross. They’re very rare—only two came in the shipment! Top quality, never go dull, sharp as my wit, but enchanted to never slice so much as a fingernail from the bearer’s hand.”

“Perfect. I’ll pay double the price this child’s offered for it.”

That knife was mine! I clenched my rucksack, and it offered an encouraging poke back, courtesy of Peck. Taking a deep breath, I turned to face the woman, who held out a coin purse twice as stuffed as mine.

But none of my words came out right. In fact, barely any words came out at all. “I need that for…” I stopped talking and felt a rush of heat creep up my neck.

“I’m sorry,” the Roamer said. Her voice was not unkind as she bent to look directly into my eyes. “But I need it more. I have plans for this knife.”

With bony, scarred knuckles, Greevy pounded agreement onto his table. “Excellent! Now, perhaps you’d also be interested in these fine Maradonian pots.” The stall owner hastily shoved me. “Go away—we’re done here.” He scowled. “Do as you’re told.”

“Come on, Peck,” I whispered into my satchel, trying to keep my voice hopeful. “We’ll look for the wine now.” The wizard knife would have made the work go five times as fast, but I could shear with a kitchen knife. It would be all right. It had to be.

But the wine tents I’d passed earlier were all closed up for the night. The few that were open were all sold out.

“Sorry,” said a toothless vendor. “Fancy captain’s in port, didn’t you hear? Every tavern owner in town wants his business or his hand in marriage or both. Word is, he’s not staying long.” She reached up to close her tent flap.

I felt my chances at freedom closing along with it. And Peck’s chances as well.

Frantically, I searched for anyone still selling wine. Instead I only found more vendors promoting the upcoming holiday.

“Peace flags! Get your Peace flags, especially made for the anniversary!”

“Peace mugs! Celebrate one hundred years of unbreakable Peace with unbreakable mugs to toast with!”

“Royal Peace portraits and firebursts here! Just ten coin for any item, in honor of one hundred years of Peace!”

I rushed past the paintings, feeling the steady gaze of a dozen Queen Sonoras following me.

I threaded past tents still selling barrels of fish and bread, cloth and weapons. Past candles made of enchanted wax that wouldn’t melt, rings that never lost their shine, teas that encouraged wonderful singing voices. I didn’t need any of that.

A two-tone horn sounded in the harbor. It was the wharf manager, announcing the closing of the evening market.

“Where can we buy two bottles of wine, Peck?” I muttered. Think, think, think!

Most of Trapper’s Cove was set on the west side of the harbor. In general, the whole village was the type of place where it was wise to sleep with all your belongings. But there was a small section of village to the east of the harbor. That side had slightly more respectable establishments and a few shops. I could see them now, on the other side of the market tents.

The nearest tavern was cream-colored with clean brown trim and a fine torch on either side of the front door. A merchant was reaching for the door. She wore loose blue trousers embroidered with gold thread. Her blouse and hat were equally fine, and her thick brown ledger bag had tassels. The woman’s posture was confident.

A person like that, I thought, might be someone who expects to be served wine.

Matron Tratte had not given permission for me to go anywhere other than the market. I had never in my life taken a step beyond it. But the soft heartbeat in my satchel gave me courage. Slowly, I tried sounding out the tavern’s name, feeling a surge of hope. “Fork and Cork.”

I licked my fingers and tried to smooth my rough-chopped hair. I swung the rucksack to my back and looked down at my too-short trousers and too-long tunic and simple apron. My clothes were splattered with a lifetime of stains, both from the animal pen and from my tavern duties.

“Right, Peck,” I said over my shoulder. “We’ll try the back door.”

I passed the last of the market and felt something tighten inside me. A fierce sea gust whipped around into the cove as though it knew I was heading to a place I didn’t belong.

I leaned hard into the blowing wind and moved steadily forward.



The back gate of the Fork & Cork had a flimsy lock that I could have picked with a wizard match. There was no need for that, as it was already propped open by a bucket of coals. The back door was cracked open a hand’s width. The glorious smell of baking bread and something savory wafted through the space.

I peered through the crack. A young cook, no older than me, thrust a thin wooden slab into a clay oven beside the hearth. He swiftly transferred six fresh loaves and a pan of rolls to a butcher block. Wisps of steam rose gently from the bread as he sliced it. He placed the pieces into small baskets, then turned and stirred tomatoes and olives in a sizzling pan.

His sleeves were rolled up, revealing dark lines on his thick arms that I recognized as oven scars. Half his hair was pulled up into a high bun. The rest hung loose, long and wavy and brown, with a single white streak running through one side. He wore an unusual belt around his waist, with a dozen or more small glass jars attached at intervals. His kitchen sandals were half-covered with leather, to protect his toes from spills and any falling pots or pans. They were like Hut’s, only nicer.

Beside him was a middle-aged man with no hair to speak of. He sang a soft, cheerful tune and patted the boy gently on the shoulder, then took a tray of the still-steaming bread out to what I presumed was the dining area.
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