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            FOREWORD

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you so much for checking out my stories! I’ve included four chapters apiece from some of my most popular tales: the Clara Thorn trilogy, the six-book stories of witchkind series, and the open-ended Tales from the Broken Claw cozy fantasy series.

      I also invite you to consider the free novels—a full fantasy trilogy and a superhero duology—available on my website, DonJones.com. Those were some of the first books I wrote, and while I’ve come a long way since then, I still have a very fond place in my heart for those earlier stories.

      If you like what you read, I hope you’ll pick up some more of my novels. They’re available from most online booksellers, and your local bookstore can easily order them from Ingram—ISBNs are on my website.

      You’re always welcome—nay, encouraged!—to reach out—use the “HMU” page on my website, or at my Facebook page, https://www.facebook.com/Donjonesbooks/.

      Please enjoy!

      
        
        Don Jones

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CLARA THORN, THE WITCH THAT WAS FOUND

          

        

      

    

    
      Clara is a young woman who discovers she’s not quite human… instead, she’s a witch, able to see and wield magic in a unique and special way. Join her as she discovers her new community, their magical world… and the threats that they must face together.

      

      A three-book series:

      
        
          	
        Clara Thorn, the witch that was found
      

      	
        Clara Thorn, the witch that fought
      

      	
        Clara Thorn, the witch that won
      

      

      

      Also available in a 3-book omnibus edition.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            A PRETTY GOOD DAY

          

        

      

    

    
      Mrs. Hickling smiled as Clara laid the completed exam on her desk, and whispered, “Good for you!” Clara stood there as the teacher ran the answer sheet through the grading machine, and watched the older woman raise an eyebrow as the device spat out the sheet—marked with a zero, meaning no wrong answers. “Really good for you,” Mrs. Hickling whispered. “That’s it for the day. Why don’t you head home early?” Clara packed her things and slipped out of the classroom.

      Clara had practically run out of the school building, skipping happily down the worn, cracked concrete stairs in the front. Going home two hours early meant she’d avoid the usual teasing, bullying, and mean looks that often accompanied her walks home. It also meant she’d avoid the hordes of SUVs zooming in and out of the school parking lot, picking up the kids who were too good to ride the bus but lived too far away to walk.

      The Las Vegas weather was just starting to turn hot as summer approached, but this particular afternoon was near perfect. Clara took the school’s great stone staircase two at a time, and then looked back. The tall, deep-red building contrasted sharply with the bright blue sky, and for a moment, she felt out of place here all alone. The teasing, bullying, and name-calling of her schoolmates was so routine, so usual and predictable, that Clara could practically conduct it all without anyone else present.

      It would start with Danica, who would remark—particularly after Clara had been dismissed early after a perfect Math score—on how nobody liked smart girls, or how Clara thought she was smarter than everyone else, or how Clara was such a smarty-pants, or whatever. Danica was terrible at math, and not all that great at anything other than making fun of other people. Clara refused to even try to understand how being smart was supposed to be bad. After almost a year in this school, Danica’s comments—Oh, you think you’re so much smarter than everyone, Clara! and Nobody like smart girls, Clara!—were pretty easy to filter out.

      Thomas’, less so. Thomas was one of the students picked up in a sleek black SUV—driven not by his mother, as was the case with most of the SUV crowd, but by an actual chauffeur. Clara had long wondered why Thomas was even in this school, as she supposed he lived in a much more affluent area of town, but she’d never worked up the courage to try and find out. Thomas’ insults were personal, cutting, and mean: Clara was poor (which was true enough), she didn’t deserve to go to this school (even though there was no other school nearby for her to switch to), she and her family lived on charity (which they didn’t, and why would it have been a bad thing if they did?), Clara was short (true) and ugly.

      Self-consciously, Clara ran a hand through her hair. It was a little frizzy today, but that was because she kept forgetting to use the conditioner Mom had bought her. She dropped her hand and shrugged. It wouldn’t matter. Thomas was rich and Clara wasn’t, and that was all that really counted in Thomas’ mind. He was smart enough to never make overtly racial comments, but there were plenty of other ways to bring someone down. Clara tried not to care about what Thomas thought or said.

      But she couldn’t ignore his go-to comment: You don’t belong here.

      Daria was a basic bully. Clara took great pains to make it out of the building well before Daria, because on the few occasions the taller girl had caught her, Clara had wound up with black eyes, bruised cheeks, and, one time, a split lip. There was no reason for any of it: Clara had never said anything more than a polite “Hello” to Daria, but Daria had an intense need to exercise power over someone, and she’d chosen Clara to be her whipping girl. “She probably doesn’t have a very pleasant home life,” Dad had told Clara. “We’ve spoken to the principal about it,” Mom had added.

      “Still,” Dad had finished with a small frown. “Might be best to steer clear of her.”

      Then there was the gaggle of better-than-you girls led by Samantha—“Sam,” as her hangers-on were permitted to call her. They’d surround Clara, unleashing a litany of petty commentary: Where’d you buy those shoes, Clara? A Dumpster? or Can’t afford makeup, Clara? It’d sure help with than skin of yours! or How can your parents let you out of the house in that sad excuse for a shirt? Mine wouldn’t even let me wear that to dig a hole!

      Clara would simply put her head down and push on, forcing the girls to follow her to the street corner, where they’d finally break off with a parting shot: “What makes you think you belong here?”

      Belong. She’d tried so hard, this year, to fit in. She’d been polite. She couldn’t exactly dress the part, not with the family living so close to the wire, but she’d tried. Mom had even helped, taking some of her own clothing and distressing it in exactly the way the other kids seemed to admire and pay so much money for. Dad had managed to give her cash to buy lunches at the school cafeteria, like almost everyone else, instead of bringing her lunch from home. She’d tried to join the popular activities and clubs. She’d tried to cheer on the football team at home games. She’d tried so hard. But it wasn’t enough.

      She’d found that most kids at most of her previous schools were pretty forgiving at first, willing to give the “new kid” a shot. But inevitably, most would draw away. That was the pattern: a few weeks of effort, followed by Clara ending up with a few bullies and no real friends. It was like she gave off a “weirdo” vibe, and eventually, everyone picked up on it.

      So although she’d started this school just a month into the term, Clara had still made no real, long-term friends.

      A new year, a new school had become Clara’s mantra; no matter how bad each school was, Clara got through on the near-certainty that she’d never see any of these kids again after summer had passed. Although this year might be different: Mom and Dad had both said they fully intended for her to finish high school in this city, and Dad had even given up a high-paying job as a civil engineer to move them all here. He was in construction now, taking hourly work and overtime to make ends meet while he updated his credentials so that he could find a better job here in Vegas.

      She groaned a bit as she fully realized that her tormentors could actually be a long-term thing this time. Samantha and company, Daria, Thomas... oh, right. The triplets.

      Harriett, Idalia, and Johanna—youngest of ten children, they’d once mentioned in class. The others were all boys: Abraham, Benjamin, Carlton, Daniel, Edward, Franklin, and Gerrold, according to a presentation they’d given for a genealogy project. The other kids had twittered at those names, but Clara had found the alphabetical names eminently practical: you’d always know who was oldest and who was youngest. The triplets had apparently been a surprise: their parents had been aiming for a nice, round eight and had gotten the girls instead.

      It wasn’t that the triplets were mean, Clara reflected. They were just so... aloof. They ignored most of the kids, but always seemed to have a special, intense, disapproving stare that they’d fire at Clara in tandem, piercing her with three identical, hard gazes. Without saying a word, they made her feel stupid in a way that Danica would doubtless appreciate, if she’d ever looked up from her phone long enough to notice. The triplets made Clara feel as lowly as Thomas tried to make her feel with his biting insults. They’d never once touched her, but Clara almost wished they had, because in their case, she suspected she’d make an exception to Mom’s strict rule about never fighting. Clara longed to smack the condescension off of their pale faces.

      Shaking her head to clear it, Clara turned right off the school steps and began the long march home. Turning right was what really set Clara apart from her classmates.

      Turning right meant Clara wasn’t headed to the affluent neighborhood to the south, nor was she headed for the pickup zone that was always packed with fancy SUVs. No, Clara was headed north, through a small commercial district.

      She watched restaurants wrapping up their lunch service and preparing for the evening dinner rush. She saw bar doors were thrown open as the staff cleaned out the previous night’s evidence. She caught glimpses of lawyers working in mid-rise concrete office blocks as they scurried back from late lunch⁠—

      KAW!

      Clara stopped so quickly she had to windmill her arms to keep her balance. The loud, harsh call had come from an odd-looking bird, sitting right in the middle of the sidewalk and cocking its head back to look up at her.

      KAW! it repeated.

      It was a crow—or a raven? Clara wasn’t sure what the difference was, completely black except for one bright white feather in its left wing. It fanned that wing now, as if waving to Clara. “Shoo,” she told it, taking a step forward.

      It cocked its head to one side, hopped backwards, and then took flight, aiming for a point just above Clara’s head, forcing her to duck as its furiously flapping wings churned the air above her.

      Clara hated birds. Flying rats, Dad called them. Full of diseases. Keep your distance. She looked back, up, and around, but caught no sight of the crow. Weird. She resumed her journey home.

      There were no tree-lined streets here; everything was hard. The cracked asphalt gave way to concrete sidewalks, which ended at concrete, brick, or stucco walls. Alleys—filled with stinking garbage, puddles of oily water, and graffiti-covered walls—sliced blocks in half.

      The transition back to residential neighborhoods was noticeable only because the homes here were single-story, in sharp contrast to the tall buildings of the commercial area. But there were still no tree-lined streets or grass yards: the people on this side of town couldn’t afford the water bills that would come if they ran irrigators for trees or sprinklers for grass. The yards were hard—bare dirt, or, at best, rough gravel. The houses were simple, squat concrete boxes with almost-flat roofs, walls punctuated by creaking wooden doors and single-glazed windows. Dam homes, Dad had said when they’d moved in, built quickly and cheaply to house the families who’d moved here to work on the giant dam project an hour away. Ancient air conditioners squatted on the roofs, huffing and groaning to keep the homes’ occupants tolerably cool in the advancing heat as summer began to take hold. Everything was faded, bleached to a light gray by decades of relentless sunlight.

      The last herald of the commercial district was the small neighborhood market, a sturdy block building with wide windows. Hand-lettered signs advertised their key services: EBT Accepted Here, You Buy It, We Fry It!, and Milk - Liquor - Wine. A faded yellow Western Union sign hung lopsided on the glass door. An old man had plunked down on the dilapidated metal bench out front, huddling in the sliver of shade cast by the wooden eaves of the building’s flat roof. He nodded politely at Clara as she passed, and she solemnly returned the gesture. The people on this side of town were polite to each other, but they didn’t speak much. They were mostly older, their own children having found better fortunes elsewhere. They sat around now, watching the few passersby, staring at rickety televisions, waiting for life to come to its inevitable conclusion.

      It was one of the cheapest places in town to live, and it was why Mom and Dad had moved here. And because it was “close” to the school, a solid forty-five–minute walk being well within Mom’s definition of “close.”

      As Clara stepped up to the short stretch of crumbling concrete that connected the sidewalk to the front step, she noted that Dad’s ancient Toyota pickup truck was missing. The Blue Banger, they’d named it, in honor of its cracked and fading paint job and the almost-regular backfiring bangs it would make. Its absence meant Dad was still at work, which was good: working as a day laborer in the construction business was like rolling a pair of dice every morning. But if he didn’t have a job by lunchtime, he’d give up and come home for the day. He was anxiously awaiting the state’s approval of his civil engineering license so that he could search for better employment, but apparently, there had been a hiccup in their conversations with the last state they’d lived in, delaying the process.

      “Hello?” Clara called as she unlocked the front door’s deadbolt and stepped inside. The worn floorboards creaked as she closed the door behind her. “Mom?”

      “Back here, honey,” Mom’s voice called from the rear of the house.

      The little building’s layout was simple, essentially dividing the interior into four roughly equal squares. To Clara’s left was the living room, and to the right, the kitchen and dining area. At the back of the house was Clara’s room on the left and her parents’ on the right, with a little bathroom squeezed in between them.

      Mom popped out of Clara’s room. As always, seeing her made Clara feel lighter and happier. Safer. Her dilapidated glasses sat slightly askew on her face, and she absentmindedly straightened them. Her close-cropped hair stood in stark contrast to Clara’s own voluminous afro, although her dark eyes sparkled with the same interest and intelligence Clara had learned to recognize in her own. “I was just tidying up. Why are you home so early?” A look of concern briefly washed over her features; Clara coming home early from school had, unfortunately, been an all-too-regular feature of their lives, although it was usually preceded by a call from the principal, the police, or worse.

      “Finished the Math final early,” Clara said and watched Mom’s shoulders relax. “Mrs. Hickling sent me home after she graded it.”

      “And?”

      “One hundred percent!” Clara grinned.

      “Oh, baby! Oh, I’m so proud.” Mom walked to Clara and gave her a warm hug. Clara immediately relaxed into the embrace, savoring it. “That’s two down. What’s tomorrow?”

      Clara tensed a bit. “English, which will be fine. And History. Ugh.”

      “History’s important, Clara.” Clara’s mother released her and stood back a bit, her hands on the girl’s shoulders.

      “I know, Mom. But Mr. Brant is a badly made animatronic. He’s boring.”

      Mom’s face grew stern as her hands fell to her sides. “You already expecting to fail?”

      Clara shrugged. “I’ll pass. But probably barely.”

      “I suppose I’ll take what I can get at this point. Your test scores have been fine all year, though. Why the worry now?”

      “Those were all multiple choice. The final is an essay.” Clara gave her mother a quick up-and-down, realizing that she wasn’t wearing an apron. “Did you have any jobs today?”

      Mom had been taking jobs cleaning homes, picking up clients from Fiverr, TaskRabbit, and other “gig economy” websites. The money was okay, and it helped close the gap between their bills and Dad’s income, but the work was tough. With only one car, Mom was forced to walk four blocks to a bus stop, lugging all of her cleaning supplies with her, and then spend an hour or more on the bus to reach her clients’ homes.

      “Not today. The Dickinsons cancelled, but they’re doubling up next week to make up for it. I’ve got three tomorrow. Big ones, too; I’ll be gone until dinner. If you’re going to come home early again tomorrow, I’ll leave a sandwich in the fridge.”

      “History, Mom. Essay.”

      “Oh, right. Sorry, babe.” Mom offered her a tired smile. “I’ll see if I can get Dad to pick up a chicken for dinner, then.”

      The family had long since decided that being able to buy cleaning supplies at Costco would save Mom a lot of money, and the store’s $4.99 chickens were one of the least expensive and most filling meals they could get, more than justifying the membership fee. The Thorns ate a lot of Costco rotisserie chicken.

      “Anything exciting happen aside from being a math whiz?”

      “Teddy Burnett probably flunked Social Studies this morning. His phone rang right after Mr. Simpson passed out the papers. He got sent to the principal, and Mr. Simpson said he wouldn’t get any extra time to do the exam.”

      “Yet another reason kids your age don’t need phones,” Mom teased.

      Clara had longed for a smartphone since she was old enough to understand what they were, but the Thorns had never been able to afford one for her. Even Dad was using a cheap prepaid flip phone now, and even that was only so he could call around to potential job sites rather than having to drive to them all. Clara had stopped pestering her parents about it once she’d started to understand the family’s financial situation.

      “Although I guess it’ll be harder for you to keep in touch with your friends once school’s over?” Mom’s voice was hopeful.

      “No friends, Mom,” Clara said with a sigh. Clara’s lack of friends was a long-running concern in the family. With Mom and Dad, at least; Clara found that she didn’t mind.

      She gave Mom a hug and plopped onto the battered sofa that sat next to the door.

      “I’m sorry, babe.”

      Guilt prickled in Clara’s chest. She knew that all of the constant moving weighed heavily on Mom’s mind. She forced a smile. “I don’t mind. Honestly, nobody lives near here anyway, and it’s not like I’m going to take the bus across town to have a playdate or something. I like helping you around here.”

      “But this’ll be our first summer in one spot in a long time, Clara,” Mom protested. “We thought you’d finally have a chance to make some friends.”

      “There are no other kids around here, Mom. I’m actually thinking about volunteering at one of the museums. They take summer docents if you’re thirteen.”

      “Really?” Mom sounded hopeful but uncertain. “Well, that could be an interesting place to meet people. Which one? Natural History?”

      “That’s what I was thinking. Because, you know, dinosaurs.”

      “Ha! True enough.” The uncertainty seemed to have vanished. “Well, let me know what you need. I expect they’ll want Dad and me to sign off on something.”

      “I will. Ms. Barrett suggested it and said she’d bring me a form tomorrow.” Clara paused for a moment as Mom stepped into the kitchen. “How’s Dad?”

      Mom made a clucking noise with her tongue as she opened a cabinet. “He’s good. He called about an hour ago; he’s in a good spot today. Actually, a great spot. He’s helping with a survey, which means he’s making contacts with civil engineering firms. With any luck, one of them will have an opening once his license finally comes through.”

      “So we’re... good?” Clara asked carefully.

      “We’re good, babe,” Mom said lightly. Then she turned and met Clara’s gaze through the kitchen doorway, and her eyes widened. “Honey, we’re fine. I know this isn’t as nice as the last place, but it’s cozy, right? There’s plenty of food. The roof doesn’t leak. We’ve got the power bill covered. We’re good.” Her eyes locked with Clara’s. “Are you okay, babe? Truly okay?”

      Clara’s stomach knotted. She hated complaining about their situation, hated that her parents didn’t think they were doing their best for her. It felt like Mom was constantly on the edge of apologizing. “Of course! It’s not that stuff, Mom. I don’t mind the house. Even school’s fine. I just... I wanted to make sure we’re not going to have to move again all of a sudden.”

      “Oh, babe.” Mom walked over, leaned down, and cupped Clara’s face in her hands. “No, we’re not going to have to move again all of a sudden. I think this is the right town for us.”

      “I thought you hated it here.”

      Mom had been quietly opposed to the move here, but Dad had simply repeated, “You know this is what we have to do,” until she gave in.

      “Let’s just say it’s grown on me. And I’m really happy you’re doing well.” She paused for a moment. “You are doing well, aren’t you? Not just school?”

      It was Clara’s turn to sigh. “I’m fine, Mom. I just... I know Dad gave up a good job, and... I guess I feel guilty that we had to move. Again.”

      Mom’s voice was suddenly guarded. “Guilty? Why guilty, hon?”

      They’d never spoken of it, but it had been eating at Clara as the school year wrapped up. The end of the school year always seemed to be when everything went wrong.

      “Danny Davis,” Clara said quietly.

      “Babe, what happened to Danny and his family was tragic, but you can’t possibly think⁠—“

      “Mom, he beat me up on the last day of summer vacation. He’d been teasing me and pushing me around all summer, and he finally hit me. And the very next day, their house burns down?”

      “Clara, you can’t⁠—“

      “And the town before that, Mom. Des Moines, up north. Last week of school, I got my first period, I was so stressed out, and there was that earthquake.” It had shattered windows throughout the school, burst pipes in the girls’ room, and set off car alarms for blocks. Clara still had nightmares about it.

      “Do you seriously think you could have⁠—“

      “It’s just weird, Mom. It’s always in summer, it’s always right after something bad happens to me, and we always have to leave.”

      “Hon, we came here for this school." Mom’s voice was firm now. This was ground she and Dad had been over many times, and she’d finally embraced it. At least in front of Clara. “Nothing bad is going to happen to you.”

      “Why this school?” Clara had never managed to get a straight answer.

      “They’re known for their Math program, for one, and we’ve known you were a whiz for a long time.” The same answer they’d always given.

      “Seriously, nobody taught math in the last place?” Clara had never pushed her parents on why the family moved each time, but it suddenly felt like the right time.

      Mom’s nose twitched as she considered Clara—a sure sign that she didn’t have a good answer ready. “Not like the program here.”

      “But why couldn’t we wait until Dad got a job?”

      “He tried, sweetheart. But we’d already missed the enrollment deadline, and we were afraid if we waited any longer, you’d fall behind. You’re important to us, Clara. Your education is the most important thing in the world.” She offered her daughter a wry grin. “Granted, Dad didn’t think it would take quite this long to get his state license sorted out, but it’ll come through any day now, he says.”

      Clara stared at her mother for a long moment, sure there was still something she wasn’t being told. “So we’re staying.”

      “We’re staying, Clara. Final answer. Even if—what’s that girl’s name? The one who bullied you?”

      “Bullies, Mom. Present tense. Daria.”

      “Even if Daria beats you up and you break her nose, we’re staying.”

      “Mom!”

      Mom shrugged. “I’m not saying I want you to break her nose, Clara. I’m saying that nothing’s budging us from this school. So you might as well start making some friends.”

      Clara flushed with embarrassment. “I try,” she mumbled.

      “I know. But look, I grew up an Army brat. We moved every two or three years. I know how hard it is. And I know how mean kids are at your age. But it’s safe, baby. We won’t yank you away again. Not until you’re graduated, and at that point, you can move out and do whatever you want.” Mom cocked her head and asked, “So you sure there’s nobody?”

      “Nobody?”

      “Friends, I mean. Maybe... boys?”

      “Mom!” Clara cried in horror. “Thirteen year-old boys are gross. They’re not... done yet.”

      Mom laughed. “True enough, I suppose. Well, maybe this museum thing will be the perfect fit for you. You’ll meet some other kids your age who aren’t from your school. Maybe you’ll hit it off with someone when you don’t have all the school stuff going on around you all the time. Although…”

      “What?”

      “It’s just that for someone so worked up about a History essay, you seem strangely eager to work at a history museum.”

      “Mom! It’s not the same thing!”

      “I’m teasing, sweetie. Although I do hope you’ll maybe make a friend or two. Promise you’ll try?”

      “Maybe,” Clara allowed.

      Mom looked at Clara for a long moment, considering. “Tell you what,” she said, glancing at the wall clock. “Dad won’t be home for a few hours at least, and I think that perfect score in Math deserves a celebration.” She grinned. “And I happened to get a very nice tip from the Ainsleys yesterday. What do you say we walk up to the market and I buy you an ice cream?”

      Clara’s eyes lit up. Ice cream was her favorite treat, and she didn’t get to indulge all that often.

      “I’ll take that as a yes.” Mom winked. “Let me slip on my sneakers.”

      Clara stood and watched as her mother efficiently tucked her feet into her own battered shoes. It’d be another few months before they had the money for new shoes, Clara knew, and it’s be a trip to the local⁠—

      KAW!

      Clara’s head snapped around as the loud birdcall sounded, seemingly just outside the living room window. “Did you hear that, Mom?”

      Mom had stepped back into the kitchen to grab a set of house keys. “Hear what, hon?”

      KAW!

      “That. The crow, or whatever.”

      “No. But crows aren’t that common here. You sure it wasn’t a pigeon?” Mom’s head was tilted to one side as she listened.

      “Pigeons coo. This was a ‘caw!’”

      Mom shrugged. “I’m not hearing it. You ready to go?”

      Clara suddenly felt chilly. “Yeah.” A thought occurred to her. “Hey, would you walk to school with me tomorrow?”

      Mom’ raised an eyebrow at the odd request. “I think so. Can we go a little early? I can catch the bus on the block over, and tomorrow’s folks all have their own equipment. I just need to carry my bag o’ chemicals.”

      “Sure. I’ll help carry, even.”

      “Then it’s a deal. Mind if I ask why?” Mom accompanied Clara to school once or twice a month, telling her they needed “girl time” out of the house now and again, but she’d had more morning jobs recently that had made the timing difficult.

      “No reason, I guess,” Clara said, suddenly embarrassed. Was she eight, that she needed her mommy to walk her to school because there was a creepy bird outside? “Girl time? Maybe I’m nervous about History?”

      “Little late for that, but I’ll take it,” Mom chuckled. “You sure that’s all?”

      It wasn’t, but Clara couldn’t explain it. So she simply nodded and said, “Yeah. That’s all.”

      Mom gave her a curious look. “You sure that’s all, baby?”

      The chill spread to Clara’s thoughts, which grew dark and burdened. This wasn’t about History. Well, not entirely. She nodded slowly and forced a smile. “Yeah, that’s all. C’mon, I’m ready for chocolate!”

      It felt like a lie. But Clara couldn’t tell the truth. Not when she didn’t even know what the truth was.
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            THE ODD WALL

          

        

      

    

    
      The English final wasn’t so tough—Clara loved to read, and writing about something she’d read was almost a pleasure—but History was exactly as bad as she’d feared.

      The assignment was a single sentence: “Describe your understanding of the causes and drivers of the American Revolutionary War.” Rich guys didn’t want to pay taxes? she thought. But she had three hours, and Mr. Brant would likely be expecting something more. The problem was… who cared? The war had happened over two hundred years ago, on the other side of the continent, and—like a lot of History, in Clara’s opinion—was mainly about a bunch of middle-aged white guys. Why couldn’t she write something about local history instead? She’d at least managed to pick some of that up, thanks to the many informative plaques scattered about the town’s historic sites.

      So she set in, her pen joining the soft skritching of the two dozen others in the room as she guided it across the lined sheets of paper they’d been provided. More than once she had to stop, to try to recollect the facts and stories they’d been told, and, before long, the end of her pen was thoroughly chewed. She finished with scant minutes to spare, took one last look at the paper she’d written—her handwriting had become pretty bad toward the end—and then trudged up to Mr. Brant’s desk. She stood in line behind four other students to hand in her paper. Unlike Math, which was an easily scanned multiple-choice test, History would take a day or two to grade.

      As she passed her paper to the teacher, he looked over his horn-rimmed glasses at her, one eyebrow raised in question. She shrugged, and his lips tightened a bit. “At least you’re a good writer,” he said with a small shake of his head. “That’ll be worth something.”

      Clara left school feeling not at all reassured.

      The afternoon ritual was almost exactly as she’d imagined it the day before: Danica teased her about probably flunking the History final (not impossible); Thomas commented how, poor as she was, college was out of the question for certain now (college had never been on her mind in the first place—how would Mom and Dad afford it?); and Sam’s coterie critiqued her backpack, which just this morning had given up the ghost and separated from its shoulder straps. She’d been forced to carry it by the top handle, leaving Mom to lug her canvas tote full of pine-scented cleaning fluids. Daria, at least, was nowhere to be seen; she’d stomped out angrily halfway through the English final and hadn’t shown up for History.

      Clara put her head down and plowed through Sam’s chattering flock, who, as usual, abandoned her once she reached the street corner. They were turn-lefters, and they’d never dream of following her into the unattractive, bustling commercial district. She lifted her head long enough to check the crossing light, hustled across the street, and breathed a sigh of relief. She liked the commercial area this time of day: the brunch-and-lunch place would just be shutting down, with the last lingering smells of bacon wafting through its open windows. The barbershop was on its final few customers. The container park—a small shopping area built entirely from reclaimed steel shipping containers—was getting the first trickle of customers to its bars and shops. The neighborhood Irish pub was changing over to its dinner service, taking a much-needed break after⁠—

      KAW!

      Clara stopped, whirling toward the harsh sound. There it was, perched atop a metal-tube bike rack that was bolted into the sidewalk, waving its odd wing at her. “What are you⁠—“

      Wait, was that the triplets?

      Clara forgot the bird as she watched the three girls walking quickly past the neighborhood sushi place, past the smoothie shop, and past the windowless building that housed the telephone equipment for the entire area. They they ducked into the Art Alley.

      She blinked, her mind failing to grasp the reality it had seen.

      The triplets never walked. They certainly didn’t turn right out of the school. And they absolutely never, ever, ever were the type to wind up in an alley, regardless of how many murals had been painted along its walls.

      Clara’s curiosity was overwhelming. She checked the light, quickly crossed the street, waved to the sushi chef through the window, and looked into the alley.

      It was empty.

      The Art Alley was actually two distinct alleys that intersected to form a T. One ran east and west, connecting Sixth and Las Vegas Boulevard. The other ran north and south, from about the middle point of the east-west alley, all the way to Carson. Clara’s parents had told her the city had created the alley in part to discourage homeless people from sleeping in it: it was well-lit at night, and numerous local graffiti artists had been invited to paint murals on the sides of the buildings.

      Clara stepped slowly off Sixth and into the east-west alley, leaning left and right to see if the triplets had maybe ducked into one of the little niches that sat between the tightly spaced buildings.

      Nothing.

      A couple of the Fremont businesses had space back here, open patios that they’d recovered from former loading docks and such. But those were mostly walled-in, and the one gate—Clara tugged gently on it to be sure—was locked.

      So where had the triplets gone?

      She hadn’t taken her eyes off of the alley entrance since they’d stepped into it, and they certainly hadn’t had time to run all the way to the other end. She walked to the middle and looked down the north-south alley.

      Still nothing.

      There was no way the triplets could have moved that quickly, but all that was here was⁠—

      She whirled as something darted through her peripheral vision.

      One of the most memorable elements in the alley was a statue of a woman. She sat on a sculpted rock, raised a few feet off the ground on a sturdy concrete pedestal. Her legs crossed at the ankles, and long hair flowed down over one shoulder. She was painted a brilliant metallic purple, and in her mind, Clara knew her as the Purple Lady.

      But it was the mural behind the Purple Lady that had caught Clara’s attention. It was an abstract blend of blues, teals, and purples, and Clara thought the painting most resembled a fantastic galaxy of some kind. White and red geometric shapes overlaid portions of it, making a striking backdrop for the statue.

      But something on the wall had moved.

      Clara took a step closer.

      Was the wall... wet?

      Another step took her within arm’s reach, and the wall did indeed look... moist. She leaned in, and saw what seemed to be a glossy film covering the wall. But it wasn’t running down from the top; it seemed to be staying in place. Wouldn’t oil... drip, or something?

      Another half step forward, and she leaned in, sniffing at the wall. Nothing.

      She leaned back and regarded the wall again. It still seemed to⁠—

      There!

      Another shadow zipped past, directly in front of her. It looked like a series of numbers, almost. She looked over her shoulder, back at the alley entrance, and again saw nothing that could have caused the shade.

      She slowly turned her head back to the wall, waiting for another shadow to float by. Moments passed, and eventually one did. It was definitely numbers. Was this some kind of fancy art installation? Using a... screen, of some kind? Clara looked behind her, expecting to find a projector, but saw just another painted concrete wall. There was no telltale spot of light that would give away a concealed projector lens.

      But where had the triplets gone?

      Clara slowly extended one index finger toward the wall, intending to just brush the slightly gleaming surface. Slowly... slowly... slowly...

      Her finger pushed through the wall.

      Or rather, into it.

      She yanked her hand back, clutching her finger in her other hand. It was complete dry, with—wait, was it cooler? She couldn’t tell, as the sensation faded quickly in the afternoon heat.

      The sounds of downtown Vegas faded away: the cars and trucks passing by outside, the clanking of nearby kitchen equipment, the thup-thup-thup of tourists in a helicopter overhead. All that was left was a susshing sound, a whispering of water twisting lazily through a brook. But there were no brooks here.

      Clenching her jaw, Clara reach out toward the wall again, all five fingers on her right hand extended. Slowly... slowly... she watched her fingertips sink into the wall. She felt nothing, no sensation whatsoever. She pushed a bit further, almost to her wrist, and finally sensed something: a springy resistance of sorts, almost as if she’d contacted a sheet of rubber stretched across—what? The inside of the wall?

      She took a half step forward and kept pushing. Wrist. Middle of her forearm. Almost to the elbow, and now the resistance was firmer, as if she’d stretched the sheet to its limit. Her fingertips were warm now, wherever they were on the other side of the wall.

      Push, she thought.

      Just as her elbow was vanishing inside the wall, the resistance snapped. She fell forward, through the wall, stumbling ahead and barely catching herself before she fell to her hands and knees. When she recovered her balance, she looked around...

      ...and found herself someplace else.

      It was dimmer. The sun seemed well along its journey across the sky, settling into the deep, lazy orange of evening. The colors around her demanded attention, gleaming in intense, saturated colors: a deep emerald for the grass, a chocolatey brown for the dirt on the path. The tree trunks looked almost velvety in texture, and the leaves gleamed in a thousand intense shades of green. Color names from a long-past art class darted through her mind: olive. Viridian. Forest green. Sage. Olive. Persian. Reseda. Dartmouth. Lincoln. Kelly. Bottle. They were all there, mingled amongst the branches of the trees. And the trees! Each was a work of art, with sinuous, twisting trunks and branches that managed to jut out at wild, improbable angles and yet form an impossibly symmetric whole. High overhead, their branches wove together over the path, forming a long, gently winding tunnel.

      Beyond the trees, glimpses of sky suggested heavens of the purest cerulean Clara had ever imagined, let alone seen. It was a blue so intense that it wanted to make her cry for its perfection.

      She snatched her eyes away from that intense color when she heard a sound: a girl’s voice, ahead of her on the path but too far for her to make out the words. The triplets! She hurried along. The air slid past her as she moved, offering the slightest hint of resistance, perhaps, but parting easily. She quickly came to the end of the tree tunnel, the beautiful wood thinning into a meadow. The road widened, and Clara saw the triplets off to one side, sitting in the long-bladed, brilliant grass. She backed into the tunnel, darted to one side of the path and behind a tree, and peeked out to watch the girls.

      “I don’t understand how we could have done so poorly in History,” one of the girls was saying. Harriett, Clara suspected: the girls always wore a slightly different shade of hair ribbon each day, and she suspected those were how you were meant to tell them apart. Harriett—she thought—wore the darkest, Idalia the next-lightest, and Johanna the lightest. Today’s ribbons had been red, but here—wherever here was—the colors had taken on a new vibrancy. Harriett was now the deep maroon, Idalia the cardinal, and Johanna the bright crimson.

      “Because Brant is boring and we stopped caring after the second week,” Idalia (perhaps?) grumbled.

      “Mother and Father will not be pleased,” Johanna (probably) pointed out.

      The wind picked up a bit, blowing directly toward Clara and carrying the scent of cinnamon.

      “Did you see Clara? She kept at it even longer than we did,” Idalia said. That much was true: the triplets had stood as one and turned in their papers almost ten minutes before Clara had finally called it quits.

      “I didn’t see her on the way out,” Johanna mused. “Usually she’s out the door as fast as possible.”

      “With Dariel on her all the time, I’m not surprised,” Idalia pointed out. “Remember when Dariel thought she could bully us?”

      “Bound or not, we can at least stop that from happening,” Harriett said with some satisfaction. “But I still think Clara is... off, somehow.”

      “Your eyes slide off her unless you focus,” Idalia agreed.

      “And even then, something just kind of... bores into you,” Johanna said. “Is the wind picking up?”

      It was, Clara realized. The gentle, cinnamon-perfumed breeze had shifted to a clove-scented bluster, whipping her unruly hair. She stood to move toward the triplets and found that the air seemed to have thickened as well. She could still breathe easily, but moving forward was like walking through syrup. She took a step backward and found herself not only unimpeded but encouraged, the air seeming to take her up on the offer to retreat and almost leaning on her to help make it happen.

      A burst of blue-white light flashed and the triplets started, scrambling to their feet. “Professor Mycroft!” Harriett said.

      Clara blinked hard, for there was indeed a fourth person on the side of the road. An older woman, with gray hair done up in a tight bun. She wore a long dress of deep gray, buttoned right up to her chin and almost brushing the ground at her feet, and she looked at the triplets with glinting eyes. Clara ducked further down behind the tree, hoping to remain out of sight.

      “Girls!” the professor said, her voice cutting and urgent. “There’s been a breach at the Border. Have you seen anything? Anyone?”

      The girls, their attention focused on the older woman, shook their heads in unison. “We only just came through a few minutes ago,” Idalia said. “We haven’t seen anyone. They’d have passed us.”

      “If they stayed on the trail, yes,” the professor said, rising on her toes a bit to look further down the road.

      The wind had redoubled its efforts, now carrying a scent of rotting fruit and working itself up to a serious gale. The professor turned, looking down the road toward where Clara had come from, her eyes squinting against the waning sunlight.

      “Professor!” Harriett shouted, and Clara’s eyes snapped to where the girl was pointing. A shaggy dog of some kind was standing on the road past the girls, its head down and teeth bared, its eyes pointed toward the tree tunnel where Clara still hid. It growled ferociously.

      “That’s a kleinerwolf,” Mycroft said evenly. “Get behind me, girls; I’ve got it.”

      The professor held her hands in front of her. She positioned herself between Clara and the creature, so Clara couldn’t see exactly what happened, but a moment later, there was a flash of green light and a yip-yip-yip sound as the doglike animal bounded off the road and into the neighboring trees.

      The wind was really working it now, and the air seemed to want to squeeze around Clara, pushing her back. She found herself sliding along the grass and back onto the path, her worn sneakers unable to find sufficient purchase to resist the driving wind.

      “Professor!” a male voice shouted from behind her.

      Clara turned, the wind still pushing her inch by inch along the road, and saw an older boy standing there. He was wearing a school uniform, like the kind she’d seen in movies, with a burgundy vest over a white shirt, gray trousers, and a lazily knotted gray necktie that streamed out behind him in the increasingly aggressive wind.

      “Professor!” he shouted again. “Over here!”

      Another growl managed to cut through the windstorm, this time from the side of the road and much closer to Clara. She turned, the wind almost fetching her up against the boy’s legs, and saw another kleinerwolf hunched down. Its teeth were bared, its eyes glowed a sallow green—and it was looking directly at her.

      “Christopher, reicio! Quickly!” Mycroft called. She sounded closer, but Clara was too terrified to turn toward her voice. “Girls, who is that?”

      “It’s Clara!” Johanna shouted over the howling wind.

      The wind finally shoved Clara, still crouching, against the older boy’s legs. She looked up and saw his hands stretched toward the snarling creature, his fingers twitching in a strange pattern. She blinked her eyes, which were so filled with tears and grit that she thought she saw glowing numbers flickering around Christopher’s arms and hands. Then there was a flash, again like a bright-green strobe light, followed by a yelp from the wolf-creature.

      “Not doing it, Professor!” Christopher called, his fingers again beginning to twitch in unison. Clara turned and saw the monster picking itself up. A matted line of grass showed where something had shoved it back, but it was once again focused on Clara and snarling fiercely.

      “There’s another!” Clara said, pointing. In fact there were two more, each stalking out of the tree line, heads low to the ground and teeth exposed.

      ”Distineo!” Mycroft shouted. Clara turned; the professor was suddenly just an arm’s length away, one index finger pointing at the animals. Her fingertip was... glowing yellow? “That will only hold them for a moment, Christopher. It’s the girl. She’s not meant to be here.” The professor turned her attention to Clara then, the fingers on her free hand flicking through a complex pattern. ”Perspeculor... powers above and below, no, not meant to be here at all. You don’t belong. Not yet, child. You’ll need... well, a bit of work, but we’ve no time now. The land itself is against you. Christopher, get her back through the Border!”

      With that, the older woman turned back to the wolf-creatures and shouted, ”Proturbo!” Another flash of green light. “Christopher, go!”

      Clara felt the boy grab her shirt collar and heave her halfway off the ground. “Sorry about this,” he said, his voice remarkably calm. ”Iactus!” he shouted as he hurled her back down the path. He must have been incredibly strong, because she found herself sliding rapidly along the dirt, directly toward a shimmering ring of light that she hadn’t previously noticed. This must be when I wake up, a part of her mind calmly surmised.

      But she didn’t. She crashed into the circle of light—Ouch!—but didn’t slide through.

      Christopher cursed loudly.

      Clara twisted on the ground. He charged toward her. Professor Mycroft was still holding her ground, and Clara stared in horror at the half dozen kleinerwolves now stalking toward where the tree tunnel began. The animals seemed frozen to the spot, held in place by deep-gold halos, but their heads were unerringly tracking Clara. Six pairs of glowing eyes bored into her, and she could see their muscles tensed, ready to move the moment they were released.

      “It’ll be the membrane,” the professor shouted. “You’ll have to put her through yourself!”

      “On it!” the boy hollered in reply. He skidded to a stop just next to Clara and knelt down. “Again, sorry.” He offered her a quick smile, picked her up and shoved her through the glowing circle.

      “Christopher!” Clara heard Mycroft shout, and then she was through.

      She rolled onto the filthy asphalt of the alley and lay there for several minutes, breathing heavily. Her hands were shaking, her mind spinning. What had just happened? She focused on slowing her breathing, and as her heart slowed her mind followed.

      Eventually, she pulled herself to her feet, staring at the colorful mural on the concrete wall. It still glistened as if it was wet, but she refused to touch it again.

      What had just happened?

      And what had that professor meant by... “Not yet?”
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      “What in the world happened?” Mom asked the moment Clara closed the front door behind her. “You look like you’ve been dragged through the dirt!” She hurried over and started brushing Clara’s hair back, looking for wounds.

      Clara pushed her mother’s hands away. “Mom, I’m fine.”

      “What’s the matter?” Clara’s father asked, coming out of their bedroom with a worried look on his face. “Hon, what happened?”

      “Look,” Clara said, holding her hands up to fend off her parents. “I need to sit down. I’m fine, but something weird happened.”

      On the walk home, Clara had seriously considered not saying anything—but she’d always told her mom and dad everything. Part of why she loved them so much was how open and honest they were, and how they never made her regret telling them absolutely everything that was on her mind. This might have been the strangest day of her life, but she was telling her parents all about it.

      Even if they thought she was crazy.

      Her parents backed off, their faces covered in worry. Dad’s forehead was even more wrinkled than usual, and he was nervously rubbing his bald head. Clara sat on their rumpled old sofa, and her mother sat next to her. Dad sank cross-legged onto the floor in front of them. Clara took a deep breath and began.

      “You know the triplets?” Nods from both parents. “Well, they turned right out of school today, and I’ve never seen them do that before. You know the alley next to the Mexican place? The Art Alley?”

      “Sure, the one with all the graffiti,” Mom said.

      “Yeah. They walked into it.”

      “Whatever for?” Dad asked.

      His tone sounded more curious than concerned, all of a sudden, and Clara looked at him for a moment before answering. “I don’t know. The point is, I followed them, but they weren’t there.”

      “I thought you just said—I’m confused,” Mom said. “You said you followed them.”

      “They walked in. It’s a long alley, right? But when I walked in after them, they were gone. No way they had time to run to the other end.”

      “How is that possible?” Dad asked. “Were they in a Dumpster?” Clara thought his voice had grown more intense, and she noticed that he’d rocked forward a bit. He’d also stopped rubbing his head.

      “No. There aren’t any in that alley. Well, there are, but they’re locked up.”

      “I’m still not following, hon,” Mom said. “How could they walk in and not be there?”

      “That’s the thing. The one mural looked... well, weird. Oily. So I touched it, and my hand went right in.”

      “Into... oil?” Mom asked. “Is that why you’re so dirty?” Her expression was one of pure confusion.

      “No. Into the wall."

      “Into... like, the concrete crumbled?” Dad asked. Something about his tone told Clara he knew better.

      “No. It was fine. Or it’s not even concrete, I don’t know. I went into the wall, Dad. All of me. There was... another world. Like in the Narnia books, only without a wardrobe. And it wasn’t winter.” Clara caught herself starting to ramble, and pulled herself back on track. “I swear, I’m not crazy. It really happened. I’m not making this up. I’m not lying to you! It really⁠—“

      “Babe,” Mom said, putting her hand on Clara’s forearm. “Babe, we know.” Her expression was suddenly serious, her eyes locked onto Clara’s. “We know.”

      “We’d hoped it wouldn’t... well. I guess it doesn’t matter,” Dad said quietly.

      Clara caught her breath, unaware until that moment that she’d been on the verge of hysterical tears. She stared at her mother.

      “We know,” Mom repeated. Clara looked at her father, and he merely nodded his head solemnly. His forehead had smoothed, and he’d leaned back a bit. Clara noticed that his blue dress shirt collar was soaked with sweat.

      “What do you mean, you know?”

      Mom exchanged a look with her husband and sighed. “Clara, there’s a lot we have to tell you. Some of it may be a little hard to hear, but I want you to trust us, okay? We love you; we’ll always love you.”

      Clara’s chest tightened. “Mom, what’s going on?”

      “Hon?” Mom asked Dad.

      “Right.” Dad stood and walked back to their bedroom and then emerged with what looked to be a very old, very heavy magnifying glass. The thick lens was wrapped in a sturdy bronze collar, which attached to a stout, leather-wrapped wooden handle. He held the glass before his face, staring at Clara. She could see his nose, distorted by the lens. “Yeah,” he said. He lowered himself back to the floor and placed the glass beside him.

      “Dad, what’s going on?” Clara’s heart started to beat more rapidly. “You guys are weirding me out.”

      “It’ll be fine, dear,” Mom said with a firm pat on Clara’s arm. “I guess the first thing to cover is that we’re not your real—well, not that. We’re not your birth parents. We adopted you, when you were very, very young. Barely more than a baby, really. We meant—hmm.” She stopped herself, pursing her lips and staring at her husband with a look that Clara recognized immediately: someone was in trouble.

      Then her words sunk in. “Wait, what?”

      “You’re adopted, Clara,” Dad said calmly, although he was looking at Mom. “We’ve debated telling you for a couple of years, now, but it just never seemed like the right time. This doesn’t in any way change how much we love you, and this isn’t how we wanted to tell you, but... there are things you need to know, now.”

      “Adopted?” Clara’s mind refused to wrap itself around the word. Everything she’d ever known... was a lie? This was like the time she’d stood up too quickly while trying to drain the last of a Slurpee—she was lightheaded, the room spinning, her head aching. She placed both hands, palms-down, on the sofa cushion for balance. “You’re not my real parents?”

      “Clara Marie Thorn, we are as real of parents as any child on this world has ever had, and don’t you forget it.” Mom’s voice was sharp, and tears were welling up in her eyes. “It’s just that your father and I... we couldn’t have a child the usual way. Honestly, we’d given up on having children.” She put an arm around Clara’s shoulders and tried to pull her closer, but Clara resisted. Mom made a noise in her throat—a small, painful noise unlike anything Clara had heard from her before—and let her arm fall off Clara’s shoulder.

      “But then why⁠—“

      “It’s a long story, Clara,” Dad said quietly. “Your birth parents were neighbors of ours, and... they got into some kind of trouble. Bad trouble. They needed to run, but they needed you to be safe. So they asked us to look after you. We’d known you since you were born, and of course we said yes. But after a couple of years, they hadn’t come back and—well. We were able to have some papers drawn up, and we adopted you.”

      Blood pounded in Clara’s ears, and her skin was alternating between sweaty and clammy. “So if I’m... but...” Clara shook her head as the information sank in. “So who are my parents?” She felt her own eyes starting to tear up, and her chest was impossibly tight.

      “Well, we’re your parents, Clara Beara,” Mom said, her voice gentle. The old nickname made Clara smile a bit, and the tightness in her chest loosened a little. Mom’s face blurred as tears began to fill Clara’s eyes. “But your birth parents are Jessamine—Jess, we called her—and Alex. Holdaway.”

      “So my last name is Holdaway?” Clara said quietly, her smile fading.

      “Your last name is Thorn, as it has been since we adopted you,” Dad said firmly. Clara turned to him and saw the calm determination in his face. All at once, she saw her father as a person: the years of tired effort, the iron confidence, the soft heart, the strong hand that had always held hers so gently. “You’re our little girl, Clara. You always will be. Don’t ever forget that. We’d always thought to tell you... I guess when you were older. We kept putting it off.”

      “With all the moves, and the changes in school... it just never seemed the right time, baby. We’re sorry.” Mom’s expression was genuine, and Clara could hear the thick emotion in her voice. “But if you’ve been there, then... well, now you need to know. All of it.”

      The truth about her parents—both sets, her birth parents and the ones sitting here with fear and apology written all over their faces—was still banging loudly in her mind, and for a moment, Clara had quite forgotten about the incident in the alley. “What does this have to do with my re—with my birth parents?”

      Mom sighed again. “Your parents had magic, Clara. Which means you have it as well. It runs in families, they said.”

      Clara’s brain struggled for a moment with the word magic, but then she remembered what had just happened to her, and tried to accept it for a moment. Although this was getting to be an awful lot to accept for a moment. Then again, accepting it left room in her brain for other possibilities, and something came into focus that had never made sense before. “Then what... all those things? In the other cities?”

      He nodded. “Apparently little hiccups aren’t uncommon as you run through puberty. But we moved you here because... well, your parents had given us some advice. As much as they could, in a big hurry, but they told us there were schools—Ordinary, they called them. Not magic. But schools where the magic people sent their kids part-time. To learn ordinary things, like history.”

      “And math,” Mom said with a grin.

      “But the triplets—“ Clara said, her mind suddenly piecing it together.

      “I expect they’re witches,” Mom said evenly. “And that place you crossed over to is where most of them live most of the time. Your parents called it Underhill, but they told us to keep you away from it. In fact, Jess stressed how important it was that you not go there until you were ready.”

      “It... seemed to want to get rid of me,” Clara said, remembering the intense winds and the snarling wolves.

      “I’m guessing you’re not ready,” Mom said.

      “Ready? What would—wait, are you saying I’m a... what? A witch?”

      “That’s the word your... that Jess used, yes,” Mom answered with a nod. “When you were born, they told us about themselves. About magic. About their—your—people. Honestly babe, we thought they were crazy at first, but they showed us. Jess could fly. Alex could do these amazing illusions.” She shrugged. “When you’re confronted with that much evidence, you eventually stop refusing to believe it. Magic is real.”

      “That was an evening,” Dad muttered. “There wasn’t enough wine in the world, that night. But they gave us this glass,” he added, tapping the magnifying glass that lay next to him. “They said it would show us when the magic had ‘taken to you,’ as Alex put it. And it has. You’re all glowing when I look at you through it.”

      “Jess and Alex said some magical families would entrust their secrets to close friends who were Ordinary, when a child was born,” Mom said. “Kind of a godparent thing, from what I gathered. They wanted their children to have a connection to... here. To the Ordinary world. Talam, they called it sometimes. That’s why they brought you to us when they needed to run. We already knew—about them, and about you.”

      Clara sat for several moments, just staring at her mother. Her brain had finally stopped trying to piece it all together, and she had a sudden, almost irresistible urge to giggle. She sensed, though, that if she started, she might not be able to stop.

      “You okay, babe? I know this is a lot,” Mom said.

      Clara nodded slowly. “It... I guess it fits. I’ve always felt like I didn’t belong. Like I didn’t fit in. Because I didn’t.”

      “It’s why making friends has been so hard, never mind all the moving,” Mom sighed. “We hoped it would eventually pass, but other kids seem to be able to sense that something is... a little different, I guess.”

      “Can you?”

      Mom nodded, carefully keeping her hand on Clara’s arm. “You have a different vibe than Ordinaries, yes. Than us. We’re used to it, but even when we first met Jess and Alex... Hmm. I guess they just felt... different. Off, somehow. Like you’d think they made eye contact just a little too often, or a little too long, but that wasn’t even really it. There was just something about them.” She shrugged. “We got used to it, and I think that’s why they decided to trust us. Most Ordinaries, most non-magic people, they don’t get used to it. Magic people who live here, in our world, tend to move around a lot.”

      “But if I don’t belong here, why did that other place push me out?”

      “You belong right where you are, young lady,” Dad said, his voice mock-stern. “But as to why it did that... I don’t know. All we know is what Jess told us: ‘Keep her away from Underhill until she’s ready.’ Hon, we don’t even know how we’ll know when you’re ready, or what that even means.”

      “This is… I can’t even,” Clara said after several moments. “With you, with them, that place… I can’t...” But she could believe it, couldn’t she? It had just happened to her. “You never told me?” Clara knew she sounded a little angry then, and she realized she was a little angry.

      “Baby, your parents were terrified,” Mom said, almost pleading. “We figured the best way to keep you safe was to treat you like our own Ordinary daughter. In case whoever was after them decided to try and come after you. All the moving when you were still little, that was all to make sure nobody could find you. And then, I guess... I guess we just didn’t know how to tell you. Or if we should. Or if it mattered.”

      “But you came here. Because of the school.”

      It was Dad’s turn to sigh. “Alex told us about the school. About a couple of them, actually. He said it’d be important to have you in one of them before you turned fourteen. There are spells on the school to keep your... I guess to keep your magic under control. They put them there—magic parents, like Jess and Alex—to keep the magic children damped down. They always pick year-round schools, so their kids can spend a semester here and some the year... I guess they have their own schools. For magic.”

      “On the other side?”

      “I assume so.” He nodded.

      “Huh.”

      “You okay, babe?” Mom asked again.

      Clara thought about it, taking an inventory of her feelings. Parts of her felt numb, as if they’d simply given up and shut down. Other parts of her were arguing that this was some elaborate plank. Adopted? A witch? Ridiculous! Still other parts seemed to be trying to ignore the whole thing, rehashing the History essay or remembering the exact shade of purple the statue in the alley had been painted. A final part—the pragmatic part of her that had always taken over when it was time to change cities again—was nodding its head and saying, Yep, this all makes sense now.

      And a tiny, tiny part of her was just mad at everything and everyone. “I don’t know. Maybe. I need... I think I need to think about it.”

      “I think you need a shower,” Dad said, only half joking.

      Clara gave him a weak smile. “Yeah. Okay.”

      “Grilled cheese for dinner?” Mom asked. It was Clara’s favorite.

      “With soup?” Clara asked hopefully.

      “I believe I’ve got a can of tomato bisque with your name on it,” Mom assured her with a smile. She let her hand slide off Clara’s forearm as the girl stood. “It won’t take long to make, so you just let me know when you’re ready, okay?”

      “Okay. Thanks, Mom.”

      Her dad pushed himself upright and gave her a bear hug. “We love you, Clara. I know this is a lot. I’m sorry we couldn’t tell you sooner,” he said softly into her ear. “This is all new for us, too.”

      “I know, Dad,” Clara said into his chest.

      “You smell like cloves,” he said as he released her.

      “Yeah.”

      She gave Mom a quick hug and went into her bedroom. She pulled some clean clothes out of her rickety old dresser and retreated to the bathroom. A long, hot shower later—the water heater was the newest appliance in the house, thank goodness—she slipped back to her room. Mom and Dad were both in the kitchen, talking in low voices, but she wasn’t concerned about that right now.

      Right now, she wanted to think. Or not think, she wasn’t sure which.

      She closed the door softly behind her, holding the worn doorknob to muffle even the slight click of the door catching, and then she lay down in her bed. The old bed frame—like all the other furniture in the house, it had been here when they arrived to this “fully furnished” home—creaked as she rolled onto her back and stared at the ceiling.

      Adopted.

      Clara wanted to feel... something. Angry. Hollow. Sad. Outraged. Betrayed. She sat and tried on each emotion, one at a time, waiting for one of them to click and for hot tears to start rolling down her cheeks. But it never happened. Adopted, adopted, adopted, she repeated over and over in her mind, until it became a nonsense series of syllables. A DOP ted. Ad op TED. Ted, dop, a. Before long, she ran out of emotions to consider, and ran out of variations on the word.

      In the end, she decided, she didn’t care. It was just a word. It didn’t change her. It didn’t change Mom or Dad. They were all she’d ever had, and for thirteen years, the three of them had been all any of them had. Whatever relationship of law or birth that was or wasn’t involved just didn’t seem... pertinent.

      She didn’t even remember her birth parents. Her oldest memory was barely even that: a whiff of a scent. Something light but spicy, something she’d never smelled since. She’d always assumed it was a perfume or a food or something—but it wasn’t anything Mom or Dad had ever worn or cooked. Maybe it was a half-remembered scent of her birth parents? There was no way to know.

      So she turned her mind to other concerns.

      Magic.

      That felt pertinent. This afternoon, Clara had stepped through a concrete wall and into another world. That world had pushed her out and apparently sent wolves to... eat her, she supposed. Three of her classmates were witches, and two other witches—were the boys called witches too?—had pushed Clara back into the real world.

      Real. Probably best to stop using that word.

      The Ordinary world. What had Mom called it? Talam? What a strange word. Tah-LAHM. TAH-lame? Maybe she could ask the triplets what it meant.

      Magic is real.

      Clara was a witch. Jessamine Holdaway, her birth mother, had been a witch, and Clara was a witch. And being a witch was why she’d never fit in, never felt like she belonged anywhere. She gave off a witch vibe. She weirded people out.

      But apparently, she didn’t belong in Underhill, either. She wasn’t ready. Not yet, the older witch had said.

      It couldn’t just be age, though. The triplets were the same age as she was, and the magical world had accepted them just fine. Was it because her real—her birth parents weren’t around? Did they have to do something to make her fit in there?

      Clara’s mind felt like a hamster that had done a million turns in its little wheel, and she suddenly needed to get up and move. To get away form it all. What was Dad’s phrase? I need to get outside my head for a minute. Adoptions, magic—she found herself supremely uninterested in all of it.

      She rolled out of bed, opened the door, and stepped into the living room. “Mom?”

      “Hey, babe,” Mom said, poking her head out of the kitchen.

      “How about that grilled cheese?”

      Mom’s expression was a textbook definition of relief. “Coming right up, my love.”

      Clara sat at the wobbly Formica-covered table that served as their dining room, its three avocado-colored vinyl chairs just as rattly as everything else in the house. Mom bustled about, turning on the gas stove and buttering slices of bread.

      Dad pulled out the chair opposite Clara and sat down. “Would it be okay if we asked you to stay away from that alley? At least until... I don’t know. I guess we need to figure that out?”

      That was part of what made Mom and Dad so great. They never ordered Clara; they asked her.

      “Yeah, I don’t want to go back in there by myself anyway,” she admitted. “But what about the triplets?”

      “I think talking to them is a safe bet.” Dad nodded agreement. “They saw you... when you were over there, right?”

      Clara nodded.

      “It wouldn’t surprise me if they bring it up. But you’d better grab them tomorrow—it’s the last day of school. If what Alex and Jess told us holds true, once Ordinary school is over they’ll go back Underhill full time until next year.”

      “Yeah.”

      Dad looked away for a minute, absentmindedly rubbing his head. Clara almost smiled at the familiar, unconscious gesture. He’d been bald for as long as she could remember, and when she was little she’d thought he was trying to summon a genie out of his head by rubbing it like a lamp. He let his hand fall to his lap and spoke slowly. “Clara... just know that this happens to all parents and kids. You’re growing up. You’re going to be doing more of your own things, making more of your own decisions. We’ll always be here for you, but we won’t be able to protect you as much as we used to.” He gave her a sad smile. “It’s tough on us, but we’re proud of you. We’ll always have your back.”

      A strange feeling settled over Clara. As she watched Mom flipping sandwiches on their little griddle, she felt both comfortable and... alone. “You can’t come with me.” It was a statement, not a question, and it came from a place of surety Clara didn’t recognize.

      Dad nodded. “That’s what Jess and Alex told us. Non-magical people can’t go there. ‘Not anymore,’ they said.”

      Clara caught Mom giving her a sideways glance as she flipped the sandwiches again. “Okay.” It wasn’t okay. But Clara knew she was growing up. As good a family as they’d been, Clara was going to have to leave it. Leave the one tiny place where she’d always knew she fit in, where she always belonged. It was... scary. But if the Ordinary world wasn’t to be hers, then maybe this magical world... maybe it could be.

      Maybe she’d find the place where she truly fit.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 4

          

          
            HARD TO CONCENTRATE

          

        

      

    

    
      To call the last day of school “tangled” would have been something of an understatement.

      Clara and her parents had stayed up late—far too late, probably—talking about what she’d seen in Underhill, how she was feeling, and what she was thinking. All of which had made Clara feel safer, but she’d wound up not crawling under her covers until midnight—which was going to make the Science final especially difficult. At least the afternoon held the PE and Health final, which in practice meant a lot of multiple-choice questions on the names of bones and what a calorie was. She could handle that.

      Worse was that her visit to Underhill had evidently woken something within her.

      As she trudged through the commercial district, she kept catching flickers of blue and pink out of the sides of her eyes. Each time, she’d snap her head to see, but whatever it was would immediately dissipate into a fog—leaving her wondering if it wasn’t just an especially hazy day that her mind was using to play tricks on her.

      That possibility vanished when she caught sight of the school building.

      The building had been built in the 1950s, following a style Dad had called “Spanish Neoclassical” (“Which isn’t even a real style,” he’d added). A heavily built concrete edifice complete with pillars and square-edged trim, it had been painted a deep, almost burnt shade of red. The color reminded Clara of the Red Rocks conservation area her parents had taken her to a few times in the cooler months, while the overall shape of the building reminded her of nothing so much as a giant box.

      Today, that box was wreathed with gently flowing symbols, all glowing in shades of red, blue, and green. They flowed in neat horizontal lines, stacked perfectly atop each other, with each line seeming to move at its own speed. They wrapped around the building and passed over doors and windows as if they weren’t even there.

      Clara stood on the opposite corner, transfixed. The arrival of the morning’s first SUVs, careening in with their usual reckless abandon, shook her loose, and she hurried across the street.

      This must be the magic that Dad had mentioned:  There are spells on the school to keep your... I guess to keep your magic under control. They put them there—magic parents, like Jess and Alex—to keep the magic children damped down.

      As she neared the building, she realized that the glowing text looked like math equations, just like the magic she’d seen yesterday and again around that boy’s hands. Her brain seemed to seize the concept with glee: Magic is math!

      Good thing it isn’t History, she giggled to herself.

      The numbers in the equations weren’t entirely right: That 2 had far too large an upper hook, for example, and the bottom loop on that 3 was bloated. She didn’t recognize all the symbols—were they meant to be Greek letters?—but she did recognize variables like x and y peppered here and there, along with the punctation of math: addition, subtraction, multiplication, and division signs, along with fractions, parentheses, and more.

      This was magic.

      The triplets marched right by her, giving her their usual hard looks, this time tempered with a bit of curiosity. She fell in step beside them, opening her mouth to speak, but Harriett—sporting a hair ribbon of deep green today—pursed her lips and gave a quick shake of her head. The three of them picked up their pace, stepping ahead of Clara and up the school’s massive front staircase. As they did so, Clara realized that the girls too were coursing with glowing equations, only these ones seemed to zip around them with abandon rather than stacking in neat lines. They flowed under their clothes, even under their skin, creating an effect more like darting fireflies. Clara took the steps more slowly, fascinated with what she was seeing, and almost tripped when the three girls stepped right through the building’s equations as if they didn’t exist.

      Well, that makes sense, Clara thought. I’ve been walking in and out all year without noticing. Still, she hesitated slightly as she crested the stairs and stood before the grand entryway. Students darted past her on both sides, plunging through the equations—which she now realized were each about a foot high—without the slightest acknowledgment that the glowing lines of text existed. Clara stepped through carefully, not knowing what to expect—and felt nothing. Which is what I should have expected, I guess.

      The interior of the school was less garish, but she still caught glimpses of glowing equations darting across the top of a doorway, along the baseboards, and between rows of student lockers. She made her way to Science class and took her usual seat, distracted by the magical lights that apparently only she could see. Or perhaps the triplets could see them, and had simply grown used to them? Regardless, the Science classroom was almost as heavily covered as the exterior of the building had been, with misshapen numbers and other symbols marching in close proximity over the walls and ceiling, and even spilling onto the floor beneath her feet.

      “Clara,” Mrs. Bennet said quietly as she laid the exam papers on Clara’s desk.

      Clara started, focusing back on the classroom. She realized that the more she looked at mundane things—her pencil, the bubble sheet where she’d record her answers, even the desk itself—the more the glowing equations would fade into the background. Never quite vanishing, but dimming to the point where she could ignore them more easily. But she had to be careful: the slightest glance at a wall would bring the equations back at full brightness, as if they were eager for her attention.

      She put her head down and began focusing on the exam.

      Which of these diseases is not caused by improper disposal of sewage?

      She chewed the end of her pencil, considering the options. C, Heart attack, and her pencil filled in the little bubble marked “C.”

       What are the products of anaerobic respiration in yeast? D.  Which mirror shows a lateral inversion of light? A, plane mirror.  A merry-go-round is an example of what kind of motion?

      She fell into a state of easy concentration, as she often found herself doing on tests where she was comfortable with the material. B, D, E, C, D, B... the answers flowed readily.

      Until: Morning dew is an example of which portion of the water cycle?

      Transpiration? she asked herself. She looked up, letting her gaze unfocus as she tried to remember. They’d learned this no more than two weeks ago, she knew, but⁠—

      The equations surged back to life, startling her and breaking her concentration. She inhaled sharply and dropped her pencil. Mrs. Bates frowned at her as she leaned down to recover it, and Clara could feel the teacher watching her as she returned to her test.

      It happened again on You find an igneous rock that contains large crystals. This means what? and The probability of producing a tall plant from two hybrid tall plants is what? Each time, she looked up to gather her thoughts, the equations blazed back to life, and she dropped her pencil.

      Mrs. Bates was clearly annoyed. “Enough, Clara. If you can’t hold your pencil, I’ll just collect your exam now. Do you understand me?”

      “Yes, Mrs. Bates. Sorry. I’ll be more careful.” After that, Clara forced herself to keep her head down until the exam was complete.

      “You’ve never been this disruptive during a test,” Mrs. Bates said when Clara turned in her test. “Is something the matter?”

      “I didn’t feel well all night,” Clara lied. “I guess I’m still a little shaky. I’m sorry.”

      “Hmm,” Mrs. Bates murmured, her expression softening a little. “Well, be sure and eat something simple for lunch. And tell Mr. Carson in Health, so at least he knows.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Lunch passed quickly. Clara looked for the triplets, but couldn’t find them anywhere in the lunch room. She collected her own meal and ate it quickly, hardly tasting the pizza that once would have been the highlight of the afternoon. She hurried to her final test of the year, keeping her eyes low to avoid as many of the distracting lights as possible.

      The Health exam was as boring as she’d hoped, and she dashed her answers off quickly. Mr. Carson excused her as soon as she was done, wishing her a safe summer and telling her that he hoped she’d feel better soon. Clara looked quickly around the room, realizing that the triplets had never shown for the exam: their desks, one in front of the other, were all empty.

      She rushed out of the school, hoping she could catch them—but no, they’d come in an SUV today. They wouldn’t be walking home then, would they? So not past the alley.

      Clara’s spirits fell. This was supposed to be her last chance to speak with them, to ask them what had happened, to find out... something. Anything. What to do next. She’d even have been willing to ask the triplets’ parents, if she could have caught them, but there were no SUVs outside the school at this hour.

      Clara’s feet switched to autopilot and began carrying her toward home. Or so she assumed until she found herself approaching the Art Alley. She pulled up short in front of the smoothie shop, idly waved through the window to the woman behind the counter, and stared. Three men stood in front of the alley’s east entrance, all wearing brown leather dusters that were entirely inappropriate for the early-summer heat. On their heads were… contraptions. They looked like heavy goggles made of brass and thick glass—which reminded Clara of the magnifying glass Dad had used the night before. None of them were looking directly at her, but...

      Her mind raced: Dad had said he could see magic clinging to her, that she was all... glowy. Could these men see the same thing?

      Now her heart began pounding, and she quickly turned around and⁠—

      “Clara!”

      Idalia stepped out from the building’s main entrance, a nondescript glass door. “We’ve been waiting; our table’s ready!” The triplet grabbed Clara’s upper arm with a surprisingly strong grip and yanked her into the building.

      Clara blinked as her eyes adjusted to a suddenly dimmer space. She looked around—this wasn’t the lobby of the Carson building!

      Clara knew that lobby well: the smoothie shop had an interior entrance here, one they preferred people to use when it was blazingly hot outside. The lobby also led to a small mixed-use space that hosted everything from judo classes to meditation groups. A set of stairs led up to an empty space that was intended to be a bar or restaurant. An exit on the far side opened into a courtyard full of tables from one of the other restaurants in the building.

      This was definitely not that lobby.

      “What were you thinking?”

      Clara recognized Idalia’s voice. “Where are we?” Her eyes were starting to adjust, and she could now make out a set of three comfortable-looking chairs, haphazardly arranged in whatever this small room was. Heavy brocaded curtains covered three walls, and as Idalia stepped further in she let a fourth curtain fall over the door that was already latched behind them.

      “The Carson Pocket,” Harriett answered. “You’ve never come in here?” The triplet sounded agitated, even angry, and Clara recoiled a bit.

      “I don’t even know what that means,” Clara admitted. “I was looking for you three,” she added in a small voice.

      “Did they see you?” Johanna asked softly, motioning for Harriett to calm down.

      “I don’t think so.”

      “They can’t follow us in here anyway,” Idalia said. Her eyebrows were drawn together in concern, and Clara didn’t think she sounded entirely certain.

      “Who are they?” Clara asked. “And where are we?”

      “Hunters,” Harriett said flatly, giving Clara a look that said she should have already known the answer. “Witch hunters,” she said more quietly.

      “You didn’t know, did you?” Idalia said, putting a gentle hand on Clara’s forearm.

      Clara shook her head. “No. Not until... yesterday. What happened.”

      “How is that possible?” Harriett asked, her ire dying away her eyes widening in disbelief. “How could you not... just not know?"

      “We figured you were one of the high-and-mighties or something, the way you ignored us all year,” Idalia said. “We didn’t know you... How could you not? I mean, your parents⁠—“

      “My birth parents had to leave me when I was a baby. My parents—the ones who raised me, I mean—they’re... Ordinary? Is that what you call them?”

      All three girls’ mouths dropped open.

      “Haven’t you seen where I live?” Clara asked. “We’re hardly high or mighty.”

      “We... didn’t know,” Johanna said, some shame creeping into her voice. “We just... oh. We never imagined, is all.”

      “So you really don’t know what this is?” Idalia asked. “The Pocket?”

      Clara shook her head.

      “There are a couple of them in town. They’re small pockets of Underhill. Secret ones. Places we—magical people—can escape to. We’ve been using this one as a hangout.”

      “We came back to clean up, now that the semester is over,” Johanna added.

      “But how did we get in?” Clara asked.

      “There’s a second door handle on the outside,” Idalia explained. “It’s invisible, but if you know it’s there, and if you have a little magic, you can grab it. When you do, the door opens here, instead of into the Ordinary building.”

      “I can’t believe you didn’t know,” Harriett muttered, apparently still stuck on that.

      “I didn’t,” Clara said with a bit of heat. She immediately felt bad, and added, “Sorry. I’m sorry. This is so much, so fast.” An awkward silence descended. Clara bit the inside of her cheek. She needed to get the conversation back on a useful track. “Those men. They’re actually hunting us?”

      “They’re called paladins,” Johanna said, glancing at the now-covered door. “Or they call themselves that. And yeah. They hunt magic-users. Witches. Us.”

      “Whatever happened with the Border yesterday must have lit up their radar,” Idalia said. “There’s been no sign of them in town at all until today. We were going to duck back for lunch, and they were there. We’ve been here ever since.”

      “You missed the Health final,” Clara pointed out.

      “Zero people in our family will care.” Harriett snorted. “We’re only there for the math, science, and history classes.”

      “For all the good History did,” Johanna muttered.

      “What did happen yesterday?” Harriett asked, her eyes narrowing as she looked at Clara. “At the Border?”

      “The wall?” Clara asked.

      “Yeah. It’s called a Border. It’s one of two in the city, I think,” Idalia said. “What happened with you? The professor... it was so weird.”

      Clara’s voice grew small and quiet. “I don’t know. When I got there it was fine, but the longer I was there... the harder it got.” She shifted her weight uneasily from one foot to another under the triplets’ attention, suddenly wishing she was back outside.

      “Harder?” Johanna asked.

      “Like walking through water, then syrup, then... something thicker. And the wind was pushing me back the whole time, and it kept getting stronger.”

      “We could see that,” Johanna mused. “But we couldn’t feel it. So that’s why you were sliding around.”

      “And the wolves,” Clara said.

      “Kleinerwolves,” Idalia corrected her. “We asked our parents about them. They’re magical, bred by the ancient Fae as guards. After you went through the Border, back to this side, a bunch of them tried to come after you.”

      “Nothing came out of the wall after I did,” Clara said.

      “No, they can’t exist here. They’d have dissolved,” Idalia said.

      “But that probably caused enough ripples on this side for the paladins to pick it up.” Harriett scowled. “That’s why they’re here now. So thanks for that.”

      Again, everything I do screws something up, Clara thought. Her throat grew tight and she wrapped her arms around herself, trying to make herself smaller. “I’m sorry,” she whispered, looking down at her shoes. “So what do we do?”

      Harriett scowled. “We? Eventually, someone will come for us. Someone who can handle the paladins. They’re probably already missing us.” She looked to her sisters as if for reassurance, and Clara realized that the girl was scared.

      “Mom was picking us up. She’ll already be in a panic,” Idalia said. “But she can’t handle a pair of paladins on her own.”

      “There are three,” Clara said. Harriett’s scowl deepened.

      “Even Dad won’t take that on. They’ll have to round up help,” Johanna said miserably.

      “There’s the apartment,” Idalia suggested. Harriett’s scowl relaxed a bit, and Clara thought she saw a glimmer of hope in the other girl’s eyes.

      “What apartment?” Clara asked.

      “It’s an emergency bolt-hole,” Idalia said. “It’s protected, and our parents can come and get us there. The paladins won’t know about it.”

      “Where is it?”

      “It’s actually pretty far,” Idalia said, her voice uncertain. “About... six blocks?”

      “What’s the address?”

      “Maryland and Clark, I think.”

      “That’s more than six blocks,” Clara said thoughtfully. “And you... think?”

      “We’ve only been there once,” Idalia said defensively. “We never thought we’d need it.”

      Which is why you should know where it is, Clara thought. The triplets were spoiled; Mom and Dad had two safe places for Clara to hide out at need. Both were businesses, and the owners of both had Dad’s cell phone number handy. They’d done this in every town Clara could remember being in, and they quizzed her once a month on various ways to get to each one. “Wait, can’t you just use magic or something?”

      Harriett rolled her eyes. “I wish. We can do basic self-defense, but nothing that would bother a paladin. Our powers are bound while we’re in school. The school itself reinforces that every day; it’s got spells all over it.”

      Yeah, I noticed, Clara thought wryly.

      Idalia frowned. “And... we don’t know that much magic, anyway. Next term is when we start learning the real stuff. Not that it would matter.”

      “Why?”

      “Paladins carry iron,” Johanna explained. “It deflects and diminishes magic. What little we’re able to do wouldn’t even scratch them.”

      “It’s why they wear those heavy coats,” Idalia added. “They’re lined with little iron plates.”

      “My powers aren’t bound,” Clara said.

      “First, do you even know how to use magic? At all?” Harriett asked.

      Clara blushed and shook her head.

      “So, no. And you probably are bound. You’ve been going to the school all year. That’s part of what it does: makes sure we don’t have any ‘accidents.’ Our Mom recharged them the week before we started, and all the parents take turns keeping them fresh every month.”

      “Magic’s out,” Idalia summarized.

      “Your apartment seems like the best bet. We can’t stay here all day,” Clara said.

      “When we leave, we’ll be right back on the street,” Johanna cautioned. “If they’re there, they’ll see us.”

      “Okay,” Harriett said. “We’ll walk out the front, real casual, and⁠—“

      “The front? No way,” Clara said. Getting around this area was her specialty. “So this… pocket, this place, this lets us right back out on the street?”

      Idalia nodded. “It’ll look like we came out of the building lobby.”

      “Can we turn right back around into the lobby?”

      Another nod. “It’ll look a little weird, with four of us popping out and then running right back in.”

      “But the lobby door is recessed off the street. If they’re still standing in the alley entrance, they won’t see us.”

      “True,” Idalia allowed. “Then what?”

      “There’s a door in the back of the lobby that lets out to the courtyard—and there’s a gated exit on the opposite side. Those guys won’t ever see us. We can get out into the alley, back to Carson, cut down to 7th, right on Fremont, and head down to Maryland. Then we’ll hook back a couple of blocks to Clark, and see if you can see your place.”

      “Wow,” Idalia said, impressed. “You know this area that well?”

      “I live here,” Clara said firmly. “I’ve got an emergency safe spot along the way on Fremont at 10th, and there are two coffee places we can duck into if we need.” She stood. “No time like the present.” That’s what Dad had always said when they’d suddenly needed to move to a new town. “You guys ready?”

      The triplets looked at each other and jerked their chins down in a unified sort of nod. Harriett still had a slight scowl on her face as she turned to Clara and said, “Lead on. If you got us into this, I guess you might as well get us out.”

      “Just keep in mind,” Johanna cautioned Clara, “this is serious. These guys exist to kill people like us. If they catch us...” The girl’s face was lined with tension. Harriett seemed to be vibrating with anxious energy, and even the mild-mannered Idalia was chewing her lower lip.

      Clara nodded. “We’ll be fine.”

      She wished she believed herself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DANIEL SCRATCH: A STORY OF WITCHKIND

          

        

      

    

    
      Young Daniel Scratch is an orphan, living alone in his family’s mildly haunted house. “Mildly,” because it’s only Grandmother, who sticks to her attic space. But on this thirteenth birthday, Danial—like all of witchkind—must be Tested. His Test reveals that he has been Chosen to represent one of the world’s six primal forces: Adherent of the Sixth Axis of Death and Endings. Join Daniel as he learns to use his new powers, as he grows into them, and as he decides what kind of Adherent he’s going to be.

      

      Stories of witchkind spans two trilogies, with the second set a couple of centuries after the first:

      
        
          	
        Daniel Scratch
      

      	
        Master of the Tower
      

      	
        The Fifth Axis
      

      	
        The Order of Some
      

      	
        The Conspiracy of One
      

      	
        The Truth of All
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      No, I’m quite real. Perhaps not in the way you’re used to, but I’m real.

      Well, that’s because I don’t talk to very many people. You’re special that way.

      Mostly because they can’t hear me. Or don’t want to.

      Stories? Yes, I have quite a few stories. My own story is quite... Well, I suppose it’s interesting, but it’s also quite long.

      No, I guess you do have the time. What’s that?

      Yes, I could skip the boring parts. I feel like I skipped them myself sometimes.

      You’re quite sure?

      Well, then let’s begin.
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            THE TEST

          

        

      

    

    
      "Here you go, Master Daniel," Abbygail said, sliding a plate of eggs and sausage onto the rickety table before clambering back down her worn wooden step stool. The house’s formal dining room table was far grander—and sturdier—but the room was also dark and foreboding. I preferred the little servant’s nook in the kitchen. It couldn’t exactly be called sunnier, given the grimed-over condition of the thick, warped windows, but it felt less like a mausoleum.

      And yes, I know what a mausoleum feels like.

      The whole house, in fact, had something of a mausoleum feel. To begin with, it was old. Two centuries old, at least, and very probably more. The walls told its history, with wallpaper layered over paint, layered over plaster, layered over the old wood lath. The current wallpaper—probably not the first these walls had seen—was faded and peeling in places. The stout wooden floorboards were time-worn, with the nicks and scratches that are earned only through decades of service. The threadbare round rug that lay under the table—the only floor covering in the kitchen, and one of very few rugs in the entire house—had probably been around since before my parents were born. Probably before their parents had been born.

      I picked up a fork, smiled, and nodded, careful not to offer thanks. Abbygail was a brownie, and the knee-high, white-haired, blue-skinned little creature had been with the family for decades. After Mother and Father died, more brownies had arrived. Abbygail said her kind simply sensed the need and showed up. They were the house’s only servants now, cleaning up what they could and keeping me fed. They were also, frankly, my only friends. But a single word of thanks to any of them would see them all vanish before nightfall, never to return. Mother had taught me that much before... well. Before.

      I quickly finished my breakfast as Abbygail bustled quietly about the ancient kitchen, climbing up to the sink to wipe the heavy cast-iron skillet, scurrying down to bank the fire in the ancient wood-burning stove, and then peering through the pantry cabinets, scratching one of her long, pointed ears and trying to decide what she’d make for lunch. The pantry was never full, but also never empty, through some magic of the house itself. It made for a lot of repetitive meals, but at least nobody starved. Mother had always supplemented the pantry’s unvarying stock with fresh produce and treats that she conjured from the market in the village.

      I especially missed the crisp, tart obuolys-fruit, but I’d never quite caught the runes Mother had used to summon the food, and I wasn’t even sure how she paid for it. I supposed she could have sent coins the same way she brought the food.

      I was just starting to wonder what I’d do with myself all day. Even before my parents had gone, I’d been a solitary boy, keeping to myself and largely keeping myself amused all day. With no siblings, I had turned to the many books in the house for companionship. With no school—I would learn later that I was unusual in that respect—those books were also my education. If I grew bored of reading and the weather seemed nice, our expansive estate gave me plenty of room to wander. I could visit the dilapidated outbuildings, throw pebbles into the pond, or walk through the abandoned and overgrown horse pastures. If the weather was poor, I might even help the brownies keep the house clean.

      I’d almost decided it would be a reading day when an insistent, loud clanging rang from the attic, echoing down through the walls and plumbing. Abbygail froze, looking anxiously at me. "I’m going," I said, resignation coloring my voice.

      Great-Great-Grandmother had called.

      The house itself was devoid of any living beings other than myself, the brownies, and the kobolds who dropped by almost weekly to handle heavier tasks, like the seemingly continual repairs the creaking old building required. I’d never even seen a spider, although I’d read about them and seen a few sketches of them in some of my books. Great-Great-Grandmother was something... else. Certainly not a "living being." She’d grown up in this house, following at least half a dozen generations before her. But unlike her forebears she’d declined to leave the house simply because she’d died. Instead she’d moved into the attic and made it her domain. When she wanted something from the living—meaning me—she’d make a racket until someone showed up. I always showed up quickly, too: I’d once made her wait almost ten minutes and it had put her in an even colder mood than usual.

      I hadn’t known about her when Mother and Father were alive; they’d simply forbidden me to wander higher than the second floor where our bedrooms were. It wasn’t until Mother was gone that Great-Great-Grandmother had first summoned me, banging and scratching until I’d finally overcome my fear and ascended to discover her. As far as I knew, she never left the attic, although I had no idea what she did up there to while away the days.

      But she had called, so I once again trudged up the four flights of massive, creaking stairs, running my hand along the smooth, worn handrails all the way. I’d learned early on that the stairs liked to play tricks. Not so much with the family, although with no other opportunities they’d occasionally get bored and try to trip me up. The handrails never tried such things though, and were always firm and steady under my grip. The handrails were yet another sign of the house’s grand past, carved into a comfortable shape and featuring intricate, delicate engravings of flowers, birds, and woodland creatures along the sides. When I was younger, I’d spent hours looking at the little carvings, running my fingers over them and inventing stories about the animals’ lives.

      As I passed the landing for the second floor, I brushed my fingers over the portrait of Mother that hung there. She’d been much younger when the painting had been made, still unmarried, with the rare, pale skin that she’d gifted me, and the straight, honey-colored hair that she’d always kept in braids when I knew her. My eyes were my father’s though, gray and sharp; Mother’s were the bright, lush purple that was so common amongst the women in her family. I didn’t linger any longer over her picture, though: one didn’t keep the matriarch waiting.

      Great-Great-Grandmother always heard me coming of course, and the stout wooden attic door flew open as soon as I’d stepped onto the landing in front of it, swinging silently despite its obvious weight. The room beyond the door was dark and murky, and Great-Great-Grandmother sort of oozed out of that darkness. She was every inch a witch from human stories: a long, full dress of embroidered black material, including a black knitted shawl that she clutched around her thin, bony torso. Her back was hunched with age. Even her nose, a bit bulbous, attempted a slight hook at its end. Her face was at least not colored green, although it was deeply lined, especially around her eyes. Those still retained their purple color, although they’d darkened and faded to a dull, dim shade. A black mole, complete with two stiff bristles of pure white hair, decorated one cheek. She smelled horrific, an aged combination of butterscotch and rotten flowers. I held my ground on the landing: she’d never once let a single part of her body extend beyond the attic doorframe, and so I kept a good three feet between us.

      It goes without saying that I’d never ventured beyond the doorframe into the attic itself. In my imagination, the attic wasn’t even a room. It was another dimension, one inhabited solely by Great-Great-Grandmother and whoever or whatever she’d captured.

      She sniffed. "You’re thirteen today," she said, as if there was a particular odor associated with that age. Her raspy voice was like two pieces of thick, worn leather twisting around each other. "You’re to go and be Tested," she added. That last word was uttered with such weight that I knew at once I was to be Tested, not merely tested. Whatever that meant.

      But then I blinked. Thirteen?

      I’d been alone in the house since Mother had been dragged off to Witchhold—two years ago? Three?—to be tried and interned. The prison had sent word scant months later that she’d died, still screaming the curses and epithets of whatever madness had taken her. The official letter expressed regret at failing to discover a cure for her ailment, let alone identifying its cause.

      It didn’t matter, Great-Great-Grandmother had said. She served her purpose.

      I’d remained in the house, the last living member of a once-proud family. Looking back, I wonder that nobody thought to do something. I mean, even the Proctors who’d taken Mother must have known they were leaving a ten year-old alone in the house. Must have known, no? And yet I’d been undisturbed for three years. I’m sure now that Great-Great-Grandmother had something to do with it. But with no living adults around to remind me, I’d quite given up on observing birthdays and was mildly surprised to learn I was now a teenager.

      I nodded to Great-Great-Grandmother because once she’d made a proclamation, it was far easier, and safer, to go along with it. I’d left the great house only a handful of times since my parents’ passing, every time at Great-Great-Grandmother’s whim on some errand or another. "Where do I go?"

      She extended a frail, bony finger toward me, holding it just short of the doorframe that bounded her world. I stepped forward, closing the distance between us, and leaned my head into the doorframe. Her long, thick yellow fingernail brushed my forehead, she muttered an arcane phrase, and I suddenly knew where I was to go. I stepped back quickly, and she retreated back into the inky darkness just as fast. The attic door flew shut, clicking closed with surprising gentleness given the force of its swing.

      "Abbygail," I called as I trudged down the stairs. "Could you fetch my coat?" I was to go into the village, but I didn’t ask if the brownie wanted me to fetch anything for her or the house. When one was on one of Great-Great-Grandmother’s errands, one didn’t deviate for any creature or reason.

      But a short delay wouldn’t be noticed. I stopped on the third floor, where the tiny, empty bedrooms intended for the house’s staff nestled closely together, lining both sides of a short, narrow hallway. I stepped into the hallway and placed my back against the wall next to the first door. That door had stopped closing properly decades ago, and even now its warped surface leaned slightly inward. Dim sunlight crept through the opening, but there was no reason for me to go in. Instead, I slid down the wall and came to rest on the battered wooden floor.

      "Father," I said quietly. "Grandmother says I’m to be Tested."

      I waited. Father had died in the vast basement three levels down, but for some reason his restless spirit had taken up residence here. I sometimes told myself that he couldn’t bear the thought of leaving his only child alone in this enormous, empty house, but it was just as likely that death had held no more interest for him than his family had. All my life, he’d been more interested in tinkering with his experiments and machines than in engaging with my mother and me.

      A scratching sound came from inside the wall. "Don’t eat the food," a gruff, hollow voice said, echoing behind the plaster and lathing. The scratching faded, and I stood.

      Don’t eat the food.
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        * * *

      

      Our old house sat on the very outskirts of town, mandating an hour-long walk to make it into the center of our little village. Mother had made the trip with me in just a few minutes by using her magic, but she’d never shown me the trick of it, so I was stuck doing it the slow way.

      A wrought-iron gate—surprisingly sturdy for its age—provided egress from the estate. A single dusty road stretched from that gate through empty meadows and little copses of trees. There were no other houses on this side of the village; Mother had said the family had once owned all the land leading up the village itself. I didn’t know if that land was now all mine or not, but even if the family had sold it, nobody had bothered to build any closer. There was only the house, overgrown remains of farmlands, quiet meadows, and the village. The occasional bird would let out a soft cheep, but I’d never seen one. I’d never seen any other creatures on the land, for that matter.

      It was a clear day, the second moon still stubbornly clinging to its place in the sky even as the sun threatened to blot it out. The weather was mild, as it was for much of the year, and the breeze blew gently through the leafy branches of the trees that lined the road.

      As I neared the village, the packed-earth lane gained a cover of fine gravel. This is where the humans’ buildings began, starting with rickety wooden farm-cottages and slowly improving into sturdy homes. I passed chicken-coops full of clucking, pecking hens. There were small vegetable gardens, tended by sturdy-looking men and women in simple, homespun clothes. There were children frolicking in front of their homes, dogs running around and barking, and adults’ voices calling to each other across their properties. Notably, this far from the house, there were even birds and the occasional insect, all flitting through the air.

      The road then transitioned to tightly placed cobblestones as the old stone buildings of the village proper began. These buildings were worn and crumbling around the edges, but the remained sturdy, hunkered closely to one another as if for protection from the outside world.

      The villagers ignored me: I was just one more child dressed in black slacks, sturdy (if dusty) black shoes, and a long black coat. I seemed to warrant no special attention on their part, although it couldn’t have been common for a child my age to be wandering into the village alone. I cast sidelong glances at them: I’d had few opportunities to see humans up close, but as far as I could tell they were physically indistinguishable from witchkind. Perhaps they dressed a bit plainer, and perhaps they moved with a bit more of a trudge in their step, but then again perhaps that was simply this village’s way of doing things.

      The village wasn’t especially bustling, but it wasn’t empty either. I passed the market where Mother had somehow summoned her groceries from, and a small banker’s office where two or three people waited to conduct their business. Further down the cobbled street, I knew, was a tiny smithy, a spacious courthouse, and the village’s ancient church. I could hear the rattling, clanking sounds of a carriage rolling over the uneven streets, likely carrying goods to some shop or other. This village was far removed from the humans’ iron roadway, Father had told me, and relied on carts and carriages to haul in whatever goods the villagers might need.

      I made my way to the narrow alleyway that ran between a busy general store and the sleepy post office. Two steps into the alleyway led me to the ancient lead pipe that carried rainwater down from the rooftop gutters. I’d never seen it before, but Great-Great-Grandmother’s magic had placed its location and image firmly into my mind.

      Witchkind couldn’t afford to live cheek-to-jowl with humanity; we’d learned that ages and ages ago. And so when we couldn’t have a secluded place to ourselves far from the humans, we crept around in the nooks and crannies they ignored. My heart pounding lightly in anticipation, and my nerves giving a slight jitter to my hand, I gave the old pipe two gentle knocks with my knuckles, on the exact spot where a small rune was carved into the soft metal. It echoed ringingly for a moment, and then fell silent. Then with a pop, a small section of the pipe swung open, like a tiny lead door, and I was sucked inside.
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        * * *

      

      I emerged into a small, crowded office. Great-Great-Grandmother had sent me on a few errands into the village before, and if there was one common attribute of witchkind, it was that we seemed to enjoy clutter. The walls of the office were lined with shelves and cubbies, and each was precariously overstuffed with books, knick-knacks, trinkets, piles of paper, and more. Glistening little sprites flitted between it all, stirring up eddies of dust that then meandered independently around the room. Presiding over it all was a prim, matronly woman whose pewter hair had been gathered into an elaborately coiffed up-do. Her burgundy-colored dress reminded me of Great-Great-Grandmother’s: a slim bodice, high collar, and a dress that presumably descended to within a scant whisk of the floor. She even had a knitted ivory shawl wrapped round her shoulders. Her face was less lined than Great-Great-Grandmother’s, and she appeared to be fully alive. Oh, she also lacked Great-Great-Grandmother’s distinguishing wart. She sat at an imposing oaken desk that easily occupied three-quarters of the room’s floor space. The desk was a stark contrast to the rest of the room, its uncluttered top occupied by a broad leather blotter, two neat piles of paper, and a large, well-worn wooden box full of small, neatly stacked cards.

      She looked up as I appeared, peering over half-rimmed glasses that were secured to her neck by a thin gold chain. "May I help you, dear?" she asked, her voice absolutely neutral and devoid of interest or emotion.

      "Yes," I answered hesitantly. "I’m here to be tested. Tested," I amended, emphasizing the word the way Great-Great-Grandmother had.

      Her eyebrows rose. She opened her mouth to say something but was interrupted by the ding of a bell. She immediately swiveled her chair around to face the wall as a small wooden panel slid upward, revealing a nook of some kind. She reached in and pulled something out, and then swiveled back to me. "Lunchtime," she said with a tight smile, setting her burden down on her immense wooden desk. "Be just a tic."

      The panel behind her slid closed. I looked down at her desk, and saw a large china bowl filled with broth and what appeared to be some kind of cooked shellfish. Incongruously balanced atop it all was a cheeseburger. I loved cheeseburgers, although I hadn’t had one since Mother had been taken away. The house’s pantry didn’t ordinarily stock ground meat. The woman smiled at me and said, "Meal selection number two." She licked her lips, revealing teeth that were perfectly white and straight. "My favorite. Just a quick bite and I’ll be with you, dear." With that, she wrapped her hands around the cheeseburger, and the shellfish immediately started moving about in their broth. As she lifted the sandwich clear, I saw that several of the shellfish had clamped their shells to the bottom bun, as if in a race to see whether they could devour the burger faster than the woman could. The other shellfish were snapping their shells and attempting to jump clear of the broth and get their own hold on the burger.

      The woman took a small, tidy bite of the burger and, closing her eyes, chewed slowly. "Mmmm." Her voice at last betrayed some kind of emotion. Swallowing, she opened her eyes, replaced the burger and its attendant shellfish in the bowl, and once again leveled her gaze at me. "What’s your name, dear?" she asked, her voice again flat. One hand poised over the wooden box and it’s little cards.

      "Daniel Scratch." Not my real surname, of course; my family’s True name was so old, so infamous, and so powerful, Great-Great-Grandmother said I must never use it with outsiders. I had faith that whatever arcane mechanisms witchkind used for keeping track of each other would be fine with the alias, though.

      Never taking her eyes off me, the woman nimbly flipped through the stack of cards as if her fingers had a mind of their own. She stopped suddenly on a particular card and, without breaking eye contact recited, "Mother Beatrice and father Neville." Her eyebrows rose again. "Both deceased. No guardian of record listed." Interesting, I thought. Not that Great-Great-Grandmother would permit herself to be listed as anything so mundane. "There’s a fee, dear."

      My own eyebrows rose, as Great-Great-Grandmother hadn’t mentioned anything of the sort. Then again... I dipped my hand into my coat-pocket, and found two coins lying there. I pulled them out and held them out over the woman’s desk. She presented her hand—never place your coin anywhere but in the hand you mean to have it, Great-Great-Grandmother always insisted—and I dropped the coins gently into her palm. Not once breaking eye contact with me, she laid the coins on her desk, letting them clink softly, one atop the other.

      "A meal is included, of course," she said. She tapped a small button that was embedded into her desk-top. "Another number two, I should think." Within seconds, the bell dinged again, and the woman swiveled around to retrieve another burger-and-shellfish lunch from the nook behind her. She laid it gently on her desk, in front of her own meal. "Join me?" she asked, once again reaching for her cheeseburger.

      Don’t eat the food, Father’s words echoed in my mind. "No thank you," I said as graciously as possible. I hardly needed Father’s warning to avoid this particular dish.

      The woman froze, her eyebrows beetling down and almost meeting in the middle of her brow. She abandoned her cheeseburger, picked up the plate that had been intended for me, and unceremoniously dumped it in a bin next to her chair. I listened carefully, but didn’t ever hear it hit bottom. "The kitchen isn’t pleased," she said, voice still flat and void of emotion. "You’ve failed their test." She leaned back a bit in her chair, folded her hands on her lap, and stared at me. "You may go."

      Shopkeepers had tried to dismiss me on past errands, and I knew to hold my ground. My family’s coin couldn’t be accepted without obligation, Great-Great-Grandmother had taught me. "I’ve paid for the Test," I reminded her, once again emphasizing the last word.

      She lowered one hand to her desk, covering the two coins that still sat there. She made to push them toward me, but they wouldn’t budge from their position. Looking confused, she finally broke eye contact with me and looked down at her hand. She once again attempted to push the coins, and they once again remained stubbornly in place. She lifted her hand and, for the first time, looked closely at the coins. Her eyebrows climbed nearly to her hairline, and her head snapped up as she skewered me with a a sharp gaze. "I see," she said carefully, her voice no longer flat but instead tinged with a mix of curiosity and respect. "Then the Test you shall have, young Mr. Scratch."

      Once again holding my gaze, she reached down and opened a desk drawer. From it, she plucked a thin piece of ash-colored wood, perhaps the size of a playing card. "Take this." She gripped it by one corner and held it out to me.

      I reached for the small piece of wood, but as soon as my fingers touched it, it began to blacken and dissolve. Within moments, it had transformed into a fine dust, joining the rest of the office’s ample supply. The woman had never released it and now held, pinched between her fingers, what looked like a slim glass rod, no more than two inches long. With a twitch of her fingers, the rod flipped upright, pointing toward the office’s moldy ceiling. She leaned forward, extending the rod closer to me. "Blow gently across it," she instructed, her voice growing soft. "Like blowing out a candle."

      I bent down slightly until my lips were just a few inches from the rod’s tip, and blew gently. The rod-end immediately erupted into an inch-long hot blue flame that blew away from me and toward the woman. I pulled back instinctively, but the flame continued to burn, flickering away from me as if I were still blowing on it. Tilting her head slightly, the woman stared at it for a moment, and then dipped the flaming end of the rod into her broth. The shellfish immediately started tossing themselves furiously around, only the weight of the cheeseburger keeping them in the bowl. Within seconds, the broth itself was boiling, and within a few more seconds, the shellfish had stopped moving. Finally cooked, I thought to myself.

      "Well." She released the end of the rod she’d been holding and stared forlornly at the sandwich. "Number two, as I said." She pushed the entire bowl off the side of her desk and into her trash-bin. Like the one meant for me, this dish seemed to fall endlessly, never striking the bottom.

      Then, in what seemed like a single sudden movement, she swiveled ninety degrees to her right and stood, reaching for one of the many boxes on the office’s walls. The box she pulled down was a lacquered black cube, perhaps four inches to a side, with a key-hole occupying almost the entirety of one side. She withdrew a large bronze key from her dress-pocket, inserted it into the key-hole, and twisted. With a click, the box’s lid snapped open. Releasing the key, she withdrew a small, irregularly shaped glass medallion that was suspended on a length of green ribbon. She flicked her wrist and the box-lid snapped shut again. She replaced the box on its shelf, extracted the key, and dropped the key back into her pocket. Then she turned to me.

      "Lean forward," she instructed. I did so. She draped the ribbon over my head, sliding it so that the glass medallion hung over my sternum, then stepped back and resumed her place in her chair. "I shall tell my sisters of this strange and eventful day," she said.

      I looked down at the medallion, and saw the green ribbon slowly turning to black before my eyes. Small threads frayed away at the edges, but once the entire ribbon was a dark, glossy black, the change seemed to stop. The medallion itself changed next, turning from a crystal-clear, irregularly shaped shard into a flat diamond shape swirled throughout with deep red.

      I looked up at her, and she made a flicking motion toward me with her fingers. I felt a rushing wind, and found myself back in the alley.
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        * * *

      

      I knew enough to head directly to Great-Great-Grandmother’s attic when I got home—there was no way she’d send me to be Tested and then take no interest in the results. Once again, I trudged up the four flights and stood on the landing as the attic door swung open. She drifted forward out of her darkness, and I saw her eyes immediately widen. She sniffed at the air—a short, sharp inhalation first, followed by a longer, deeper draught. Never taking her eyes from me, she nodded slowly. "Finally," she whispered in her rough, grating voice.

      Her hand stretched out to me, but rather than extending a finger toward my forehead, this time her bony claws clutched a thick book by one corner. She held it out to me, spine down, the book never protruding past the doorframe. It looked to be quite heavy, but her old arm didn’t waver.

      I stepped forward hesitantly: Great-Great-Grandmother had never handed me anything tangible before. The book was easily three inches thick, bound in sturdy covers whose cloth was faded, but not frayed. I held a hand out, palm up, extending it almost past the doorframe and into the attic—the furthest any part of me had ever ventured into her domain. She dropped the book into my hand, her mouth quirking in—a smile? Impossible. I caught it, my arm drooping slightly from its heft. It felt like a box of rocks, and I couldn’t understand how Great-Great Grandmother had held it so easily.

      Suddenly, the house vanished from around me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            A LESSON

          

        

      

    

    
      I was on a small rocky prominence, surrounded by fog, as if I stood on the top of a narrow, lonely peak that was just pushing through the clouds. A fierce wind roared all around me, pulling at my coat and hair. I still held the book in one hand, its spine resting in my palm and my fingers holding it closed. It seemed almost weightless compared to just a split second earlier, and the wind seemed to flow more gently around the book, barely fluttering my sleeve. It was as if the air itself was helping to support the massive tome.

      A horrendous screech from above drew my attention. My head snapped up, and I saw an immense red dragon hurtling toward me out of the sky. I made to step back, but there was nowhere to go—only the rock-tip I was perched on and, as far as I could see, bottomless fog. The dragon pulled up short not thirty yards before me and hovered in place, its wings battering the air.

      It was a massive beast, dozens of times my size. The howling wind didn’t seem to bother it at all as its enormous wings stroked up and down, holding it in place. Its chest was broader than four doors placed side by side, its long, sinuous neck more than double my height. Four powerful-looking legs hung easily, each ending in a wicked-looking set of claws.

      Suddenly, its head reared back, its mouth opened, and it lunged forward as a stream of black fire spewed between its jaws.

      I closed my eyes as the fire washed over me. I screamed, the pain immense and all-consuming. My immolation lasted for perhaps two seconds, but it felt like an eternity, searing my skin, boiling my blood, and melting my hair and clothes. When it ended, I was somehow still alive. I opened my eyes, expecting to see little more than a charred husk, but to my disbelief I was fine. My clothes were intact. I was intact.

      I looked at the book, which had also somehow withstood the dragon’s fire. My arm was beginning to shake, the book’s weight slowly returning, and my weakening grip allowed the covers to fall open. The pages it revealed were covered in deeply colored illustrations of fire, surrounded by magical runes rendered in thick, black ink. I moved it a bit closer to my chest, looking for any characters I could recognize and read. Both Mother and Father had taught me some of the more elementary runes that even a child could use, like the one that would cast a dim light in the darkness, or the one that would sound a great alarm if you were in trouble. But these runes looked nothing like those: these were twisty and intertwined, runes that only an accomplished witch might understand and use.

      Another roar tore my attention from the book. Still hovering before me, the dragon drew its head back again, preparing to bathe me in more black fire. Without thinking, I held my free hand in front of me, palm out as if to somehow shield myself from another round of searing pain, and clutched the book to my chest. I looked away and again clamped my eyes closed in fear.

      And the fire came. But this time, though I felt the heat, it was nothing more uncomfortable than the coal stove in my own kitchen. I cracked one eye open, and saw the fire flowing around me, as if I were encased in a bubble of magic. I relaxed slightly, letting the book settle into the crook of my arm.

      The wind fluttered at the book, turning the page. This new page’s runes were all sharp angles and spikes, centered around an illustration that was clearly meant to be a human hand. Almost of its own accord, my free hand clenched into a fist like the one depicted in the book, my index finger extended and pointing toward the dragon. The dragon started to ease itself backwards, its mouth slowly closing, no longer threatening me with fire.

      Then, with a sudden sharp crack, a hole appeared in the dragon’s mighty chest. I blinked in surprise, and I think the dragon must have done so too, for I could clearly see the sky and clouds behind it. I looked with amazement at my own finger, which had briefly become a sharp, elongated black spike, like a lance of pure ebony. The spike was now withdrawing, turning back into the finger I’d always known. In the blink of an eye, it had stretched from my finger to impale the dragon. When I looked back up, the dragon was already falling out of the sky, its wings twisting around it as it plunged into the clouds and vanished.

      And I was back on the attic landing. Great-Great-Grandmother’s mouth twitched approvingly, withdrawing into her darkness and closing the attic door before me without another word.
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            A VISITOR

          

        

      

    

    
      The sun had just tipped past noon, the afternoon light trying gamely to push its way through the house’s dusty windows, when I made it back downstairs. Abbygail was in the kitchen with three others of her kind, happily scrubbing the kitchen’s sturdy tile floor for what must have been the fourth time that month. Her eyes opened wide when she caught sight of me, and without a word, she waved one arm, directing me to the small nook-table, where she’d already set out a cold sandwich and a mug of warm tea. I nodded acknowledgement, and felt all four of the brownies’ eyes on me as I sat down, placing Great-Great-Grandmother’s book carefully on the table next to my sandwich.

      It wasn’t a cheeseburger, but at least there were no shellfish.

      I ate slowly, the morning’s odd events rolling around in my mind. Neither Mother nor Father had, in my short memory, ever worn a medallion like the one I’d been given. Great-Great-Grandmother didn’t wear one, either—at least, not that I had ever been able to see. Chewing a mouthful of thinly sliced bread and savory, salty ham, I again looked down at the medallion, lifting it away from my chest to get a better view. The whorls of deep red seemed to move and flow as it caught the weary sunlight that managed to push through the kitchen windows. Letting it go, I hooked my fingers under the now-black ribbon and tried to pull it off over my head.

      It didn’t budge. It’s not so much that it resisted me, in the way my coins had resisted the testing-woman’s attempts to push them back. It was more as if my fingers simply... slid off the ribbon every time I tried to lift it. I appeared to be stuck with it, and found myself wondering if it would be damaged when I took my next bath. Doubtful. Father had often spoken of Artifacts—had, in fact, been obsessed with them—and how unnaturally durable they could be. This medallion was clearly an Artifact, or at least similar to one.

      I wondered what it did.

      I noticed that all but Abbygail had quietly left the kitchen, and as I looked up, she gave me an odd stare. I saw her tiny, silvery eyes briefly fall to the medallion before she shook her head and scurried out of the room.

      I resolved to spend some time searching through the family’s books that afternoon for an answer. This time, I would ignore the adventures that I normally preferred, and instead try to find one of Father’s books on Artifacts. Perhaps something in one of those volumes could tell me what the medallion was, or even what it did. I sat up a little straighter, and at a little faster in anticipation. I loved little more than browsing through books, and it promised to be a satisfying afternoon.

      My reverie—and my lunch—was interrupted by the door-bell. It was so loud and sudden that I almost jumped out of my skin. Even the brownies were startled—the bell hadn’t been rung since my parents had died, and even when they’d been alive, visitors to our remote home were rare. Should I even answer the door? I looked at Abbygail for guidance, but she simply shrugged and went back to her floor-scrubbing.

      I waited another moment, and the bell rang again. There were no sounds from the attic, though. I suspected—or at least hoped—that Great-Great-Grandmother would be giving some kind of indication if I wasn’t to open the door. I took her silence as assent, stood up from the table, and moved to the front foyer.

      Our house had been built for a large family of witchkind, back when witchkind had large families. It had also been built to entertain and impress, as befitted what was once one of witchkind’s wealthiest families in this part of the world. Ironically, as far as I knew our family had always been somewhat small, and I’d never known my parents to entertain at all.

      A dozen ample bedrooms were spread across the second floor, and between the smaller rooms in basement and on the third floor, easily a score servants could have been accommodated. The kitchen occupied more than half of the back of the house, leading to narrow corridors that bracketed a formal dining room capable of seating a dozen or more. The dining room opened to a larger hallway leading to the drawing room and study, each stationed in one of the ground floor’s opposing wings. In front of them was the main foyer, with its coat-racks and hat-stands, curio cabinets and occasional tables, and the grand, double doors that led to the front porch.

      Though the doors’ heavy leaded glass, I could see the shadow of a single figure but could make out no details. I glanced to the side of the doors, where the security runes had been etched into the richly colored wood of the door-frame. A single stroke of those runes, Mother had told me, would seal the house and summon help. Where that help would come from these days was hard to imagine, but the runes’ presence offered me some comfort.

      I opened the left door. "Hello?"

      That the man on the porch was witchkind went without saying: no human would have seen anything but an empty field on our property, and even if they’d been of a mind to wander in it, the old magic of the land would have gently guided them back to the road, not to my doorstep. He was in almost all other ways utterly unremarkable: his face was lean, but not too thin; his clothes were plain, like mine, and of neither too good, nor too poor, a quality. His black leather briefcase was, to all appearances, perfectly ordinary. He was the type of man you could pass on the street without acknowledging and almost immediately forget you had even seen.

      "Good day," he said, his voice neither high nor low but somewhere firmly in between. "I am Alistair Nash. I am a solicitor-witch, and I have a letter for you. I presume you are Daniel Scratch, son of Beatrice and Neville? Grandson to Constance?"

      I nodded. In thirteen years, I had never heard my grandmother’s given name spoken aloud, although I knew it from the family tree, written in a thin ledger that sat on a table in the study. Simply hearing the name made me nervous. Grandmother had been almost as intimidating as Great-Great-Grandmother.

      "Excellent," he said, offering a watery smile. Then he frowned, and swallowed heavily. "And, ah, I see you’ve been Tested. Very... very prompt." I realized he was staring at the medallion around my neck. He reached into his jacket-pocket, withdrawing a cream-colored envelope that he then handed to me. "You’ll, ah... you’ll want to read this." He seemed enraptured by the medallion. I hesitated for a moment, and then reached to accept the envelope. It was very high quality, made from heavy linen paper. The front had my name engraved in elegant script; on the back, its flap was sealed shut with a thick wax seal. I peered at the seal more closely. It contained a single rune that I couldn’t identify. "I should warn you," he said sternly, drawing my attention back to him, "that if you are not the Daniel I have described, you would do well not to break that seal." He lifted his eyes slightly to meet mine for a moment, before flicking them back down at the medallion.

      I looked back at the envelope. Placing a thumb on either side of the seal, I gently bent it until, without fanfare, it cracked. I opened the envelope’s flap, and withdrew the single sheet of heavy, pure-white linen paper that was neatly folded inside. Unfolding it, I read the gently flowing script:

      Daniel,

      I am sure this will come as a great surprise to you, and at a terrible time, for our solicitor has been instructed to deliver this only upon our deaths. This means that we have passed before we could see you grow into a young adult, and for that we are deeply sorry.

      Mr. Nash, or another member of his firm, has been given instructions and funds regarding your education and introduction to the broad society of witchkind. They will ensure that you are able to take up a trade that suits you, and grow into the wonderful man we know you will become.

      With all of our love,

      Mother and Father

      I looked up at Mr. Nash, the question obvious in my eyes.

      "Yes, well." He seemed somewhat nervous, pulling slightly at his collar. "It seems that the... unusual circumstances around your parents’ passings caused us to, um... lose track of you, so to speak."

      "For several years."

      "It seems, yes," he admitted. "You sort of just popped back onto the radar today. The Test, I presume," he said, nodding his head toward my medallion. "Once we knew where to find you, I set out immediately to deliver this. They just ah... they didn’t mention. You know." He tilted his head at my chest again.

      "What does it mean?" I asked, looking back at the short note.

      "The... what does what mean?" he asked nervously. I rustled the letter. "Ah. Of course. My firm was retained to ensure you were given a proper education. We were to act as your legal guardians while you completed your education, and ensure you are able to move successfully into a trade. I, ah..." he paused, and looked up at the house. "Have you lived here all alone, all this time?"

      "There are brownies," I said, "and a kobold will drop in now and again. Also... Great-Great Grandmother is in the attic." I’d never been told not to discuss her presence, but I didn’t want to say too much either.

      "Great-Great..." he started, and trailed off. "Powers that be," he muttered. "Well. Ah, if I might come in, we could discuss our next steps?" His voice regained a measure of confidence. "That," he added, lifting one hand to point at the medallion, "will necessitate a somewhat... hmm, less usual approach."

      "Oh?"

      "That ridiculous woman told you nothing, I assume? When you were Tested?"

      I shook my head.

      "Public servants." The disdain in his voice couldn’t have been clearer. "Well, nothing for it, and I suppose on the bright side, I’ll be able to give you all the information you need. Correctly." He gestured inside. "May I?"

      I looked back at the letter. The front of the house faced due west, and the sun was just now cresting toward the horizon. As I looked at the page, the light caught it at a bit of an angle, and I saw an odd discoloration on the page, just below Father and Mother’s signature. I peered more closely, tilting the page a bit, until I saw what had caught my eye: there was an impression of sorts in the paper. Not deep enough to be called an embossing, but definitely a deliberate marring of the otherwise-perfect surface. It was a single rune: the rune to bring a dim light into a dark place.
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      Yesssss, the house seemed to whisper, the cloying scent of butterscotch briefly wrapping around my nostrils.

      I looked up at Mr. Nash. "Yes, please. Come in." I stood aside to let him enter.

      "Ah, thank you," Mr. Nash said as Abbygail handed him a steaming cup of tea. His eyebrows immediately flew up, and he quickly stared at me and added, "–Daniel, for your hospitality." He offered a weak smile. I saw Abbygail roll her eyes as she stalked away; the prohibition on thanking brownies didn’t apply to houseguests, but the lawyer must not have known that. He blew on his tea to cool it, and continued, "Do you understand how witchkind are educated, Daniel?"

      I shook my head.

      He leaned back in the rickety old chair—I’d led him to the kitchen out of habit, as I still couldn’t picture myself in the cavernous, dimly lit dining room no matter the circumstances—and sighed. "Most of witchkind, and I include myself in this, receive our education in one of three Great Schools spread across the world. Your parents, for example, attended Disemstoke’s, just a few villages from here. I believe your grandparents did as well." They had: I’d seen Great-Great-Grandmother’s diploma hanging on the wall in what had once been her workshop, out on the back of the property. "Your parents assumed you would as well, and I have instructions to enroll you, should your Test have directed you there. But that," he said slowly, again pointing to the medallion around my neck, "changes things."

      "Changes things how?"

      "Our schools are intended to teach your average run-of-the-mill student. All of us have approximately the same abilities, and the same level of power, and so even though we all choose our own specialties, schooling starts the same for us all. And witchkind’s schools presume a basic level of education, either from a private preparatory school, through home schooling, or something else. I assume you haven’t had much education in the last few years?"

      I shook my head again.

      He heaved another sigh. "So you’d be woefully underprepared for Disemstoke’s, even if it wasn’t for the medallion."

      I fingered the chunk of warm glass, suspended from its inky ribbon. "But I do have the medallion," I said softly. And I still didn’t know what it meant.

      "You do," Mr. Nash said heavily. "And so that will necessitate a different approach."

      I waited for a moment to see if he’d continue, but he simply stared at me. "Different how?" I finally asked.

      He sipped his tea before he answered. "The medallion indicates that you are of a different order of witchkind, Daniel. Above ordinary individuals like myself as much as I am, in terms of power and ability, above a human. Disemstoke’s wouldn’t know what to do with you, and frankly you’d be a danger to your teachers and to your fellow students. Witchkind’s schools are forbidden from enrolling students who wear a medallion."

      "I can’t take it off."

      "No, you can’t. You’re to be apprenticed to a Master, another more experienced practitioner, for personal education. When your Master deems you ready, he or she will remove the medallion."

      "So I’ll still be educated?"

      "Well." He paused. "I mean, you have to be educated, of course. The problem is... well." He took a moment to gather himself. "If ordinary witchkind consists of generalists who choose to focus in a particular magical topic, those who receive medallions are born with a specialization, so to speak." I found myself growing nervous. I also got the distinct impression he wasn’t telling me everything.

      "They are not generalists," he continued. They are born into one of five Axes of Power, and the medallion bestowed at their Testing identifies which Axis. Once a medallion is laid upon a child, all of witchkind are bound to deliver them to a Master of the corresponding Axis. Unless they’re a public servant, apparently," he added with a mutter. "And so that is what I must do. That is what I will do," he finished with a nod. He seemed to be trying to convince himself. "We should leave now," he added.

      "Now... right now?" I stammered.

      "Yes. Now that you are of age, your powers are at risk of manifesting without control. It is essential we—I—deliver you to a Master who can protect us—I mean, you—and teach you." He paused. "Essential." I noticed beads of sweat beginning to form on his forehead. He seemed just as agitated as I was becoming.

      I clamped my jaw shut. "Excuse me," I said between my teeth, trying to remember my manners. I left the kitchen, dashing up the four flights to Great-Great-Grandmother’s attic. This time, I didn’t wait quietly on the landing as her door swung open: I stepped forward and rapped sharply on the door. "Grandmother!" I called loudly. "Grandmother, I need to speak with you! There’s a man–"

      The door swung open sharply, catching me off-guard and almost sending me tripped backwards into the stairs. Great-Great-Grandmother was there, her wrinkled skin tight around her eyes and mouth. "Foretold," she croaked, shaking her head ever so softly. "Predestined." Her eyes widened slightly, and her withered breast expanded as she inhaled deeply and intoned:

      Sky and Earth, Flame and Sea

      Cast adrift, their center lost

      Until a Sixth might come to be

      To join them all, or pay the cost

      This complete, her eyes seemed to sink further into her ancient skull, and her shoulders drooped. "Go," she whispered roughly. "Go and never return." She stepped back into her never-ending darkness, muttering softly. The attic door swung shut. A fog seemed to settle over my mind. I needed to go with Mr. Nash, I realized, and I needed to go immediately. She’d placed a directive on me, her magic pushing away my trepidation. Honestly, I’m glad she did it. I suspect I would have dithered for as long as possible rather than leaving the only home I’d ever known.

      I turned and made my way down the stairs in a magically powered daze. I stopped briefly on the third floor and whispered, "Goodbye, Father." I listened for a moment, but didn’t hear any of the scratching-in-the-wall that presaged his attention. I sighed and continued my descent.

      I stepped back into the kitchen, and saw that Mr. Nash had risen to his feet. Next to him stood Abbygail, a quizzical look on her little face.

      "Are you all right?" Mr. Nash asked. "You look a bit ashen, my boy."

      I nodded, my head still spinning. "Abbygail," I said, "would you please pack a case for me? I’ll be gone for... for some time. I..." I stopped and swallowed heavily. "I may not be coming back."

      She gave me a sad smile, a tear rolling down her face. She made a gesture, and two other brownies—both ones that had been with me for some time, although they’d never shared their names—dragged a satchel in from the opposite hallway. "We knew you’d be leaving us some day, Master Daniel," she said softly, her small voice filled with emotion.

      "Yes." This all felt... perfunctory. Normal, even. Why did this seem normal? Some small part of my mind wanted to object, but then I’d been a child living in a massive house by myself for three years. What was normal? I tugged the satchel open and slid Great-Great-Grandmother’s book into it. Whatever magic she’d cast over me wasn’t letting me leave the book behind. Mr. Nash cocked his head slightly at the book but said nothing as I re-cinched the bag shut. "Goodbye, Abbygail."

      She looked deep into my eyes then, and her voice took on a heavy new layer of meaning. "It will be lonely here without you."

      I blinked. Of course. I’d been so caught up in my own bewildering day that I hadn’t even thought about it. If I left, she and the other brownies would be here with nothing but Great-Great-Grandmother’s spirit to care for—and spirits didn’t require the kind of care a brownie could offer. That wasn’t fair. I looked into the others’ dark, brown eyes, and then looked back to Abbygail. "Abbygail," I said firmly, "I thank you, and your friends, for your service."

      She gave me another small smile, and clasped her hands in front of her. A wisp of wind rolled through the kitchen, and they were gone.

      "That was well done, Daniel," Mr. Nash offered quietly. "Well done indeed." He motioned toward the kitchen exit. "Shall we?"

      Silently, I shouldered the satchel and led the way to the front door. I opened it, allowing Mr. Nash to step through, and then joined him on the porch. I pulled the door shut behind me. We descended the short flight of stone stairs to the front path, where I stopped and turned to look back. I had never known a home other than this one, which had been in my family for generations. It seemed a shame to leave it here on its own, with nobody to care for it. As I looked at it, the house itself seemed to exhale softly, a breeze picking up a few dry leaves from the ground and flipping them ‘round and ‘round in the air. I tilted my head to the side for a moment, and then, very softly, said, "And thank you for your service as well."

      "Daniel?" Mr. Nash called.

      I looked over my shoulder and saw that he’d made it to the front gate. I followed him through it and turned to close the gate behind me— more out of habit, I admit, than any concern about trespassers. As I did so, another soft gust of wind rolled around me. I looked up at the house.

      The house was gone. My hand, which had been resting on the gate, was now hovering over empty air.
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            THE TOWER OF ENDINGS

          

        

      

    

    
      Before Father had died, and before Mother lost her mind and was taken from me, they’d had occasion to take me out of the house a handful of times. None of those trips were, in retrospect, especially momentous, although for a young boy they’d been grand events. We’d taken a picnic in a country field, or a short trip into the village, or off to see a distant relative in their home. What stood out to me on all of those trips is how quickly the traveling itself passed. Although as a powerless child I’d always taken the hour-long walk into the nearby village, adults of witchkind traveled much more efficiently.

      Mr. Nash was no exception. He took my hand in a somewhat firmer grip than I thought would have been necessary, and we stepped along the same dirt lane I’d walked before. But now each of our steps seemed to carry us leagues, the scenery blurring gently as we rushed along. A handful of steps took us to the village, and a few more took us clear to the coast—a journey I knew would have taken me many days. I remember thinking how powerful a magic it was, although of course that was simply because, at the time, I knew so little of what ordinary witchkind could do with such little effort.

      At one point I clearly remember "walking" over the sea, Mr. Nash never once slowing or faltering in his miles-eating strides. When we came to a halt, it was sudden enough to take my breath away.

      He’d brought me to a small, rocky islet, well off the coast. Far enough away, in fact, that I couldn’t see anything on the horizon but the choppy gray sea. The water crashed indifferently into the islet’s rocky shore, hissing down the sides of boulders that were black with age. The islet itself was little more than a hard mound rounding itself out of the water. There were no trees, and no life at all that I could see. Instead, the entire landscape seemed to consist solely of tall, sharp, jagged spires of rock that jutted up from the ground and thrust angrily toward the islet’s one feature: a soaring, dark Tower positioned precisely at the land’s tablet rise, in the dead middle of the isle. I thought it odd that the spires all tilted toward the Tower, as if they were meant to keep something in it, rather than keeping enemies out. Those spires even continued out into the sea, pushing out of the ocean and toward the Tower like bony, grasping fingers.

      Mr. Nash and I stood at the foot of a smooth earthen path that started at the shore and gently wound its way through the crags to the base of the Tower. From where we stood, the Tower appeared to have been carved directly from a column of native rock: its base blended easily into the ground, and at this distance I couldn’t make out the individual blocks of stone that must have formed the structure.

      The Tower was capped by two small turrets. About halfway down from their caps, a third, somewhat larger turret was affixed to the side of the Tower, as if it had grown up and latched on like some parasitic fungus on the bark of a tree. There were a few small windows that I could see, although none of them displayed any sign of light or life.

      "This is where my Master lives? This is where I’m to be apprenticed?"

      "I’m so sorry, Daniel," Mr. Nash said quietly. "But the Law is the Law, and... well. I’m sorry." I turned to ask him a question, but with a small gust of wind, he’d stepped off and away.

      I was alone.
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        * * *

      

      You may think it odd that I was taking all the day’s events with such aplomb. Obviously, looking back over such a span as I am now robs some of the urgency and emotion from that day. I also strongly suspect that Great-Great-Grandmother had done something to soften and ease my mind. Then too, so much had already happened to me so young: my Father’s death, my Mother’s incarceration, discovering Great-Great-Grandmother in her attic—it is possible that, even at such a young age, I simply wasn’t easily shaken.

      Being left alone on a strange, forbidding island was certainly stretching things a bit, though. But at that point, there seemed little to do other than walk the path to the Tower. Mr. Nash had mentioned a Master; surely this was what he’d meant. I had expected an introduction of sorts, but perhaps this was how these things were done. The fog around my mind had started to fade at that point, and I was growing a bit concerned about basic necessities like food and shelter. So I hoisted my satchel and began trudging toward the Tower.

      I kept my eyes on the path for a while. Although it was smooth and firm, the islet had an inexplicable feeling of age about it, and I didn’t want to step into a pot-hole or something and turn an ankle. After several minutes though, I looked up to gauge my progress. I was startled. The Tower didn’t seem much closer than when I’d stepped off the shore. I looked back over my shoulder, and saw that I’d only taken a few steps. Odd. I returned my gaze to the Tower, and took another step. I felt my legs moving under me. I felt my feet press against the ground and push me forward. Yet the rocky spikes around me seem to slide, leaving me in exactly the same place.

      I frowned. I might not have had the formal education a witchkind school would expect, but I’d spent years in the house with little to do except read. I’d picked up a few things. Father had maintained an excellent library in his study, and although I tended to ignore the more technical books on Craft, I’d read plenty of the adventures and fictions I’d found. This seemed like a classical test of some kind, something that I, as a presumptive apprentice, would need to solve.

      I set my jaw, and stepped forward more firmly, keeping the Tower firmly in my sight and willing it to grow closer. I felt a kind of liquid resistance pushing against me, as if the air had grown thick. My medallion suddenly flashed hot against my chest, and I smelled a pungent, burning, sulfurous stench. It cleared as quickly as it had come, though, and I’d taken an actual step forward.

      Encouraged, I tried it again. This time, the smell and flash of heat were accompanied by a pop of light, momentarily blinding me. When my vision cleared, I’d not take a step—I’d taken all of the steps. I was a nose-length away from the tower’s only door, a sturdy-looking wooden slab banded and bound in black iron straps. I blinked, took a step back, and—having nothing to lose—reached out to knock on the door.

      My small knuckles made a quiet tapping noise, no more. But a moment later, they seemed to echo inside the Tower. The echo repeated and grew, until it was the sound of a battering ram against an iron door, clanging and pounding. I dropped my satchel, and made to cover my ears with my hands, when the racket abruptly ended. I slowly lowered my hands, stooping over slightly to reclaim my satchel, and the door swung open.

      The inside was dark, the only light that which streamed hesitatingly through the open door. Whatever room was past that door was empty of any furniture I could see, the walls barren stone, the floor devoid of carpet or ornamentation. It appeared, from my limited vantage, to be completely empty. It felt both sinister and... somehow, welcoming. A place where few belonged, except...

      Except that I was one of those few.

      I stepped inside, and it swung shut behind me.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It was pitch-black inside, so dark I couldn’t even see the hand that I raised in front of my face. I stood quietly for a moment, listening carefully, but heard nothing—even the noise of the sea-winds was completely cut off.

      "Lengvas," I intoned, naming the rune Mother had taught me, picturing the rune in my mind as she’d told me to do, the same rune that had been on the letter Mr. Nash had given me. A soft yellow glow appeared around me. I could now see the stone floor I stood upon—eerily smooth and seamless—but little else. Outside the small circle of light I’d cast, there was still nothing but impenetrable darkness.

      I stepped forward, and my circle of light followed me. I could, I supposed, walk forward until I found a wall, or a door, or even a chair or something. Perhaps⁠—

      "Ho," a voice said. It was a woman’s voice, deep and husky. It didn’t so much echo as it did flow around me. That single syllable seemed to have substance of some kind, and I turned quickly to one side, hoping to catch sight of the speaker. "What have we," the voice said, seemingly from behind me, causing me to quickly pivot toward it. "a boy-child with a toy rune to bring–" the voice continued, once again from behind me. I whirled again just as the voice cut off.

      "Ah," it purred. I could almost feel the speaker’s lips brushing against one ear, and I twitched away from it. "I wondered if I’d be the one," it said quietly in my other ear. This time I held my ground. "Here I’d thought the defenses were finally failing." It was farther away this time, perhaps a handful of steps, and it no longer seemed to be moving around me. "But you’re meant to be here, aren’t you, boy?"

      "I was brought here." My voice sounded flat to me, without the slightest trace of echo. "I was Tested this morning."

      "And disposed of as quickly as possible," the voice said, now seeming to carry a note of humor. "Must have given your Tester a right start. Did they feed you?"

      As if on cue, my stomach growled. "Father said not to eat the food."

      A sense of wry approval wafted over me. "What’s your name, boy?" the voice asked, its tone kinder now.

      "Daniel Scratch."

      There was a long moment of silence, and I could feel the voice’s owner regarding me carefully. "That’s a lie," it said at last. "Though I begin to suspect why you’d tell it. I’ll ask once more, boy: What is your name?"

      I swallowed. I’d been cautioned for as long as I remembered that our name was not to be said aloud. But this was clearly not a situation my parents, or even Great-Great-Grandmother, had foreseen. Well, perhaps Great-Great-Grandmother had. I swallowed again, and inhaled deeply. "Daniel Teisejas," I whispered, still afraid to give my full voice to my true name. "Daniel Drake Teisejas."

      My dim little circle of light faded then, but a moment later the entire room was bathed in light. I blinked furiously at the abrupt change, and as my watery eyes cleared, I saw that I was in a round ante-room of sorts, perhaps thirty feet across. A door—the one I’d entered through, I thought from its size—was to my left, and another, smaller door stood exactly opposite it on the far wall. Torches were set into the wall every few feet, blazing with steady blue-orange flames. And she was standing directly in front of me.

      Her long, straight, gray-and-black hair was gathered into a loose tail, and draped forward over one shoulder. I could not have put an age to her: her face was weathered and hard, but her ebony-colored skin had no wrinkles save for a fine set of webs around her brown eyes. She wore a simple shirt and trousers made of gray homespun, the trousers disappearing into sturdy black boots. Over it all, she wore a heavy cloak of the deepest red. In fact, it reminded me of the red swirls in my medallion. My left hand dropped my satchel on the stone floor as my right hand absently touched the medallion.

      She crossed her arms in front of herself. "You’ll do well to forget that name for a time," she said. "Here we shall simply call you Daniel. It has been an age and more since anyone needed to name me, but for now I think ‘Kirmin’ will do." She paused and looked me over for a moment.

      "An age," she repeated softly, "but here we are now. Welcome to the Tower of Endings, Daniel."
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        * * *

      

      "That contains clothes?" Kirmin asked, pointing at my satchel.

      "And my book."

      "Book?" She tilted her head curiously. "Show me."

      I bent over, tugged the satchel open, and withdrew the immense book Great-Great-Grandmother had given me. Standing, I saw her eyes grow wide. She took a step forward, her arms uncrossing. "Sacred vows," she whispered. She looked like she was ready to rush over to me, but she pulled herself up short and pointed at the book. "That is impossible. How do you have it?"

      I glanced down at the book, taking in its sturdy cover. "Grandmother gave it to me."

      "Your grandmother?" she echoed.

      "Technically my great-great grandmother," I clarified. "She–"

      "Don’t say anything more," Kirmin interrupted quickly. "That– well. At least it’s here, where it can do no harm and not be harmed." She crossed her arms again, one finger tapping the opposite elbow. "Leave the satchel," she said at last. "You won’t need anything in it. The Book, though." She paused, considering. "Put it in your coat-pocket."

      I blinked. The book would barely be covered if I wrapped my entire coat around it. "I don’t think–"

      "I know," she interrupted again. "That’s why you’re here. So don’t think. Just do. Put the Book in your pocket."

      I stared at her, uncomprehending.

      "Now!" she ordered, lunging toward me and reaching for me with both arms.

      I backpedaled, almost falling to the ground, then tucked one corner of the massive book into my coat-pocket and pushed. If this crazy woman wanted me to rip my pocket open, so be it. But all at once, my hands were free of the book’s weight. I looked down, and saw a tiny, slim version of the book nestled easily in my coat pocket. My coat hung crookedly on my shoulders though, the book’s full weight was dragging down at one side despite its diminutive size.

      "Good," she said, stepping back and re-crossing her arms. "It should be happy there until we’re ready for it. Don’t," she continued, looking intently at me, "even think about removing it until I’ve given you leave, do you understand?"

      I nodded rapidly. "What is it?"

      "It’s a book, obviously."

      "Well yes, but–"

      "But why am I so agitated about it?" I nodded. "It’s our Book. Or supposed to be. It should have been here in the Tower, but it was lost. Ages ago." She frowned. "Or taken. I can’t remember, and that alone makes me suspicious. But it’s meant to hold our lore, our magic. Everything we’ve learned about the Axis. Not that we should need a book to hold our memories." She shook her head a bit, as if to clear it. "But it’s here now, and you’ll keep it in that pocket until I say otherwise."

      "I understand."

      "Good. Now, do you know why you’re here?"

      My mouth gaped open for a moment, and I must have looked like a dead fish. The question seemed a bit silly, given all that had happened today. "I was Tested, and given this medallion." I reached up to finger the piece of glass at my chest.

      "Mmm, yes, but that’s not the entire story. Technically, you were Chosen. The Test merely identifies the Choice. And the Sixth Axis rarely Chooses without a good reason."

      "Like... what?"

      "Usually a great need. Something it feels is urgent. And you showing up with that book... well. Suffice to say it’s probably a very great need, although the Axis’s sense of urgency isn’t always the same as ours."

      "What do you mean?" This woman was becoming more confusing by the moment.

      "The Axes are eternal. For them, ‘urgent’ could be something on the order of millennia. Or it could be something you need to take care of tomorrow. It’s hard to tell."

      "What was I Chosen for, then?"

      She chuckled, and shook her head at my naïveté. "That will take some time to find out. But if it’s something you need to do tomorrow, it won’t get done. You’ll be here for years, learning your way with the Axis and taking your place as its adherent in the world."

      "Years?"

      "You’re thirteen, right?"

      "Yes."

      "Then yes, years. You’d have spent at least five at any of the Great Schools, and you should expect to spend just as long here. Hopefully the Axis took that into account when it Chose you."

      "Five years?"

      "You’re catching on."

      My stomach growled.

      She laughed, a rolling, happy sound. "We can probably start by getting you something to eat, if you’re hungry."

      My stomach growled again in agreement.

      "Kitchen usually catches on fast." Turning, she made her way to the smaller interior door. I followed warily.

      "Everything else will take a few hours," she added, although I had no idea what she was talking about. "Fresh clothes will likely have to wait until morning, as the driežai won’t all venture back until nightfall. Should be a pallet or something somewhere that’s not too rotted." She seemed to be talking more to herself than to me now. "No rodents or insects at least, more’s the praise for that. Come, boy!" she called, her voice growing louder as she opened the door and stepped through. "Let’s get you fed and see what new age is upon us."

      I followed her through the door.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      She led me down a flight of spiraling stone stairs, and we emerged into a small, cheerfully lit kitchen. A massive hearth occupied most of one wall, a small fire banked to one side. A heavy wooden table took up much of the middle of the room. On one end of that table sat a steaming bowl of stew. A single chair was pushed under the table. At Kirmin’s gesture, I pulled the chair out and sat down.

      The stew smelled fantastic. Abbygail had often made a rich, herb-scented meal that was one of my favorites, and this smelled almost exactly like it. My mouth began watering in anticipation, and my stomach gave a low growl of demand. "Do you have brownies, too?" I asked.

      "No, the Tower... well, I guess you could say that brownies wouldn’t feel very welcome here. It takes care of itself. You’ll see. Tuck in." She perched on the side of the table and twisted to look at me. "You’re going to be full of questions as we always are, and so I’ll be doing the answers I suppose."

      A simple wooden spoon was already in the bowl, and so I scooped out a first bite. It was wonderful, some kind of well-cooked game in a thick brown broth, accompanied by chunks of orange and white root vegetables.

      "So. How much do you know?" Kirmin asked as I ate.

      I swallowed before answering. "I’m to be apprenticed to a Master. That’s what Mr. Nash told me. He brought me here."

      "And your medallion?"

      "It means I’m not normal witchkind."

      

      "Normal." There was scorn in her voice. "Shortsighted cowards, that’s ‘normal’ witchkind. You’re no different from any of them, save that you’ve been granted extra gifts by the universe. Gifts or burdens, you decide. That’s why they push us away, make us live apart, just as they all keep their distance from humans. Afraid the humans will burn ‘em at the stake, afraid we’ll subjugate them or something. So much fear," she finished, shaking her head sadly. "Let me tell you a story," she offered.
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        * * *

      

      When the world was young, she began, its energies flowed randomly, without order. The world was still figuring out what it was, you see, and what it wanted to be. Eventually, some of those energies were attached to some of the animals of the world. They grew used to each other, over the centuries. Those animals learned how to use those energies, and the energies learned how those animals could keep them both fresh and alive. That was the beginning of witchkind.

      Some of the world’s other animals were far more numerous but also far less interested in the energies around them. Instead, they spent their time breeding more of themselves, chasing down other animals to eat, and planting things in the ground. They lived harder, shorter lives, but they were much better at the breeding part, so they slowly spread to cover most of the world. Those were the humans.

      Humans and witchkind lived side by side in those days. The gentler energies that witchkind had become companions with could heal a broken leg, bring a gentle rain to a field of crops, or even predict when the weather was about to turn bitter and cold. Witchkind and humans protected each other. They provided for each other.

      But some of the world’s greatest energies never did settle down. They remained wild, untamed. They weren’t interested in lighting a home, or heating a meal, or diverting a storm. They wanted to fly, to dive through the seas, and to crunch their way through the earth. They flitted around the companion-energies of witchkind but never tied themselves to them. There were six of those wilder energies, back then. Four of them were behind the mighty forces of nature, bringing earthquakes, volcanos, the great storms, and the tsunamis of the sea. A fifth was one of the oldest of them, carrying the spark of life itself, but that one had always been elusive, as beginnings often are. That one interacted constantly with humans, and to a lesser degree with witchkind, but only on its own terms. The sixth great energy was its opposite, and just as old: an energy of endings and completions. Death, some would come to call it.

      Witchkind could influence those greater energies to some degree or another but could never tame them. And all the world suffered for it, as those wild energies went on random rampages. Even the power of life and creation was a mystery to witchkind, sometimes generous with its gifts, and other times denying them.

      At last, one of the greatest of witchkind convinced his brethren to do something about it. They would pool their own smaller energies, he said, and bring the greater, wild energies to heel. They would capture them, imprison them in physical form, and gain command over them. His compatriots agreed, and they created the most powerful magics ever seen before or since: the suvienijimas.

      It took more than a decade of preparation, and more than half of witchkind died in the attempt, sacrificing their lives to bind those greater, wilder energies to their will. Sadly, almost half of the humans also died in the backlash, forever making them enemies of witchkind. In a way, the suvienijimas became the triuškinantis, a word that means shattering or sundering. From that time, humans have ever been the enemies of witchkind, seeking to destroy us for daring to tamper with the world’s energies. Seeking revenge for our hubris.

      But the suvienijimas succeeded, after a fashion. The great energies were drawn into physical forms, at least. But not all of witchkind would be able to command them, for the wily, wild energies remained too powerful. And so six of witchkind’s greatest, the six who stood at the center of the great working, took some of the wild power into themselves. They bound their minds and sacrificed their bodies, becoming the šešios ašys, the Six Axes: One Axis for each of the world’s great powers.

      By merging their minds and bodies with the greater energies, those six ensured that some of witchkind would be able to control the wild powers of the world. Every one of witchkind now carries the potential to reach out to their spiritual counterparts. Seeds, if you will, with the promise of communing with them. Directing them. Perhaps not controlling them, but influencing them more than witchkind ever could.

      But those six seeds, all of that hope and promise, were scattered throughout witchkind, with no way to track where they landed. And so witchkind now Tests its children. Tests them, to see if any of those seeds has taken root, through time and space, and sprouted. In any generation, at least one of witchkind would bond with each of the world’s greatest magics. And the Tests do more: they help determine which of the Great Schools any child of witchkind might be destined for. But make no mistake: the Tests were first made to find us.

      The First Axis holds the power of the Sea. It was bound by Jura Sea-Father, forced into the body of the great kraken that roam the deeps. Its shape is the teardrop, its color the green of the deepest oceans.

      The Second Axis bonds the power of Flame. It was captured by Liepsna Flame-Mother and forced into the form of the great dragons. Its shape is the triangle, representing flame, and its color the bright orange of fire.

      The Third Axis captured the power of Earth. It was brought to heel by Zeme Rock-Brother, embodied as the great Wyrms who can survive the hottest magma. Its shape is a square, and its color the deep gray of bedrock.

      The Fourth Axis harnessed the power of the Sky. It was tamed by Vejas Wind-Sister and given physical form as the Wraith. Its shape is the circle, its color the brightest blue.

      Gyvenima Life-Bringer sought to tame the power of Creation and Beginnings, but she failed. That great power, white and hot, was older and more wily than the others, and it refused to be captured. Instead, it dispersed itself through every living creature on the world. It gave up its existence as a greater power, and became millions of small, tiny lights within each of us. To be truthful, it had already left much of its power in us, and some suspect that it was merely bowing to the inevitable. So the Fifth Axis never came to be.

      Galas End-Watcher did manage to capture the great, wild power of Endings and Completion. But that great, wild power refused to be completely constrained. In the end, Galas bound it only to his own spirit, giving the power more free reign to act in the world as it saw fit. It was connected, but not harnessed. Bound, but not conquered. His sacrifice ensured that witchkind could still direct that power, and he gave the Sixth Axis its shape and color: the diamond shot through with deep red. Unlike its brethren, the Sixth Axis scattered its seeds further, and wider. Many a generation has come and gone with no-one bearing its seed, no-one able to commune with it or direct it. In that way, the world’s last great power remained largely wild and free. Humans and witchkind alike came to fear it, and to distrust it. And when its seed does take root, whether by whim or accident, those of witchkind who bear it also bear that fear and distrust.
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        * * *

      

      "And that is why," Kirmin said, "we of the Sixth Axis have always been bound to this islet. Kept and caged, in the belief that doing so will also keep and cage Death itself, and prevent it from running amok."

      I blinked. "So... I’m trapped here?" I asked. I’d recognized the reference to the medallion I wore, and I knew I must be one of the ones who’d somehow wound up with some kind of vague connection to Death.

      "Oh, of course not," she said with a small laugh. "Not in the long term, at least. Not any more than the idea of death itself can be bound into a single place. No, the old stories get a lot of it wrong, and people, being people, tend to believe them. They thought... well, they thought that by trapping us here, they’d trap death as well, somehow. Or Endings. But no, you’re only trapped here until... until you complete your training and decide you don’t want to be trapped here anymore."

      "So... I’ll be able to leave eventually?" I ventured.

      "Of course. The isle can only hold those who haven’t reach their End, yet."

      "My End?" I asked. I didn’t quite understand the significance, back then.

      "All things End, you know. Seasons. Meals. Arguments. Wars. Lives. The Sixth Axis is the power of Endings and Conclusions. That’s scary for some people. But Endings, especially ones that are justified and well-planned, aren’t anything to be afraid of. The isle can only hold you here until your End. And once your training ends, you’ll decide if you want it to hold you here still.

      She smiled. "This is probably a good time to get some sleep."
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        * * *

      

      Kirmin had, in fact, found a bedroom with a proper—if tiny—mattress elevated off the stone floor on a proper metal frame. The beds in my family’s house had been huge, easily capable of sleeping three adults. I still had fond memories of crawling into my parents’ bed in cold nights, snuggling between them. It hadn’t been until Father’s last year that they’d begun insisting I slept in my own bed. Mother used to joke that it was my restless kicking during the night that gave her bruises along her ribs.

      The room was on the same level as the kitchen, just one flight down from the main entry to the Tower. From the kitchen, she’d led me down a short hallway with four bedrooms and a spacious, shared washing-room at the end. She’d assured me that appropriate clothing would be available in the morning, but that I was to keep my coat—my Book still in its pocket—with me at all times. I’d taken her seriously, folding the coat under my pillow before falling asleep. I laid the rest of my clothing on the bare stone floor.

      The room was windowless, and the lighting was... interesting. It was lit by one of the torches that seemed to line every wall of the Tower. I’d tried extinguishing it before climbing into bed, but it had stubbornly resisted my huffing and puffing. But as I’d pulled the covers over myself, defeated, it had dimmed, flickered, and eventually died. I’d briefly wondered if I’d sleep forever, with no sign of the sun to rouse me, but my exhaustion had claimed me.

      I slept deeply but uneasily, if that makes any sense. I don’t remember waking at all during the night, but I had the most vivid and unusual dreams. I don’t even know if I can describe them: their intensity, and the urgency of them, remains with me to this day. But at the time they seemed unformed and vague. I remember feeling anxious—I was, after all, trapped here on an island with a strange woman who would be teaching me to become one of the most powerful of witchkind. I also remember feeling curious, for her stories had sparked some of the same feelings that my old adventure-stories had. And oddly, I remember feeling comfortable, somehow. I felt that I belonged here, even more than I ever belonged in my own family’s house. There I had felt overlooked, forgotten. Lying here in the Tower, tossing in my small bed, I had the feeling that my life before now had been nothing but a placeholder, a period of waiting for my real life to begin.
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      Exhausted and annoyed by my last call, I tapped the return key on my keyboard, signing out of my work session and closing the VPN. Yet another day, I thought to myself. I pulled the cheap headset off my head and dropped it onto the desk. The ear pad popped off, and I sighed. Work wouldn’t pay for a new one until I hit my next employment anniversary. I fiddled with it for a few minutes and decided to deal with it tomorrow. Surely I had some tape or something around somewhere.

      Although probably not. Subsistence citizens didn’t have a junk drawer like Mom did when I was growing up. Subsistence citizens took what they were given: minimalist housing, synth-meals, and entry-level grindstone jobs.

      Back in the day, they’d taught us in school, almost everyone in the United States—the precursor to our North American Attainment—had lived in their own standalone homes, often with acres and acres of free space in which to run and play. They’d even had specialized animals to keep them company: pets, they’d been called. We’d seen pictures of something called a dog and something called a cat, and I couldn’t imagine one of them competing with me for space in my tiny little one-bedroom. Oh, they’d had high-rise living back then too, but it was a purely luxury experience for the richest of the rich. The photos had shown sweeping views of endless skies and parklands, with glossy granite floors and upscale furniture. But living so far apart from one another had become untenable. Transporting resources like water and electricity had simply become too difficult and expensive, especially once the fossil fuels had run out. So people had started clustering together, building up instead of out, simplifying the solar-powered electrical distribution grids, water supplies, and sewage services. Today, everyone—and I mean every one—lived in a high rise. Of course, there were still layers to society in the NAA: subsistence citizens like myself, who’d never won one of the coveted places in extended education, usually wound up in the cheapest, smallest housing, surviving on government largesse. Those who’d not only attended extended education but done well at it were much better off. They lived in dedicated arcologies, self-sufficient cities contained entirely within massive high-rise buildings. They probably had granite floors.

      I reached over and thumbed the window-shade control, opening the shade’s horizontal slats and admitting a few inch-high slivers of dreary gray light into the room. Albuquerque’s ever-sullen weather was said to be reminiscent of Washington’s Peugeot Sound area at the turn of the century, the result of a drastic climate shift that was only now being mitigated by the towering atmospheric remediation monoliths that marched from coast to coast across the entire continent. Most of the former Peugeot Sound was, of course, completely underwater these days, but its damp weather lived on in what had once been a far-ranging desert landscape.

      I picked up the half-eaten synth-meal that I’d microwaved for lunch. Over-microwaved, actually, which meant I’d had to let it cool for almost five minutes, giving me only ten to shove what I could into my mouth before my employer’s time-keeping system and ever-watchful cameras insisted I get back on the job. The pasta analogue still smelled fine, so I scooped one last spoonful into my mouth. Not bad. I’d probably have the same for dinner, although perhaps the one with the white sauce versus the red. Here at the end of the month, the variety in my cabinets was getting a little bleak, but I’d done better about mixing things up this month, so I wasn’t down to a half-dozen boxes of bland pseudo-granola like I had been last month. My next meal delivery should be tomorrow or the next day, and I still had a couple of these pasta dishes left, along with a Salisbury Tofu-Steak.

      Oh, I know what you’re thinking, and you’re not wrong. I’m a stereotype, almost a trope: late-20s corporate drone, male. In my case, I’m one of tens of thousands of corporate drones assigned to the consumer service department at AmeriMex Credit Bank, specifically the Consumer Credit division. Yeah, I’m the disinterested kid who helps you file your most recent credit card dispute, because you’re too lazy to go onto our website and do it yourself in a tenth of the time. And probably not even a real dispute, more like a delivery meal that you didn’t like and don’t feel like paying for. Filing disputes, explaining the self-explanatory weekly card statements, rotating frauded account numbers, and transferring balances from one of our competitors’ cards—these were the scintillating activities that filled my days.

      Notably, my own credit isn’t good enough for my employer to issue me one of its normal cards, although I do have a purchasing card that my paycheck is deposited to each week. It covered the few expenses that the government didn’t: a new shirt now and then, an occasional meal upgrade, the odd video game or two every other month. It wasn’t sufficient to cover an entertainment upgrade subscription, and so I subsisted mostly on movies and reruns from fifty or more years ago, all of which were made free on the basic Citizen’s Plan.

      They say some people call consumer service lines just for the human contact. For a while, everyone thought machine intelligences were going to replace drones like me, until major companies and world governments realized that people like me—and there’s a lot of people like me—wouldn’t have anything to do. And so consumer support, along with a few dozen other jobs, was now legally reserved for low-paid human labor. Machine intelligence systems touch up my appearance, removing the zits from my face, making my hair look less oily, and even replacing my work t-shirt with a snappy button-up and tie, while I answer call after call after mundane video call. There was always the temptation to break out of the bank-approved customer service script and just talk to someone, but the machine learning algorithms that listened to each call—“for training and quality assurance purposes,” everyone was told—would have detected that and flagged a supervisor to investigate. I didn’t need that.

      Somewhat ironically, after the first synthetic intelligences were created—never “artificial,” if you please—they made it clear that they hadn’t the slightest interest in taking on the mundane, boring work that humans created for themselves. And so corporate drone-ery lives on. A few decades before I was born, the United Nations Security Council had finally outlawed the production of any new SIs, requiring that all man-made intelligence systems operate below the threshold of sentience. Their stated reason was to make sure humans remained in charge of humanity, but the widely acknowledged fact was the the existing SIs basically just sat around contemplating vast universal mysteries of some kind and not doing a lick of work. They just burned power, which probably would have irritated everyone a lot more if the SIs hadn’t cleverly invented cheap, efficient, renewable power systems that kept them—and all of humanity—fully supplied with energy.

      That’s actually what had originally brought my parents to Albuquerque: those cheap, efficient, renewable power systems. When they’d designated the city for a new microwave power receiver array, the government had created a labor boom. Global weather was still too random—and mostly bad, to be honest—for ground-based solar arrays to be very effective. That’s what the SIs had solved, by creating powerful orbital solar arrays that beamed power down to huge ground-based receivers. These now dotted the global landscape, ensuring a steady supply of essentially free power for everyone. Flow batteries the size of cargo ships stored power whenever the power receiver was energized, and then doled it back out when the receiver’s companion satellite was no longer being bathed in sunlight. It worked well enough: in school, we’d been taught about something called a rolling blackout, where the government regularly cut power to huge areas of a city in order to maintain power to other areas. That never happened nowadays. Power outages nowadays would have resulted in almost immediate riots after citizens were forced off their steady diet of media banality.

      Like everyone else at AmeriMex—hell, like pretty much everyone else in the world, these days—I work from home, slugging away on a company-issued computer connected to a company-issued monitor that was starting to lose pixels in one quarter of the screen. Monitoring systems built into the cube-shaped computer ensured I was actually in front of the computer during my shift, and automated call center systems routed a new call to me within seconds of me finishing the previous one. It wasn’t a bad gig, and the company probably saved itself zillions every year by not maintaining the giant office buildings and cube farms of yore. It did make for a bit of a dreary life for us drones, though: given that all I could afford was a tiny, massively subsidized one-bedroom apartment, I didn’t get a lot of variety in my surroundings. My work desk and its computer and monitor took up about a third of my main room. A shabby couch, placed opposite a wall-mounted entertainment panel, took up most of the rest of the room. A tiny kitchen and pantry, complete with an eat-at counter with integrated stool, finished the room. I spent about two-thirds of my life in that room. The tiny bedroom and personal refresher unit, accessible by means of a door off the kitchen, occupied the remaining third of my life.

      But I could always go out, right?

      I’ve read about “going out,” of course, and seen plenty of it in the entertainment programs and movies I watched. Restaurants and bars—places where you could pay money to have someone else actually prepare real food and bring it to you—were a major way that people of the past injected some variety into their lives. I’d seen parks—vast green spaces used solely for recreation—shopping malls, museums, and more. All excellent options for “going out.”

      Except none of them really existed anymore, unless you were incredibly wealthy and maybe had enough land to contain your own park.

      After the Fifth Global Pandemic, governments everywhere basically threw up their hands in defeat, shut down mass transit systems worldwide, and advised everyone to figure out how to live and work entirely out of their homes. By the time I was born, shortly after Yet Another Global Pandemic, most news outlets had stopped even counting the pandemics. It was just the “pandemic of ’26,” or “this month’s pandemic.”

      Roads were no longer maintained as they had been in the old days. Instead, the major shipping companies used the old roadways to lay new tracks for their vehicles. Private vehicles, something I’d read about in school and seen in movies, were a thing of the past. Those few people who went outside paid for hired vehicles, each of which was equipped with extensive automatic disinfecting systems. Or you walked, edging along the side of the roadways in carefully marked pedestrian lanes while automated vehicles blasted by you at a couple of hundred kilometers per hour.

      But there’s no real need to leave your home, anymore. Amaz-mart.com delivers everything I need, from groceries to clothes to cleaning supplies. Everything is packaged to fit in the standard automated delivery systems installed in nearly every major high-rise apartment building, including my own: toilet paper, canned ham, vegetables, socks, even gaming consoles, all packaged in perfect cubes, all designed to stack neatly into a 40cm-by-40cm-by-40cm reusable shipping container.

      Looking around my little space apartment, I suspected I could spend a bit more on cleaning supplies in my next order. I’d long since become immune to my own smell, but the place was getting funky enough to start having its own elections soon.

      Going out for a breath of fresh air was legally still an option, but it had two significant downsides. First, it’d reset my sense of smell, and my apartment would really stink when I came back. Second, I’d have to suit up. These days, you didn’t dare leave your home—and its government-mandated ultra-filtered air, complete with government-supplied replacement filters every week—without being in a full hazmat suit. Lots of people could afford luxe suits that offered basic climate control, comfortable helmets, and unobtrusive air supplies. I could afford a flimsy Tyvek onesie with a bulky, strap-on respirator. By the time I suited up, ran whatever mad errand had driven me from my home, and unsuited underneath the sterilizing UVC lamp in my building’s entry, it was a contest to see which had produced more sweat: my face or my armpits.

      Besides, where would I go? Albuquerque didn’t have any parks. It didn’t have shopping malls. It had a Museum of Natural History, but yours were strictly virtual; only the museum staff was permitted to enter the actual building and be physically amongst the exhibits they maintained. There certainly weren’t any restaurants or bars, at least none that someone like me could afford or be welcomed into.

      So no, I’d stay inside. Work was okay with us using their computer for shopping, so I logged onto amaz-mart.com. Rapidly clicking through the site, I added a case of air fresheners to my cart, along with a case of odor neutralizing spray. Almost as an afterthought, I added a pack of ear pads for the headset. There’s no way tape was going to work to repair it. I gazed longingly at the ad the site presented for a much more comfortable, premium headset that I’d coveted for months now. I closed the ad and lingered for a moment over the site’s “Suggested for you” items, including a new racing game called Furiously Fast 11 that promised over a month of playtime. Maybe in a couple of paychecks: the helpful reminder of my payment card balance that always hovered in the corner of the screen made it clear that I wouldn’t be purchasing any new games for a bit.

      But then I remembered: Mom had sent me a game or something for my birthday last week. I’d already sent her a thank-you email, but hadn’t bothered to open the package. It was probably a deck of cards or something, knowing Mom’s love of nostalgia. Any truly good game would have downloaded itself to my entertainment panel already—what games came in packages anymore?

      I pushed my dilapidated chair back from my desk, wishing Mom had sprung for a new office chair instead, and walked to my door. A small pile of pouches lay on the floor. I’d already sent their delivery cubes back into the system for recycling, but none of the actual packages had seemed urgent. I flipped through them. One appeared to be a free sample of a new water flavoring. “Mango-PrimaBerry!” the pouch proclaimed. Yuck, whatever “PrimaBerry” was. Another pouch, sent from my building’s management company, probably contained the annual air quality test kit they were required to offer. The third pouch rustled a bit, and a quick glance at the label suggested it was a sample of breakfast cereal. Which would be crushed to dust of course, and which wouldn’t be included in my government-paid food plan anyway. The fourth pouch was from Mom.

      I ripped it open, and another smaller pouch fell out. This one was silvery with dark blue printing.

      Endless Sky, it proudly proclaimed. Starter Kit.

      I tore the pouch open. Inside was a small blister pack containing two large-ish pills, one black and one white. A folded sheet of paper contained what I presumed were instructions. As I shook the pouch’s contents onto the pile of mail, another small slip of paper fell out. Stapled to it was a clear zip-closure baggie, containing yet another pill. This one was clear.

      I unfolded the glossy instruction sheet.
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      You will remain asleep for 8-10 hours as the WHITE Gel-Tab’s nano-constructors begin creating the electronic neural interfaces that will enable you to enter the world of Endless Sky. When you awake, you will be hungry. We suggest having a balanced meal rich in iron, potassium, and vitamin C. We recommend a full bowl of Endless Crunch™, which when combined with a bowl of whole-fat synth-milk, provides 100% of the recommended nutrients to ensure a successful neural implanting!

      

      YOU MUST WAIT 48 HOURS AFTER AWAKING BEFORE TAKING THE BLACK GEL-TAB AND ENTERING THE GAME. If you take the BLACK Gel-Tab early, it will have no effect. Your BLACK Gel-Tab is non-refundable and will not be replaced due to early consumption.

      

      PLAYING THE GAME

      We suggest checking the strength of the Endless Network™ signal by using the free Endless Network app for your smartphone. If you take the BLACK Gel-Tab in an area of insufficient signal, you will not be able to enter the game. No refunds will be made for consuming a BLACK Gel-Tab in an area of insufficient signal.

      When you are ready to enter Endless Sky and begin play:

      

      FIRST, make sure you are alert and not tired. DO NOT CONSUME THE BLACK GEL-TAB IF YOU ARE TIRED, OR UNDER THE INFLUENCE OF ANY DRUGS, INCLUDING ALCOHOL. SERIOUS NEGATIVE SIDE EFFECTS CAN RESULT. Entering the game in a fatigued state may result in your game character “sleeping” for some or all of your game time. Refunds are not offered for BLACK Gel-Tabs that are consumed while you are in a fatigued state.

      

      SECOND, make sure you are in an appropriate game-play space. Your body will enter a state not unlike sleep within ten minutes of taking the BLACK Gel-Tab, so it should be consumed while seated on a bed, couch, or other appropriate location. After swallowing, IMMEDIATELY LIE DOWN and prepare to play!

      

      THIRD, make sure you have 8 hours available, because you will not be able to exit the game for that amount of time. This will be equivalent to a full day of “game time” in the world of Endless Sky.

      

      FOURTH, be aware that you will not have full control over your bladder or bowels while in the game. We suggest using a new Endless Care Kit™ (sold separately) to help maintain a clean and safe environment while you play.

      

      FIFTH, we suggest that you hydrate before taking the BLACK Gel-Tab. Drinking at least two liters of clean, fresh water is strongly recommended. The BLACK Gel-Tab may also be taken on a full stomach, which helps avoid experiencing The Hungries when you exit the game. However, consider our fourth point above when deciding what, and how much, to eat before playing.

      

      TIP: We recommend keeping a can of Endless Recovery™ handy (sold separately). It’s a great way to crush The Hungries upon exiting the game, and unopened cans are shelf-stable for up to 6 months! In most regions, you can opt for Endless Recovery as a replacement for one standard subsidized meal package. Consider doing so in your next meal order!

      

      IMPORTANT: Upon entering Endless Sky for the first time, you will be required to review and accept an important End User License Agreement (EULA), which explains your obligations as a player, and outlines important limitations on our liability for damages. Should you refuse to accept the EULA, you will exit the game and the nano-constructs in your brain will dissolve over the course of about a week. If you would like to review the EULA prior to consuming the Game Gel-Tabs, you can visit EndlessSkyGame.com.

      

      REMEMBER: Each BLACK Gel-Tab is good for 8 hours of real-world time, which equates to one full game day. Additional BLACK Gel-Tabs are sold separately. Endless Fan™ subscriptions help ensure you never run out of BLACK Gel-Tabs, and that you can fully engage in Endless Play™ whenever you like! Visit EndlessSkyGame.com for more information on subscriptions and other Endless Sky offerings!

      

      WANT TO GO ALL-IN? Visit EndlessSkyGame.com and learn about our Endless Pod™ service. Whether you choose to pay-as-you-go or arrange a financial endowment to fund your new Endless Life™, we have plenty of options—including ones that may cost you nothing! Endless Pods eliminate the worry about nutrition… and even elimination! It’s the easy, turnkey way to enjoy Endless Sky for days, weeks, or even months at a time! Special discounts available for terms of three months or more!

      

      THAT’S IT! Are you ready to enter the world of Endless Sky, and experience an adventure like no other?

      

      
        
        REMEMBER: WHITE Gel-Tab, wait 48 hours, and then BLACK Gel-Tab.

      

      

      Welcome to Endless Sky — the Ultimate Game Off Planet Earth™!

      

      Copyright and Trademark Endless Domains®, Inc.

      

      
        
        Endless Apocalypse™ • Endless Deep™ • Endless Frontier™ • Endless Heroes™ • Endless Industry™ • Endless Jungle™ • Endless Kingdom™ • Endless Night™ • Endless Paradise™ • Endless Sky® • Endless Steam™ • Endless Toons™

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The piece of paper attached to the clear pill—or Gel-Tab, I guess—was more succinct: RANDOM IN-GAME POWER-UP. TAKE IMMEDIATELY BEFORE TAKING YOUR FIRST BLACK GEL-TAB. It was a yellow slip of paper, and had been printed on a laser printer that had clearly seen better days. The printing was uneven and smeared, and the piece of paper itself had obviously been hand-cut from a larger sheet. They must randomly chuck these power-ups into the pouches by hand at the factory, and probably didn’t produce enough of them to spend money on better packaging. Well, I wasn’t arguing.

      I knew all about Endless Sky, of course, along with its sister games like Endless Frontier and Endless Steam. They were the latest, and by far the most popular, wave of fully immersive role-playing games. Endless Domains, the company behind them all, had developed the world’s first self-constructing nano-net that was fully approved and licensed by the World Drug Administration. Pop the white pill and apparently in two days you had a fully functional synaptic interface, right inside your own brain, powered by your own body. It had been a triumph when the first games had been announced a year or so back. No more awkward visor helmets! No more uncomfortable electrode hats! Just swallow a pill and you’re in the game!

      The problem, of course, was that the starter kits cost someone like me around half a year’s pay. I knew Mom was doing okay—she was a Vice President for one of the companies that sold air filters to the government—but I hadn’t thought she’d spring for such an expensive present. Still, a new chair would have been nice, even if it would have entailed an even pricier robotic delivery company to bring it to me. No way a chair would fit in the building’s automated delivery system. But… as I thought about it, maybe the chair would have been a bad idea. Mom had always been practical, and a new chair would have been right on-character for her. Buying me access to a game like this was the height of frivolity for her, and it made the gift even better. Besides, hadn’t I just been pointing out how monotonous it was to live and work in a tiny little apartment that you basically couldn’t leave? Here was my opportunity to “go out” in a big way.

      I picked up the blister pack of Gel-Tabs and turned them over in my fingers, watching as the little plastic bubbles caught the weak late afternoon light.

      Why not?

      I quickly shoveled the last bits of my lunch into my mouth, guzzled a glass of water, and walked into my cramped bedroom. Remembering the instructions, I returned to the kitchen and popped another pasta meal into the microwave. Easy enough to nuke it when I came to, as I had no plans of paying whatever extortionate amount I was sure “Endless Crunch” must cost. I refilled the glass of water and returned to my bedroom. Then I returned to the living room again, pulling up my government food order on the entertainment panel. Sure enough, I had a batch already on the way, due in late tomorrow—too late to make changes. But I did verify that “Endless Recovery” meal replacement drinks could be optioned into my next order, replacing ordinary meal packs one-to-one at no charge. They came in chocolate, vanilla, strawberry, and banana, with a maximum allotment of one per day. I poked the change into my next order, dropping all of the cardboard-tasting granola packs and a random selection of other items in exchange for one drink per day. I confirmed the changes and returned to my bedroom.

      Pushing the previous day’s clothes onto the floor, I sat on the edge of the barely-big-enough-for-one-adult bed, the cheap mattress bowing deeply under my weight. I pushed the white Gel-Tab through the foil on the back of the package, and held it in the middle of my palm. It glistened slightly green, catching the light from the digital clock built into the wall.

      Down the hatch.

      I wondered briefly why they couldn’t have split the damn thing up into two or even three pills; it was like trying to swallow the end of your own thumb. I chugged the glass of water, urging the pill down my gullet, and gasped slightly when it finally slid down into my stomach. That thing was monstrous—why would they risk choking a brand-new customer? I sat the empty glass on the minuscule nightstand bolted onto the wall next to the head of my bed, and lay down.

      Crap, I thought. I should have peed first.

      And then I thought nothing.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Truth in advertising: When I woke shortly before midnight, I was well-rested and absolutely ravenous. “The Hungries” indeed. I rolled out of bed, scurried to the kitchen, and fired up the microwave. While it hummed, I emptied my bladder, relieved that I hadn’t… relieved myself in bed. A few minutes later, I was tucking into the hot food, and sliding a second tray into the ‘wave. That’d leave me short for dinner the next day unless my monthly shipment showed up a little earlier than usual, but I could always splurge and have pizza delivered. My building offered automated pizza production and delivery for residents, and while it wasn’t as good as some I’d had while living with Mom, it wasn’t poisonous.

      With the second meal polished off and my belly no longer grumbling, I wondered what to do with myself. The instructions had been clear: I needed to wait two more days before swallowing the black pill. And there was no point in logging on to work—while the company might let me pick up an extra shift, I didn’t speak most of the languages required to be working at this hour, as we’d mainly be getting calls from overseas. Besides, I’d still be expected to be on the clock at 7am for my regular shift, and there was no way I was pulling a double. I decided to lay back in bed and try to get some more sleep.

      It didn’t happen.

      An hour later, I was signing into work, accepting a reduced hourly rate in exchange for only taking calls from English-speaking consumers in Europe. My compact cup-at-a-time coffee maker put in just as long of a day as I did, keeping me from fading all through the night and the next day, until my normal shift was over at 3pm.

      Tired as I was at that point, I knew I needed to push through until my usual bedtime, or I’d never get myself on a workable schedule.

      Sometime during the day, the building’s package delivery system had sent up cubes full of meal trays, and so I wandered over to the door to unpack them and stash them in their cabinet above the microwave. A cube of cleaning supplies and odor neutralizer had also shown up, so I spent a couple of hours straightening the place up, cycling laundry through my little ‘fresher and into my dresser drawers, and scrubbing out my compact little bathroom. I set up two odor neutralizers to slowly churn through the air in the place, and by early evening my apartment looked—and smelled—more like a competent adult lived there.

      I considered sitting down with a chocolate pudding cup and binge-watching the latest Star Wars derivative, but decided instead to read up on Endless Sky.

      My work computer was strictly locked down, essentially useless unless it was connected to the company VPN or browsing Amaz-mart, and so I perched on my battered, overstuffed couch—an apartment-warming gift from Mom that hadn’t worn as well as she’d probably hoped—extracted a lap-keyboard from where it had slid between the cushions, and fired up the entertainment panel. Opening the panel’s built-in browser, I hit the forums.

      And almost immediately hit a brick wall.

      After a few hours of searching, all I managed to uncover was that Endless Domains’ legal department apparently spent their entire day overseeing a bunch of take-down bots that scoured the Internet for any mentions of the company’s games and had them quickly removed. Apart from a few Amaz-mart.com product reviews of the company’s food products and the occasional officially sanctioned game reviews—all of which were incredibly high-level gushings of how immersive and convenient the games were—the Internet was a complete blank. I’d be going to completely blind in—I checked the time on the TV—just over 24 hours.

      The most interesting of the sanctioned reviews offered a few tantalizing tidbits about the game itself:

      
        
        Endless Sky is unlike any other space-genre game you’ve ever played. For one, the game world is literally endless, built atop Endless Domain’s proprietary world-generating algorithms. Players can choose to join any one of several political factions in the game, including haring off as an independent explorer or throwing in with galaxy-spanning alien species. All of the genre tropes are well-represented: faster-than-light travel, spaceships, space battles, planetary terraforming, piracy, and more. Endless Domain’s ability to execute fully-realized worlds and societies—first unveiled in their fantasy-genre Endless Kingdom game—is on full display here, with players able to take on occupations ranging from starship pilot to planetary governor, or from galley cook to mercenary. The game’s clever use of time-shifting ensures that “day players” get the full experience despite only being “in” the game for a third of its run-time, while also providing a fully immersive experience for the “full-timers” who play from the comfort of one of the company’s physical-support game pods. And as for all those rumors you’ve heard about in-game sensory experiences—rest assured that in-game gourmet dining experiences are absolutely worth it, to say nothing of the sex. Endless Sky proves that Endless Domains has a winning formula, and we can’t wait to see the previews of their next launch, Endless Deep.

      

      

      Fluffy and ultimately detail-free, but enough to get me even more jazzed about getting into the game.

      Eventually.

      The rest of the evening, and all of the next day, were an absolute grind. If you were the old lady who tried to convince me to lower her interest rate, I’m sorry—I didn’t have the moral strength to escalate that to the people who actually made that decision, because they’d simply deny it anyway and reprimand me for letting you sweet-talk me into bothering them. If you’re the guy whose card quit working, I apologize. You’re going to have to call and request a new card again, because I’m pretty sure I never submitted that request to the processing system. All day, my mind was on nothing but Endless Sky.

      When my shift ended at 3, it came almost as a shock. I’d been thinking about the timing all day long: Work from 7am to 3pm, making sure I had a solid lunch and gotten to the bathroom, and then take the black pill. That would put me into the game until anywhere from 11pm to 1am, at which point I’d probably wake exhausted, have a fast bite to eat, and go straight to bed. It was Thursday, so I’d need to be up just before 7am on Friday to log onto work, which meant I’d get anywhere from 5-ish to 7-ish hours of sleep.

      Plenty.

      After one last trip to the bathroom to make sure I was as empty as possible, I sat down on the edge of my bed with the black pill, still in its blister pack, and the clear pill, still in its little zipper baggie. I thought about it for a minute, and then set both pills on my nightstand. I went to the kitchen, grabbed one of the flimsy plastic trash bags my building provided its residents, and spread that out in the middle of my bed. I covered that with an old bath towel. Just in case. I fetched a glass of water and, before I could think about it any further, shook the clear pill out of its baggie and swallowed it. It had barely cleared my esophagus before I chased it with the black one.

      As I eased myself into bed, my hips centered on the towel-and-trash bag combo, I realized I’d never checked the network strength as the instructions had suggested.

      And then the world went dark.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            WELCOME TO ENDLESS SKY

          

        

      

    

    
      Glowing letters faded into the darkness:

      
        
          
            
              
        » Welcome to Endless Sky®!

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Please register using your UUCID.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Hint: Simply think the digits to enter them.

      

      

      

      

      

      A glowing, blinking box—a cursor—appeared below the prompt. I carefully thought about the digits in my Universally Unique Citizen’s ID, wondering how they’d handle the legally mandated three-factor authentication when I had no way of providing a thumbprint or looking at the authentication app on my mobile.

      
        
          
            
              
        » UUCID accepted.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Neural match: Welcome, Frank Kozina.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Let’s begin your Endless Adventure™!

      

      

      

      

      

      Well, that answered that.

      
        
          
            
              
        » Please read and accept our End User License Agreement (EULA).

      

      

      

      

      

      A button offered to display the entire EULA in what I assumed was an infinite wall of text, while I second button let me simply accept the EULA sight-unseen and get on with the game. I obviously chose the second button.

      Suddenly, a galaxy bloomed to life around me. I was floating in the midst of the interstellar void, the sweep of a galactic arm full of stars arcing around me. It was… majestic. Overwhelming. A soft, orchestral chord, like the carrier wave of the universe itself, waxed and waned in my ears, both relaxing and invigorating me with its promise of what was to come. The Endless Sky logo faded into life before me, nearly blotting out the stars before it faded away.

      The galaxy even smelled nice, like fresh laundry.

      
        
          
            
              
        » Override detected. Special class accepted: Truthsayer.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        This is a hidden class. You will be permitted to select a public class as part of onboarding.

      

      

      

      

      

      This new message lingered for a moment, and I realized this must have been the clear pill’s doing. “Truthsayer?” Interesting. In the fantasy books I’d read, a truthsayer was usually employed by a king or something, and could determine if someone was lying to the monarch. Seemed like a bit misplaced for a space epic, and a fairly minor thing to make such a big deal of—what with a special pill and all—but perhaps it’d make more sense once I got into the game’s storyline.

      
        
          
            
              
        » All players in Endless Sky are assigned the species of Human.

      

      

      

      

      

      Fair enough. I’d half-hoped that alien species would be an option, but I suppose those would be the bad guys.

      
        
          
            
              
        » Please choose your class.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        You may ask for assistance in filtering the list of available classes.

      

      

      

      

      

      A vast, vertical list appeared in front of me, stretching down into what must be infinity. It was alphabetical, listing every single character class the game apparently supported. “Able Spacer” was first on the list, followed by “Academic,” then “Accountant,” and so on. This would take forever.

      If I was going to be successful in the game, I presumed I’d need a character class—which amounted to a profession, it seemed—that was in-demand. That way, I’d have a better chance of making more money. “Only show classes that are in high demand within the game,” I said aloud.

      The list sparkled and wavered, options disappearing rapidly as the list contracted:

      
        
          
            
              
        Artist

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Assassin

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Astronomer

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Athletic Trainer

      

      

      

      
        
          
        …

      

      

      

      

      

      The list was still long, but at least now only contained a few entries in each letter. I reached toward the list, intending to scroll into the Bs, but paused.

      Assassin, huh?

      That seemed like an uncommon trade in a sci-fi RPG, but the possibilities intrigued me. It was the furthest thing possible from what I did in real life, and it promised far more adventure than “Astronomer.” And why in the world would an RPG need “Athletic Trainers?” Who would be boring enough to choose that as their class, and how could it possibly be an in-demand profession? More, who would spend their game time using the services of an Athletic Trainer? I shook my head and scrolled ahead a bit:

      
        
          
            
              
        Bailiff

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Bartender

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Boatswain

      

      

      

      

      

      Well, you could never have too many bartenders. I wondered if the game actually had the ability to get you drunk. Embedded in your brain as it was, it certainly seemed possible. I scrolled on.

      
        
          
            
              
        Camouflage Specialist

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Carpenter

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Cashier

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Chauffeur

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Clown

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Cook

      

      

      

      

      

      This was ridiculous. Ludicrous, even. Who paid money to be a cook in an RPG? The reviewer had mentioned being a galley cook, but I’d taken it as hyperbole. Apparently not. I flipped through several other letters’ worth of classes, amazed that the game considered these to all be “in-demand” and wondering at the sanity of the people who’d programmed this thing. “Were is Space Pilot?” I asked. The list faded, overlaid by the reply:

      
        
          
            
              
        » The Starship Pilot class is oversubscribed by approximately 312%.

      

      

      

      

      

      Well, of course it was. Everyone who came here wanted to be a pilot, I supposed. The reply faded away, and the list brightened again. I scrolled through for several more minutes, aware that I was burning precious game time but fully cognizant of what an important decision I was making. I flipped back to the start of the list and touched the second option.

      
        
          
            
              
        » Confirm selection of class: Assassin.

      

      

      

      

      

      “Confirmed.”

      
        
          
            
              
        » Class selected. Class: Assassin is generally a hidden class. You are permitted to select a second, public class.

      

      

      

      

      

      This was a common enough technique in RPGs, and I thought about it for several moments. Being a public assassin would be pretty useless, but selecting a second—well, a third really, since Truthsayer was my first class—had the potential to slow me down in the game. I’d have skills for both classes to unlock and maintain, for example, effectively meaning I’d be playing two games at the same time. But Assassin did sound like a lot of fun.

      “What are the most in-demand classed in the game, which are not also a menial profession, and which can rise to a position of influence or power?” That’d at least make my “second game” interesting, and possibly create some synergy with the Assassin class.

      The list this time was much shorter:

      
        
          
            
              
        Majordomo

      

      

      

      

      

      I blinked. I was pretty sure I knew what that was, but it felt like an archaic word. “Define the Majordomo class,” I said.

      
        
          
            
              
        Majordomo

      

      

      

      
        
          
        1: a head steward of a large household (such as a palace)

      

      

      

      
        
          
        2 : butler, steward

      

      

      

      
        
          
        3 : a person who speaks, makes arrangements, or takes charge for another broadly : the person who runs an enterprise

      

      

      

      

      

      Fascinating. “Does this class offer future specializations or generalizations?” Many RPG games had a sort of tree for their skills, meaning generalized skills that could build into more specialized ones. Looking at the skill tree, if it was permitted, could give me an idea of where the class might fit into the game.

      
        
          
            
              
        » Skill tree excerpt: Majordomo

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Politician > Majordomo > Consigliere | Executive

      

      

      

      

      

      Oh, now we were getting someplace! The game positioned the Majordomo class as a kind of specialized politician, but from there I could branch out into what I assumed was a connection to in-game organized crime, or into executive management.

      Good enough. “Select Majordomo as public class.”

      
        
          
            
              
        » Class selected.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        You have 30 attribute points to assign across 3 attributes: Body, Mind, and Soul. By default, 10 attribute points are assigned to each attribute. New attribute points are awarded with most level-ups and upon completion of select missions. You can assign no more than one attribute point to a given attribute between level-ups. Do you wish to redistribute attribute points?

      

      

      

      

      

      I thought about it. As an assassin, I’d doubtless need a strong Body, but between that and majordomo, I’d need an even stronger mind. What was Soul? I couldn’t see it affecting my classes that much. “Allocate one point from Soul to Mind,” I ordered. “No other changes.”

      
        
          
            
              
        » Attribute point allocation complete.

      

      

      

      

        

      
        
          
            
        Frank Kozina

      

      
        Day Player

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Class: Truthsayer (hidden)

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Class: Assassin (hidden)

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Class: Majordomo

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Guild Membership: none

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Account: 0

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Level 0

      

      

      

      

        

      
        
          
            
        Attributes

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Body: 10

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Mind: 11

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Soul: 9

      

      

      

      
        
          
        HP: 27 (Body x Level)

      

      

      

      
        
          
        XP: 0 (1,000 to level 1)

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Unused Attribute Points: 0

      

      

      

      

        

      
        
          
            
        Skills:

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Basic Assassination: 1

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Knife Fighting: 1

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Household Management: 1

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Poisoning: 1

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Politicking: 1

      

      

      

      

        

      
        
          
            
        » Initiating skill download.

      

      

      

      

      

      My brain screamed.

      Prior to Endless Domain’s RPGs, even “immersive” games were very much external to the player. That is, they could use video helmets to put images in front of your eyes and audio into your ears. With electrode hats, they could stimulate the brain directly, letting them add touch, smell, and taste to the game. But you and the game were always distinct. When your character “learned” a skill in the game, it simply improved your chances of successfully performing that skill for in-game tasks. Someone at a level 1 mechanic skill, for example, would have a lower chance of repairing a device than a player with a level 5 mechanic skill.

      Endless Sky had chosen a different approach. Even the carefully edited public reviews had covered this, but I hadn’t had the context to fully understand what they meant.

      With its hardware embedded directly into my brain, the game was constructing new synaptic networks. It was lighting up the sensory and memory areas of my brain. I could feel the memories of my training sessions in live fighting, remember the endless practice debates in my political science class, smell the poisons I’d learned to brew under the tutelage of an experienced practitioner.

      Except that I’d obviously never done those things: the game was inserting information into my brain. It was creating the experiences needed for my brain to recall that information and put it to new uses. This wasn’t just having a book dumped into my brain, it was more like having a life constructed for me.

      It hurt like hell.

      Fortunately, it was over almost as quickly as it had begun, leaving me with the sense—but not the actual pain, thank God—of a pounding headache.

      The text of my character sheet faded away, and the soft, wavering chord of the universe began to swell. The galaxy itself began to shift, and I started to fly toward one particular bright mote of light. Trumpets crescendoed as an urgent, deep drumbeat began to pulse through the void. The mote of light became a ball, and then rapidly zoomed into a full-sized sun. I swept past it, slowing now, and found myself approaching a tiny, pod-sized container. As that grew closer, the elaborate Endless Sky logo again pulsed across the sky, fading slowly as the little pod came closer. I drifted through the window of the pod, and found myself looking back outside that window, into the inky blackness of space.

      
        
          
            
              
        » Welcome to Endless Sky.

      

      

      

      

      

      As those bright letters began to fade, I became keenly aware of my own breath, my own heartbeat. I looked, and saw my own hands, glad in thick, silvery-gray gloves. Those were in turn connected to my arms, also wrapped in what I realized must be a silvery-gray space suit of some kind.

      I looked around.

      There wasn’t much to see. This was indeed a pod, probably an escape pod of some kind. I was pressed against the back of the pod, half-pushed into a spongy, memory foam-type pad that covered the entire rear wall. In front of me, within easy reach, was a control panel no more than a meter across. That alone filled most of the pod’s width, meaning I could easily touch both concave walls at the same time. I was in a tube, then, or more accurately a cylinder. Above the small control panel was the window I’d originally drifted through.

      There were no clues about what to do next.

      Game on.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Okay,” I said aloud. “Let’s see what we can do.”

      
        
          
            
              
        » Mission unlocked: Return Home

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Your escape pod was ejected unintentionally. Find a way to return to the station.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        XP awarded.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        » Mission unlocked: Find Dwight Czarnowski

      

      

      

      
        
          
        ••Error: Mission description not found.

      

      

      

      

      

      Weird. I’d expected a tutorial mission of some kind, but what was the “Find Dwight” thing all about? Presumably something I’d need to complete once I got to the station, but… description not found?

      I had a mild moment of panic when I realized that I’d swallowed a pill designed to construct a synaptic network inside my own brain, and that pill had been designed by the same people who apparently hadn’t finished their own game. The same kinds of people who wrote the bug-ridden software that I used every day at work. I’d entrusted my brain to software engineers.

      I took a deep breath. I’d be fine.

      I looked down at the control panel. It seemed needlessly complex for something as small as an escape pod, with buttons crammed across the entire thing. “This would be easier if there were labels or something,” I muttered. Some scratching in between two of the buttons caught my eye. “Oh, there are labels,” I said.

      An odd sensation washed over me in that moment. It felt… well, it’s hard to describe. Imagine waking up for a deep sleep, looking around, and suddenly realizing that you’re upside down, hanging from the ceiling of your apartment. Your heart beats a couple of times in panic before you realize that no, you’re not upside down, you were just having the last remnants of a dream. You’re really fine, lying in bed just as you’re meant to be.

      That’s what it felt like. It actually made me nauseous enough, just for a split second, to close my eyes. But the sensation passed almost immediately. “I assume,” I said, taking another deep breath to quell my rising panic, “that was just the synaptic network adjusting itself or something, and not my brain melting under the influence of poorly designed technology.” Nothing else happened, and so I resolved to get on with the game.

      Returning my attention to the console, I could see that the controls were indeed labeled, just that the labels had been created by a masochist. They were printed in dark gray, and contrasted poorly with the black surface of the console, but I quickly made out buttons for “side thrusters,” “attitude control,” and “joystick release.” I pushed that last one, and was rewarded with a small joystick popping up from a hidden recess in the console.

      Gently tapping the joystick, I heard a soft hissing noise, and felt a slight bump from the opposing side of my pod. Jets of some sort, then. I continued tapping the joystick, mindful to not build up too much momentum, and eventually managed to turn the little pod 180 degrees.

      Before me was a space station.

      It was beautiful and, as far as I could see, undamaged. Its main portion was a tubular ring, a torus, with soft blue and red marker lights scattered across the outer circumference. In the middle or the torus was a sphere, which was connected to the torus by four straight, equidistant tubes. Those tubes formed a cross of sorts, intersecting at the sphere. Across the sphere and the torus, I could see windows, with small shapes moving within. That gave me a sense of scale: I wasn’t actually that far from the station.

      Looking more closely, I could see a row of small protrusions along one section of the torus’ outer side. The row ended in a depression, which was surrounded by blinking yellow lights. I suspected I was meant to dock with those lights.

      
        
          
            
              
        » Mission update: Return Home [25%]

      

      

      

      
        
          
        You’re off to a great start! Dock your pod with the station to complete this mission.

      

      

      

      

      

      The game could read my thoughts. That made sense, obviously, but it was still creepy.

      Continuing to operate the joystick with the gentlest of taps, I lined myself up with the station and goosed my little pod forward. Almost immediately, I realized that this task was going to be more difficult than I’d expected: the station was rotating. It was extremely slow, but now that I was drifting toward it, I could see my target, the little light-ringed depression, moving inexorably toward my left. I tried to adjust my path, but tapped the joystick in the wrong direction and found myself beginning to roll counter-clockwise. I was still moving toward the station, but at this rate I’d find myself slowly drilling into it several hours from now, rather than docking.

      I scanned the console for some way to right my pod, and laughed aloud. There, right next to the joystick, was a green button marked “Auto-Dock.” I pushed it.

      Nothing happened.

      I glared at the button for a moment, and then started scanning the console again. My pod continued to drift toward the station, and my heart started to beat more rapidly. If I crashed, I presumed I’d be put into some kind of time-out state, and then respawn right back in this same pod to try again. That would be annoying, but–

      Wait. The Auto-Dock button was now blinking.

      I pushed it again, and was rewarded with a series of sharp bumps, followed by a prolonged kick in the chest.

      The system must have a proximity requirement, and I’d finally drifted close enough to trigger it.

      
        
          
            
              
        » Mission update: Return Home [50%]

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Using the auto-docking system is not only faster, it’s a safer way to dock the pod.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        » XP awarded.

      

      

      

      

      

      That was a bit of a gimme, but I’d take it.

      I was accelerating toward the station more quickly now, and was realigned to the docking point marked by the yellow lights. A series of thruster-driven taps matched the pod’s lateral velocity to the station’s rotation. Once the docking point was directly in front of me and no longer moving relative to the pod, another kick in the chest sent me hurtling toward the station.

      “Too fast!” I yelled, my eyes darting around the console for some way to stop it.

      I looked up, and saw the station rapidly approaching, the docking point beginning to loom in my vision like a hungry maw.

      I was going to crash.

      Just as I was reaching for the joystick, hoping I could manually override the insane auto-docking computer, the pod fired a series of forward-facing thrusters. The pod slowed immediately, and my helmeted head—hey, I was wearing a helmet!—smacked into the forward window. A rapid series of thruster bursts turned the pod another 180 degrees, before the forward thrusters fired again, this time more softly. The pod drifted backwards, clicking into the docking point. A series of thunks suggested I’d been locked into place, a theory that was confirmed when the wall behind me levered open.

      My problem now was that I was subject to the station’s rotational gravity, which meant my console was now the “floor” of my pod, and I was laying flat atop it. I turned over carefully, afraid I’d fire myself back into space, and looked “up.”

      What I’d previously considered to be the “floor” of my pod was now a curved side wall, and included a built-in ladder leading to what was now the exit. I clambered up the ladder, and heaved myself over the edge, sprawling on the floor—deck, I suppose—next to an empty walkway.

      
        
          
            
              
        » Mission complete: Return Home

      

      

      

      
        
          
        » XP awarded.

      

      

      

      

      

      Well, I seemed off to a good start.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I’d found myself in what was obviously an escape pod mustering station. The walkway was clearly marked with places for people to line up, and a railing separated that from the actual pod entry hatches. All of the pods were open, waiting for some emergency to render them useful.

      I made my way out of the area, and emerged into an open concourse of some kind. An open walkway stretched into the distance, far enough that I could actually make out the curvature of the station’s torus. On either side of me were walls that, based on my count of the windows, were about four stories high. The ground level, where I stood, was all shop windows, closed doors, and signage. It looked for all the world like a shopping mall from before the pandemics, something that featured heavily in the shows I tended to binge-watch. The shop windows were mostly dark, and I wondered if I’d arrived in the middle of the night or something.

      My only experience with space stations were from old Star Trek reruns and the interminable waves of new Star Wars series that were released every few weeks. This station didn’t line up with either of those. Star Trek mainly featured neat, clean, futuristic stations with smooth lines and bright lighting; Star Wars trended toward dark, grimy stations that seemed to have seen a lot of use. This station was somewhere in between. Everything was clean, and perhaps a bit worn with use, but definitely not dingy or old-feeling. But nothing looked futuristic: there were no robots scurrying around, no plastic-like wall surfaces smoothly reflecting subtle lighting, none of that. It seems incredibly… normal.

      I walked along, moving over to one side of the corridor to get a better look at the shops and offices. This one seemed to be a fast-food joint of some kind, while the next one proclaimed itself to be a cargo brokerage. I tried their doors, and found them firmly locked. The door handles were sturdy and simple, and showed the clear wear of thousands upon thousands of hands over the years. The attention to detail here was impressive: I’m sure it would have been easier to just make a station where everything appeared perfectly new and smooth, but the designers had really gone all-out on making this seem like a real place.

      Up ahead, a light was shining out of an office window, reflecting off the wall on the opposite side of the corridor. I picked up my pace a bit, and found myself standing in front of something called Zander’s Equippage. Peering through the window, I saw long rows of shelves stretching to the back of the shop, each packed with a seemingly random assortment of trinkets, devices, and doodads. Tucked in one front corner was a tiny counter, and behind the counter was a perfectly ordinary-looking man. He had black hair, tan skin, and a ragged mustache. Weirdly, he was staring straight ahead, both palms flat on the countertop, with a half-smile frozen on his face. Was he a robot?

      I walked in.

      “Hello,” I said.

      The man’s eyes widened along with his smile. “Hello, and welcome to Zander’s Equippage. We offer everything a traveler might need, including generous credit terms.”

      
        
          
            
              
        » Welcome to Zander’s Equippage!

      

      

      

      
        
          
        As you have had no time to earn any credits, Zander is prepared to offer generous credit terms for up to 1,000 station credits. This is a good time to pick up any items that may be essential to your class’ base skills.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Suggestions:

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Knife Fighting: A basic knife

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Poisoning: A toxic herbs kit

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Your suit is also equipped with a basic life support system, but does not currently have an emergency atmosphere supply.

      

      

      

      

      

      Ah. Okay, we were doing the tutorial thing. Cool. “Hello, Zander!” I said brightly, watching the proprietor’s face change not a bit. “I’d like a basic knife, a toxic herbs kit, and an emergency atmosphere supply.”

      Zander nodded. “A basic knife will cost you 100 credits. A toxic herbs kit will cost you 500 credits. An emergency atmosphere supply will cost you 100 credits. You get a 25 credit rebate if you refill the emergency atmosphere supply here on the station. I can extend you 700 credits at 5% per month. Purchase items, yes or no?”

      Zander was the least interesting kind of non-player character, or NPC, you could find in a game that was otherwise so realistic. I hoped the characters would get better as I went. “Yes,” I said, keeping my voice as flat as his.

      A soft thunk attracted my attention to the counter. Between Zander’s hands, which absolutely hadn’t moved, a simple knife in a black sheath, a black packet of what I presumed were toxic herbs, and a silver pressor cylinder had all dropped lightly to to the countertop.

      “Is there someone I can talk to about getting off this station?” I asked.

      “Mala’s Travel Agency is just down the corridor,” Zander replied, surprising me. I was surprised he’d been programmed with that much information.

      “That you,” I said, gathering my belongings and stepping back into the station’s corridor. I took a few minutes to stash the goods: the atmosphere cylinder clicked into a holder in the small of my back, automatically interfacing with the suit with a soft hiss. The knife I tucked into a thigh pocket, and the herbs went into the roomier storage pocket in the belly of the suit.

      
        
          
            
              
        » Purchases complete! You’re now familiar with the purchasing system in Endless Sky.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        » XP awarded.

      

      

      

      

      

      I continued along the hallway, and eventually came across a man who looked almost identical to Zander. This NPC was leaning against a closed office door, looking furtively up and down the corridor. Furtively, but also programmatically: he looked left and right for the exact same amount of time each time, with the exact same expression on his face.

      I considered leaving him alone.

      
        
          
            
              
        » Interacting with the other denizens of the station can reveal more information and unlock missions. Successfully completing missions can reward you with XP, credits, skill boosts, additional missions, and much more.

      

      

      

      

      

      Righty-ho. First mention I’d seen of XP, which I presumed was Experience Points. Earning those in the tutorial might give me a head start once I got into the main game, so I was definitely interested.

      I approached the NPC and said, “Hey, what’s up?”

      He focused on me so quickly that I swear I saw his head flicker. Man, this game had better get more impressive once I got through the damn tutorial!

      “It’s Borlesh,” the man said in a harsh voice. “He’s the local mob boss here on this station, and I owe him credits. But I don’t have those credits to pay. He’ll kill me! Oh, no! Here he is now!”

      The character’s facial expression remained exactly the same throughout this exchange. I turned to one side, and saw a stockily built man striding toward us, a scowl on his face. His black hair was slicked back, and his bushy eyebrows were furrowed in anger or frustration. Or possibly constipation. Honestly, it was hard to tell.

      “Gerald, you owe me those credits, and you need to pay up right now,” Borlesh said as he drew close. He spoke with the kind of Italian mob boss accent I’d heard in an endless stream of movies when I’d had a brief fascination with organized crime films.

      “But boss, I don’t have those credits,” Gerald recited.

      “Well, then I guess you know what happens,” Borlesh intoned flatly.

      
        
          
            
              
        » Mission unlocked: Resolve a Dispute

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Use your Politicking skills to help Borlesh and Gerald resolve their dispute before Gerald gets hurt.

      

      

      

      

      

      Ah, I got it now. The tutorial mode must be programmed to throw out scenarios that matched my class and skills. That might explain why they were all so flat: if the game’s designers had come up with scenarios for the hundreds of possible classes in the game, they likely hadn’t wanted to spend much time on them for the purposes of a simple tutorial.

      I grinned. The game had latched onto my public class of majordomo, but the mission directive had given me an interesting alternative. “Gentlemen,” I said, attracting the attention of both NPCs. “There’s no need to argue.” I reached into my thigh pocket, withdrawning the knife. “I’m sure we can work this out.”

      “Oh?” Borlesh said. “And who might you be?” he asked, stepping forward and lunging one hand toward my gut. I stepped back, but not quickly enough: a sudden pain stabbed through my midsection as his fist connected.

      
        
          
            
              
        » You have been hit!

      

      

      

      
        
          
        1 HP of damage.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        All injuries taken during the game are deducted from your Hit Points, or HP. If you reach zero HP, you will die. As a day player, this means you will spend the remainder of your game day in a time-out room. As a pod player, you will be placed in a time-out room for a designated number of game hours. Either way, you will respawn at your then-current spawn point.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        HP can be recovered through healing. A loss of less than 50% of your HP can be recovered through time. You can recover approximately 1 HP per hour of game time.

      

      

      

      

      

      “What the hell was that for?” I gasped, stepping toward him and jamming the knife in his throat.

      
        
          
            
              
        » SUCCEED: Assassination

      

      

      

      
        
          
        You have assassinated Borlesh

      

      

      

      
        
          
        XP awarded.

      

      

      

      

      

      He went down instantly, without even a drop of blood. Clearly not the outcome the game had been expecting, but at least it was playing along.

      
        
          
            
              
        » Mission complete: Resolve a Dispute

      

      

      

      
        
          
        » Mission bonus: Creative Solution

      

      

      

      
        
          
        » XP awarded.

      

      

      

      

      

      All of the “XP awarded” notices seemed useless and annoying. Presumably I could check a character sheet somehow to see where my XP sat, so what was the–

      
        
          
            
              
        » Enable succinct mode?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Routine game prompts and status updates can be suppressed to reduce distractions. Do you wish to enable succinct mode? You can always re-enable verbose mode at any time.

      

      

      

      

      

      “Yes.”

      
        
          
            
              
        » Succinct mode enabled.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Only important prompts and game messages will be displayed.

      

      

      

      

      

      Well there you go.

      
        
          
            
              
        Level-up! You are now at Level 1!

      

      

      

      

      

      Oh? I must have earned enough XP with the creative–

      My thought was interrupted by a tingling, cooling sensation that washed through my entire body. It felt… calming. At the same time it almost felt… sexual? Sensual, at the least. Chills ran up and down my spine, making me shiver. I looked at my hands and saw them glowing a deep blue, the light piercing the silvery gray gloves of my suit. In a moment, the light and the sensations faded.

      
        
          
            
              
        » Congratulations on achieving Level 1!

      

      

      

      
        
          
        You are now a full-fledged player in Endless Sky.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Leveling up restores all hit points (HP) and heals all injuries.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Leveling up can also grant Attribute Points, which can be assigned to any of your three main attributes: Body, Mind, and Soul. The move to Level 1 does not include any additional Attribute Points.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        » Caution!

      

      

      

      
        
          
        You have killed a non-player character, or NPC. Killing NPCs is permitted, and is often required in order to complete missions or to survive.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        In time, you will encounter other Player Characters, or PCs, like yourself. Killing PCs is only permitted when you are doing so as part of a mission that requires you to do so. For example, if you are a ship’s gunner, and you shoot down an enemy vessel as part of a mission or under orders, you are not penalized for any PCs that are killed during that action.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        PCs who are killed are placed in a time-out room until the end of their current game day, or for a designated number of game hours, depending on the circumstances of the death. Other penalties, such as reduced XP, loss of skill levels, loss of level, loss of currency, and so on may also apply.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Killing a PC outside the terms of a mission can result in significant penalties for the killer. Penalties can include a loss of XP and other scores, and can also include a time-limited application of the “Murderer” label. This label clearly identifies you to other PCs for the time specified, and removes all penalties for killing you during that time.

      

      

      

      

      

      Interesting. I’d played some of the other massively multiplayer RPGs out there, and almost all of them had an absolute ban on killing PCs. Endless Sky’s approach made more sense to me. After all, if you were going to be shooting starships out of the sky, you had to have an “out” if any PCs happened to be on them. Murdering someone in cold blood was still verboten, unless you were doing so in the context of a mission. I wondered if I’d have gotten a pass for killing Borlesh had he been a PC, especially given that the point of the Assassin class was to kill people.

      Gerald was still standing in front of me, not moving. Not even blinking. Apparently whatever slapdash programming had gone into him didn’t cover this situation.

      I considered killing him as well, just to see what would happen, but decided against it. This game could still have good-versus-evil alignments I wasn’t yet aware of, and there was no point putting myself on the wrong path unintentionally. “Still,” I said aloud, “I definitely get a pass for assassinating PCs. That definitely seems fair.”

      Another wave of sensation passed through me, sending another shiver up my spine. A leftover of the level-up, probably. Gerald blinked a couple of times before saying, “Thanks, stranger. I appreciate you helping me out, there.” He didn’t look down at Borlesh’s body, still lying on the deck, conspicuously missing a spreading pool of blood. Ah, well. I turned to move on.

      “Excuse me, could you help me move the body?”

      I turned back, and saw Gerald standing over the body, looking at me. “Uh, sure?”

      “Just to the disposal hatch over there,” he said, pointing across the corridor.

      “Sure.” I grabbed Borlesh’s legs as Gerald grabbed his arms, and we started hauling. The man must have weight well over a hundred kilos, so dragging him wasn’t easy, but I handled it well enough.

      
        
          
            
              
        » Your Body attribute enables acts of physical strength. A point of Body lets you shift about 10 kilograms with relative ease, assuming optimal conditions. Body also enables jumping, climbing, hitting, and other physical acts.

      

      

      

      

      

      Good to know. We managed to get the corpse—which should have been rapidly cooling, but still felt basically body-temp to me—over to the hatch Gerald had indicated. It was a half-meter square, and the top featured a row of five white-illuminated buttons. I stood for a moment, looking at Gerald, but he just stared right back.

      “I don’t know how to operate the hatch,” he said at last.

      Oh, good grief. I poked one of the buttons at random. Suddenly, the first one in the row blinked red, then white. Then the third one blinked green, then white. Then the—I lost track. Some sequence of about seven or eight colors flashed by.

      
        
          
            
              
        » Your Mind attribute enables acts of mental ability, such as memorizing things and figuring out puzzles. As your Mind attribute is slightly above human average, you should have no problem replicating the sequence of buttons.

      

      

      

      

      

      Ah. Tutorial mode. Got it. I held one finger over the first button, and suddenly the complete sequence bloomed in my mind: one, three, four, two, one, five, two. The hatch slid open, and Gerald helped me maneuver Borlesh through it. Once the body was in, the hatch slid shut again.

      “Thanks so much,” Gerald said, his voice still annoyingly flat. “I still don’t know where I’m going to go. His men will still be after me. I could sure use some help finding a place to hide.”

      He gave me what I assume was meant to be a sad-eyed look, but I just shrugged. “Sorry,” I started to say, when a game message interrupted me.

      
        
          
            
              
        » Your Soul attribute enables things like willpower. Although yours is slightly below normal human average, you should have no trouble resisting this request for your assistance.

      

      

      

      

      

      You’ve got to be kidding me. I mean, the game was right, I had no trouble at all, but that’s what the Soul attribute was for? I found myself wishing I’d moved a few more of those points to Mind and Body. “Sorry, man, nothing I can do,” I told Gerald before turning on my heel and walking away.

      Soul was lame.

      I continued down the corridor, fully intending on reaching Mala’s Travel Agency before my game day ended. Until I passed a pub, that is.

      The RPG has not been written that doesn’t use pubs as places of opportunity and excitement. This might not be a Ye Olde Taverne in a fantasy epic, but it was for sure a spacer bar on a space station, and I was betting it was just as good. Besides, I was genuinely curious about whether or not I could actually get drunk in the game. Man, I hoped I could.

      I stepped into the pub and took a seat toward the middle of the bar. I hadn’t even opened my mouth when the bartender plunked a mug of gently-glowing yellow liquid in front of me before going back to polishing glasses. “Thank you,” I said, picking up the mug and taking a cautious sip.

      It was glorious.

      I’ll assume you’ve imbibed before and are familiar with that warm, almost soothing sensation of a good beer going down. The game enhanced that, making it a far more pleasurable experience than any of the few beers I’d had in real life. I had yet to discover if I could get drunk on the stuff, but I was more than happy to drink it, especially if it was going to be free.

      I took a longer draught, and then turned to survey the place. I almost fell backwards off my stool when I found myself staring at the top of an alien’s head. Specifically, a gray, oversized, bald head, which featured slits instead of a nose, all centered between two enormous, glossy black eyes. The top of the head came to just below my sternum.

      It was a little gray man.

      I almost snorted my beer through my nose, forcing myself to swallow and only choking slightly. This game’s designers had a sense of humor!

      “Hello,” I said confidently, looking down at the little creature. “I’m Fr–“

      I stopped as the alien turned without a sound, walking around me and out the door into the station corridor.

      “They either take people or leave people,” a gruff voice said. It was the bartender, back from polishing glasses.

      “What was it?”

      “Qiar. Captain in the Qiar Compact, in fact, its ship is docked about a quarter-ring away.”

      “It didn’t even say anything.”

      He shrugged, picked up a glass, and started polishing as he spoke. “Like I said, either they take you or leave you. It left you.”

      “Okay.”

      “Don’t take no offense by it.”

      “How could I?”

      Another man sidled up to me, taking the stool next to mine. He had a long, gray beard and was dressed in a black leather duster. His long, salt-and-pepper hair was gathered into a neat tail that fell to the middle of his back. “Don’t mind the Qiar,” he said, his voice deep and smooth. “Bit touchy to deal with, but they’re fair and honest.” He stuck a hand out. “Norman Dresain, Captain. FS Wandering Heaven. Nice to meet you.”

      “Frank Kozina,” I said, shaking his hand. “FS?”

      “Free Ship. I’m with the Alliance of Free Explorers. We’re the main trade conduit between the Qiar and the rest of humanity. We’re explorers, traders, even mercenaries sometimes. We live the lives we want, free amongst the stars.”

      Ah. This was recruitment stage. Got it.

      “Not sure what kind of life I’m looking for, just yet,” I said carefully.

      “Word is you’re a capable household manager?”

      Word? What word? “I’m an entry level majordomo.”

      Dresain shook his head. “Not much use for that aboard ship. Business manager, maybe. Well, I wish you the best of luck.” And without another word, he stood and sauntered back into the station corridor.

      That was quick, I thought. “Everyone here seems… super friendly,” I told the bartender. He gave another shrug and continued polishing.

      “We, on the other hand, have use for all manner of right-minded humans,” a new voice said. I turned, and standing before me was a severe-faced human female. Younger, by the look of her, and dressed in a formal, military-looking outfit. “Tressa Nash, Terran Confederacy.” She didn’t offer a hand. “We’re where most humans wind up, because we protect humans from all the alien scum of the universe.”

      “Alien scum?”

      “Anything not human isn’t fit to live,” she clarified.

      “Wow.”

      “Don’t get me wrong, Qiar technology is indispensable, but we have no direct contact with them. As a member of the Confederacy, you’ll not only be protected from aliens, you’ll have an opportunity to do your part in ending their blight upon the universe.”

      “Even for a household manager?”

      She puffed her chest out a bit. “While the Alliance likes to wander hither and yon, only the Confederation has taken entire systems for humanity to colonize. You’d do well in the household of a planetary politician, or even running the household of a space station general.”

      “I see. Well, I’m still figuring out what I want to do, so…”

      She nodded curtly. “I understand. My ship is the CSS Starkiller, berthed four sections clockwise. We’ll be in a few more days once you’ve decided.”

      “I’ll think about it.”

      Another curt nod, and she headed out.

      I wondered how many other constituencies were in the game when the pub fell silent. I hadn’t actually noticed it was noisy until it suddenly wasn’t: even the light thrum of the ventilation system seemed to disappear. In walked a two-meter tall green lizard, accompanied by a human male.

      “Greetings, citizen,” the human said politely, offering a slight bow from the waist. The lizard made a clicking noise. “I represent the Second Right Honorable K’zzt, Assistant Under-Manager and citizen of the cityship Effortless Submission, a scion of the Aa’an Dominancy.” Another click. “Em K’zzt has been tasked with filling various positions aboard the cityship, and it has become known to us that you could fill one of them. A Second Majordomo in the household of the First Honorable L’stast, Third Navigator of Effortless Submission, is greatly needed.”

      I blinked, processing all of that. “You… want to hire me?”

      “Of course.”

      “I don’t speak…” I gestured slightly at the towering alien.

      “The Aa’an are fluent in human languages, but prefer to speak through intermediaries outside of their own households.”

      “And you’re an intermediary?”

      “I am First Intermediary in Em K’zzt’s household,” the man said proudly, lifting his chin slightly.

      “And you want to hire me?”

      “Of course.” He flickered back into his original posture, a reminder that this tutorial was a bit limited.

      I thought about it. As much fun as a bunch of militaristic xenophobes sounded (not), this seemed like the best fit so far. Plus, aliens were awesome. Plus, whatever a ‘cityship’ was sounded even more awesome. “You know what? I’m in.”

      “Excellent,” the man said, smiling slightly and showing not the slightest hint of surprise. “You will need to arrange travel papers, and you can meet our shuttle any time you like. We are berthed two sections counterclockwise.”

      “Should I be negotiating for pay or something?”

      “Aa’an have a fixed chart for employee payments. You will be remunerated according to that chart, and will be provided comfortable lodging and all of your meals as a part of your employment. You will have a specified period of personal time each cycle for relaxation and recreation.”

      Fine. Might as well get on with it. This tutorial was annoying. “Sounds good. You said something about papers?”

      “A travel agency is just down this corridor. They can help you put your papers in order before you meet the shuttle.”

      “Okay. I’ll see you in a bit, then.” I watched as the man and his lizard—or the other way around, I guess—strode quietly out of the pub, and the original background noises returned. I realized the bar had more than a few other patrons, all of whom had silenced their conversations and stared at the alien as we’d spoken. Well, as its intermediary and I had spoken. “What do I owe–“ I started to ask the bartender, when I saw that my mug had already been taken away. “Guess not,” I muttered as I slid off the stool and walked out of the pub.

      Stupid tutorial.

      I finally made it to the travel office. Inside was an older, gray-haired woman, seated behind a desk. She was absolutely still until I walked in, at which point her face lit up and became more animated. “Welcome, welcome,” she chirped. “How can I help you?”

      “I’m told I need to have my travel papers in order. I’m planning to join an Aa’an cityship.”

      “Good! Oh, so exciting,” she burbled. She was easily the most animated NPC I’d run across yet, although at this point I kind of just wanted to get on with it. “The problem is,” she continued, her face flipping into a dour look, “my terminal is broken.” She tapped the battered computer sitting in front of her. “I have a recipe to fix it, but I don’t have everything it requires. Do you think you could take a look?”

      Oh. My. God.

      When I was a kid, Mom had bought be a subscription to a nostalgia gaming service—a perfect fit for her own love of old things, and a way to keep my occupied as I grew bored of the kiddie-shows I’d thrived on until then. Aside from the horrifically low-resolution graphics, many of the games had actually been interesting, and I’d played my way through several of them, burning off my nightly two-hour screen-time allowance for months on end. One of them, a primitive arcade game of sorts, had been memorable for its terrible grammar. Phrases like “All your base are belong to us” had apparently arisen from a poor translation from the game’s original language. In a way, the ridiculous phrases made the game seem campier and even more fun—so bad it was good, Mom used to say when I showed her some of the writing. “Somebody set up us the bomb” had been another favorite we’d joked about for days.

      Endless Sky was feeling worse, right now.

      I mean, I get that it’s a tutorial mode, I do. But why not just plop me into a manual and let me try things, instead of working through this ham-handed storyline?

      But there was likely no way around it. I sighed and said, “Sure.” The woman’s face lit up again—it seemed to have two modes, delighted and depressed—and she handed me a glowing card. I took it and read the title: “Repair Basic Computer Terminal I.” As I did, the card flickered and faded, vanishing and leaving me pinching a bit of air. But a bit of knowledge flooded my mind: I’d need two Electronics resource items in order to use the recipe. “I don’t have any Electronics items,” I told the woman, fear of a stupid quest of some kind rising in my chest.

      “Oh, do you think you could use this?” she asked. She reached into a desk drawer and withdrew a worn-looking smart device of some kind. It was a bit bigger than a smartphone, but smaller than a tablet.

      
        
          
            
              
        » Many smaller constructs can be broken into constituent pieces, providing a quick and convenient source of crafting resources. There is waste involved: a broken construct will always yield fewer resources than were required to create it.

      

      

      

      

      

      Gotcha. “Yup,” I said quickly, snatching the not-phone from her and slamming it on the ground at my feet. I stared right at her as I did it, but she didn’t blink. When I looked down, the device was gone, replaced by two slightly glowing, stylized circuit boards. Each was perched upright, rotating slowly on one corner. I reached down and grabbed them, and they vanished at my touch. My brain knew what to do next: I simply reached out to the woman’s terminal. I could feel the two resources leaving me, and as I watched, my hands began flying back and forth over the computer. They moved so far they were almost a blur, yet I couldn’t feel a thing. In a moment, it was over. My hands stilled, the computer beeped, and the woman’s face adopted Extra Cheerful mode.

      “Oh, thank you! That’s just perfect! Now, let me just see what I can do.” Her fingers poked away at the terminal’s keyboard for a moment before the computer cheeped. “There, you should be all set.” She paused and looked at me, an expression of curiosity replacing her cheer. “You sure do seem to be well-informed,” she said carefully. “Could I ask you a business question?”

      Hoo boy. “Sure.”

      “I’ve always provided my services for free, but I’m thinking I should start charging. Of course, I’d hate to lose customers, but I do need to pay the rent. What do you think I should do?”

      
        
          
            
              
        » This question would be best answered by someone with the skill Business Management. You do not have that skill. However, your Majordomo skill is an adjacent skill. You are presumed to have a 20% competency in adjacent skills, making your imputed skill level for Business Management 0.20.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        » This question has a difficulty level of 1. If your skill level in Business Management was a 1, you could confidently answer this question. Because your skill level is inferred as 0.20, an element of random chance will be introduced.

      

      

      

      

      

      “Um, yes?” I guessed aloud.

      
        
          
            
              
        » Skill roll: Business Management: FAIL

      

      

      

      
        
          
        You have given bad advice.

      

      

      

      

      

      “Well, I’ll take your advice,” she said, her face returning to cheerful. “Of course, I won’t charge you, but from now on, I think that’s what I’ll start doing!”

      “Okay, great.” Whatever it took to finish this agony.

      “Your travel permits should be good to go. Make sure you settle any outstanding debts here on the station before you leave!”

      
        
          
            
              
        » You have completed the tutorial level and are ready to enter the main game. Proceed to the Effortless Submission shuttle to proceed.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        » Caution: Your game day is ending.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        There is no danger in leaving your character in this position. However, once you move beyond the tutorial level, you will want to ensure your character is in a safe place before the end of the game day.

      

      

      

      

      

      I supposed it might be better, then, to just stay here until my next session. At that point, I could join the Aa’an and begin the real game. I decided to check out my character sheet before the game booted me out.

      
        
          
            
              
        Frank Kozina

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Day Player

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Class: Truthsayer (hidden)

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Class: Assassin (hidden)

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Class: Majordomo

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Guild Membership: none

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Account: 0

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Level 1

      

      

      

      

        

      
        
          
            
        Attributes

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Body: 10

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Mind: 11

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Soul: 9

      

      

      

      
        
          
        HP: 27 (Body * Level)

      

      

      

      
        
          
        XP: 1024 (1024 to level 2)

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Unused Attribute Points: 0

      

      

      

      

        

      
        
          
            
        Skills:

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Basic Assassination: 1

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Knife Fighting: 1

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Household Management: 1

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Poisoning: 1

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Politicking: 1

      

      

      

      

        

      
        
          
            
        Current Missions:

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Find Dwight Czarnowski [•ERROR%]

      

      

      

      

      

      Good enough progress for my first session, I supposed, even if it seemed a bit boring and truncated. I wondered again about the error on the “Find Dwight” mission, and hoped it’d clear up over the next session or two.

      My vision started to get hazy, and after a minute or two I blacked out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            THE CITYSHIP EFFORTLESS SUBMISSION

          

        

      

    

    
      The next three days—real days, meaning around nine days of game time—crawled by. Why three days? Well, because it hadn’t occurred to me to order more of the black game pills earlier, and that’s how long it took them to come. I went ahead and signed up for the company’s subscription program, meaning they’d send me seven a week.

      And yes, I checked, and their “Endless Crunch” cereal was as prohibitively expensive as you can imagine. And it had horrible reviews.

      At that point, I can’t say that I was dying to get back into the game. I was certainly excited—the prospect of climbing aboard an alien shuttle and experiencing something large enough to be called a cityship was definitely interesting. But that was tempered by the blah experience of the tutorial. I mean, if that was every player’s first experience, it wouldn’t surprise me if a lot of people just bailed and never bought another black pill. But I’d been through worse video game tutorials, so I was still all-in.

      This is when I realized how mind-numbingly boring my life was.

      Three days, only one of which was a workday: I woke up from the game feeling fresh and ready, logged onto work, and got through the day. But that left me with Saturday and Sunday. I really could only sleep for ten hours at most, which meant a full 36 hours of being awake with absolutely nothing to do. And honestly, if felt more like 44 hours, because my Friday shift was boring. Bo-ring. Capital “B.”

      I kept track: I rotated eighteen accounts due to alleged fraud, with three of those demanding the bank send new physical cards, even though literally nobody ever used physical cards anymore. I originated three new personal loans, which means I took down a lot of information those customers could easily have entered themselves, in less time, on the bank’s website. All of the were doomed to be declined, which meant I’d earn no commissions on them. All three were looking to use the money to pay bills, which the bank hated, and they had no collateral. I gave them four months before they found themselves in government-subsidized Minimal Housing like I was. I explained a series of card charges to twelve people, opened one new savings account, and closed four others. I took seventeen requests for lower interest rates, forwarding only the one that actually seemed plausible, and called that customer back when the higher-ups declined anyway. I ate a tofurkey meal for lunch, and believe me, it was the highlight of the weekend.

      Friday night I looked into Endless Domains’ “personal care” products. The full-body catheter system cost more than I made in four months, so I decided to just stick with my plastic-and-towel setup for the time being. Several Internet searches turned up advice from other day players, as we were called. Most simply advocated for carefully scheduling meals and knowing how long your body would take to process them; the general consensus was to wolf down food right before taking a pill, and then be prepared to immediately hit the toilet when you came out of the game, followed by another meal. Most day players seemed to keep the same schedule I did: work, play, sleep, repeat. The game seemed to average that out across the world’s time zones, so that roughly a third of us were in the game at any given point.

      The weekend was hellish. My usual diet of old cartoons and movies grew boring after just an hour or so. Revisiting the last non-virtual game I’d played reminded me why I’d stopped playing it in the first place. I actually tried to pick up an overtime slot with the bank, but they’d all been nabbed by other people by the time I got to it. More Internet searches for clues on Endless Sky proved just as fruitless as the last time I’d tried.

      The minutes ticked away, one at a time, as slowly as they could manage.

      Monday brought another day at the bank: more charge-explaining, account-rotating, loan-originating, rate-declining monotony. I found myself browsing the internal job postings page looking for something, anything that would offer more engagement—or at least less brain-killing sameness—but couldn’t find anything that the system felt I’d even remotely qualify for.

      I had a SynthSushi meal for lunch, a new option that the government had begun providing. I’d never had real sushi, so I assume it was just the synthetic aspect of the food, but I couldn’t believe anyone would voluntarily eat it. I logged onto my account and ensured no further fake fish rolls would wind up in my shipments. PseuTacos was about the limit of my culinary experimentation, thank you.

      A soft plunk came from the entryway of my apartment.

      Package delivery.

      My eyes flew to the job-clock floating in the lower corner of my screen, and I blinked my eyelids in time with the countdown: five... four... three... move the pointer to the “Off Shift” button... two... not yet... one... wait... zero. Click. Logged out.

      I was out of my chair before the screen cleared. I shoved a random meal pack into the microwave, took two steps to the entry and grabbed the packing cube that had appeared there, and headed back to my tiny kitchen counter. A tore the cube’s rip-strip and extracted the shiny metallic packet emblazoned with the Endless Sky logo. I ripped that open, and there it was: a full blister pack of seven shiny black game pills.

      The ‘wave beeped, and I hauled my meal out. Tofish sticks, shelf-stable (and now warm) tartar sauce, and Peeze, some sort of vegetable mush remixed into little, bright green spheres. Whatever. I barely tasted any of it as I shoveled it down, panting when I hit the hot spots the ‘wave had created in the synthetic meat. Tray into the trash, body into the bed—already carefully arranged with plastic and the old towel—and pill into the mouth. Eyes closed, brain humming, and...

      Game on.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The game’s NPCs never questioned that some people were only present every third day; in game terms, I spent two full days “asleep” in the tiny, closet-like space that my new employer provided for me. The door locked, and the game informed me that this was a “safe respawn point,” specifically designated so that I couldn’t be killed or damaged while I “slept.” The household had room for two other majordomos, but only the First position was occupied, leaving the household without an actual manager for one day out of every three. The household didn’t seem to notice, and I suspected it just all went into some hibernation mode when no PCs were actually in the game.

      Sorry, I skipped ahead a bit and should catch up. I was halfway into my second seven-pack of pills now, on my eleventh game day in real time and past my first month in game time. I’d fallen into a solid routine.

      Weekdays: Work, play, sleep. Weekends: Clean up, stash incoming meal shipments, watch movies, play, sleep. On Sunday, I’d managed to pick up an overtime shift at work, a nascent seed of an idea in my brain hoping I could save up for one of the catheter kits. I’d mis-timed my water consumption last Tuesday and had been very grateful for the towel and plastic on my mattress.

      In-game, I’d also found a bit of a routine. Mornings, I’d read through whatever notes Jacinda—our First Majordomo and other PC, whom I’d never actually seen as we played on different days—had left. For the most part, my duties occupied the mornings and afternoons: ensuring meals were laid out on time, that important guests were appropriate entertained, and that food orders were made on time. Far from harrowing work, and you might wonder why I was paying to play a game where I helped manage an alien household. It wasn’t so much the majordomo tasks that kept me interested: it was what happened in between those tasks.

      The game provided an almost constant stream of intrigue and interest at me. One of the alien NPC maids, for example, had been stealing food from the pantry. Catching it in the act—notably, before Jacinda did—resulted in a major XP reward, along with a level-up in my Household Management skill. The “important guests” who visited would drop tantalizing clues about the broader game universe: attacks by the Terran Confederacy, new technologies released by the Qiar Compact, and that kind of thing. I began to sense that jobs like majordomo weren’t ones you held down forever. Instead, they were a way of easing into the game, learning more about how it worked, and building a skill base before you moved on.

      Speaking of building skills: the game offered three straightforward ways. The fastest was to buy a skill-dump, which would literally blast information into your brain, exactly like the initial skill download I’d received at the game’s outset. Skill-dumps where expensive though, and no matter how much you paid a skill couldn’t exceed your basic character level. I’d decided to stick with the other two methods of bringing my skills along: study and experience.

      Study materials—electronic books, basically—were super inexpensive for low skill levels. All you had to do was read them, which meant burning some of your precious game time... reading. But with enough hours of reading under you, you could slowly raise skills.

      Experience was just that: the more you used a skill, the faster it would level-up on its own. This was me primary tactic, although it did mean I had to be a little careful about spreading my game time across a variety of tasks. It would have been all too easy to focus on the core Household Management skill and ignore the others. In speaking with other PCs—some of the vendors and one of the “important guests” who visited the household were human PCs—I gathered that building a broad skill base was a good way to quickly gain the XP needed to level-up my character overall.

      Speaking of broad skill bases, that brings us to my current situation.

      Mornings and afternoons in the game were spent managing the household. Evenings and nights were mine, and they’re when I engaged in my true profession as an assassin.

      The Aa’an were an ancient and incredibly hierarchical society, with rules and traditions and prescriptions for everything. As an assassin, I was bound by their Norms of Assassination, a set of rules and codes by which assassinations were ordered and executed. Over the past week or so, I’d been besieged by requests to kill off various Aa’an.

      The reasons were pretty common, as the Norms specified the exact situations where assassination was permitted. “Moving up the ladder of society” was the primary reason: take out the lizard ahead of you, and you opened the way for your own advancement. The higher up the social hierarchy you already were, the more expensive it was to have your betters assassinated, often because they were better guarded. I’d mainly been working for low-level functionaries who wanted to move into their first management role. I’d had six jobs so far, and completed five of them—the sixth having been an epic failure that actually saw me lose XP. Tonight was the seventh job I’d accepted, and an attempt to regain that lost XP—and then some.

      My client was First Traffic Coordinator Z’yxznak, who spent its days directing the endless flow of vehicle traffic through one section of the immense cityship. My target was its boss, Fourth Superior of Traffic Coordination Ma’alman, a lizard who’d only, according to my research in the cityship directory, only held the position for about a year. Ma’alman came from a wealthy family, but had fallen out with them over a failure to advance more quickly. As a result, it lived in a wealthier-than-you’d-think section of the ship, which includes more frequent patrols by the cityship’s Peacekeepers. My hope was to catch Ma’alman on the way home from its job post, where I could get to it outside of the more guarded neighborhood it lived in, and hopefully use the crush of the shift-change crowd to cover myself.

      Ma’alman’s work post was about a hundred meters from the slipway it used to get home. The ship’s slipways were its primary form of mass transit: speedy capsules strung together in short trains zipped through tubes, ferrying humans and Aa’an from station to station. More than three dozen slipway lines curved around and throughout the cityship in a gentle helix, sometimes knotting together to form an interchange station where you could switch lines. Every line at some point ran just beneath the ship’s outer skin, and there its tube would be transparent, providing brief glimpses of the sweeping galaxy outside. I’d once ridden the ‘ways for almost an entire game day, just for the quick views.

      I spotted it: Ma’alman had emerged from the district traffic control center, easily identifiable by its red-and-gold sash of office and the single brass-colored ingot clamped to its spiny ear, a sign of its low rank. I fell in behind it as it strode toward the slipway station. According to Z’yxznak, my target would stop about halfway at a stand that sold hot, calming beverages, purchase a steaming cup of a’lama’an—a kind of aromatic tea that the Aa’an seemed to love—and then continue to the slipway station. As I followed the lizard, which towered over me by almost half a meter, I spotted the beverage stand. I began angling toward it, anticipating my quarry.

      Ma’alman stopped suddenly, two other Aa’an almost running into it before they caught themselves and veered away.

      There was empty space between it and myself.

      Its head snapped around.

      I was already dodging, pulling an annoyed expression onto my face as if I’d been inconvenienced by the alien’s sudden stop. I felt its eyes rake over me as it scanned the space behind itself, but I kept moving toward the beverage stand as if that had been my destination all along.

      
        
          
            
              
        » Skill-up! Your Stalking skill is now at level 2.

      

      

      

      

      

      Crap. I mean, yay, but I held my breath and tightened my gut as the skill-up hit me. You see, exercising a skill would level it up, especially if you were successfully using a skill a bit past your current level. But merely exercising didn’t grant you all the knowledge of an entirely new skill level. So, whenever you leveled up, the rest of that skill got dumped into your brain, an even which caused a brief, intense wave of nausea. It hit me, and I grimaced as I suddenly became even better at stalking my prey.

      I stepped up to the beverage stand as my stomach settled, quickly scanning the menu to find something humans could consume. The smell of the a’lama’an—bitter orange mixed with raw meat, an entirely unappetizing mélange—threatened to set my stomach off for real. The stand’s proprietor finished helping the previous customer, and turned its eyes to me. “Uh, I’ll have...” I started, but I truly didn’t know what would be safe. The menu was written entirely in Aa’an, a series of indecipherable scratches suitable for beings with inch-long claws on their fingers. I hadn’t learned to read it yet, and this stand wasn’t one of the ones that thoughtfully provided a human version of the menu.

      “Do you like coffee, human?” a deep voice said behind me. Like all the Aa’an, this one’s voice was half snake, all hissing sibilants, and half frog, laced with clicks and croaks. I turned to see what was addressing me.

      It was my target.

      I swallowed heavily. “Of course.”

      It nodded and turned to the proprietor. “A’lama’an for myself, a kaffe for the human. It is not suitable for us of course,” it added, turning its head back toward me, “but I am told it closely resembles your beverage.”

      I started to nod my thanks, but then caught myself. I twisted my feet so that both feels were touching, and the toes were pointed out with about a hundred degrees of arc between them. I held my right hand over my chest, just below my heart, and brought my left hand over my left shoulder, or as close as I could manage. Glancing at the brassy ingot on the alien’s skull, I lowered my left hand a fraction. This was Position of Third Degree Respect and Gratefulness prescribed by Aa’an etiquette, and while it was technically a bit outside my range—what with me lacking a scaly tail and a neck ruff—I felt I pulled it off successfully.

      
        
          
            
              
        » Skill roll: Aa’an Etiquette: SUCCESS

      

      

      

      
        
          
        » Skill-up! Your Aa’an Etiquette skill is now at level 2.

      

      

      

      

      

      Another quick blast of nausea as the skill downloaded. I realized I was holding the fingers of my right hand slightly too close together and spread them apart a bit.

      The alien nodded. “Respectfully done.” The stand’s proprietor handed me my cup of coffee—which did indeed smell gloriously like the real thing—and Ma’alman took its own steaming cup before stepping away. It was walking toward the transit center again, and I quickly fell in behind it.

      The distraction I needed came just as the center’s entrance: a mass of Aa’an, along with a few humans trying not to get crushed, burst out of the doors, likely on the way to their evening shifts. I pressed myself toward Ma’alman—passively using Aa’an as pedestrian shields was a common enough maneuver for humans—and briefly pressed a poison applicator against its scaled back.

      Perhaps you’ve seen similar applicators. When I was young and still attending school in person, one of the other kids in my cohort carried just such an applicator. In their case, it was due to the poor kid’s extreme allergies, which if set off would require a fast, lifesaving injection of medicine. In this case, the applicator—designed to penetrate Aa’an scales—delivered a fast-acting poison. These weren’t cheap to obtain, but their cost was more than covered by my fee for a successful extermination.

      The chunk of the applicator was covered by the scraping of scales and claws against the permacrete deck. My target stopped immediately, one hand reaching back to feel at the area I’d hit while its head started to turn back and see what had happened. I’d already slipped sideways into the crowd, letting it carry me away from the transit center. I didn’t look back: confidence in that poison was 100%. And visual confirmation was unnecessary anyway, as a hissing hubbub told me that my target was down. As the poison used was one approved by the Norms for assassinations of this level, the cityship’s Peacekeepers would rule the death as righteous and let it go.

      
        
          
            
              
        » Mission completed: Assassination VI

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Your fee has been added to your account.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Skill-up! Your Basic Assassination skill is now at level 3.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Skill awarded! You now have the Advanced Assassination skill.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        » Mission bonus: Undetectable

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Additional XP awarded.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        » Level-up! You are now at level 4.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        You are now able to raise individual skills into the Journeyman levels.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        You have two attribute points to assign.

      

      

      

      

      

      Freaking finally. The tutorial had mentioned attribute points and receiving them at level-up, but through level 3 I’d never actually gotten any. As the crowd around me dispersed to their work posts, I made my way back into the warren of corridors to one of the service lifts. Humans would often use these to change levels within the ship, as the Aa’an would never do so. I hopped on a lift platform and let it carry me to the residence levels.

      Assign one attribute point to Body, and one to Mind, I thought.

      
        
          
            
              
        » Your Body is now at 11.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        HP is at 44.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        You have a +1 modifier on all skill rolls involving a Body-based skill.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        » Your Mind is now at 12.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        You have a +2 modifier on ball skill rolls involving a Mind-based skill.

      

      

      

      

      

      Awesome. Now to get back to the household. It was still early enough in the evening that I could pick up some XP managing the dinner service. Dinners weren’t social affairs with the Aa’an; important discussions were held over the midday meal. That meant dinner could largely be left in the hands of the NPC staff members, but the game could always toss in a new twist if I was actually participating.

      When I stepped into the residence, I was met by someone new: a tall Black woman with pure-white hair. I pulled up short, surprised, and quickly scanned her outfit. It was the same as my own work uniform, which I’d changed out of for my assassination mission: cream-colored shirt and trousers, red-black-silver diagonal stripes across the left shoulder, except she wore a gold⁠—

      “Jacinda?” I asked. Her pin was the same key as mine, just cast in gold instead of silver. The pin of the household’s First Majordomo.

      “Frank,” she said with a smile. “C’mon, let’s get you changed before service.”

      “What are you even doing here?” I asked as she led me back to our quarters.

      “I skipped a day—well, a day in the real—so I could try and sync up with you a bit. I just started an hour ago. Where’ve you been?”

      “Sightseeing.”

      “Ah, yeah, you’re still a noob.”

      “Why did you want to sync with me?”

      “I wanted to know your plans.”

      “My plans?”

      “Sure.” We arrived at the doors to our quarters. I stepped into mine and starting changing out of my street clothes and into my household uniform, leaving the door cracked so we could continue talking. “Are you a lifer here, or is this just a step?”

      “I’m not sure I understand,” mumbled as I pulled the uniform top over my head.

      “A lot of players use the Aa’an as a stepping stone, right? Build some basic skills, then go off into the bigger game.”

      “Sure.”

      “But some of us want to be here. I like it. Do you know there’s a whole set of missions you unlock when you actually become an Aa’an?”

      I paused, one leg into my trousers. “What?”

      “Sure, you can even work your way up to Captain of the cityship, although I guess that’d take years of game time.”

      “No, you said ‘become an Aa’an.’ You can do that?” I finished pulling on my pants and opened the door.

      She shrugged. “It’s kind of an open secret in the game, I think. It’s called the rebirth path. If you spend enough time amongst the aliens, truly adopt their ways, then you can be reborn as one of them.”

      “Which means you have to die.”

      “No. Well yeah, I guess. But it’s just time-out, right? Then you come back as an Aa’an, and a whole new set of missions and skills unlock.”

      “I had no idea.”

      “But that’s not you?”

      I thought about it. “No, I don’t think so. I’m...” I didn’t want to tell her about my secret Assassin class, so I prevaricated. “I’m actually interested in getting onto a ship and seeing the universe. The Majordomo skill track parallels ones that would be useful on a larger ship, and it was listed as an in-demand skill when I started.”

      “Yeah, it crosses to Business Manager, Pursuer, and a bunch of other ones. Makes sense. Easier than trying to be a pilot.”

      “It said pilots were oversubscribed.”

      “Yeah, and so they all end up flying cheap fighters in the Confederacy. They spend a lot of time in time-out when they get shot down.”

      “Thus the Majordomo choice. But you want to be an alien.”

      “I really do.”

      “I’m surprised you can’t just pick that in the beginning.”

      “It’s something about how the knowledge download works, I think. I was a software engineer on the outside. Well, I am. Not games, just corporate software, but I researched some of the patents Endless Domains has on their cognitive imposition tech.”

      “The... the who?”

      “Cognitive imposition. It’s how they download skills into our brains. Being an alien isn’t just sticking a human brain into an alien avatar. Apparently, the rebirth path makes you an alien. Mentally, even. So you have to kind of stage your brain, learn the language, learn the etiquette, all that, so it’s less of a shift.”

      “Wow.”

      “Yeah. There’s a Second Weapons Systems Supervisor who started the game on launch day, and said it took him almost a year of game time to hit rebirth. Said he could just sense that it was time, and the game was giving him cues about losing his humanity. So he offed himself and came back as an Aa’an, had a job assignment and everything as if he’d always been that way.”

      “Again, wow.”

      “So what’s your target?”

      I blinked. “My what?” Did she know about my assassinations?

      “Target. What’re you working toward before you leave here?”

      I shook my head. “I hadn’t thought about it.”

      “You should. Most people get close to Master levels, around 8, and then they head out. Anything past that and you’re pretty much planning to stay here.”

      “I can’t imagine being a household manager forever.”

      She laughed. “Nobody can. It’s a starter job, you’re supposed to move on. If you stay, the skill track takes you into cityship management, politics, that kind of thing. There are human unions, you could even get into leadership in one of them.”

      “I’ll stick it out through 6 or so and see where it gets me.”

      “Sensible. Hey, you want to work dinner together? With both of us here, I’m guessing it’ll throw a couple of wrenches in for us. Should be good for XP.”

      “Let’s grind.”
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        * * *

      

      Boy, there’s a reason it’s called “grinding.” The game didn’t just throw a wrench at us, it threw an entire toolbox full of them: our employer’s entire extended family over for some never-before-heard-of Aa’an holiday of remembrance. Emergency orders were placed to vendors for the right foodstuffs, household staff shifts were altered to get more of them on-site for the evening, and details down to table seating assignments were fussed over, made, remade, analyzed, checked, and deployed—only to have the family matriarch cancel at the last minute, necessitating an entire re-do of both charts and menus.

      On top of it all, I got—and accepted almost on reflex—another mission.

      
        
          
            
              
        » Mission accepted: Assassination VII

      

      

      

      
        
          
        It’s your most difficult mission yet. This time, you’ll be taking out a high-ranking member of Effortless Submission’s premier performing arts group! Second Revered Diva K’kkitika is scheduled to perform an important Aa’an aria in two weeks’ time, but its protege, Third Lauded Sub-Diva Lil’initika is ready to step up and take its place. If completed successfully, this mission offers an opportunity to be publicly recognized as a professional assassin within Aa’an society.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Rewards:

      

      

      

      
        
          
        800+ XP with bonuses for optional mission outcomes

      

      

      

      
        
          
        75,000 Aa’an scales with bonuses for optional mission outcomes

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Recognition by the Aa’an Board of Societal Norms

      

      

      

      

      

      That would require some research. Any Aa’an in the Revered ranks would have a legally mandated entourage, which meant guards. And at that, they would be guards specifically trained to prevent assassinations, the leading cause of death amongst higher-ranked lizards. This felt way above my pay grade, but I knew there must be a twist of some kind.

      As the evening wound on and my own game day came close to ending, I checked my stats:

      
        
          
            
              
        Frank Kozina

      

      
        Day Player

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Class: Truthsayer (hidden)

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Class: Assassin (hidden)

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Class: Majordomo

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Guild Membership: none

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Account: 210,890 Scales

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Level 4

      

      

      

      

        

      
        
          
            
        Attributes

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Body: 11

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Mind: 12

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Soul: 9

      

      

      

      
        
          
        HP: 44 (Body x Level)

      

      

      

      
        
          
        XP: 8,192 (8,192 to level 5)

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Unused Attribute Points: 0

      

      

      

      

        

      
        
          
            
        Skills:

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Aa’an Etiquette: 2

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Advanced Assassination: 1

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Basic Assassination: 3

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Household Management: 3

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Knife Fighting: 1

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Poisoning: 2

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Politicking: 2

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Stalking: 2

      

      

      

      

        

      
        
          
            
        Missions:

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Find Dwight Czarnowski [•ERROR%]

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Assassination VII

      

      

      

      

      

      That mission would be a nice feather in my cap, but it could also result in some pretty negative consequences if I failed. This felt like a tipping point: either move up to being a pro, or sit back and remain an amateur. At least I had a couple of weeks—in game time, which meant about four game sessions—to research the target. Maybe I could take the “study-up” approach and bring Stalking up another level, or even gain a Stealth skill or something. For the dozenth time since starting the game, I wished something as simple as a skill tree could be found literally anywhere. Endless Domains’ insistence on keeping the game’s inner workings as secret as possible was a huge hassle.
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        * * *

      

      I came out of the game mentally exhausted, but pleased with the progress I’d made. I re-made my bed—no accidents, this time—shoveled a ProtoSPAM™ meal into the ‘wave and then my mouth, and lay down to sleep. My brain wanted to continue turning over everything I’d learned. Being reborn as an alien actually seemed a little interesting, but... what I really wanted was to see the stars, not embroil myself into Aa’an politics and social structure. No, I’d stick with my path. My assassinations were driving my credit balance—well, “scale” balance, since that was the Aa’an currency—into a healthy territory.

      Pity I couldn’t spend that money in the real world. I wondered what the conversation ratio of Aa’an scales to US dollars would look like.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Work the next morning did not go well.

      Mindy, the latest supervisor-of-the-week in a what had been an unending string of them since I’d started, popped into my feed the moment I signed on.

      “Oh, hello,” I said, startled by the cut-in.

      “Hello Frank I’m Mindy I’m your supervisor here at the bank,” she reeled off. She probably did nothing but this all day, and I suspected I was about to be reprimanded. “Your numbers have been down for the past week or so and I wanted to touch base and see if there were any mitigating circumstances that we should be aware of is everything in your personal life going okay.” I could actually see her eyes tracking across the script she was reading.

      “Numbers?” I asked.

      She blinked as she pulled up my stats. “Call volume down four percent,” she recited, her voice flat and disinterested. “Credit extensions down five percent, loans originated down ten percent. Rate reduction requests down four, which is obviously good. Time per caller up almost thirty, which explains the reduction in volume.”

      “Okay.”

      She inhaled deeply, exhaling a sigh. “Your performance numbers are critical to the performance of the bank and of your team it is important that you work diligently to achieve company–“

      “Hey Mindy?” I interrupted.

      She blinked again, her eyes owlishly refocusing to look at me instead of her script. “Yes?”

      “We both know machines should be doing both our jobs, right?”

      That wasn’t on-script. She said nothing, staring at me in evident confusion.

      “What’s my line here, Mindy?”

      “Uh, you tell me you’ll promise to do better, and that you’ll spend less time chatting with customers and more time aiming toward goals?”

      “And if I don’t?”

      She blinked at me for several moments, her eyes darting back and forth as she found the right place in her script. “You have no negative markers only indications that you are not working as hard as you should there are no immediate negative corrective actions I need to take but if your numbers continue to drop, then you will be placed into remediation training to help you improve your performance.” Meaning, I wasn’t damaging anything, just not making them as much money.

      “So you just need to see my numbers go back to where they were.”

      “Uh. Yes.” Her eyes darted for a bit, but she didn’t seem to have a scripted response to that one. “Yes,” she said again.

      “And that’s just what I’ll do. Okay?”

      “Um. Okay?” She seemed perplexed by my attitude.

      “Awesome. I’ll get on it right now, if you’ll let me back in the queue.”

      “Okay?” I couldn’t tell if she was asking a question or not, but a moment later she blinked away and the system began connecting my first customer. They didn’t understand any of the charges on their recent statement. Rather than going through them this time, I simply promised to open an investigation for each, and asked if they would benefit from a credit extension. More rope with which to hang themselves, but they accepted and I went on to the next caller.

      I found myself talking more and more people into things that helped the bank: extended payment terms (longer for interest to accumulate), extended lines of credit (more charges meant more interest), unsecured loans (higher interest rates), and so on. It felt... easy. In fact, it felt a lot like negotiating with the food vendors in the game. I began to wonder if all the practice in the game wasn’t making me better at parts of my job in the real. After all, skill downloads affected my real brain, enabling me to perform better in the game. What if my Politicking skill was carrying over? It was something I’d have to pay attention to.

      I kept half my mind on my job, and the other half on trying to find something on Endless Sky’s skill tree on the Internet, browsing on my entertainment panel with half my brain and listening to customers prattle on with the other. It was all the same dead ends, until I ran across a reference to Endless Kingdom’s skill tree. The actual content had been taken down, but an archival site had managed to snag it before Endless Domains’ bot-driven takedown arrived, and the archival site was designed to keep bots out. I had to answer a half-dozen CAPTCHA questions before it would let me in. Once it did, I discovered that the skill tree—something almost every RPG relied on to categorize and rank skills—was more of a skill pile. Individual skills could be related to a dozen or more others, more in an organic web of connectedness than the neat hierarchy implied by a “tree.” The skills themselves made no sense in the context of Endless Sky—they were more about magic and sword fighting than anything else—but if the two games shared the same approach, then I’d been thinking about skills all wrong. The tutorial had mentioned adjacencies and such, but it clearly had a more abstract definition. In theory, my Stalking skill should give me a fractional chance at Stealth because the two should be interconnected. I’d have to see how that played out when I was back in the game.

      By the end of my shift, my work metrics—a section of my screens that I’d always studiously ignored—indicated that I was up across the board. This job wasn’t entirely unlike the game: grind away at the stats the game cares about, and you’re rewarded with skill-ups and level-ups. As I signed out and prepared to shove dinner into my body, I wondered if grinding away at the bank’s stats would get me a level-up there.

      The thought made me laugh so hard a piece of VegRamen went down the wrong pipe and I coughed for ten minutes solid.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 4

          

          
            SECOND MAJORDOMO TO THE ASSISTANT UNDERSECRETARY

          

        

      

    

    
      It was a Tuesday, and work had... no, wait. Wednesday. Thursday? Goes to show you how much the world had blended together. Work, Endless Sky, sleep, repeat; I’d even taken on overtime shifts every Saturday, reserving Sunday to do laundry, cycle a couple of odor removers, and put away the week’s deliveries. So I knew it wasn’t a Sunday, and it felt like it had been a couple of days since the last Sunday, so I’ll go with calling it Tuesday.

      Work had sucked. Not because my numbers were down. No, far from it: my numbers were up. Almost monstrously so: the week before, Corporate Audit had made me spend two entire shifts going over my call records with them, because they were concerned I’d been coercing customers, or filing for fake loans, or something like that. But I’d been squeaky clean, and the auditor had signed off from our final session with a respectful nod.

      Which brings us to calling-it-Tuesday.

      The first hour of the shift was completely normal. I’d done three credit line extensions, one in exchange for applying a higher interest rate, and four loan originations. As I’d become better at convincing customers to agree to stuff, the system had begun routing me fewer “I don’t understand this charge” calls and more money-makers. My commissions were racking up, and I’d gotten priority availability for overtime shifts. And the work wasn’t hard! I’d repositioned my little work desk so that it faced my entertainment panel. That enabled me to do my job with a quarter of my brain, while continuing to see what I could learn about Endless Sky on the Internet. I’d found a few more dark web sites where day players like myself could share experiences and theories, and I’d picked up more than a few fun facts.

      The game was absolutely changing my real, actual, physical brain. Skill downloads were real. Several players who’d picked up professional skills in the game—a plumber, a mechanic, and that kind of thing—said they’d become proficient in those trades in the real, too. People who’d selected things like starship pilot were regretting not having skills that actually existed in the real; one guy said he’d been able to quit his job and start his own electrical contracting business. This was the kind of thing Endless Domains was apparently not eager to publicize; that same dark web site vanished a few days later, doubtless caught by their army of takedown-bots.

      I’d also learned more about the skill system. More and more people were proving out the theory that it was a skill web, not a skill tree. There were now stories of people who’d switched one skill for another, paying a small penalty exactly as had been suggested to me earlier. That gave me more reason to boost my household management skills, because it was looking more and more like getting off the cityship would be best accomplished by becoming a business manager on someone’s starship. Even the Confederacy had a need for strong managers, to help wrangle the ever-growing horde of noobs who joined the Confed the minute they hit the game.

      Anyway, back to probably-Tuesday. An hour into my shift, a manager broke into my feed, smiling in a way that suggested she never didn’t smile. “Rictus,” I think they call it. “Congratulations, Frank!” she burbled. “Due to your excellent performance, you’re being promoted to Strategic Investments! You’ll have the rest of today’s shift offline, so that you can go through the training materials I’ve already linked to your account. Be prepared to sign on tomorrow and enjoy a whole new level of success!” Her smile managed to widen a bit before she nodded slightly and signed off.

      Huh?

      A message notification popped up, informing me that I had new tasks to complete. A clicked through, and found myself immersed in the world of AmeriMex Investments.

      There’s a whole lot of marketing crap I’ll skip over. The basic scam is this: people with extra money want to make that money into even more money. They do that by investing. Smart ones use their own brokers; uninformed ones come to AmeriMex Investments. I would listen carefully to their investment thoughts and risk tolerances, and then invariably enroll them in several high-fee, high-commission funds that were proprietary to the bank. These funds always performed well, often returning ten to fifteen percent growth. About half of that was siphoned off for bank fees and my commissions, and most investors seemed satisfied with the remainder. The math was all carefully obscured by insanely complex statements and walls of fine print, ensuring almost nobody ever figured it out. Those few who did would angrily move their investments elsewhere, but frankly they weren’t our target customer.

      My head was spinning with it all, especially the model commission schedule I’d seen. I could easily be pulling in ten to twenty times my former salary, even including what I now realized where the meager commissions paid on the credit products I’d been selling. In a few months I might even be able to afford to move into an actual, paid apartment. With actual rooms.

      But... why bother? All my time was spent working and in the game. All I needed was a bed and...

      Oh. Oh, I could for sure afford a catheter system now. One of the nice self-cleaning ones, even.

      As I signed off and starting preparing my bed for game time, my mind turned back to the xenophobic noobs that populated much of the Terran Confederacy in the game. They were, I suspected, like many of my soon-to-be customers, simply heading for the easiest and most obvious choice that appealed to them, trusting in “the system” to make it all right. They didn’t want to have to think too hard. They just wanted to dive in and do the thing.

      It was an interesting parallel that became incredibly on-point the moment I re-entered the game.
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        * * *

      

      I’d spent the last few game days carefully researching Second Revered Diva K’kkitika, tracking its movements and schedule, and learning its routes and routines. My Stalking skill had moved up a level as a result, and I’d found myself more proficient at anticipating when my target was about to catch sight of me. The task was complicated by the diva’s round-the-clock escort, who were diligent about continually scanning the area around their charge. I’d even picked up a Disguise skill after making efforts to change my appearance every so often, to try and throw them off.

      I’d planned to resume my surveillance in this game session, hoping to pin down a concrete plan to take out the diva in the following session. Those plans went out the window when I came into the game in the middle of an attack.

      No kidding.

      I flew out of the private little storage closet I called a bedroom, flashing red lights and a blaring alarm sending adrenaline pumping through my system.

      “Sir!” a passing staff member shouted, panic cutting through their usually-hissing voice pattern. “We’re ordered to lock down the residence! First Honorable L’stast has been summoned to the battle bridge of the cityship!”

      “What the hell is happening?” I demanded.

      “The Terran Confederacy has launched an attack!”

      Oh. “Are you familiar with the lockdown procedure?”

      “Yes sir, but–“

      “Begin the lockdown procedure.”

      The lizard stood there looking down at me for a moment, and then nodded. Something like a calmness seemed to fall over its inflexible face. It nodded. “Yes, of course. Right away.”

      
        
          
            
              
        » Calm in the face of danger!

      

      

      

      
        
          
        XP awarded.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        » Skill-up! Your Household Management skill is now at level 4.

      

      

      

      

      

      The lizard darted off, calling out orders in the Aa’an servant language, all hisses and clicks. As I made my way into the main household, I could see other staff beginning to react: the kitchen staff was securing appliances and de-energizing what they could. The security staff was closing the heavy shutters that closed the residence off from the rest of the ship. The porters were checking that the furniture was secured. Maids were locking cabinets full of serviceware, packing padding atop fragile items. I nodded to two maintenance staff members—one was human, the other Aa’an—who were checking the residence’s self-contained life support systems. “Hey,” I said to the human one. “You new?”

      “Yeah, started a few game days ago,” he said, stepping away from the system control panel for a moment. “This was the only opening I could get for a life systems engineer.”

      “Skill up, move to a ship?”

      “That’s the plan. This happen a lot?”

      “First since I’ve been here. C’mon, let’s see if we can see what’s happening. The lizard can handle this. I’m Frank, by the way.”

      “Aaron.”

      I led Aaron back to the tiny office that the household majordomos shared. The two of us pretty much filled the space, but it sported the only fully connected command console in the residence, outside of First Honorable L’stast’s private den, which we weren’t permitted to enter under any circumstances. I started logging in, an overly dramatic process involving handprints, retinal scans, passwords, and pheromone checks. “Jacinda brought you in?” I asked as I went through each step.

      “Yeah, via a Second Intermediary in the tutorial, I guess.”

      “You meet her yet?”

      “Last session. But she said it was her last, she’d gotten a bump to a bigger household.”

      “Wait, she–“ I was interrupted by a bleep from the console, which was displaying a congratulatory message.

      
        
          
            
              
        » Congratulations!

      

      

      

      
        
          
        You have been promoted to First Majordomo in your household.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        XP awarded.

      

      

      

      

      

      The game message echoed the console, and the console asked if I wanted to initiate a hiring search for a Second Majordomo. I thumbed an affirmative, dismissing the messages. “Guess I’m in charge now,” I said, poking through the touch screen’s menus to try and find a status on the cityship. Fortunately, my new authority let me access a whole new set of menus, including external views and a simplified view of the ship’s tactical network. “Here we go.”

      The entire wall lit up with the tactical display. Apparently, a small task force of Confederacy ships had jumped us when we’d emerged from FTL in the... the Dagobah system? I snorted, and heard Aaron chuckling beside me. The task force consisted of two destroyers, a carrier, and a batttleship, and the carrier had already launched four squadrons of small fighter craft. These were buzzing all around the cityship, taking potshots but apparently doing very little actual damage to the ship’s hardened exterior. I took a moment to puzzle over the various symbols and numbers, and realized that we were being protected by an energy screen of some kind.

      “Force field,” Aaron confirmed. “Skill adjacency.”

      “This all makes sense to you?”

      “Most of it. Looks like the destroyers are the biggest threat, but so far they’ve been firing torpedos and lasers in the single gigawatt range. See here,” he said, pointing at a coupe of symbols that were hovering over the Confed ships’ icons. “That’s a threat assessment.”

      “It’s not very high.”

      “They’re in over their heads.”

      “Are we fighting back?”

      “This just started. I expect they’ve got to charge the—oh, there you go.” A glowing line briefly connected the cityship to one of the destroyers, and the enemy ship’s icon blinked out. “Doesn’t indicate the wattage on that, but it was probably a lot.” More icons began appearing, swarming from the cityship to the Confed vessels. “Fighters. Wow, that’s a lot.” Another line appeared and then vanished, along with the battleship.

      “This is very one-sided,” I noted.

      “There’s gonna be a lot of people in time-out,” Aaron agreed. “See these?” He pointed to another set of numbers that were floating over the display. “These are tonnage numbers. That destroyer is thirty kilotons. The battleship is about eighty, that was the real threat.”

      “The carrier’s bigger though.”

      “Yeah, about a hundred kilotons. But in and of itself it’s not a threat. That’s why it’s hanging back. Actually, they’re running. Look, that’s a range estimate.” The number was increasing steadily now. “They’ll be making their way to an FTL jump point. The carrier’s real threat are its fighters and we outnumber them by at least four to one.”

      “What’s this?” I asked, pointing at a number over the cityship.

      “That’s us. About forty-five megatons.”

      “Holy crap.”

      “Yeah. They brought rocks to a canon fight.”

      “We stopped attacking?” The little fighter icons had regrouped, buzzing like an angry swarm around the cityship. The Confed carrier and remaining destroyer were moving away at speed now.

      “The Aa’an are mainly NPCs. The game’s probably programmed to let you escape if you stop shooting.”

      “You know, not all of the–“

      “Oops, never mind,” Aaron interrupted. A haze of red pinpoints had appeared, streaming rapidly toward the two confed ships. “We launched missiles.” It only took a moment for the two human ships to be destroyed. “You were saying?”

      “Not all of the Aa’an are NPCs.” I explained about the rebirth path.

      “Huh,” he mused when I was done. “That’s an interesting twist. I do like being aboard the biggest badass in the galaxy. From what I’ve seen nobody else has anything the size of a cityship. That’s why you’re not supposed to attack them.”

      “Where’d you read that?”

      “Dark web sites. Public Internet has almost nothing.”

      “I’d noticed.” Just then, the lights returned to normal and the blaring alarm, which had managed to fade into the background of my consciousness, stopped. The silence was almost deafening. I sighed. “Well, that was over quick. I’ll need to get the lockdown lifted.”

      “Yeah, I should go put the life support into standby. We’re supposed to do a full inspection of it anyway.”

      “Off you go.”

      I got the rest of the staff switched over to lifting the lockdown, and had the kitchen staff start preparing the afternoon meal. First Honorable L’stast would doubtless be hungry after helping manage the battle, although there was a good chance it would be invited to one of its superiors’ homes for the afternoon meal. Still, the rest of its family—a den mate and a half-dozen immature hatchlings—would return from their work and schools hungry.

      As the staff got moving, I let myself into Jacinda’s former cabin. As I was now First Majordomo, the door let me in without hesitation. It wasn’t much larger than my own, which was disappointing. The “bed,” obviously designed for someone who wouldn’t be occupying their body while it lay there, was a padded slab that leaned at a 50-degree angle against one wall. Beneath the raised in was a small storage cabinet, where fresh uniforms always appeared. This cabin was a bit deeper than mine, leaving room for a larger desk—with more drawers beneath it—stretching between the entry and the angled bed. That left a small empty space directly between the door itself and the bed, perhaps a meter and a half deep by a meter across.

      A box sat on the desk. It caught my attention because it was made from very different materials than everything else in the room. While the Aa’an favored an inexpensive, sturdy material that looked like a veneered black wood of some kind, this box was made of a very modern, plasticky material in dark blue. Could Jacinda have possibly intended to leave this behind? Or did it come with the job?

      The box was about the size of a shoebox, with a lid that hinged on one long side. I flipped it open, and found myself looking at a solid mass of gently glowing... cards?

      I flicked through a few of them and my heart sped up as I realized what they were: Crafting recipes.

      
        
          
            
              
        » Congratulations!

      

      

      

      
        
          
        You have found a class IV cache of Crafting recipes. You can memorize no more than ten of these per day, but the entire cache can be carried in your personal inventory.

      

      

      

      

      

      My eyes bugged. Although the box was maybe fifty centimeters long, it contained far more cards than its size suggested it could. As I flipped through them, the cards seemed to compress and decompress, making room for a bit of space in front of the one I was looking at and then stacking more tightly toward the front and back of the box. It was... it was a trove. The recipes were alphabetical, and I was in the Fs: FTL drive conduit patch. Grater, cheese. Life support system patch, power. Life support system patch, gasses. There were hundreds. I swiftly closed the lid and picked up the box, willing it into my personal inventory, along with the small set of assassin’s tools I always carried.

      » Your personal inventory is at 60%.

      It was so incongruous that the game didn’t make you just use pockets or backpacks or something. The idea that you just held a certain amount of inventory in your soul or something was weird in a sci-fi game. But I wasn’t arguing, as it was far more convenient than actually hauling everything. I wondered again if it was something the game had awarded or—however unlikely—something Jacinda had left behind. No matter: I wasn’t looking this gift horse in the mouth.

      I earned a few hundred more XP that afternoon, managing through a midday meal that had not only included First Honorable L’stast and its family, but several of its superiors. First Honorable it might be, but it was still only a Third Navigator, giving it plenty of room to suck up to its betters in hopes of an eventual promotion.

      I wondered what would happen if I approached it now and offered to assassinate whoever was Second Navigator.

      After everyone had gone back to work or school, I got the household settled into its evening routine. I received a ping that a Third Majordomo from a similarly sized household had accepted a transfer, filling our Second Assistant slot, and that they would start tomorrow. Michelle Michols seemed like a human name, and a quick check confirmed. That meant they were a PC, so I double-checked and was relieved that they’d been playing a game day off of me, meaning we’d be able to cover two out of every three days between us. I renewed a search for a Third Majordomo and headed out into the evening.

      I decided to move my plans up. The diva had been consistent in its schedule as I’d stalked it before, and I’d come up with what I hoped was a viable plan. The rewards would be well worth it, and now that I was First Majordomo, I wanted to accelerate my path off the cityship. So I checked my inventory, brushed a few flecks of dust off my household uniform, and headed off to the ritzy district where the diva lived.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After carefully observing the diva’s guards for a couple of days, I’d decided it would be foolish to try any kind of direct assault. It was far too likely I’d be caught, and the mission had listed unspecified bonuses—most of which, in the past, had been for not being detected.

      The diva was rarely at home in the early evenings, instead spending its time touring a roster of favorite lounges, social spots, and restaurants. It took four guards, leaving two of its six-person retinue to guard its residence. The residence also included a variety of staff: kitchen workers, maids, porters, and the like, much like the residence I oversaw. That was going to be my way in: my familiarity with Aa’an household management would, I hoped, see me in and out, giving me an opportunity to plant a long-lasting poison that the diva would encounter when it returned. I’d been practicing with the various poisons available to me, and gotten my skill to level 3. The advancement unlocked a whole new class of contact poisons, which I’d spent three hours of the last game session mixing. Those, when coated on a variety of the diva’s belongings—such as the scale-scraper that wealthier Aa’an seemed to love to use each evening before settling into their sandy bed-pits—should do the trick. It would be a set-it-and-pray maneuver, but hopefully by the next game day I’d know if the ploy had worked.

      Sadly, the diva’s household didn’t have any open majordomo spots. I’d have even pretended to apply for a Third position, explaining that the increased household prestige would be worth starting lower, but that wasn’t an option. Fortunately, my move to First Majordomo had opened a new avenue.

      It was common for the First Majordomos of Aa’an households to mingle amongst each other, sharing information about which juniors might be ready for a promotion, juicy tidbits on which food vendors were offering better prices or produce, and so on. Crossing from a Third Navigator’s household to a highly ranked performer’s wasn’t usual, but the hierarchies between military and civilian households wasn’t one-to-one. I could express an interest in moving to the civilian side, and in return offer some gossip on what the relevant military households were doing. The diva’s First Majordomo was named P’trickk, clearly an Aa’an name, which meant an NPC. NPCs, in my experience, would usually buy even the flimsiest of excuses in order to keep the game moving.

      And so rather than sneaking to the diva’s residence or attempting a stealthy street kill, I just walked boldly up to the front door and touched the annunciator.

      The door opened a few moments later, and I found myself face to face with a towering male Aa’an wearing the diva’s livery. As my now-practiced eye rapidly decoded the lizard’s attire, I realized this was First Majordomo P’trickk itself.

      “Respected First Majordomo P’trickk,” I said, offering a quick bob of the head in lieu of a bow. Respected was a general honorific, suitable for an initial greeting between individuals of similar rank. My right knee bent slightly in the Sixth Position of Respectable Greeting, while my left hand moved to the flat of my waist in the Fifth Enhancement of Collegial Joining.

      
        
          
            
              
        »Skill-up! Your Aa’an Etiquette skill is now at level 3.

      

      

      

      

      

      “Respected returns,” P’trickk said, opening the door for me to introduce myself.

      “First Majordomo Frank Kozina, of the First Honorable L’stast, Third Navigator.” I moved my left hand to the Fourth Position of Collegial Engagement, silently asking if I could join P’trickk inside. Our similar ranks would make it clear that I was here for the usual professional exchange of information and gossip, which–

      “No shit,” P’trickk said. “Come on in, man.”

      That wasn’t part of the script.

      “Put a goddamn green glow around PCs,” I muttered, offering up a prayer to Endless Sky’s programmers. “Freakin’ rebirth path.”

      The game... shuddered slightly. As I stepped into the home and the door closed behind me, I saw that P’trickk actually had a soft green glow around itself. Had that always been there? I’d spoken with Aaron just before leaving the residence, and he hadn’t glowed. But that had been in our brightly lit home; this hallway was dimly lit, allowing a series of bright pinpoint lights to pick out a row of portraits, each featuring the diva in a different sumptuous outfit. Was the green glow only visible in dim lighting?

      Whatever. I’d take it. And right now I had bigger problems. As a PC, P’trickk wouldn’t be under any compulsion to “play along” like an NPC would.

      Shit.

      “So what brings you here?” he—it?—asked as we rounded a corner into the more brightly lit kitchen. The green glow remained, albeit less obviously. Still, there’s no way I could have missed that before. Had I just stumbled onto a game option? Would anyone else see the glow, or just me?

      The kitchen, at least, was empty but for the two of us. The diva was likely accustomed to taking its evening meal out.

      “You know, originally it was just a bit of skill grinding, interacting with another First. But now... I’m kind of intrigued. I assume you took the rebirth path?”

      “You know about that? Yeah,” he said with a chuckle that was entirely mismatched to his hiss-filled voice. “I was livid when I started playing and realized you couldn’t pick an alien species. So after the tutorial I took a job on this cityship and just decided to go all-in on the alien society. I maxed out my Etiquette skill as fast as I could. They–“

      “Wait,” I interrupted. “What level are you?”

      “Ten. Midway through the Master levels.”

      “But that means you can’t have a skill in excess of ten,” I protested. I’d read as much on the dark web sites: no skill’s level can exceed your base character level. “Don’t skills max out at twenty?”

      “My Etiquette skill is twenty, actually,” he said with a reptilian smile: jaw hanging open, forked tongue lolling out slightly, scaly lips pulled back. It looked like he was about to go for my throat. “You can do it if you’re specializing. I actually only have a half-dozen skills, and they’re all connected to the Aa’an and Household Management. You push your skill through experience, and it actually helps drag your character level up. But it means it’s almost impossible for me to learn new skills until my character level catches up.”

      “Jeez, what’s the XP on level twenty look like?”

      “It’s insane. It’s all powers of two, right? So to max out at level twenty is the top end of the Legendary levels, and you need like half a billion XP. It’s impossible, I’ll never reach it in a hundred years.”

      “So... so what do you do?” My mind had started trying to come up with an idea of what to do with Patrick—which I was sure must have been his real name. The original plan had been to unload a pressurized canister of sleepy-dust on the First Majordomo. The dust was tricky stuff: a slight miscalculation in dosage or pressure and you’d kill the target. When the target had been an NPC, that was no big deal. But there was no contract on Patrick, so killing him would have serious negative consequences for me.

      It—he—flicked his tail, and I recognized the start of the Fourth Position of Industrious Success. “You know, in the real I worked the front desk of some giant corp. I don’t even know what they did. There were like eight local employees, and everyone else was remote. Someone would visit maybe once a month, and they kept me there as a receptionist just because it made them look rich and ritzy.” He shrugged, the massive Aa’an neck muscles bunching up impressively under the scaly skin, his neck frill unfolding slightly. “I’m actually really happy here. I quit my job after a month of playing and moved into an Endless Pod. Now I’m here every day. I was hit by a delivery vehicle a few months back and woke up like this. Now I get to accompany the diva to concerts. I feel like i’m actually doing something.”

      His comments hit home. I’d felt much the same way—most of us low-level human drones did, doing jobs that machines could have done tirelessly and better. The game gave you options.

      I reached into my personal storage space and withdrew the canister.

      “What’s that?” The hard ridge of his brow tried to scrunch down, but the Aa’an face wasn’t meant for expressions of confusion or curiosity.

      “I’m actually a thief,” I lied. “And I have a commission to steal one of the diva’s portraits. I’m really sorry.”

      “Oh,” he said, the confusion coming through in his voice if not his face. “I mean, I get it. Grinding up a skill?”

      “Yeah,” I said. And I was, just not a Thievery skill.

      “So what’s the canister?”

      “Knockout gas.”

      “You know if it does any damage–“

      “Honestly, it should be fine.”

      He looked at me for a moment. “I mean, okay.”

      “Really?” He was surprisingly accommodating.

      “Yeah, I get it. And she’s an NPC, it’s not like she’ll suffer. Maybe I’ll get a mission to try and buy it back from whoever you’re selling it to. Plus, it’s been nice talking. I don’t run into a lot of PCs in this job.”

      “Wish I could do it again.”

      “Yeah, you probably shouldn’t come back. You know, I never even checked. You’re not really with Third Navigator at all, are you?”

      Jeez, I hadn’t even thought of that. “Nope.”

      “Well, you did good. Okay, I guess let’s do it.”

      I triggered the canister, and a fine mist of green jetted out. He took a deep breath. The membranes over his eyes fluttered a few times, and he slowly collapsed.

      I darted back into the hallway and pulled down a random portrait, stuffing into my personal storage space.

      
        
          
            
              
        » Caution: Your personal storage is at 92% capacity.

      

      

      

      

      

      Time to make a little room, then. I still needed to be careful: the rest of the household staff would still be about, along with the two guards. I darted back into the kitchen and pulled the household insignia pin from P’trickk’s uniform, transferring it to mine. Our liveries didn’t match, but contractors were sometimes issued household pins and it might stave off questions long enough for me to get the job done.

      I crept through the hallways, leaning into my Stalking skill as heavily as possible. Stalking is more about not being noticed even when you’re in plain sight; it’s not the same as actual stealth. But I made it to the diva’s den without being noticed, although I did have a couple of close calls when a porter and a maid hurried past on some mission or other.

      I breathed a sigh of relief when the den door clicked shut behind me.

      
        
          
            
              
        » Congratulations! You have gained a new skill: Stealth.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Your creative use of your Stalking skill has unlocked an adjacent skill.

      

      

      

      

      

      Ah, so that did work. I winced as the rest of the new skill—fortunately only level one, of course—downloaded into my brain.

      Knowing that a staff member could walk in at any time, I moved quickly. The vial of contact poison came out of my personal storage, along with a pair of soft cloth gloves. I quickly began applying it to anything the diva might touch: the heavily ornamented scale-scraper that hung on a peg next to the sand-pit bed, the rubbery stick the Aa’an used to clean their teeth, the heavy, non-nonsense claw trimmers, and so on. The poison glistened softly when first applied, but quickly dried into a transparent matte finish that was nearly undetectable in the dim lighting of the room. Capable of poisoning the lizards even through their scales, this should complete the mission. Once contacted, it took only seconds to act, which meant I might even find out tonight, depending on how late the diva stayed out.

      My new Stealth skill saw me safely out of the residence. I took a roundabout way home, ditching the diva’s household pin in a public trash receptacle, the empty vial of poison in another, and the gloves in a third. I let my Stalking skill guide me through two transit lines and three neighborhoods, stopping in a couple of shops to chat with the proprietors under the pretense of bringing their products into the Third Navigator’s household.

      I got home with half the evening left to me. I decided to spend it in my closet, studying whatever I could find on stealth, when a game notification flashed into my vision:

      
        
          
            
              
        » Mission complete: Assassination VII

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Because you disguised your attempt as a theft gone wrong, you have achieved multiple optional bonus outcomes.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Reward: 2,000XP

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Reward: 110,000 Scales

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Reward: You are now recognized by the Aa’an Board of Societal Norms as a professional assassin for hire. You are protected from negative consequences for deaths that occur as a contracted part of a recognized mission.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Caution: The Board frowns on theft as part of a contracted assassination. You can avoid negative reputation by turning your stolen goods over to the Board, who will dispose of it for a 20% commission. Do you wish to do so?

      

      

      

      

      

      Yes, I replied hastily.

      
        
          
            
              
        You will gain 150,000 Scales from the sale.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        You have gained +500 reputation with the Board.

      

      

      

      

      

      I felt the stolen portrait fade out of my personal storage. Reputation? Huh. Yet another thing to try and learn about. But whatever it meant, a positive couldn’t be bad. And I’d take the money—I was accumulating quite the stash. I had close to half a million scales, which I knew was enough to run this expansive household for a couple of months. And since–

      The front door annunciator sounded.

      I paused for a moment. The security staff would still be on duty of course, but the rest of the staff would be finishing up their daily chores and heading to bed at this hour. I shrugged, and made my way to the front, using the side passage that let staff quickly move from the working spaces to the front hallway.

      I opened the door and was confronted by a human male. He had gray hair and a neat salt-and-pepper beard, a medium build, and stood about my height. He wasn’t glowing, so I presumed he was an NPC—the first human NPC I’d seen aboard the cityship, in fact.

      “Hello,” he said, inclining his head politely. He didn’t adopt a formal Aa’an position, so he was definitely here to speak to me. “My name is Galan Nordsson. You are Frank Kozina?” I nodded. “May I speak with you for a moment? It’s good news, I assure you.”

      “Sure,” I said. If we were being informal, I could play along. I stepped back and waved him in. As the door closed behind him, I opened the door to the side passage and waved him in ahead of me. “Why don’t we speak back here? It’ll be a bit more private.”

      “Perfect.”

      I led him back to the small office where Aaron and I had watched the morning’s short battle with the Confederacy. I stepped in after him, pulling the door shut behind me. “How can I help you?”

      “News of your recognition by the Aa’an Board of Societal Norms has traveled quickly,” he said. “I represent the human Galactic Guild of Assassins here on the cityship, and I wanted to extend a membership offer to you.”

      I blinked in surprise. I’d had no idea there even was such a thing, let alone that they’d have a representative on an Aa’an cityship. “What, ah... what would membership entail?”

      “So long as you’re on an Aa’an cityship following their societal norms, membership in our guild isn’t required. However, if you go after any other species or leave the cityship, we would have... let’s say, a problem with that. Formal assassinations are tolerated only under the auspices of our guild. As a journeyman level yourself, we would recognize you as a full member and permit you to skip our usual apprenticeship. All non-Aa’an contracts would need to come from us, and we retain a 20% commission on all fees. But, we also guarantee payment, and we can provide access to a number of supporting services on a reasonable fee schedule.”

      “Can I turn down a contract?”

      “Excepting those exceptionally rare ones with Guildmaster Priority, of course.”

      “And can I file my own contracts?”

      “Yes, although you are not permitted to take any contracts you offer. Another guild member would have to. To do otherwise would be simple murder, of course.”

      “Of course,” I grinned. “Any other rules? Guild dues?”

      “No other rules, and our dues come entirely from the contract commissions.”

      “Then I guess I’ll join up.”

      “Excellent! I can provide you with a set of Crafting recipes appropriate to the trade.” He held out a small stack of glowing cards, which I took. I flipped through them, and as I read each one, it faded away, becoming part of my memory. There were ten in all, putting me at my daily absorption limit. “And, if you are interested, I can offer a substantial number of skills for a very reasonable price.”

      “Oh?”

      “As a new member, you’re entitled to a skill download for just 20,000 Scales.”

      I almost didn’t care what the skills were. “I’ll take it.”

      “Brace yourself,” he warned.

      The world pressed down and tried to crush me, all while repeatedly sucker-punching me in the gut. I fell to my knees, retching as my brain overloaded.

      
        
          
            
              
        » Skill-up! Your Stalking skill is now at level 4.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        » Skill-up! Your Basic Assassination skill is now at level 4.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        » Skill-up! Your Advanced Assasination skill is now at level 4.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        » Skill-up! Your Disguise skill is now at level 4.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        » Skill-up! Your Knife Fighting skill is now at level 2.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        » Skill-up! Your Stealth skill is now at level 4.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        » Skill-up! Your Poisoning skill is now at level 4.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        » Congratulations! You have gained a new skill: Thievery

      

      

      

      
        
          
        » Congratulations! You have gained a new skill: Trapping

      

      

      

      
        
          
        » Skill-up! Your Thievery skill is now at level 4.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        » Skill-up! Your Trapping skill is now at level 4.

      

      

      

      

      

      I panted as the skill download completed. “Thanks,” I wheezed, levering myself back to my feet.

      “It’s my pleasure. I can show myself out now.”

      “I’d best do it.” I walked him back to the front door in silence, my heart still thudding in my chest. “Thank you, and good evening,” I said as I showed him out.

      “Welcome to the fraternity, Frank.” He bowed his head again, turned, and walked away.

      
        
          
            
              
        » Caution: Your game day is ending.

      

      

      

      

      

      Yeah, and none too soon. I needed a rest after all that. I quickly returned to my closet, leaned against the bed, and closed my eyes. I pulled up my character sheet just before the game faded out:

      
        
          
            
              
        Frank Kozina

      

      
        Day Player

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Class: Truthsayer (hidden)

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Class: Assassin (hidden)

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Class: Majordomo

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Guild Membership: Galactic Assassins

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Account: 450,890 Scales

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Level 4

      

      

      

      

        

      
        
          
            
        Reputations

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Aa’an Board of Societal Norms: +500 (Friendly)

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Galactic Guild of Assassins: +500

      

      

      

      

        

      
        
          
            
        Attributes

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Body: 11

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Mind: 12

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Soul: 9

      

      

      

      
        
          
        HP: 44 (Body x Level)

      

      

      

      
        
          
        XP: 15,192 (1,192 to level 5)

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Unused Attribute Points: 0

      

      

      

      

        

      
        
          
            
        Skills:

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Aa’an Etiquette: 3

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Advanced Assassination: 4

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Basic Assassination: 4

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Disguise: 4

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Household Management: 4

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Knife Fighting: 2

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Poisoning: 4

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Politicking: 2

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Stalking: 4

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Stealth: 4

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Thievery: 4

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Trapping: 4

      

      

      

      

        

      
        
          
            
        Missions:

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Find Dwight Czarnowski [•ERROR%]

      

      

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PUBS & PEGASI

          

        

      

    

    
      Tales from the Broken claw is planned as a 20-book series, with each book focusing on a character from North Pointe Common Towne. North Pointe is a special place, promising to serve all who come in peace, stay in peace, and leave in peace—and the residents and shopkeepers are equipped with special gifts to ensure they can help you along the way on your personal quest or journey.

      

      It’s a “cozy fantasy” series, where the stakes are low, the plots tinged with humor, the characters relatable, and the world-building rich and detailed.

      

      Start with:

      
        
          	
        Pubs & Pegasi
      

      	
        Anvil’s & Avatars
      

      	
        Volumes & Villainesses
      

      	
        Teas & Tribulations
      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

        

      

    

    
      Sam’s horse trudged gamely along the wide, hard-packed dirt road. It had been a long day: she’d risen with the sun, packed her minimal camp into a saddlebag, and set out. Hersin, her horse, had gotten used to the routine, but after two sennights of riding, the poor old boy got pretty weary as the sun edged its way into the East.

      She’d tried to plan this trip to include more stops in small towns and villages, where she could spend a night in a real bed and Hersin in a real stable. But the lands south of the Mistral Mountains were poorly mapped, especially around Great Lake Evendiam, where she was now. Human habitations came and went, often starting as safe and decently resourced stopping points for a band of travelers. They’d put down roots and form a settlement, which would grow into a village, and sometimes even into a small town. But between the harsh winters, the strange beasts that occasionally wandered down out of the Mistrals, and the near-continual raiding, many settlements and smaller villages simply didn’t make it. As a result, mapmakers never attempted to document where lodging could be found, which meant she’d rough-camped for all but two nights of the past two-sennight trek.

      It had, at least, been a pleasant ride for the past few nights. The road here curved along Evendiam, putting the cool lake breezes of Springtime on her right, and the thick, shady forest on her left. Further on her left rose the tall, cragged peaks of the Mistrals, their tips still gleaming white with the winter’s accumulated snow.

      She sighed. She’d heard that more villages managed to survive toward the east side of the⁠—

      Wait, what’s this? she thought, sitting up a little straighter in her saddle.

      A tall, sturdy looking stone wall crossed the road ahead, broken by wide wooden gates that were thrown wide open as if in welcome. As she and Hersin got closer, she realized that an even taller stone wall stretched off into the woods, and that the wall continued a dozen or so yards into the lake itself. Thin streams of smoke declared the settlement to be occupied.

      Hersin clopped through the open gate, and Sam’s eyes, schooled by years in mercenary companies, quickly noted key details. The gates weren’t closed often: dirt and leaves had accumulated around their bases, and there were no telltale scrapes in the earth tracing their swing. But even taller stone turrets—perfect nests for archers defending the town supported the gates. Sam squinted as they passed, but she couldn’t make out anyone atop the turrets. Built to be defended, she thought approvingly, but they haven’t needed to for some time. Even better.

      The trade road ran straight on, bracketed by buildings on both sides that blocked the view of the lake. Probably helps block the winter winds, too, she mused. The buildings themselves were made of heavy, sturdy gray stone, mortared tightly together. On her left was what looked like an outfitter’s shop, followed by the unmistakable facade of the town gaol. She smiled at that. I wonder if they get that many criminals, here. More likely the gaol was a kind of alternate overnight lodging for travelers who’d had a little too much to drink.

      The outfitter’s shop and gaol formed a continuous building, and featured a deep overhang that sheltered a raised wooden walkway. She nodded, recognizing that the construction would help mitigate snowfall directly in front of the shops, and likely provide at least some access between buildings, even in the depth of winter when the snows here would drift deep.

      On her right was a tall, wide building that extended a few feet into the lake. Boathouse, she thought, and nodded again as she passed a fishmonger’s shop right next to it. The⁠—

      “Heyla, traveler.” A raspy voice greeted her, and she swung her head back to the left. A grizzled, older looking woman in battered leathers stood on the decking in front of the gaol.

      I’m one to talk about old, grizzled, and battered, Sam thought wryly. “Heyla,” she answered, wincing a bit inside at the gravel in her own voice. “Are travelers welcome here?”

      The other woman nodded. “So long as they come in peace, stay in peace, and leave in peace,” she said easily, her eyes appraising Sam and her horse.

      Constable, Sam thought. Or whatever stands for that here. “Peace is what I’m seeking, believe me.” This woman was giving Sam an odd vibe. Suspicion, to be sure, but that was expected. This was. . . something else. Sam had learned to trust her instincts in these situations, and her instincts were telling her not to rile this stern-looking woman. Not that she intended to, but this constable looked easily riled. Former merc, if I was a betting woman. “Any chance of a pub or an inn?”

      A perfunctory smile settled onto the constable’s face, doing nothing to soften her countenance but helping play the role of polite host. “Of course. Keep on a bit, past the main gates, on your left. Pub’s the Broken Claw, the inn next to it is the Weary Head. Staying the night, then?”

      “I hope to.”

      “Stable’s on the right, next to the smithy. Smith’s boy, Darby, will likely run out as soon as he spies you.” She tilted her head a bit, and Sam had the distinct impression that the constable was looking directly into her soul. “You can trust folk here,” she said cooly before turning on one heel and stepping back into the gaol.

      Good? Sam thought as she urged Hersin onward. What a strange greeting.

      Past the fishmonger’s was a long storehouse, and opposite that was the town’s main gate. Sam’s eyes swept the view as she passed. These gates swung inward and also weren’t closed much. They opened into a grassy field of sorts, which was surrounded by a long, continual building in roughly the shape of a lopsided rectangle. It’s a fortress, she realized at once. Or once was. The back of the building was the thick outer wall of the village, and each section of the village rose two stories, some a bit more. With enough supplies, the people here could probably hole up for a long time—certainly through a rough winter—and the additional gates on the trade road would give them a formidable defensive advantage. Nestled tightly as it was between the foothills of the Mistral Mountains and Lake Evendiam, an attacking force wouldn’t have much room to move and surrounding the village would be all but impossible. Sam picked out the small emplacements on the building’s roofs where archers could perch, giving them excellent firing angles on the adjacent forest and trade road, while giving enemies very little to attack.

      The unmistakable sounds of a smithy rang out on her right, and just as the constable had predicted, a young boy was dashing out from the adjacent stable. “Take your horse, ma’am?”

      Sam nodded and slid from Hersin’s back. “Do I need to worry about these?” she asked, slapping a saddlebag.

      Darby’s expression was one of affront. “Absolutely not, ma’am!” he insisted. “Safest place in the Mistrals. Constable Jen don’t allow no crime, here. None at all. Ha-copper if you’re just staying a while, full copper for overnight. Copper includes sweet hay, another copper gets hot mash and a rub-down, unless you’d rather see to it yourself.”

      Sam tossed the boy three coppers as he took Hersin’s reins. “Take good care of the boy, he’s earned it,” she instructed.

      “Yes ma’am!” Darby said with a grin as he pocketed the coins. “Pub’s just there, the Broken Claw, if you’re looking for refreshment.”

      “Very much so,” Sam said with gratitude. She made a cursory attempt to brush some of the road dust from her leather leggings, promised herself a hot bath at the first opportunity, and stepped across the street. The pub and inn were, like the rest of the structures here, essentially carved out of a single building, again with a wide overhang stretching over a wooden walkway. That walkway was deep enough to host a couple of benches and still provide ample room for pedestrians, and a couple more trestle tables sat just off the walkway in the waning sun. A carved wooden sign swinging from the overhang’s edge proclaimed this to be the Broken Claw. An image of a stein sat atop the bar’s name, and a crude dragon’s foot, one claw broken off, arched beneath.

      A bell on the door tinkled merrily as she pushed in.

      Long habit forced her mind to scan the place almost without conscious thought. A long, worn wooden bar stretched across most of the back wall. A half-dozen empty trestle tables and benches were arranged between it and the door. Along the left wall, a rack of what were hopefully barrels of ale. Shelves behind the bar held bottles and jugs of what were likely more potent offerings. A large fireplace took up much of the the right wall, and a low fire crackled merrily within. A door behind the bar led to a back room. The⁠—

      “Greetings, traveler! Welcome to the Broken Claw. How may I serve?”

      Sam’s eyes snapped to the bartender, standing behind the center of the bar, offering her a warm smile. His hair was an unruly shock of white, and the wrinkles around his mouth and eyes suggested he’d spent a good amount of time wearing that smile. He was dressed in a simple homespun shirt under a heavy canvas apron. His eyes seemed to flick upwards for a moment before returning to hers.

      “Ale, if you’ve a good one. And I wouldn’t say no to something hearty for dinner.”

      “Please, sit,” he said, his smile widening. Sam stepped forward and settled onto one of the wooden stools that lined the front side of the bar. “The ale’s easy—I work with a brewer in the next town east of here, and he makes me something custom. We call it Dragon’s Rest. Pale, cool, easy drinking, but still with a little character.” He reached under the bar for a heavy glass stein, and then stepped to the rack of barrels and began filling it. “Food, I don’t do. Worst cook you’ve ever met. But Minnie, who owns the inn next door, makes the best stew that’s ever lined your stomach. Happy to go grab you a bowl, if that suits. Copper for both.”

      “Suits me well,” Sam said, her stomach growling eagerly. “It’s been more than a sennight of road rations and what rabbits I could take, and if I never see a piece of hard biscuit again it’ll be too soon.”

      The bartender chuckled as he sat the stein in front of her. Again, his eyes seemed to quickly dart up and behind her, and his smile faded a bit as he once again met her gaze. “I’ll just grab that stew. Brown bread okay?”

      “More than,” she assured him.

      He stepped through the door behind the bar, letting it swing gently shut behind him. She took a sip of the beer and her eyes widened in appreciation. It was good—light and somehow cool, but with a bit of sass to it. It reminded her of fresh spring water filtered through sunlight. She chuckled at herself. Now I’m a poet.

      The bartender returned with a large bowl of steaming stew, topped by a generous hunk of rich-looking brown bread. Sam’s mouth watered immediately at the savory aroma, and she had to force herself not to start pouring the stew directly from the bowl into her mouth. The bartender let her get a couple of bites in, and smiled as she nodded enthusiastically.

      “I’m Nathaniel, by the way,” he said, stepping back and picking up another stein and began polishing it with a clean white rag. “But please — call me Nate. Everyone does.” Once again, his eyes flicked up and down. Sam started to wonder if it was just a tic of some kind.

      “Samantha Godsdotter,” she replied between bites. “Sam to anyone who knows me.”

      “So what brings you to our little village?” he asked easily, although his eyes once again darted up and back. “If you don’t mind saying, of course.”

      “Spent the last thirty-odd years as a merc,” she said easily. “Most recently with Sasha’s Vixens,” she added, jerking her chin toward the scarlet badge on her left shoulder. “Our last engagement didn’t go. . . well. That’s how I got this.” With her free hand, she ran an index finger along the twisted, puckered scar that ran from just above one eye into her hairline. “Goblin axe caught me when I should have been paying attention. Managed to jerk back enough to keep it from cleaving my skull in two, but still knocked me out cold. The others managed to drag me back, and the company medic did what she could to set me right. Once I healed up. . .” she shrugged as she took another delectable mouthful of stew. “Decided I’d had enough. Cashiered out and headed off.”

      “Came in from the west, then? I’ve heard of the goblin raids on the western kingdom.”

      Sam nodded. “Stormport brought in a half-dozen merc companies. Little buggers come pouring down out of the foothills of the Demonbane range, and it was our job to beat ‘em back.”

      “And?” Nate asked curiously, his eyes once again looking past her. This time they stayed for a moment before returning.

      She shrugged again. “Still going on, really. Goblin King thinks he wants some seaside real estate, and doesn’t mind spending blood to try and get it. But they’re primitive fighters. Axes and pikes, mostly. Vixens are mainly light horse and foot, but we were backed by Bard’s Badgers, and they’ve got heavy siege equipment. Ballistas, catapults, that kind of thing. Mass of goblins comes roaring out of their caves, and Bard’s boys would just hit them mid-mass. We’d pick off the edges. Lather, rinse, repeat.”

      “So you’re off to find your retirement, then?” Flick.

      “Seems so.” She grinned. “Don’t rightly know what that looks like, though. I’ve been swinging a sword since I could pick one up.” She felt a cloud pass over her face, and when Nate’s smile faded, she knew he’d seen it too. “You lose a lot of people, fighting that long.”

      He nodded slowly. “Happy to listen, if there’s a tale to share.”

      Sam nodded slowly as she chewed a bit of bread. “Not much of a tale, I guess. But. . . I’d made a good friend, in the Vixens. Incredible swordswoman named Leeta, just a few years younger than me. She’d been a merc her whole life, too. A real. . . a shieldmate. You know what that means?”

      Nate nodded. “We get mercs through here now and then.”

      “She was my left hand, and I was her right. Fought back to back, side by side, for. . . gods, half a decade. Even Sasha said she’d never seen a pair so in tune with each other.”

      “I sense this doesn’t end well,” Nate said softly.

      Sam set her spoon down gently, and shook her head. “No. Goblins managed to overwhelm us. Just for a moment. We’d already started to move out of their circle. But one pike. . .” She paused, looking down into the half-empty bowl. “It’s why I got distracted. They almost got us both.”

      “I’m sorry.” His tone suggested he meant it.

      “Thanks.” Sam picked up her spoon, but ate a bit more slowly now. “With her gone, I just didn’t have it in me to keep fighting.” I felt like I’d lost half of myself, she added to herself. “But I’ve been doing it for so long, I rightly don’t know what’s next. I’ve just been riding, hoping. . . I guess, hoping something would come up. Maybe some little town like this would need a constable.”

      Nate nodded silently, and slid another stein of beer up to her. Sam blinked. She hadn’t realized she’d finished the first.

      “So you’ll stay the night?”

      “Aye, by preference. Your constable said something about the inn next door?”

      Nate nodded. “Minnie’s place, yeah. She’ll charge you a copper for an upstairs room, but she’s empty right now. I’d ask for the bigger room on the ground floor. Half a copper extra, but it has its own bath. Boiler’s right overhead, so you’ll get the hottest, freshest water you could ask for. And she lays out an incredible breakfast, included.”

      Sam looked up and saw that Nate’s gaze was now locked somewhere above her left shoulder. She turned, but saw nothing other than the pub’s tables and door. An ornate clock of some kind hung over the door. “You have somewhere to be?” she asked politely, turning back to Nate. “I can head⁠—“

      “No, no, it’s fine,” he assured her, his eyes snapping back to hers. “I don’t get out much during the day, to be honest,” he added with a lopsided grin. “Minnie and a couple of the others feed me. It takes a village.”

      Sam gave him a hard look as she spooned more stew into her mouth, but Nate’s expression remained friendly and open.

      “I’m actually open pretty late, most nights,” he added unprompted. “Once folks start shutting their shops down, this is kind of the unofficial village gathering spot. Haven’t had a bard by yet this season, but eventually one will wander through.”

      “So what’s your story?” Sam asked softly, her eyes on Nate’s. “Seems pretty far away from civilization.”

      He chuckled, but his eyes grew sad. “It is at that. I come from Elgindam.”

      Sam frowned. “Far East, isn’t it?”

      Nate nodded. “It’s a journey, yeah. Grew up there, married my sweetheart. Never had kids, but we got. . . well, we grew old together. All we wanted, really.” Sam’s heart clenched for what she knew must be coming. “Lost her to the ague.” Nate’s voice had fallen to something just above a whisper. “Couldn’t rattle around in our house anymore. It was. . . ours, you know?” He shook himself, and picked up another stein to polish. “So I joined a caravan headed. . . anywhere.” His expression grew thoughtful. “Looking for someplace new to fit in, I guess.”

      “Bit like me,” Sam agreed. “And you came here?”

      “Funny story,” Nate said thoughtfully, his gaze tracking more slowly up and back this time. He seemed to sink into his thoughts, his tone growing a bit distracted. “Caravan stopped here for the night. A lot do, in the season. Constable lets them line up their wagons on the trade road between the gates. Makes ‘em feel a little safer. Came in here, obviously. Tough old lady named Greta ran the place, then. You remind me a bit of her,” he said, then blushed as he realized how that sounded. “Begging your pardon, of course, you’re not⁠—“

      “Oh, I’m old,” Sam assured him with a smile. “Tough, maybe. Battered, for certain.”

      Nate gave her a small smile. “Fair.”

      “I assume this Greta was looking to move on, then?”

      Nate nodded very slowly, his eyes once again rising to look behind her, and then falling back to the stein he was polishing. “After a fashion, yeah. We got to talking, she and I, while the caravan master was wheeling and dealing with the locals. She suggested I spend a night here, get a feel for the place. Promised she’d have someone ride me out to the caravan if they left without me. Asked that I come back the next day and talk to her.” He shrugged and placed the stein back under the bar, and tossed the rag over one shoulder. “So I did. Next morning, she told me she was. . . well, ready to move on. Like you said. But the village needs a pub, she said, and if I was looking for something new, something far from my old life, this was new and about as far as I could go.” He paused, lost in his own thoughts for a moment. “She stayed for a couple of sennights, helped me get a feel for the place. Introduced me around, you know.”

      “You have a place here, then?” Sam’s attention was locked on the bartender now, the last few spoonfuls of stew rapidly cooling in her bowl.

      He shook himself and refocused on her. “Upstairs. All the shops here have living upstairs. ‘Cept the village witch, I guess. I mean, she does have a bit of a shop downstairs, more of a parlor, really. You know, some tourists⁠—“

      “You have a village witch?” Sam said carefully. Magic wasn’t always widely accepted in this part of the world—one of the many bigotries she’d observed in these smaller, more isolated communities over the years.

      “Oh, absolutely,” Nate said, nodding emphatically. “Leota’s her name. She’s nice. She. . . her magic is why we don’t close the gates, much. Seems to keep the bigger critters out. We don’t even really get bandits through here. Those that do seem to move on pretty quickly.”

      “Don’t know that I’d cross that constable of yours, either.”

      “Hah! No, Jen’s pretty formidable. Say, you’re spending the night?” Nate sounded distracted again.

      “We covered that. Copper and a half, ground floor room, hot bath. Good breakfast.”

      “Right, right.” He looked at the bar, and Sam followed his gaze, realizing that she’d somehow emptied the second stein. “Another ale?”

      “I think,” Sam said slowly, wondering where the time had gone, “I might turn in. Just next door, right?”

      “I’ll walk you over.”

      Nate seemed to regain his focus as he led Sam next door. The Inn’s entry was cozy, with a fireplace burning happily along the left wall. Sam realized that it probably shared a chimney with the fireplace in the pub, on the opposite side of the wall. Two clean, well-polished trestle tables filled much of the room, and the rich, earthy smell of stew filled the air. The proprietress, Minnie, stood behind a low counter, humming to herself as she kneaded a large sphere of brown dough. She was a short, round woman with black hair now going to gray, tied up in a neat bun. She looked up as Sam and Nate stepped in, brushed her hands on a towel that was tucked into her waistband, and smiled. “Room for the night then, dear?”
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        * * *

      

      “Oh, merciful gods,” Sam breathed as she eased herself out of the heavy copper tub. She’s stayed in the bath until the water had become tepid, seriously considering emptying it and starting again before finally deciding she was ready to sleep.

      The room was, as Nate had promised, extremely comfortable. The sheets were crisp, clean linen, and the mattress was stuffed with feathers rather than hay. Aside from the low bed and the enormous bath, the room offered a small vanity, a bowl for washing, and a polished piece of steel for a mirror. A tiny woodstove took the edge off the evening chill.

      Minnie had pointed out the privy down the hall, told her that breakfast was served promptly at a candlemark after sunup, and wished her a pleasant night. She’d had Darby bring her saddlebags, along with assurances that Hersin was well-fed and being well cared-for.

      Sam slipped into fresh underclothes, and spent a candlemark or so cleaning and polishing her riding leathers. She laid them out on the cool stone floor, slid under the sheets, and, in the way only seasoned mercenaries and civil servants could manage, was asleep the moment her head hit the soft, fluffy pillow.
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        * * *

      

      Sam rarely dreamed, or at least rarely remembered doing so, but when she did, her dreams were intense.

      She was in an inn or pub of some sorts, perhaps not unlike the Broken Claw. But the Broken Claw had been empty, whereas this place was full of people. They were smiling, talking, drinking, and eating. A minstrel or bard sat in one corner, strumming a merry tune and encouraging the patrons to sing along. Sam found herself grinning so widely her cheeks ached.

      And there was. . . something else there. A presence, of some kind, unseen and only vaguely perceived. To Sam, it felt like a warm cloak, fitting snugly around her. She felt safe, protected. . . complete. A warmth filled her chest, a sharp contrast to the chilly void she realized had been there since. . . Leeta. But in this dream, even the memory of Leeta no longer made Sam sad. In this vision, life was the here-and-now, and the past was, however regrettably, the past. The future was tomorrow, something to be faced when it arrived, and joy was being held in the company of friends.

      Sam looked down and was surprised to see a half dozen steins, full of cool, golden ale, clutched in her hands. She shook herself and set them down on the table in front of her, to the cheerful appreciation of the people seated there. The minstrel struck up a new song, and the entire place roared with delight as they recognized a bawdy favorite.

      Some dreams come and go, and when they’re unpleasant ones you’re grateful for a fleeting experience. But when they’re pleasant, you want to sink into them, to live in their story for as long as you can. Still, they’re often gone too quickly, leaving you feeling a bit regretful as your sleepy mind clutches at the dream’s last remnants.

      This dream lasted all night, and Sam smiled gently as she snuggled deeper under the crisp, clean-smelling sheets.
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      Sam stretched and yawned, and then sat up with a start.

      Bed. Inn.

      The smell of cooking bacon wafted into her nostrils.

      Right, the inn. I’m safe.

      She’d slept more deeply than she’d have thought possible in a strange new place. When rough camping on the road, she’d had to sleep practically with one eye open, always alert for creatures who’d enjoy making a meal of her, for bandits, and for the dozens of other dangers that awaited an unwary solo traveler.

      But here. . . she’d slept. Soundly and completely.

      I dreamed, she thought as the haze of sleep fell from her and the once-vivid dream began to fuzz into a half-remembered impression.

      Sunlight trickled in through the room’s tiny window, still tinted orange as the sun climbed its way out of the western horizon.

      Good gods, I’ve gone soft, she thought wryly. I’ve actually slept in. She decided to give herself a break, as it was the first night she’d spent in a real bed in nearly a fortnight, and dispensed with further self-scolding. The ale and rich stew had certainly helped her feel comfortable, and even as she stretched one final time and swung her feet to the floor, she realized she felt utterly refreshed.

      She’d forgotten what that feeling even was.

      She splashed cool water on her face, dressed quickly, and packed her saddlebags.

      “Morning, love,” Minnie greeted her from behind the counter as Sam stepped into the inn’s common room. “Just you and me this morning, unless Nate pops in, so you can have your druthers. I’ve got fresh eggs, a rasher of bacon, and some lovely bread that’s fresh from the oven. Or if you fancy cereals, I’ve got two kinds, and some fresh milk from Cole’s cow.”

      “Eggs and bread would be magical,” Sam said gratefully, easing herself onto a bench.

      “No bacon?”

      “Fine, twist my arm.”

      “Hah! You’d not catch me so bold.”

      “Any fresh water?”

      “Right from the lake,” Minnie said proudly as she began assembling the meal. “Whoever built this pile of rocks had the presence of mind to run a pipe all ‘round it and right into the lake. Every shop and home has a hand pump connected. Something even filters the silt out before it gets to us—I say the witch’s magic, but if you ask her about it she just gives you a kind of sly smile and changes the subject. Here you are. Butter? I’ve a bit left, expecting a wagon in today. But I’ve also winter preserves, if you prefer apple jam.”

      “Oh, the jam. And thank you.”

      “It’s my pleasure, dear. Here you are.” Minnie came from around the counter and slid a plate of food in front of Sam. The smell hit Sam’s nose and her stomach growled happily in anticipation, as if it hadn’t just been full of warm, hearty stew from the night before. Minnie went back behind the counter and returned a moment later with a clean, clear glass and a pitcher of the coolest, freshest water Sam had ever tasted.

      Sam tapped the glass. “Not used to seeing actual glass in places this size. No offense,” she added quickly. “Nate has real steins, too.”

      “We’re a bit fancy all this way out,” Minnie said with a laugh. “Honestly, rowdier towns, I’d stick with pewter and wood, for certain. But here. . . we don’t actually have a lot of breakage. And our smith, Warren, fancies himself a bit of a glazier and glassblower. Sort of a hobby for him, when there’s no call for metalwork. This is one of his new glasses he made over the winter, figured out a way to mold them so they come out real consistent.”

      “You seem pretty self-sufficient, here.”

      “Oh, have to be out here, love, especially in the winters. We all pitch in to fill the storehouses—we’ve two, you know, one’s right behind the inn—and everyone crams their closets and sitting rooms to the ceilings before the first big snows.” She leaned over the counter and called, “Trevor! Mind you get that loaf out before it burns!” She turned back to Sam, chuckling. “He’s a delight, but at that age so easily distracted.”

      “Your son?”

      Minnie nodded happily. “Aye, just sixteen this past moon.”

      “You and your. . . husband own the place, then?”

      Minnie smiled gently. “No, my Tam passed ten years back, shortly after we moved here. This place had been closed up for a while, and he’d thought to reopen it when we passed through. We got all that done, but he took ill that first winter.” She shook her head sadly, but her expression was still bright. “But the folk here took such good care of Trevor and me, we decided to stay on.” She tilted her head a bit.

      “You don’t miss him?” Sam asked quietly.

      “Of course I miss him love,” Minnie said gently. “But time heals all, as they say. The hurt’s not so deep, this long past. And we had such good years together.”

      Sam ate a few bites in a contemplative silence.

      “You’ll be moving on today, then?” Minnie asked.

      “I should,” Sam sighed, scooping up another piece of egg. “I don’t know. Your prices are certainly reasonable, you don’t seem all that busy, and the room was perfect. I could see myself staying another night, perhaps. I’ve been rough camping, and I’m honestly getting too old to be sleeping on roots and rocks.”

      “We’ll start seeing more trade coming through now that the snows are well-past. You’re heading east?” Sam nodded as she bit off a piece of bread, briefly closing her eyes in appreciation of the sweet apple jam. “It’ll be easier going, then. East side of the lake has a settlement every six or eight candlemarks or so. Ten at the most. Bit safer, as you’re further and further from the Mistrals as you go.”

      “You’re all right up against them,” Sam pointed out. The mountains were well-known for a variety of dangers, including terrifying bands of orcs.

      “Ah, but we’ve got this fine walled village to protect us,” Minnie said, a twinkle in her eyes.

      “And a village witch.”

      Minnie nodded firmly. “Leota’s a blessing on us all. She found a warm welcome here, I can assure you but. . . well. Not my tale to tell. But we’re all very glad she’s with us.”

      Huh. Sam had always been a sucker for a good story, and it was seeming like this village had more than a few to offer.

      “—before you go?”

      Sam blinked as she realized she’d missed the first part of Minnie’s question. “Sorry. Gathering wool. Occupational hazard of the elderly. What was that?”

      “Just asking if you planned to stop in the pub and see Nate before you go.”

      Sam considered it. “Would he be open this early?”

      Minnie considered it. “I think you’ll find he’s there this morning, at least. I’m fair sure I heard him knocking about when I put the last loaf in.”

      “Then I suppose I will. Who knows, maybe he can tip me off the fence and into staying another night.”

      “We’d love to have you, dear,” Minnie assured her with a wide smile.
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        * * *

      

      “Ah, I was hoping you’d stop in,” Nate said with a smile as the front door tinkled and closed behind Sam. “Heading out today, then?” His eyes once again flicked upward, directly over Sam’s head.

      “I’m leaning toward no, honestly,” Sam said, stepping up to the bar and settling onto a stool.

      “Oh?” Flick.

      “Well, it’s not like I have anywhere to be. And to be blunt, I think this is the first time in a long time I’ve risen without a crick in my back. Or neck. Or both.”

      Nate focused on the stein he was slowly polishing. “So you slept well?”

      “Excellent. Truthfully, more than excellent. Like a rock. It’s been ages since I’ve slept this late. And Minnie’s breakfast was wonderful, just as you promised.”

      “Good, good.” He polished a bit harder, and Sam wondered what the stein had done to deserve such attention. “Any. . . dreams?”

      Sam’s shoulders tensed and her eyes narrowed. “Pardon me?”

      “None. . . I mean, just asking. I didn’t mean to pry. It’s just sometimes, you know, in a new place, or after a good meal, sometimes I⁠—“

      “I did dream, actually,” Sam said evenly, her eyes locked on Nate.

      He stopped polishing and looked up. “And?”

      “I. . .” Sam stopped and considered. Last night’s dream was hazier now, in the way that dreams are under the bright light of morning. But the feeling remained with her. The sound of song and laughter. The feel of the full steins in her hands. She held her hands up now, turning them in front of her as if they were new. Rough, calloused, and scarred, they’d served her well these many years. They’d certainly gripped more than their share of sword hilts, horse reins, and shield straps. Never a half dozen heavy steins. “It’s hard to describe.”

      She looked back up at Nate, and realized he was staring firmly at some point above her head. She turned slowly, but still couldn’t see anything of interest other than the clock above the—“That’s an odd clock,” she said slowly.

      “It’s not a clock,” Nate said quietly.

      Sam turned back to him, and he met her gaze with a tired smile. “Hang on a moment.” He walked to the pub’s door, threw the bolt, and drew a curtain over the large, thick-glazed window that overlooked the front walk. “Never any customers this early anyhow,” he said easily as he resumed his place behind the bar.

      “What’s this about?” Sam asked, an odd feeling running up and down her spine.

      “When old Greta told me this, she beat around the bush for half a ‘mark,” Nate said, his face again relaxing into a self-effacing, lopsided grin. “But you seem like a pretty straightforward woman. And you don’t seem to have any. . . prejudices around magic.”

      “On the contrary, I’m a huge fan. Sasha had two combat wizards in the company, and they saved our asses more times than I can count.”

      “Hmm. You might go. . . easy with that information, when you meet Leota. Some history there, I think.”

      “So what’s the bush we’re not beating around?”

      Nate laughed, although it sounded a bit nervous. “Point. So look, the thing of it is, this pub is magic. The whole village, really.”

      Sam nodded slowly. “You’d said as much. Your witch’s magic—“ she stopped as Nate shook his head.

      “It’s not Leota I’m talking about. I mean the pub itself. Every building here. Every shop, every home—they all have. . . something. Look, see the thing over the door?” Once again, his eyes drifted upwards.

      Sam turned and inspected the thing more closely. It was round, like a clock, but it didn’t have hands. Instead, its face was divided into four segments by two lines that cut diagonally over the surface. Each pie-shaped segment was painted a different, pale color—light pink in the upper section, a faded green on the right, pale blue on the bottom, and a barely visible yellow on the left. A tarnished, pitted steel ball was mounted in the exact center. “What is it?”

      “Part of the pub’s magic,” he replied softly. “When travelers come in, I greet them. ‘Welcome, traveler, to the Broken Claw. How many I serve?’”

      “That’s what you said to me.” She turned back to Nate.

      “I know. But. . . usually what happens is the ball there, the one in the middle, it drifts one direction or another. And then I get a. . . feeling. A sense.”

      “A sense.”

      “Of where that traveler’s destiny lies. Sometime’s it’s a direction. ‘You should head north into the Mistrals,’ maybe. Or. . . this is hard to explain. But sometimes I’ll just know things. Know that orcs were sighted on such-and-such a peak, or that bandits are blocking the road ahead, or that some princess I’ve never heard of is being held in a tower I’ve never seen, off to the east and into the foothills.” His gaze drifted back up, and Sam thought he looked. . . sad? “If the ball goes into the top section, it’s usually some kind of heroic quest. We get a lot of those. The bottom means someone’s on something more personal. Revenge, rescue, that kind of thing. The left is treasure-seekers. Don’t get so many of those. The right is for people who already know where they’re headed, but might need some help. Or a warning.” He shrugged. “It sounds crazy, I know.”

      “Rest assured, I’ve seen crazier.”

      “You seem to be taking it well.”

      “So then what,” Sam asked very carefully, “did you sense when I came in?”

      “That’s just it,” Nate sighed. “The ball didn’t move.”

      “Which means?”

      He sighed again more heavily. “It’s what happened when I walked in. It means. . . the pub is telling me you’re to be the bartender here, now. I guess maybe I’ve put it off longer than I should have, but. . . it’s time for me to see new things. To move on. And your destiny is to stay here.”

      “You can’t possibly think—“ Sam started with some heat.

      “Oh, you can leave if you want to,” Nate assured her, setting the stein on the bar and laying his rag across a shoulder. “And if you do, I’ll stay. For a while, at least. Probably not long. Someone else will come along eventually, now that it’s my time to go.”

      “And you’re just going to. . . leave. Over a little ball.”

      He smiled, and once again Sam thought he looked ineffably sad. “I’ve learned to trust that thing. Trust what the pub tells me.”

      “And what’s it telling you about. . . you?”

      Nate shrugged. “It isn’t, really. I just know that if you’re here, then it’s time for me to. . . you know. Move on.” He coughed again.

      Sam stared at the bartender for a long moment. “What is this place? Who built it?”

      “We don’t know. But we think. . . we think it was built to serve travelers. To be a safe place. Someplace they could re-equip. Rest up. Find out where to go next, what to do next. The pub senses their destiny, their direction.”

      Something clicked in Sam’s mind. “And the inn sends dreams?”

      Nate nodded. “Especially after you’ve been in the pub, we’ve noticed. They’re linked. You dreamed about staying, didn’t you?”

      Sam nodded slowly. “I think so. Yes. And. . . something else.” Warmth. Protection. Completion.

      “Everyone who stays feels that. Cole, he runs the grocery and the little farm just outside the wall, he and his wife are the newest. They came in a beat-up old wagon behind two worn-out old horses, with their five children. Stayed one night in the inn and decided to stay. The space they took over hadn’t been occupied for years, but by the end of the season they’d harvested enough vegetables to make the winter a lot more pleasant for all of us. Ask Cole about it. He’ll tell you it all came to him in a dream that first night. His wife, Caitlin, she had it too. They didn’t even talk about it the next morning, they just asked if there were any open places in the village.”

      “And does every shop. . .”

      “They all have some gift or another. Tyran, he runs the outfitter’s you passed on the way in, he always has almost everything you need, even if it’s not exactly what you want. And everything always fits perfectly, always works perfectly. Cole’s fields produce more vegetables than should honestly be possible, even out of season. And none of it ever spoils.”

      Sam met Nate’s gaze for another long moment. “You’re not joking.”

      “No.”

      “And the pub thinks I’m its new bartender.”

      “It’s offering. You’ve got. . . whatever it looks for, I guess.”

      “Huh.”

      “You’re thinking about it?” Nate sounded slightly surprised. He quickly turned his head to one side and coughed again, more forcefully this time. “Excuse me, bit of a cold.”

      Sam frowned. Nate’s coughs hadn’t been the productive cough of someone with a cold. It had been the wet, thick cough of someone with a problem. “How long have you had that cough?”

      “A sennight. A bit longer. Galhani, she’s our herbalist, she’s been making me a tea. It’s been helping a lot. Truly,” he added when Sam’s frown didn’t relax.

      Sam considered. She had been looking for a place to settle, for at least a while. With her background, looking for someplace in need of a constable was pretty obvious, but. . . why not a bartender? “I assume ‘moving on’ means someplace a little warmer? It’d help with that cough.”

      Nate smiled. “Might be, might be.”

      “How long have you been here?”

      “Twelve years this moon, in fact.”

      “And. . . how much would you be asking for this place?”

      Nate’s brow wrinkled in confusion. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, if I buy this place from you, how⁠—“

      “No, no,” Nate interrupted, shaking his head firmly. “That isn’t how it works. We don’t own these places, none of us. They just. . . welcome us in. We play a role. We support each other, we help what travelers we can. You’re not buying the place.”

      Sam stared at him for yet another long moment. “You’re actually serious, aren’t you?”

      Nate nodded. “I am. I didn’t pay Greta for it, and you’re not paying me for it. It’s not mine to sell.” He paused and let her consider it. “Are you interested?”

      “I—you know, I don’t have anything else going on,” Sam realized. The sound of laughter and bawdy tavern songs echoed in her ears. “So how does this work? I’ve literally never worked in a pub before, you know.”

      Nate laughed, and this time it was a full, hearty, genuine laugh. “I hadn’t either. Fortunately, the pub itself does most of the work. But I’ll stay on for a few sennights to get you settled in. Give me time to. . . gather myself. You know, get ready. I’ll introduce you to the purveyors who supply me what we don’t produce ourselves. Most of them should be in over the next sennight or so.”

      “Do you have a horse?” Sam asked.

      “Nope.”

      “Do you want one?”

      “Are you offering?”

      Sam shrugged. “If I’m to become a bartender and you’re to move on to new things, seems I’m less in need of a horse at the same time you find yourself in need of one.”

      Nate grinned. “So, a horse for the pub?”

      “I suppose so,” Sam said, matching his grin.

      He laughed again. “We can call it a bargain.” The two shook hands across the bar, and. . . something coursed down Sam’s spine. Something bright and happy, tingling and sharp. Welcome, it seemed to say. Stay.

      “So how do we begin?”

      “Well, first of all, I’m going to move my things downstairs and into the inn. If you’re doing this, the pub will want you sleeping here from now on. And then I should walk you around and introduce you to everyone. We should have a trade wagon in today, but we’re not expecting any travelers.”

      “How could you possibly know?” Sam asked.

      Nate shrugged. “The pub knows.”

      “Fascinating.” She considered. “And how long am I obligated to stay?”

      “You’re not,” he assured her. “But the pub will know when you’re getting. . . restless. Ready to go. It’ll find someone new.”

      “Fascinating,” she repeated.

      “Why don’t you get your things from Minnie’s and bring them in? I honestly don’t have much—I’ll get Trevor to help me pack it up later today. But everyone should be up and about by now, and you can meet your new neighbors.”

      Sam stood. “Okay,” she said softly. Then, more firmly, “Okay. Yeah. I’m a bartender now. This is happening.” She looked up at Nate and smiled. “Okay. By the way. . .”

      “Yeah?”

      “What’s this place called?”

      Nate grinned. “Samantha Godsdotter, welcome to North Pointe Common Towne.”
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      Nate led her out the bar, off the covered, raised walk that ran along its front, and through the gates that opened on the village’s grassy common area.

      The common area was vaguely rectangular, deeper than it was wide, although the odd and irregular angles of the buildings made it seem more organic and less formal. “Looks like they built this without much of a plan,” she noted. But the buildings looked incredibly sturdy, made of thick, heavy stone. As along the trade road, the structures were fronted by a deep, raised wooden walk, which was covered by an overhang that was part of the buildings’ basic structure.

      “We think it may have been finished over a long period of time,” Nate said, “Different leaders came along with different ideas. But as far as we can tell, it’s all original—nothing’s been expanded or modified since it was finished.”

      The main gates swung inward, and the right side was laid flat against the exterior side of the pub. Nate led Sam to the right, past a closely spaced series of doors. “Homes, mostly,” he said. “Folks like the blacksmith and his family, who don’t live over their shops. Honestly, a lot of them are empty. That,” he added, nodding to a narrow alley, “goes to the farm. Grocer and his family run that, for the most part, and there’s a storehouse back there.”

      “And a cow.”

      Nate laughed. “And a cow. Honestly, she’s a machine. Produces milk more regularly than I’d have thought possible, and I know a thing or two about cows.”

      The remainder of the village seemed to be one continuous structure. Sam followed Nate onto the covered walkway. “Dry goods,” Nate said, pointing to the first door they came to. “Kind of a general store, really. Alred runs it with his mate Carolijn. They’re plains elves,” he added, looking at Sam as if gauging her reaction.

      She shrugged. “Met plenty in my time. Good people.” She went to tug the door open, but Nate stopped her.

      “They’re not up, yet. When we’re not expecting travelers, a lot of people tend to sleep in. But Cole will be up. He and his kids wake with the sun when it’s planting season.” They walked along to the next door, which was standing open in welcome. “Cole? Got someone for you to meet.”

      Cole turned out to be a tall, heavily built man with a bushy black beard, bald head, and prominent eyebrows. He offered Sam his hand and a wide grin. “Welcome, welcome!”

      “Cole, this is Sam. She’ll be taking over the Claw,” Nate said.

      Cole’s expression seemed to freeze in place for a moment and then he nodded. “Oh, really? Well, that’s wonderful. You’re, ah. . .”

      “Moving on. Time to try something new again,” Nate said.

      “Of course, of course. Well, you know we’ll be sorry to see you go.” Something in Cole’s tone tugged at Sam, but she couldn’t put her finger on why. “You’ll stay a few sennights? Help—Sam, was it?—get settled?”

      “At least a couple,” Nate nodded. “Just taking her on the rounds. Not expecting travelers today.”

      “No, but Gotham is due in today. I’ve got a mess of spring herbs for him, and he’s supposed to be bringing in some dairy. Everyone’s low on butter, and our poor cow’s milk has been suborned entirely for cheese.” He grinned and gave Nate a pat on one shoulder. “Good seeing you this morning. And nice to meet you, Sam,” he added, shaking her hand again. “I’m sure we’ll be friends in no time. Makota’s probably into her second bakes of the day already,” he added.

      “That’s where we’re headed next,” Nate said. “Hi to the missus from me, Cole.”

      “See you later, Nate. We’ll drop by the pub after dinner.”

      “Please do.”

      “Now,” Nate said quietly as they stepped out of the grocer’s and moved to the next door, “you seem pretty open-minded, but I do want to let you know that we have. . . well, a lot of non-human people live here.”

      Sam shrugged. “Truly don’t care. I’ve met nearly every race on the continent, I think, and a few from across the seas. Not a fan of goblins, obviously, and I’d as soon leave orcs to themselves but everyone else? Bring ‘em on.”

      “Just didn’t want you to be alarmed.”

      Sam raised an eyebrow, but said nothing further. The smell of fresh bread drifting from the next open door told her they were visiting a bakery. They stepped into a room brightly lit with oil lamps and an enormous fireplace. The fire had been carefully banked, and racks of baking bread sent a yeasty scent to fill the room. Someone—the baker, Sam presumed—was just arranging a few loaves. They turned and⁠—

      “Oh,” Sam said, blinking in surprise.

      “Sam,” Nate said evenly, “this is Makota, the town baker.”

      ”Hsst tch mowwt,” Sam said.

      “Oh,” Makota said, mimicking Sam’s surprised blinking. “You know Fellisi?”

      “We had a Fellis chirgeon in the company I was last with,” Sam said with a smile. “She taught me a few phrases. I can never quite get that back-of-the-throat growl, though.”

      Makota laughed, a bright, sibilant sound, as her feline features crinkled into a smile. Her tail lashed behind her, a sign of amusement and interest. “You did fine for a human,” she assured Sam.

      “Well don’t I feel the odd man out,” Nate chuckled. “Here I was worried you’d be startled at seeing a Fellis family.”

      “You have kits?” Sam asked.

      Makota nodded. “Keen and Sora. I’ve sent them for more flour and sugar from the storehouse, but they’ll take their time about it. No pastries today, just loaves of bread. We’re going to do some travel-bread this afternoon. I’m sure we’ll see some travelers soon enough.” She paused, whiskers twitching. “But I didn’t catch your name?”

      “I’m a boor,” Nate apologized immediately. “Makota, this is Sam. She’ll be taking over the Claw.”

      “The—oh.” Makota’s tail froze for a moment, before resuming a less enthusiastic back-and-forth wave. “I didn’t realize you’d. . . that is. . .”

      “I didn’t either,” Nate said easily. “I mean, maybe I was starting to get. . . you know. Ready for something new.” He covered a cough. “But you know, I believe I’m looking forward to it. I’ll stay a couple of sennights, of course, to get Sam settled.”

      “Of course,” Makota said quietly. “We’ll miss you so much, Nate. But, it’s nice to have a new neighbor, Sam.”

      Sam wished for the hundredth time that she understood Fellis body language better. Something seemed. . . off. Unspoken. But I mean, of course everyone’s going to be sad to see Nate go, she thought. No reason to jump at shadows.

      “Sam, any day we’re expecting travelers, make sure you get here at the crack of dawn for her jelly-filled clouds,” Nate said. “They’re light, fluffy, and so wonderful when they’re hot.”

      “I shall save you one especially, Sam,” Makota assured her. “No need to rush!”

      “They’re better when they’re hot,” Nate insisted. “Okay, we’re just making the rounds. Dardrad in his shop?”

      “I know for a fact he is,” Makota said with a slight purr in her voice. “I just got some of the last winter venison from him. We’re going to make savory pies tomorrow and I want to soak the meat for a while to soften it.”

      “Oh, that sounds wonderful,” Sam said.

      “We usually sell them out of the pub,” Nate explained. “And I definitely never nick a slice for myself.” Makota just smiled, although something about the set of her eyes reinforced the sense of something unspoken in the air. “All right, off we go.”

      Out of the bakery, right turn, into the next open door. “Morning, Dardrad. Morning, Dalossalda.”

      Sam’s eyes widened in surprise, because both the butcher and his wife were dwarves. Every counter had been lowered to accommodate them.

      “Oh, morning Nate. Who’s this, then?” Dalossalda asked.

      “Sam,” Sam answered for herself, giving the couple a small wave. “Is that venison?” she asked, nodding to the long loin that Dardrad was preparing to slice into.

      “Highelk,” Dardrad answered. “Wrong season for any kind of deer, but highelk follow almost the exact opposite season. Hunter just brought this lass in yesterday.”

      “This shop’s gift is extra special,” Nate said. “Every animal somehow breaks down into two or even three times as much product. And these two waste nothing—bones go into stock, they make soups from the—Dardrad, what’s the matter?”

      Sam had wondered that herself. As soon as Nate had started speaking, the male dwarf’s expression had gone cold. “Sharing our secrets with strangers now, are we?” he growled.

      “Oh, no,” Nate said quickly. “Sam’s taking over the pub.”

      Now both dwarves’ expressions had gone flat and unreadable. “Nate. . .” Dalossalda said quietly.

      “It’s fine, it’s fine,” Nate assured her. “I mean, obviously we’ll all miss each other. But you know. . . it’s time. Probably has been time for a while.”

      The couple exchanged glances, and Dalossalda’s expression, at least, relaxed a little. “Well then. Welcome to the village, Sam. Nate. . . perhaps we can talk on this more a bit later.” It wasn’t a question.

      “Sure, sure. Of course.” Sam thought he sounded nervous. “Um. Lucy up yet?”

      “Haven’t seen her,” Dardrad muttered, turning his attention back to his work.

      “Okay. Well. . . be seeing you both.” Nate led Sam out, closed the shop door behind him, and seemed to kind of slump. “I knew they’d take it poorly,” he said quietly.

      “Seems like you’re well-liked,” Sam said.

      “It’s not that. They both. . . well. It’ll be fine. They take a while to warm up to newcomers, is all. They’ve been here longer than almost anyone.” They walked past four more close-set doors. “All homes, and all empty, if I’m remembering correctly.” His tone of voice made Sam pretty sure Nate didn’t forget things. “This last one is the tailor’s shop.”

      “We’re not going in?” Sam asked when Nate kept moving.

      “Um. I guess. Prudence. . . she’s the tailor. Or seamstress, if you prefer. She. . . can be a little much for newcomers. And she’s not a morning person. I’ll introduce you later.” He peered into the thickly glazed window next to the adjacent door. “This is Lucy’s. She’s the village potter. But I don’t think she’s up yet. Kind of a night owl.”

      They continued their walk, this time passing a set of hefty double doors. “Town hall,” Nate said. “Also the schoolhouse, meeting hall—at least when people aren’t just meeting in the Claw—recital hall when the kids put on plays, you name it. Good morning, Vamir.”

      It’s like they have one of each, Sam thought to herself as she spotted the telltale pointed eartips poking through Vamir’s thick white hair. As the forest elf’s head turned to greet them, she noted his elegant, aquiline features, including the high, sharp cheekbones and steeply slanted eyebrows that marked his race. It was impossible to even estimate an elf’s true age, but something about Vamir’s eyes made Sam suspect he was quite old indeed. He didn’t rise from his bench as he said, “Morning, Nate. Morning, Nate’s friend.”

      “Vamir’s our bookseller, as well as schoolteacher. Vamir, this is Sam—she’ll be taking over the Claw.”

      One of Vamir’s eyebrows arched even higher. “Well. Good morning, indeed, Sam. Off to. . . new adventures, Nate?”

      “Yeah.”

      “We shall miss you.”

      “Me too.”

      Just then, children began streaming out of doors all around the village, running happily toward the schoolhouse-slash-town-hall. Vamir rose gracefully from his bench. “Off to spread knowledge and wisdom,” he sighed. “Well met, Sam. I’ll be seeing you.” He stopped and gave her a searching look. “Do you read, Sam? For pleasure, I mean?”

      “I do.”

      The elf nodded slowly. “I’ve a book I think you might like, then. I’ll bring it by the pub this evening.”

      “I’d like that. Thank you.”

      “Good morning, then.”

      “Good morning.”

      “This next door,” Nate said as they continued on their tour and the elf headed the other direction, “belongs to Leota. Very much not a morning person, and she spends a lot of time indoors. I’ll introduce you to her later. And this,” he said, stepping into the next shop, “is our village cheesemonger. Morning, ladies.”

      “High morning, Nate. Who’s your friend?”

      Sam forced her jaw not to drop. The narrow entry to the cheese shop contained a counter running down the middle. She and Nate stood on one side, while the other was tended by three nearly identical-looking women. Each was tall and willowy, with sparkling green eyes and a slight olive tint to their skin. They all had long auburn hair that reached well past their waists.

      “This is Rinca, Clethra, and Fennelis,” Nate said, pointing to each in turn. “They’re⁠—“

      “A dryadic thruple,” Sam said. “I’ve never met one. I mean, I met a dryad once, but. . . I thought you didn’t like living within four walls?”

      “Individuals don’t,” Rinca agreed, smiling gently. “Three provides us with the comfort we need to leave the forest.”

      “Although it’s hardly far away,” Fennelis pointed out.

      “This is Sam, by the way,” Nate said. “She’ll be taking over the Claw.”

      All three dryads froze, their gazes locked on Nate. “The leaves turn,” Clethra said quietly.

      Nate nodded. “And it’s time for mine to turn,” he said.

      “You’ve told Dardrad?” Rinca asked.

      “I have. We’ll. . . he said we’d talk more later.”

      “Indeed,” Fennelis murmured. “Sam,” she added more loudly, “do you like cheese?”

      “I love cheese, although I could probably stand to skip out on hard yellows for a while. I’ve been living in the road for a fortnight.”

      All three dryads laughed, a sound that put Sam in mind of brooks and streams running under dappled sunlight. “We can definitely do better,” Clethra promised. She picked up a long, narrow knife and carved a slice off the wedge of pure white cheese that sat on the counter in front of her. “Try this.”

      Sam accepted the slice, and bit off a piece. Her eyes widened, and she made appreciative noises as it all but melted in her mouth. It was sharp but clean, somehow refreshing despite the creaminess of its texture. “That’s amazing,” she said as she swallowed the last of it.

      “That’s a White Askata,” Fennelis said with a smile. “One of our favorites.”

      “I’ve heard of it,” Sam said with surprise. “But I thought you needed milk from a Derbian goat? You have one here?”

      “Our shop’s gift,” Rinca said with a sly smile, “is that we can make almost any kind of cheese from whatever milk comes to hand. Come by sometime and we’ll show you the back room. It’s pretty marvelous.”

      “I will absolutely take you up on that.”

      “The ladies also provide the pub with cheese to sell to the customers,” Nate said. “In fact, I’m almost done with that last one. It went over really well.”

      Fennelis nodded. “That was a Morde Semi-Sharp. Very salty.” She smiled. “We figured it would help sell more ale.”

      “It did,” Nate chuckled.

      “I think we’ve half a wheel in the back,” Rinca said. “I’ll bring it over around lunchtime.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Doing the rounds?” Fennelis asked Sam.

      “We are.”

      “We’ll come with you,” Rinca announced, and the three of them wiped their hands at the same time, sliding knives and towels into drawers behind the counter. “We’re due a cup of tea.”

      The five of them left the shop and immediately turned into the next open door. This was a tiny shop that smelled of herbs and warm water. A small fire was crackling brightly in a fireplace along the back wall, and a trio of tiny tables otherwise filled the space.

      “Good morning, Galhani,” Clethra said brightly as the three dryads took one of the tables. Nate sat at another, while Sam looked around to see who they’d spoken to.

      “Morning, girls, morning,” came a voice. Its owner was visible a moment later. “Oh, hello, madame. Didn’t realize we had guests.”

      ”U ’wethrin,” Sam said politely.

      The gnome’s thick brown eyebrows rose nearly to her hairline. “My goodness, your accent is quite good. I’m Galhani, village herbalist and maker of teas.” She bowed from the waist.

      Sam sketched a bow of her own. “Samantha Godsdotter. Sam. I’ll be. . . running the Broken Claw.” She watched the little woman carefully.

      Galhani’s eyes grew shiny. “Nate?”

      “Time for new adventures,” Nate said cheerfully, trying and failing to cover a cough.

      Galhani frowned. “Let me get you some of your tea. Ladies, the flower blend?”

      “If you please, Galhani,” Rinca said pleasantly. “And Sam here has been on the road for quite some time. Perhaps you’d have some of that muscle relaxing one?”

      “I’ve just the thing,” Galhani said, giving Nate another quick look before she hurried off. Sam realized the one wall contained a gnome-height door into whatever was next door.

      “That’s her herb shop,” Nate said, following Sam’s gaze. “This was actually a small jewelry shop before Galhani came, but she wanted to make a tea room out of it.”

      “You’ll not find Dexter in,” Fennelis said.

      “He’s our chirgeon. He’s just past the herb shop, last door within the village proper,” Nate explained. “He’s. . . he keeps kind of odd time. Always there when you need him, but otherwise he keeps to himself, mostly.”

      Sam nodded, replaying yesterday’s journey through town in her mind. “So behind that is the gaol, yes? And before that. . . it looked like an outfitter’s shop?”

      “Tyran’s, yes. ‘Mistral Adventures,’ he calls it. Ah, bless you, Galhani.” The gnome had returned with a tray of delicate-looking tea cups, each one steaming. The collective fragrance was glorious, reminding Sam of a meadow in full bloom.

      “Let that cool a bit, Sam,” Galhani instructed as she reached up to set another cup on the table. “Takes pretty hot water to get that particular blend to steep, but it’s worth the wait.”

      “High morning, all.” Sam turned her head at the gravelly greeting, and saw the constable stepping into the room. She sat down at the unoccupied table. “Any chance for something warm and vigorous, Galhani?”

      “Spiced red bark tea coming right up,” the gnome said cheerfully. She deposited the dryads’ cups in front of them and then hurried back through her little door.

      “Jen, this is Sam,” Nate said. “She’ll be taking over the Claw.”

      The constable’s expression hardly changed, but she nodded acknowledgement. “Well and well. Jennifer Darme, village constable,” she said to Sam. “But Jen is fine.”

      “Samantha Godsdotter,” Sam replied. “But please, call me Sam.” There was a. . . Sam couldn’t quite identify it, but the constable was triggering her instincts in some way. Her hackles weren’t exactly up, but they were certainly watching warily.

      “Making introductions, then?” Jen said.

      Nate nodded as he sipped his tea. “Just have to take her to Tyran and everyone along the lakeside, now that you’re here.”

      “Mmm. Thank you Galhani,” Jen said as the gnome returned with a spicy-smelling tea. “Looks like you’ve a few miles on you, Sam,” she added.

      Sam snorted at the bluntness, but she recognized the underlying query. “More than a few. Most recently with Sasha’s Vixens, fighting off goblins. That’s where this came from,” she said, tapping a finger on her scar.

      “Got a few of those myself from back in the day,” Jen said, nodding slowly. She took a sip of her tea. “Ah, perfectly scalded, Galhani. You’re a master. I was with a company called Bettany’s Basilisks. Ever hear of it?”

      Sam’s eyes widened. “Hear of them? They’re legends! Bettany’s gone though, turned the group over to her second. They’re the Bastards and Basilisks, now. Kethry didn’t want her name on it.”

      Jen rolled her eyes. “Kethry was never one for the spotlight. So you took your cashier?”

      Sam nodded. “After. . . well, after this, and some other stuff. I lost one too many good friends, I think. I just lost my heart for it.”

      Jen nodded understanding. “Life of fighting will do that. So if the pub’s asked you to stay. . .”

      “I’ll be staying,” Sam said firmly. She was still getting suspicion-vibes from the constable, but maybe that was just a professional hazard. The woman seemed cordial enough.

      Jen stared cooly at Sam for a long moment, and it seemed as if everyone in the room was holding their breaths. Then the old constable nodded once, drained her still-steaming tea, and stood. “Well enough, then. Galhani, I thank you again. Nate, ladies, enjoy the morning. Sam. . . I’ll be seeing you.” And with that, she left.

      Sam realized she had been holding her breath when she suddenly exhaled.

      “She’s cautious,” Rinca said quietly as she resumed sipping her tea.

      “Part of the village’s. . . gifts,” Galhana said in an equally low voice, “centers on the constable. With the right person in that role, we see almost no violence. No raiders, no bandits. Well, precious few. Anyone with a mind to start a fight tends to just keep going, or get what they need and move on.”

      “She’s been here a long time?” Sam asked.

      Nate nodded. “Not as long as the Pebbleblades,” he said. “Dardrad and Dalossalda,” he added at Sam’s confused look. “But a long time. Only those two and Knodalon have been here longer, I think.”

      “And he would be. . .?” Sam prompted.

      Nate took a moment to respond, and everyone else seemed to be waiting for him to do it. “Knodalon runs the lakeside storehouses. He’s. . . we probably won’t meet him, today. Like Dexter, he kind of keeps to himself a lot.”

      “He’s an unusual. . . person,” Rinca said thoughtfully.

      “I see,” Sam said, intrigued. “Well, I look forward to meeting him in time.”

      “Do you?” Galhana said. “Hmm.” She wandered back through her little door.

      “Are you finished?” Nate asked, nodding to Sam’s tea.

      It had just cooled enough for Sam to pick it up, and she quickly drained it. It was robust, full of earthy flavors and something sharp. Mint? She couldn’t quite place it. But it did fortify her, and she felt muscles relaxing that she hadn’t even realized were tense. “What do I owe?”

      “Ah, we don’t use money here,” Nate said as he stood. “Not amongst ourselves. North Pointe truly is a Common town. Well, village, but same principle. We take care of each other, each to our abilities, and that’s that.”

      “Oh.” I’ve never seen that work out in the long term, Sam thought to herself, but this place isn’t exactly a normal village. Maybe part of its magic keeps everyone getting along. “Off to the outfitter’s, then?”

      

      “Yup.” Nate led the way out of the tea room, onto the dewy grass of the square, and out of the town’s main gate. “Dexter has a door out here as well—makes it easier for travelers who need help quickly, especially if the village’s magic is urging them to move along. That’s the gaol, of course, and this is Tyran’s place.”

      Mistral Adventures, the handsome carved sign suspended from the overhang announced. Thick wooden doors had been slid aside to reveal a double-wide entryway. Rough curtains were gathered at the edges, and Sam and Nate stepped through into the shop.

      “Wow,” Sam breathed as her eyes adjusted. Fires were roaring in hearths to the left and right, making the room almost uncomfortably warm. In fact, if the curtains had been pulled, it would have been uncomfortably warm. But every other square inch of the place was crammed with open shelves that reached to the stone ceiling, and every inch of those shelves was crammed with. . . stuff.

      “Tyran, you back there?” Nate called as Sam’s eyes tried, and failed, to catalog even a fraction of what she was looking at.

      “Nate?” came a voice from the back. The sound of heavy footsteps followed, and now Sam’s eyes struggled to take in the shop’s owner.

      Tyran was a big man, with a bald pate and a thick, bushy black beard. His bright eyes were nearly hidden beneath equally bushy, black eyebrows. He was at least a head taller than Sam, and she suspected he could reach any item on even the shop’s highest shelves with ease. He was powerfully built, but had obviously gone a bit soft with age, including a substantial paunch. “Ah,” he said in a booming voice. “Welcome, traveler! Welcome to⁠—“

      “This is Sam,” Nate interrupted quickly. “She’ll be taking over the Claw.”

      Tyran stopped mid-sentence, his mouth still open as he stared at Nate. “Oh,” he said at last. “I didn’t realize.”

      “Figured I’d save you the spiel,” Nate said with a grin. “And yeah. You know the pub moves quickly.”

      “Yeah,” Tyran said softly. Then he seemed to shake himself, and his huge grin returned. “Well then, Sam, welcome to the village! My wife, Morgaine, is still upstairs, but I’ll bring her by the pub this evening, if you’ll be around.”

      “That’s the plan,” Sam said agreeably.

      “Met everyone else?”

      “Calder will still be out on the lake, but we’ll stop and see Pavati. Then it’s just Warren and Susan. Leota and Prudence weren’t out and about, yet. Nor Lucy.”

      “Saving Knodalon for later?” Tyran asked. Sam thought his smile seemed to lessen a bit as he asked.

      “Definitely,” Nate sighed. “And Dexter.”

      “I’ll have Morgaine see if she can’t at least get Emma to come with us this evening.”

      “That’d be nice. I’d like to. . . you know. Let her know.”

      “Of course. Well, we’ll see you then. Sam, wonderful meeting you. Again, welcome to the village!”

      “Thank you,” Sam replied as she and Nate turned and stepped back out. The cool morning air was almost a relief. “Is it always that hot in there?”

      “No, he just gets it going in the morning and then lets it go. This time of year, at least. But he does like it warm.”

      “So his spiel—the whole ‘welcome traveler’ thing—is that part of his shop? Like with the pub?”

      Nate nodded as they crossed the trade road. “His shop is the most obvious, actually. The stuff on the shelves will literally rearrange itself when someone comes in. I mean, I don’t know if that’s why he’s so boisterous, but it helps kind of cover for it.”

      “And you said it has anything you might need?”

      “Emphasis on need, yeah. If Tyran tries to sell you a sword, you damn well better buy the sword, whether you think you want it or not.”

      “Fascinating.”

      They walked past the back wall of the enormous boat house, and stepped into the little shop that sat next to it. The space, Sam realized as she took it in, must have been carved out of the larger storehouse space. The interior walls were wood, rather than stone, and a narrow wood staircase led up to what Sam assumed was the family home.

      “Morning, Nate,” the woman behind the counter called. “Oh, hello there, madame! Welcome to⁠—“

      “This is Sam,” Nate said quickly. Sam grinned. “She’s taking over the pub.”

      The woman—Pavati, Sam assumed—blinked a few times, much as Tyran had. “Oh,” she said at last, gamely adopting a cheerful smile. “Welcome to the village, Sam.”

      “Do all of you have a ‘welcome traveler’ spiel?” Sam asked, her grin widening.

      “Oh, that,” Pavati said, her face reddening slightly. “The—Nate, I assume she knows?”

      “She’s met everyone who’s up, and yeah.”

      “So our shop doesn’t demand it, but everyone else along the trade road does. Calder started doing it just to fit in, I think. This isn’t actually a village shop, if you take my meaning.”

      “Seems like it was kind of carved out of the storehouse,” Sam said.

      Pavati nodded. “Exactly so. And so we take advantage of its gift, which means nothing here ever spoils and we have no problems with pests. And Calder catches enough fish that we can salt them and sell them to travelers, which brings in a little money for the village.”

      “I meant to ask about that,” Sam said. “If you don’t mind?”

      “What we do with the money, you mean?” Nate asked, his lopsided grin returning.

      “Basically.”

      “We have to buy quite a bit from outside the village,” Pavati said. “Nate’s beer, things like milk and eggs, flour, that kind of thing. Cole’s cow is prodigious, but she can’t supply us all, let along the girls for their cheeses. So we all pool what we make, and use that to stock up on whatever we need. And there’s always hunters to pay for game, or bards or minstrels that we want to stay a few nights.”

      “Makes sense.”

      “Do you—“ Pavati began, but she was interrupted by a shrill cry from upstairs. “Oh, drat. That’s my Dayr. He’s six and he’s always getting into something. Excuse me,” she said, hurrying to the stairs. “Sam, wonderful meeting you, we’ll see you again soon!”

      “Thank you!” Sam called.

      “Good luck, Pavati,” Nate added. “They’ve got four,” Nate explained as he and Sam left the shop. “The others are old enough to help Calder on the boat, but Dayr was a surprise baby.”

      “Big family.”

      “Biggest after Cole’s five.”

      “Wow.”

      “Free labor,” Nate grinned. “Come on, the smithy will be the last stop.” Already, Sam could hear the clang clang of metal being hammered. “Warren’s been making horseshoes like they’re going out of style. He usually goes through a hundred or so every season. Ho, Warren!”

      The smith’s back was turned toward them, one arm raised high with a hefty-looking hammer gripped in his hand. He brought the hammer down with a mighty clang, and then set it down on the anvil before he turned to them.

      “Oh, my,” Sam said, taking an involuntary step backwards.

      “Ogre no eat pretty lady!” the smith roared, holding his arms out wide.

      “Oh, for pity’s sake, Warren,” Nate said with a chuckle.

      “Kidding, kidding,” Warren said, wiping his hands on his thick leather apron. “I mean, I definitely won’t eat you. You must be Sam.” He held out one enormous—green—hand.

      Sam stepped forward and did her best to give it a respectable shake. “I am.”

      “Taking over the Claw, I’ve heard.”

      “She is,” Nate said. “Word finally got around?”

      “Susan spoke with Minnie this morning. She’s back over there now, taking measurements. One of the upstairs beds is creaking something awful, she said, and Minnie wants to talk about having a replacement frame made up.” He peered down at Nate. “Time for new adventures?” Nate nodded silently. “Well. Guess we always knew the day would come. We’ll miss you, of course.”

      “I’ll miss you all,” Nate said his voice suddenly thick.

      The ogre nodded once. “Sam, wonderful to meet you. I’ll see you tonight for drinks.”

      “Good meeting you,” Sam replied. “See you tonight.” As she and Nate stepped out of the smithy, she added, “Is everyone coming for drinks tonight?”

      “They will tonight,” he said, his tone still subdued. “But there’s always a few who come by most nights, once they close up their shops and have dinner.”

      “Nobody eats in the pub?”

      “Oh, sometimes. Minnie’s stews and soups are legendary. But the ones with families tend to eat at home most nights. But once the nights are a bit warmer, folks will throw picnics in the square. The Pebbleblades will do a barbecue one night, Calder and Pavati will do a big fish fry one night, that kind of thing. It’s pretty social, really. If we have a lot of travelers in, then everyone has to mind their shops and. . . you know. Play their roles. But when it’s slow, like it is tonight, they’ll come out.”

      “Gotcha.”

      “Ready to move your stuff in?”

      Sam took a deep breath. “Yeah. Yeah, I think I am. Let me go grab it from the inn.”
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      “Hello, traveler,” Sam said brightly. “Welcome to the Broken Claw! How may we serve?” Her eyes darted up to the indicator over the door, where the metal ball was already drifting into the”personal tragedy” territory. Stay, something whispered in her ear.

      She’d been working alongside Nate for a full two sennights now, learning the ins and outs of the pub, getting to know her new neighbors, and most of all greeting and serving the steadily increasing flow of travelers and adventurers that passed through the village.

      The latest arrival was a human couple, male and female, probably half Sam’s age. No kids to be seen yet, but some people were hesitant to bring younglings into a pub before they scouted it themselves. The two looked careworn and more than a little dusty. Unprompted, one of Sam’s hands began reaching under the bar top for two steins.

      “Something cool,” the man said wearily as the two fell onto barstools. “But not too strong, please. We’ve a long way to go, yet. Just needed to stop and give the horses a rest.”

      “I’ve just the thing,” Sam promised. “We’ve a wonderful, simple small beer in the back. I’ll be right out.”

      Stay, the pub’s soft, ethereal voice murmured as Sam stepped through the door behind the bar.

      “I got it,” she muttered back.

      This back room wasn’t much: A set of sturdy shelves held some back stock and supplies, while a rack of half-barrels full of small beer, root ale, and ginger bark infusion occupied most of the rearmost wall. A narrow set of stairs on the left led to Sam’s compact apartment, while a door to the right led to a back room of the Weary Head next door. A final door led outside into the small farm that sat behind the pub and the inn. Sam quickly filled the two steins with the pale-yellow small beer—always ice-cold, thanks to the pub’s gifts—and returned to the front room.

      “Here you are,” she said. “Copper for both. If you’re hungry and can spare another copper, I can get you both a bowl of the best split-pea soup you’ll ever have. If you need some snacks for the trail, I’ve got hard cheese, some cured meats, and a brown bread that should last you a day or two.”

      Staaayyyy. . .

      One thing at a time, Sam chided in her mind. She didn’t know if the pub could hear her thoughts or not, but she’d grown accustomed to replying to it. Nate had never mentioned the pub speaking to him in half-heard words. In fact, when she’d told him about it he’d looked surprised. “Always came to me just in. . . feelings. Huh. Might just like you better!” he’d mused.

      “Thank you,” the woman said with a sigh as she pulled her stein closer and took a sip. “Oh, thank you. Little gods bless you, this is just the thing.”

      Little gods, Sam said to herself. These folks would be Hillkin, then. “You all from the east, then?” Sam asked. Known for their hard work ethic, large families, near-total sobriety, and a complex and intertwined pantheon of deities.

      “Aye,” the man replied as he took a deep draught of his beer. “Small Haven, though I doubt you’ve heard of it.”

      “Most of my adventures kept me more to the west,” Sam said agreeably. “Always heard it’s lovely country, though.” The pub’s front door tinkled again as Nate stepped in. He raised an eyebrow in question, and Sam answered with a tiny, quick shake of her head. He nodded and stepped behind the bar and into the back room. At first, he’d stayed with her when she was dealing with travelers, but in the past few days, as she’d grown more and more confident, he’d been letting her handle things alone. “So what brings you all the way to Lake Evendiam?”

      The couple exchanged tired glances, and they managed to look even more downtrodden than when they’d stepped in. “We’ve kin west of here, up Gray Foal Pass. Haven’t heard from them in. . . well, too long. We’ve been fostering our two nieces, and they’re. . .” His voice caught in his throat and he stopped and stared at his beer.

      Sssttaaaaayyyy. . .

      “You know,” Sam said slowly, a strange, vague feeling creeping up and down her back, “the road west of here is a bit washed out. Crews are working on it—nothing major, but we had some hard rain the past few days.” The man snorted and nodded, still staring at his beer. They’d likely been riding through the edge of that storm. “Well, it might make the most sense for you to just spend a night and let those crews finish up, is all.” The woman’s expression turned hard. “Definitely not trying to extort you,” Sam said quickly, giving them her best smile. “In fact, given your hardship, I’d be happy to speak to Minnie next door at the inn. I’m sure we can find something reasonable.”

      “We’re not poor,” the man muttered under his breath.

      “Of course not, didn’t mean to imply otherwise,” Sam said soothingly. “Only Gray Foal is still a few days off. If you’re in need of supplies, I can help you rustle up what you need, and we’ll make sure you pay a fair price, is all.” A glance up confirmed that the device over the door had settled. “And if you’ve been riding hard all this way, your horses might benefit from a night off. Darby, the stable boy, loves horses more than his own family, I think,” Sam added reassuringly. “They’ll be in good hands.”

      As if to support Sam’s argument, a peal of thunder boomed outside, and the pitter-patter of rain on the roof picked up again.

      “That tears it,” the woman said firmly. “We’ll stay. I’ll see to rooms,” she added, moving to push her stool back.

      “Wouldn’t hear of it,” Sam said quickly. “You relax here, and I’ll see to it. And how about that soup? I’m Samantha, by the way. Proprietor here. Sam, to my friends.”

      “Thank you. . . Sam,” the woman said, her expression relaxing a bit. “And yes. Two bowls of that soup would be wonderful. My husband and I can share a room, obviously.”

      “And I’ll make sure there’s a hot bath included,” Sam promised. “I’ll be back straightaway.”

      Sam stepped in the back, only to find Nate waiting there for her, leaning easily against the stair rail. “Well?” he asked.

      “Family headed west to check on their kin in Gray Foal Pass.”

      Nate frowned. “Road’s in pretty rough condition still, and with the rain⁠—“

      “I think that’s what the pub had in mind as well. They’ll stay until morning. They—“ a faint tinkle announced the arrival of more guests. “Could I chivvy you into a room and bath for them? Best rate Minnie has, they’re tied in knots for worry. Two bowls of soup.”

      “I live to serve, milady,” Nate said with his lopsided grin.

      Sam rolled her eyes and returned to greet her new guests.
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        * * *

      

      Although the Hillkin couple retired not long after sunset, after nursing two small beers for most of the late afternoon, Sam wound up keeping the pub open until fairly late. The weather remained miserable, the light patter of rain turning into a thunderous downpour around suppertime, and continuing well into the night. Most of the villagers had turned up, hurrying to close the pub’s door behind them as the winds from the lake whipped the rain sideways under the broad overhangs. The storm had gotten nastier and nastier as the evening wore on, and Sam had let everyone out the back door and into the garden, saving them at least a dozen or so wet, muddy strides to get back to the shops and homes.

      Now she was snuggled in her own bed. The apartment over the pub was far smaller than she’d expected, with most of the pub’s second level taken up by a large storage space. But as a merc, Sam had lived with far less for most of her life. Here, a small wooden dresser, a private water-closet, and even a diminutive hand pump for fresh water felt like palatial luxuries. Her little iron wood stove was cold, but the heat radiating from the stone wall—through which ran the chimney shared by the pub and inn—kept her more than warm enough.

      A new oil lamp, something she’d purchased from one of the many traders that plied the trade round around the lake, shone steadily. It was an indulgence, but she’d settled into a pattern of reading before she went to bed, and wasn’t about to risk her eyesight any further than she already had at her age. Her current selection was the one Vamir had promised to her when she’d first met him. She was only halfway through Way of the Divided Star, but she’d found it far more interesting than she’d originally expected. Far from her usual fare of battle tales and fantasies, the book was a philosophical treatise of sorts, positing the existence of souls that were too large to be contained in a single body. This philosophy, the author argued, explained why some married couples seemed all but joined at the hip, thinking and acting with one mind and irritating others whose relationships weren’t so close. For Sam, the book reminded her of Leeta. The way the author described two minds working as one, two souls feeling as one, the idea of two bodies somehow acting as one. . . it made Sam sigh with both sadness and a kind of resigned nostalgia. The current chapter proposed the idea that some of the world’s most powerful workings—critical battles, legendary magic spells, even incredible meals—could only have been completed by people who shared that kind of deep, highly personal connection.

      Sam read for a full candlemark before turning the oil lamp down to a bare glow, setting the book aside, and sinking into deep, dreamless sleep.
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        * * *

      

      Her eyes flew open.

      A life of mercenary habits doesn’t fade in a few sennights or even years, and Sam’s eyes and mind raced to assess her situation without her conscious thought. I’m home. I’m safe. There’s no fire. It’s false dawn. She frowned as she swung her legs out of bed, stood, and began dressing quickly. Something’s wrong, though. She clambered down the stairs, out of the pub, and into the⁠—

      Warren was up as well, and already running west toward the far gate. “What’s happening?” Sam called as she fell in beside him.

      “Nothing good,” he said grimly.

      Torches were being lit ahead, bathing the area just inside the village’s western gate in flickering orange light. Caught between the brightness and the shadows it cast were two wagons, each drawn by a pair of disheveled, panting horses. The rain had given up some time in the wee of the morning, at least, although it had left the trade road a muddy, sodden mess.

      Jen was already in the street, calling out firm instructions in her commanding voice. Horses were being unhitched and people were making moves to⁠—

      “Sam, Warren,” the constable ordered. “Get the backs of the wagons open. Don’t touch the people inside.”

      Neither Sam nor Warren questioned those orders, although Sam’s head snapped to one side as the chirgeon’s door slammed open and a man Sam had yet to meet—Dexter Walsh, she presumed—hurried out, angling for the rear of the wagons.

      One wagon’s flat tailgate was already down, but the other was jammed. Warren simply set his jaw, grabbed the top plank of the tailgate, and yanked. Metal snapped as the tailgate fell off and landed in the road with a loud splat.

      “What happened?” Sam asked anybody who might be listening.

      “Road washed out,” a weary man’s voice replied. Sam turned to see what must have been one of the wagon drivers. “Caught an entire caravan.” He swallowed heavily, shaking his head. “This is all we could get out. Lake claimed the rest.”

      Sam’s eyes flew quickly across the two wagons, realizing that there were less than a half-dozen people lying under tarpaulins, all of them coughing weakly and struggling to move.

      “This one first,” the chirgeon ordered, pointing to one of the soaked, injured people. “Into my shop.”

      “I’ve got it,” Warren said, reaching over the side of the wagon and gently scooping up the individual the healer had indicated.

      “Get the rest of them dry, as quick as you can,” Dexter instructed as he followed Warren back to his workplace.

      Sam clambered into the back of the other wagon, carefully peeling back a tarp. A teenage girl had been huddled underneath, and she gave a low moan as the sodden tarp was tossed into the road. Someone tossed Sam a thick woolen blanket, and she began tucking it around the girl. “You’re safe now. I’m Sam. You’re safe. We’ll get you fixed up. Where does it hurt?”

      The girl simply moaned again, shaking her head as she managed to pull the blanket tighter around herself.

      The next candlemarks passed in a blur. The entire village had turned out to help, and by the time the torches had burned down the sun was peeking over the mountain tops to the west. None of the people in the wagon had suffered anything more serious than a broken arm, leg, or rib, and even those, Dexter explained, had been clean breaks with little blood. All were suffering from hypothermia, and Galhani had been scurrying back and forth, keeping them all supplied with hot, warming teas and infusions. The village’s children had turned out as well, making themselves useful by exchanging blankets, running for whatever supplies the adults needed, and even just holding the hands of the exhausted, shocked travelers who’d almost been washed into the cold, unforgiving waters of the lake.

      Finally, everyone had been made comfortable. Limbs were splinted, bellies were full of warm herbs, hair and faces had been cleaned as best as they could, and everyone had been settled in between the two roaring fires of Mistral Adventures.

      “Sam,” Minnie called from the covered porch of the Broken Claw, “come help me with some food for these poor people!”

      Sam nodded and loped off toward the inn. She stopped just short of the entrance as the Hillkin couple stepped out, their arms laden with trays and baskets of simple, hot food. “We’d meant to leave after all, last night,” the man said in a low voice. “Seemed a waste to just. . . lay here, in a bed, when. . . we didn’t know. But. . .” he paused, and Sam followed his eyes to the two wagons that still blocked the trade road at the far gate.

      “That could have been us,” his wife murmured.

      “It wasn’t,” Sam said with a sigh, relieving them of some of their burden and leading the way back down the road. “It wasn’t you.”

      They trudged through the soggy road, wiping their boots as best they could before stepping into the bright warmth of Tyran’s shop. He and his wife Morgaine—a woman equal his stature—were tending to the injured people, wrapping them in fresh, clean blankets and making sure they had plenty of water.

      “Tyran,” Sam called. “We’ve got⁠—“

      “Misha?” the Hillkin woman said, her voice suddenly raw. Sam turned, and Tyran managed to grab the woman’s baskets before her hands simply fell away. “Matsu? Is that. . . is it you?”

      “Aunt Shan?” asked the the teenage girl that Sam had first helped.

      It took only moments for everyone to recognize each other, although it took many more minutes for the teary, relieved greetings, and the—exceedingly careful—hugs to wind down.

      “So I take it you know each other?” Tyran asked, amusement coloring his voice.

      “This is our family,” the Hillkin woman—Aunt Shan—said, her cheeks tear-stained but her eyes bright and happy. “My brother, Pol, and his wife Aric,” she said, indicting two of the adults. “Aric’s sister Natal. This are my nieces, Misha and Matsu. And this—“ she paused, looking at the last man.

      “Klatu,” the older man said, nodding. “We haven’t seen each other since you were knee-high to an orc, Shan.”

      Shan’s eyes widened. “Uncle Klatu!” she cried, and the tears and hugs began anew.

      “Why were you all on the road?” Shan’s husband, who’d been introduced as Adan, asked. “Why haven’t we heard from you? Ahme and Robyn, they’ve been worried sick with⁠—“

      “Bandits,” Pol said, shaking his head slowly. “Or warlords, to tell truly. Marched into our village one day and announced we owed them all liege and tax. Kicked the headman and his wife out of their home, settled themselves in. Set the kids to working all day, never mind their letters and numbers. Killed the message-runner next he came.” He shook his head again. “A bunch of us finally managed to get out. We had one of the big caravans, a bunch of wagons, as many horses as we could manage. Got them all deep in their cups and then lit out at moon-dark. Drove their horses off into the pass to slow ‘em down. Rode like the eleven devils was on us.” He fell silent.

      “How many?” Sam asked quietly.

      “Four families,” Aric said in a choked voice. “We knew the roads were bad up in the Pass, but we figured once we hit the lake road⁠—“

      “It’s been storms for days,” Morgaine said sadly. “Crews been out shoring up what they could, but⁠—“

      “It came out of nowhere,” Misha said in a hollow voice. The girl’s hands were wrapped tightly around a large ceramic mug that was still steaming. Galhani, standing next to the teenager, patted her gently on one shoulder. “It was like a wall of water.”

      Sam turned as someone stepped into the shop behind her. “Came down one of the ravines.” It was one of the men who’d driven the wagons into town. He shook his head sadly. “Comes with no warning. Just roars down like a dragon made of water. Cut across the road, pushed everything in its way straight into the lake. Winds were so rough—we couldn’t even send anyone in.”

      “You’d have been killed,” Jen said firmly as she joined them in the shop. “Sun’s up. You’re all alive. Hold on to that. There’ll be a tomorrow for all of you.”

      “We’ll go to Small Haven,” Shan said firmly. “We’ve plenty of room. And no bandits, or warlords, or whatever. You’ll be safe with us. With family.”

      Nobody protested, although the woman’s pronouncement did bring another wave of tears and hugs.

      Sam and the other villagers stepped outside, leaving the family to their grief and relief.

      “More travelers today?” Jen asked quietly.

      Sam “listened,” then shook her head. “I don’t think so. Doesn’t feel like any pressure to open the pub.”

      “I suggest you do anyway,” the constable said, her low voice raspier than usual. “More’n just those Hillkin folks will need the Claw, today.”
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        * * *

      

      “Well, that was depressing,” Cole said as he sipped his ale.

      Nate, sitting next to him, shrugged. “Or hopeful, if you choose to look at it that way.”

      “How so?”

      “That family, at least, found each other. They’re safe. They’re headed to a safe home.”

      “Mistrals are dangerous,” Dardrad said gruffly. “That’s hardly news. ‘Specially in storms. You get out alive. . . well, that’s a win.”

      This was the first night the dwarf and his mate had spent any time in the pub since Sam had officially taken over, and she felt oddly relieved at what felt like an overdue gesture of acceptance.

      The village had emptied of travelers before the sun set, and despite Minnie’s pleas that everyone stay the night and set out in the morning, the clear, crisp evening air had seemed to spur everyone on. Warren had managed some repairs to the battered wagons, and the whole village had helped them stock up on basic supplies for at least the first few days of their trip—particularly Calder and his family, who’d loaded so much salted fish into the wagons that Warren had felt the need to bolt extra metal supports to the undercarriages.

      Once the wagons had clattered down the rapidly drying road, a few of the villagers had trickled into the pub, which Sam had wisely unlocked a candlemark or so earlier.

      “Mark my words, at least a third will turn out,” Nate had said quietly as he helped Sam polish glasses. “The dryads take more comfort in each other, but for everyone else. . . a candlemark or so in the Claw helps them know they’re home. That they’re where they belong.”

      “Part of its gift?” Sam had asked.

      Nate had merely given her one of his lopsided grins and nodded.

      Now, with a third of the village indeed gathered around the pub’s trestle tables, steins of ale and small glasses of liquor in front of them, Sam could see that he’d been right. Nobody here was drinking just to drink, and certainly not to get drunk, or to forget, or to drown their woes, or any of the other things that usually went on in a pub. Tonight, the village’s residents—even a few of the older children, who were quietly sipping malt beer—were here as family.

      “Made any progress on the book?”

      Sam started, then smiled as Vamir leaned onto the bar next to her. The elf could move in utter silence when he wanted to, and she hadn’t even noticed him walk into the pub. “I have,” she said softly as the other villagers’ conversations continued. “About halfway, actually.”

      “And?”

      “It’s. . . interesting.” A smile played about his thin lips and she chuckled. “I’m serious. It really is. The notion that some feats can only be accomplished by a soul that’s too big for one body. . . I don’t know. I like it. There’s a symmetry to it, maybe. Or maybe it’s being part of something bigger, but not in the way the priests are always selling it.”

      Vamir nodded slowly. “The Way is less about serving and more about doing things as one. It can still be selfish, but it’s. . . hmm.”

      “Selfish together?” Sam asked with a grin.

      He returned the expression. “Just so.” He glanced around the bar. “Planning to stay open late, then?”

      Sam ran her gaze slowly across the tables, then shook her head. “No, it doesn’t feel like it. I think everyone needed to. . . feel something. Look at Tyran there,” she said, nodding toward the huge man. “He was pretty shook up but now he’s back to normal.”

      “Hmmm.”

      “You disagree?”

      The old elf smiled. “On the contrary. I think you should get in there with them.” He slid a stein of ale in front of her—one she hadn’t even seen him pour. “Go be with family.”

      Sam stared at the stein for a long moment, and then, with a grateful smile, pulled it closer. “You know, I think I will.”
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