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Chapter 1

Resting in the grassy base of a valley was a town called Sunhampton, facing the Black Pines mountain range in one direction and the Dragon’s Throat mountains in the other. If two hundred people were in Sunhampton at any one time it was an extraordinarily busy day, and even its Sunday markets drew in fewer visitors than, say, a rich merchant’s wedding. 

Sunhampton was my new home, and I lived in the hardest part of it to get to. The craftstead that I shared with master artificer Jack Cooper was at the very top of a muscle-burningly steep hill. Twice daily trips up and down it had given me calf muscles quite out of proportion with the rest of my body, but on the positive side, there were few hills in the areas around that town that held any kind of challenge for me.

The craftstead at the summit of the hill had a sign that read, ‘Master Artificer Jack Cooper & Artificer Lewis Cooper- Makers of Fine Artificed Goods’. Jack Cooper, who had taught me my craft, had been very kind to me there. While he had mentioned his own master rank on the sign, he had only listed me as an artificer. I was actually a novice ranked artificer, having only just passed my apprenticeship.

I guessed that him neglecting to mention my rank on the sign had less to do with kindness and more due to the fact that I would be aiming to get the initiate ranking as soon as possible, and then work my way up through the nine ranks that came after that. Cooper, meanwhile, had been a master for fifteen years, and had no ambition to go through the rigorous training and hard work to earn grandmaster. So that was the reason my low ranking wasn’t on the sign; the old man just didn’t want to spend unnecessarily on paint in changing it as I progressed.

That morning, I was in the workshop. The smell of freshly brewed coffee competed with the oil, tinkerer’s grease, and dust from the unswept floor. Under the workbench, a curled-up wolfhound warmed my feet and blew hot breath on my ankle as it snoozed. I sometimes fired up the forge in the morning to let a little warmth into the room, even if I wasn’t going to use it for crafting. Today, though, the touch of winter was light, so I left it alone. Over by the western wall, a tinkered sharpening machine whirred away, its cogs and gears making a rumbling sound that vibrated across the workshop floor as it got to work refining some of Master Cooper’s tools that I had placed on it.

None of these sounds or smells were unusual to me, but I took a moment to appreciate their novelty all the same. It wasn’t so long ago that I was living in my stepfather’s manor, where I was made to feel as welcome as an outbreak of gastrointestinal flu on a crowded ship in the middle of the ocean. Then, after that, I’d spent a while traveling Easterly on very little coin, taking shelter under bridges, inside caves, and, on good days, nestled within the haystacks inside a farmer’s barn. Taking that into account, I was lucky to live here in the craftstead, and part of my morning routine was to just take a moment and remind myself of that.

“Well, better get to work,” I said to Wrath, the wolfhound under the bench, who answered with a snore.

In front of me was a spell scroll that I was working on. Not in adding magic to it. That wasn’t the artificer’s way. We cut the magic out of scrolls for later use in our artificery. Cooper had recently bought a wheelbarrow full of third-rate scrolls that the Duke Edward’s College of Magic Arts near The Cove was going to throw away.

“We might get some good miodes from them,” Cooper said, referring to the name given to mana once you cut it from a scroll and crystallized it for artificeric use.

“Wouldn’t the mages just recycle them for a new scroll if there was any magic in them?” I asked.

“Magic? Magic!?” Cooper said, as though the words were insults aimed at his mother.

“Sorry. I meant miodes,” I said.

“Magic is the word that folks who don’t understand spell scrolls and mana use, lad. That’s fine; not everyone can know everything. But you’re an artificer, and you must always use an artificer’s language. Never lapse into layman's terms.”

“Not even when I’m speaking to a customer?”

He grinned. “Especially not when speaking to a customer. Technical jargon confuses people, and a confused customer will leave you alone to work.”

At Cooper’s request, I had pushed the wheelbarrow full of scrolls into our shared workshop, where I left it against a bench. Cooper, sifting through the scrolls, scowled.

“Look at this. Some of these scrolls will be perfectly fine! They’re wasteful, Lewis, those mages. They probably wipe their arses with letters of credit. The state’s liberal with its funding to ‘em, so they’ve forgotten what it’s like to have to be careful with your gold. Do you really think they go to the bother of recycling scrolls like these? Maybe second-rate ones, yes. Not third-rate scrolls, though. Oh no, they’re too good for that.”

“If they’re so useless, was it worth buying them at all?”

“Yes, it was worth it, my cynical young novice,” replied Cooper. “You see, I have a young lad working in my workshop, and it’s his job to do all the little tasks I can’t be bothered with.”

“You’ve taken on hired help?” I said, pretending not to understand.

Cooper nodded. “An annoying flea of a boy. He’s got the bones of a good artificer in him, but he’s the cheekiest damned novice I ever met.”

And so, I found myself in the workshop that morning, a third-rate spell scroll in front of me, and a wheelbarrow with two hundred and seventy-six of them waiting by the workbench.

Looking on the bright side, I told myself it was a good way to level up the Disenchant ability on my Simple Disenchantment skill tree. Artificers had five skill trees: Simple Craft and Forge, Simple Disenchant, Simple Enchantment, Simple Tinkering, and Simple Alchemy. Each skill tree had various abilities. Leveling the abilities leveled the tree, and leveling the skill trees enough was what would take me from the novice rank to the dizzy heights of initiate.

The spell scroll in front of me was a tattered piece of mana-imbued paper that should have been a minor flame scroll. Its third-rate craftsmanship meant it was as useless as a match dropped in a puddle, but that didn’t mean that there was no mana inside it. It was just a matter of artificing it out.

The workshop door opened, and in walked Paisley, my friend who had just opened a shop on Coiner’s Way. She had shot up in height over the summer, but I guessed I had, too. She was still shorter than me, but the difference wasn’t as big as it used to be. She’d also taken to wearing shirts which she’d had ‘Paisley Porter, Merchant of Fine Goods’ printed on to match the sign I’d made for her outside of her shop. Chris, her boyfriend, complained to me that she even wore the shirts on their dates, but Paisley wouldn’t consider a more casual look.

“Eight percent of new businesses fail in the first year,” she’d told him. “I have to take every possible advantage that there is.”

Today, the shirt that made her a walking advertisement was blue, with the text printed in lighter blue. In her hand she held a white paper bag that bore shapes inside that were familiar to me. She raised her hand in a wave.

“Morning, Lewis.”

“Hey!” I pulled out a wooden stool from next to me under the workbench and patted the top of it. “Sit yourself down.”

Paisley did so, taking out three sweet rolls that released a new aroma into the air to compete with the oil and dust: that of warm pastry. The rolls were so coated in sugar that it fell off them like snow, scattering all over the workbench.

“Sorry,” she said, using her hands as if they were a dustpan and brush, scooping the sugar off the bench and tipping it back inside the bag. She gave one sugar roll to me and kept another for herself, leaving the third resting on its paper home.

“Chris not around?” she said.

“I haven’t seen him. He sometimes leaves before I get up.”

“Oh. I didn’t think he was working today,” she said.

“His boss is sick, and he needs to cover.”

“I keep telling him it’s too far to travel,” said Paisley. “Almost makes me feel bad, that he’s got to go all the way to Full Striding. All I have to do is leave Uncle Jace’s house and walk down the hill to my shop. Heck, I actually enjoy it. While he has to get the early morning commuters’ wagon.”

“He’ll be a fully qualified town crier soon. If a job comes up nearby, he can go for it.”

Paisley eyed the sugar roll, a conflicted expression appearing on her face. Finally, she tore Chris’s sugar roll in half and stuffed one huge piece of it straight into her mouth.

I watched incredulously. When she finished chewing, I said, “I thought you were saving that for Chris?”

“I waited long enough.”

“What, two minutes?”

“These rolls expire, Lewis. If you don’t eat them, they go bad. I’m a new business owner. I can’t afford to waste my funds like that. Besides, you’re going to eat the other half and be my co-conspirator…or co-conspireater.”

“I haven’t even finished my full sweet roll yet.”

She replied in a strange, slow tone, “You’re going to eat the other half, Lewis.”

“Hey! Quit it! You aren’t allowed to use Simple Persuasion on me.”

“Damn it. Sorry.”

Part of Paisley’s Merchant class was the Simple Persuasion ability. Despite its potentially sinister overtones, Simple Persuasion couldn’t make a person do something they didn’t want to. All it could do was help tease out their already present desires and put them into action. Chris, Paisley, and I had already agreed, however, that none of us would use our class abilities on each other, except when asked.

“What’re you doing with the scroll, anyhow?” asked Paisley.

“Cooper bought a bunch of ‘em for disenchanting. It’s a cheap way of getting hold of miodes, but there are a lot of them to get through.”

“Is it hard?”

“More boring than hard, to be honest,” I said. “Like when you need to do a stock check.”

“Miodes are the things artificers put in stuff to make them magic, right?” Paisley asked, in very much layman’s language. It was probably the way I sounded to her whenever I asked her about mercantile matters.

“Mana is a sort of flowing energy,” I said. “Artificers use a hardened version of it that we enchant into everyday objects.”

“Like that weird mirror you made.”

Paisley was referring to the Mirror of Projection, one of my first ever true artificery projects. When you looked at your reflection and posed a question such as ‘What would I look like with horns?’ the mirror showed you the answer. It was a decent money source for me. When we went to crafters' markets, I’d charge people ninety-nine silver coins to take a turn on it. Some folks liked to see how different hairstyles would look on them, while others paid me so they could learn, once and for all, what they would look like if they had the head of a pigeon.

“I better get to it, Paisley,” I said. “Sooner I’m done with the scrolls, the sooner I can work on my own stuff.”

“So you just strip the modes-”

“Miodes.”

“You take the miodes from a scroll, then work on the next one, until you finish that full wheelbarrow of them?”

“Yup,” I said, sighing at the reminder of all the work I had to do.

“That’s apprentice work, Lewis. You’re a novice now. Your name is on the sign outside and everything.”

“I’m still the least senior artificer here.”

“I know, but you can’t pretend that this isn’t the exact job Cooper would give to an apprentice.”

Nodding, I said, “Sure, but Cooper isn’t ever going to take on another apprentice. Someone’s got to do these kinds of jobs or they won’t get done.”

“Here’s a novel idea. You and Cooper should be sharing them. If your name’s on the sign, you’re just as important as he is.”

I admired Paisley. Her sense of self-worth was like a well-masoned house, sturdy and impervious to bad weather. Although she was an official merchant and had her own shop now, she was still only seventeen years old. Yet, she never let people talk down to her on account of that.

I guess I was a little different. Cooper never talked down to me, if anything he treated me like an equal in that respect and didn’t hold back with his rather creative language. The issue was more on my side, I realized. My mind kept focusing on our different rankings and the gulf between them. Cooper’s and my rankings were worlds apart, so surely it was fair that I did the boring, small tasks? Or did Paisley have it right? Should I be telling Cooper to split our duties?

“The truth is,” I said, “I guess ever since I became an official artificer here, Cooper’s been taking the good jobs for himself. Whenever we get a customer, he finds out what they want. If it’s some small, boring artificer job, he passes it to me. Anything juicy, he keeps for himself.”

“You ought to have a word with him.”

“Maybe I will,” I said. Then, as quick as a Venus fly trap closing over its prey, I reached out, grabbed the remaining half of the third sweet roll, and stuffed it into my mouth. Paisley laughed as she watched me struggling to chew it, before finally, my battle was won.

Paisley soon left to open her shop for the day, which meant I had no distractions – whether I wanted them or not – from my task. Getting to it, I focused on the minor flame scroll. The paper was a light yellow color, the text written in dark black and depicting a simple diagram of a fireball at the bottom. My naked eye revealed nothing unusual about it at all. When I put on my artificer’s goggles, however, I saw the mana present on it, swirling a mere millimeter above the paper, running in currents like a stream with no beginning or end. Looked at this way, mana almost seemed alive, like it was a living being existing in a microcosm of a world right there on the scroll.

Focusing on the token bracelet on my wrist, I commanded my Disenchant ability to begin working. The bracelet had four circular slots on it, inside of each was a token. On each token was a simple image depicting what they were for. Today, I had set my Simple Disenchant, Fertile Experience, and Simple Enchant coins inside it, leaving the Simple Craft and Forge token in the fourth, isolated slot, even though I didn’t intend to use that skill tree today.

Tokens meant a lot, and yet they also meant nothing at all. When a person officially earned a skill tree in their class, their blank token was filled in with an etching that depicted it. Then, with the relevant token set inside a token bracelet, they could use the abilities within that skill tree.

Yet, there was nothing magical about the tokens. They didn’t have mana or miodes in them. They didn’t actually confer abilities. The tokens merely acted as a prism, allowing you to focus the abilities that were inside you.

“Think of tokens as a pair of spectacles,” Cooper liked to say. “The world around you is still there, even when you don’t wear them. All the spectacles do is help you see it better.”

Disenchantment complete!

Miodes salvaged: 35%

Miode type: Fire

I studied the token text floating in front of me, frowning at one part of it.

Artificers were said to be divided into two groups; those whose miode crystallization containers were half full, and those whose containers were half empty. A fairly complicated change of the ‘glass half full’ saying, sure, but Artificers like to do things the hard way wherever possible.

Right now, I could choose to think of my Disenchantment of the minor fire scroll in two ways. Either I’d preserved thirty-five percent of the mana for later use, or I’d failed to salvage sixty-five percent. I was a natural optimist in almost everything. When I was forced to leave my stepfather’s manor and travel Easterly alone and almost penniless, I told myself, ‘Lewis, this is the best chance you’ll get to see our fine island.’ When a passing cart once rode through a muddy puddle and splattered me with brown water, I took it as a chance to go back to the craftstead and change into a new shirt and pair of trousers that I hadn’t worn yet.

This optimism, though, didn’t extend to my own work. When it came to my craftsmanship, I was a cruel master, never sparing myself the whip. Even Cooper would have told me to take it easy on myself, had he been there to see my reaction.

“Second time’s the charm,” I told myself, placing a scroll of minor frostbite onto the work counter.

Not to be deterred, I carried on Disenchanting, determined to improve the number of miodes I was able to save from the scrolls. My next few attempts resulted in thirty-six, thirty-two, and thirty-four percent of miodes saved, and drained my crafting stamina to well below half capacity.

With most artificery, there were four factors that decided a project’s outcome: the artificer’s skill, the tools they used, the material they had to hand, and the difficulty of their desired outcome. Crafting stamina was also a consideration, though it more affected how long you could work for, rather than how good your project was.

“These are mostly minor scrolls, so I should be able to Disenchant them well enough,” I said. Talking aloud helped focus my mind in the same way a token focused a skill, and the presence of Wrath under the counter technically meant I wasn’t talking to myself. “That leaves tools, materials, and outcome.”

By now, I’d amassed a collection of artificery tools big enough that Cooper had allowed me to take one of the workshop drawers as my own. Most of the drawers here were artificed to hold many more things than they should have, and mine was no exception. Inside it were my enchanting forks, spare artificer’s goggles, artificer’s tongs, and all the other weird and wonderful contraptions an artificer might need.

Rummaging around the drawer, I pulled out the ‘Good’ rated toolset that Chris and Paisley had given me as my class-earning gift. Tools had a durability limit. I could repair them using the Repair ability in my Simple Craft and Forge skill tree, but each repair reduced their overall durability until one day, they’d just fail. I wanted to save my gifted tools for customer jobs, of which I hadn’t had many recently.

Maybe if I salvage lots of miodes from the scrolls, I can show Cooper that I’m ready for some of the tougher jobs, I thought.

With this in mind, I took the ‘Good’ tools from my drawer and put my more basic ones back inside. I also hunted around the workshop for a jar of fresh mana crystallization fluid, which I used to replace the days-old liquid I had been working with. Cooper wouldn’t have been happy with the waste, but I figured that if the newer fluid helped me salvage more miodes, then it wasn’t actually a waste at all. Miodes were worth way more than crystallization fluid.

“Okay, Wrath,” I said. “Are you ready to see some excellent Disenchanting?”

The hound answered with a snort.

With my ‘Good’ tools equipped and the better fluid waiting in the miode pool, I used my disenchant ability again. This time, my next three scrolls resulted in a thirty-nine, thirty-seven, and forty-two percent miode salvage percentage. An improvement, sure, but not enough.

“Maybe it’s a skill issue after all,” I said.

At midday, Cooper finally entered the workshop. His grey hair was tied back into a ponytail, and his work shirt sported the stains from a thousand projects. Oil from making tinkerer cogs, green and blue smudges from various alchemy attempts. I knew for a fact that there were several self-cleaning shirts in his wardrobe, but he wore this stained shirt with the pride of a gladiator who had a favorite chestpiece, and every dent in the metal was a symbol of victory.

Master Cooper looked older than he had a year ago when I’d first come to live here. That sounded obvious, sure. A year had passed. But way more than that seemed to have crossed Cooper’s features, thanks to a few recent spells of overworking and subsequent collapses right here in the workshop. It gave me pangs of something crossed between sadness and fear whenever I looked at him afresh and realized this rapid advancement in age. It made me want to artifice time itself and slow it down.

“Morning, Lad,” he said, yawning.

“Afternoon, Master Cooper.”

As a novice, I didn’t technically have to call him master now. I was well within my rights to call him Jack, but it didn’t feel right. Sort of how it might feel if you used your parents’ first names.

“I slept in again?” he said.

“You worked long hours yesterday. And then it was your turn to cook. You must have been exhausted.”

“Don’t patronize me, lad. If I had an apprentice who slept for as long as I have, I’d fetch my whip and give him fifty lashes, if I-”

“Could be bothered,” I said.

Throughout my entire apprenticeship, Master Cooper had barely even raised his voice, let alone used any cruel punishments on me. Oh, it happened. Some masters could be horrible, no doubting it. Despite his grumpy demeanor and the occasional harsh word, Master Cooper was just about as far away from those kinds of people as it was possible to be.

“Do I smell sugar rolls?” he asked.

“You might smell the trace of sugar rolls that once existed.”

“I suppose there are worse ghosts to be haunted by. Young Paisley was here, wasn’t she?”

I nodded.

“Here in my workshop, bringing you and Chris a roll each, no doubt. And nothing for poor old Cooper.”

“Healer Brown said you’re to cut the sugar from your diet, Master Cooper,” I said. “We agreed you’d have one sugary dessert whenever you finish a project.”

“Healer Brown would make a wedding feel like a funeral.”

“He’s only trying to keep you healthy.”

“While making me miserable,” said Cooper, “No doubt so he can then sell me some tonic to boost my mood. We missed a trick, you and I, Lewis. We should have become healers. They know how to make gold, alright. Anyway, I suppose I’m allowed a coffee, aren’t I? Is there any going spare?”

I pointed at the copper kettle in the far corner of the workshop, on the little counter where I used to make sandwiches for Cooper and me. For him, I’d make an Artificer’s Special, while I had to be happy with a mere Apprentice’s Special. These days, we shared sandwich duties and sandwich types.

Cooper picked up the kettle from its artificed glow stone and poured himself a cup. “Need a re-fill, lad?”

“Please, Master Cooper.”

Wrath stirred from under the workbench, and quickly headed towards his master for scratches. After fulfilling his master-wolfhound obligatory duties, Cooper set a cup of coffee down for me and then didn’t waste any time before inspecting my work on the bench.

First, he sifted through the pile of spent scrolls. Lacking any mana, they looked like, and in fact were, just normal scrap pieces of paper now, lacking their previous luster like a decrepit dog’s coat of fur.

Next, he checked the various miode pool containers where I had put the miodes I salvaged. Different kinds of miodes had to be stored in separate containers. Fire miodes, for instance, would consume most other miodes they came into contact with. Other miodes could combine in interesting, but often dangerous, ways if you left them unattended in the same pool. Artificers could use more than one type of miode on a project, of course. But it had to be done in a very particular way.

“I won’t lie, I thought we’d get more miodes than this,” Cooper said. “Even from third-rate scrolls.” He eyed me for a good few seconds, and then continued, “Perhaps these are fourth-rate. You can never trust a mage, I always say.”

I was touched by his clear attempt to spare me from criticism. But as much as it sometimes stung to hear where I was going wrong, knowing my flaws was a sure way to improve them. “I think it’s me. My Disenchant skill tree is still ‘Simple,’ and my actual Disenchant ability is only level two.”

“But working on all of these scrolls must have given you a leg over the leveling fence, no?”

“I’ve hit a progress barrier,” I said.

Using an ability was the best way to level it up, but as with physical exercise, variation and progressively heavier loads were the key. Working on the same, simple project over and over was a sure way to take months in leveling up a skill that ought to take weeks or even days.

“Barriers can be destroyed if you’re patient enough.”

“Sure, but I’m trying to destroy a block of concrete with a toffee hammer, Master Cooper. I was wondering, do you think I could start taking on more complicated projects for customers?”

“You might have the artificer class, but you’re still only a novice, Lewis.”

“I know. But I won’t ever improve if all I do is add weather resistance to coats, or artifice tins of paint so they don’t fade. I need something bigger.”

“Let me think about it,” he said.

That evening, Janey Morgan was visiting from Brunswick, where she owned an alchemy shop that constantly changed names. Not because the sign was artificed or anything like that; Janey, despite her alchemical mastery, had a habit of building up debts and then, like taking off a smelly coat, simply abandoning one business name and starting another.

Despite being an old friend of Cooper’s, they hadn’t seen each other in a long time. That was until he sent me to learn the Simple Alchemy skill tree from her. This led to a renewal of their friendship, which soon saw Janey taking a cart to Sunhampton every month or so and coming to the craftstead.

It was hilarious watching Cooper get ready for her visit. He’d dash around the craftstead tidying up. His broom swept in places that hadn’t seen a brush for years, and he used a pear-scented alchemical cleaning fluid to wipe down every counter and every shelf. Then, with the craftstead looking cleaner than a tavern room for rent, he sent me into town to buy ingredients from Gruson’s Groceries, a shop on Coiner’s Way that sold all kinds of vegetables, meats, herbs, and spices.

Janey’s visit was how I found myself in the King’s Head tavern that night, named after the poor King who had lost his head in the very street outside, many years ago. This whole beheading saga was really the only reason anyone in Easterly would have heard about our little town, and boy, did the residents make the most of it.

Chris, Paisley, and I had taken a table as near to the hearth as we could get. We couldn’t sit at the one right beside the fire, however, as Spruce Wilkinson, owner of the Sunny Café, had already taken it. Lying at his feet was his new dog, Albert. Though the pooch, who he’d bought from a litter of sheep dogs at a nearby farm, would obviously never replace Spruce’s wife who had died three years ago, he at least provided him with friendship and company.

“So…what shall we get?” asked Paisley.

I glanced across the tavern at the special’s menu written on the chalkboard beside the bar. “It’s a grilled seafood platter tonight.”

“Hmm. Uncle Jace made smoked haddock yesterday, so I’m not really in the mood for fish. I think I’ll get the lasagna.”

“Chris? Let me know what you want, and I’ll go and order.”

Chris was reading the menu as though it contained the secrets of the universe. As a perennial struggler with decisions, his solution was a neat and obvious one. The kind of solution that any crafter would be proud of.

“I’ll have the seafood platter, steak and potatoes, and the risotto.”

Laughing I said, “It’s going to catch up with you. Maybe not right now but one of these days, my friend, you’ll wake up and see that belly of yours starting to grow.”

Paisley put her arm around Chris’s shoulders. “Hey! He’s on his feet all day! That’s more than I can say for me or you, Lewis.”

Our food arrived not too long after we ordered it, brought to the table by Zakariya Spencer, the head chef. Tonight, as usual, the tavern was so busy that they didn’t have enough waiting staff. Soon, the atmosphere hovering over our little table was filled with a scent mix of grilled trout, medium rare steak, and garlic potatoes drizzled in butter.

“How’s the apprenticeship going?” I asked Chris.

He stabbed a shrimp with a fork and shoved it in his mouth. Chewing, he answered, “I have all the skill trees. Just need to finish my class earning project.”

“What does that look like, for a Town Crier?”

My own class earning project, the final piece of artificery I had to complete to get my class, had been a doorway of teleportation. Built for a mystery client who turned out to be my stepfather, the doorway was a neat artificeric work that got around the fact that teleportation spells were illegal. For Paisley, her class earning project had been to buy a whole bunch of paintings from a merchant, then use her mercantile skills to sell them for a huge mark-up. But what could a Town Crier do to earn their class? I couldn’t really think of anything.

“First,” explained Chris, “I need to find out a really juicy piece of news. Something a maximum of three people know. Then, I need to deliver it to an audience of a hundred people or more. It’s really all about using my Simple Rumor and Lore Gathering, and then choosing a good place to deliver it. I just need somewhere with a crowd. A crowd that’s not likely to walk away.”

“Maybe a market day,” suggested Paisley. “Or a public beheading! Folks always gather for those.”

“No thanks,” said Chris. “Anyway, how’re things in the workshop? I feel like I never get a chance to speak to you and Coops, I’m always leaving so early.”

Chris and Paisley could get away with calling Master Cooper names that I definitely wouldn’t have. He had never been their master, so they were free to call him Jack, Coops, or even 'old man' if they wished. Not that they would ever use that last term.

I explained to Chris the problem I was having, about how Cooper didn’t seem to trust me enough to work on the tougher requests that we got from our customers. And how, without tougher projects, it was difficult to level my skills.

“So just work on projects of your own,” said Chris. “Coops lets you use all his materials and tools, doesn’t he?”

I cut into my steak. It was so perfectly cooked that the meat slid away, almost as if my knife was artificed. The flavors were as tasty as I’d come to expect from my favorite chef at my favorite tavern. “I could do that. But I’m an artificer, and artificers make things for real customers. I can’t explain it very well. It just feels better to produce something a person actually needs. Like, how would you feel delivering your news to an empty room?”

“I might as well, for all the attention folks in Full Striding pay me sometimes.”

“Still, I want to create things people want.”

“Hey!” said Paisley. “We haven’t worked a market in a while. Why don’t we do that?”

“But you have a shop now,” I said.

“I know. But I feel the same way about markets as you do about customers. I love the thrill of it. You know, competing with the other merchants, parting passersby from their gold. Besides, you made me a sign for my market stall, remember? So taking my wares on the road is a way to advertise my store, too.”

“Well, I do love market days,” I said.

“You could also make a few things for my store. Paisley Porter, Merchant of Fine Goods is always looking for locally made products.”


Chapter 2

At first, when Janey Morgan had started visiting the craftstead, she took a room in the King’s Head tavern. The last two times she’d visited, however, she’d stayed at the craftstead itself. With me and Chris taking a room each, and the other spare bedrooms filled with all of Cooper’s past projects and the random stuff he’d collected over the years, it was pretty obvious where she’d been sleeping. Neither she nor Cooper ever admitted that, of course.

There was a thing known as the Apprentice’s Prerogative, where it was the right or duty of an apprentice to listen in to their master’s conversations…as long as they didn’t get caught. In matters of Janey and Cooper, however, I was glad I was no longer an apprentice.

The next morning, Janey joined me for breakfast in the craftstead kitchen, where I grilled some bacon and lightly toasted some slices of wholewheat loaf. Sipping our coffees, we shared a quick meal together as dawn broke and the orange-pink sun rose over the sleepy craftstead. Chris had a day off today, and it was his turn to feed the wolfhounds their breakfast. I could hear them barking outside. As much as I enjoyed taking care of the hounds, it was great to have Chris around to share my early morning chores.

“So,” said Janey, “How are your alchemy studies going?”

“I haven’t done much alchemy lately,” I admitted. “I made an alchemical lock for my doorway a while ago, but that’s pretty much it.”

“A shame.”

“It’s probably the least used of an artificer’s skill tree,” I said.

“Least used? You artificers really are an arrogant bunch.”

I made a mental note to myself to remember that a master of a discipline wouldn’t like hearing their craft spoken about like that. But I’d already said the words, so there was no point trying to backtrack. If I made a social mistake, I at least tried to own it.

“I’ll get around to leveling it. I’m just trying to get my initiate ranking, and I need to level up two of my skill trees to intermediate in order to do that.”

“Alchemy isn’t one of them?”

“I prefer Enchant and Disenchant, Ms. Morgan. Those are my bread and butter, after all.”

“Speaking of bread and butter. I can hear Jack stirring. He’ll be hungry this morning, if you catch my drift.”

“I’d rather not catch it.”

Janey laughed, and we passed our short breakfast with lighter, happier small talk until Chris entered the kitchen, covered in dog fur and looking like a very hungry town crier.

“Any bacon left for me?” he said.

After disenchanting a dozen more of the spell scrolls, I headed out of the craftstead and down the steep hill toward Sunhampton. Three of the wolfhounds – Wrath, Amara, and Terror, followed me a part of the way, hoping I was going somewhere interesting. When it was clear that I wasn’t, Amara gave my hand a lick and the three of them scampered back home.

A short, pleasant walk took me past the road that led to Paisley’s house, which she shared with her Uncle Jace, and into Sunhampton itself, where I quickly passed through the market plaza and onto Coiner’s Way. 

As the main commercial street of Sunhampton, Coiner’s Way was crammed with little stores, cafes, and bakeries. Among them was the Sunny Café, the grocery store, a general crafter’s supply store that Cooper never frequented thanks to a long-standing feud with the owner, Greg Rowntree, and Lee Hunter’s new hunting store, where he sold crossbows, animal scents, and various traps.

‘Paisley Porter, Merchant of Fine Goods’ was a cozy little shop sandwiched between a tailor’s store and a cobbler’s shop. The shop front was taken up almost entirely with a huge glass window, which Paisley kept spotless and smear free at all times. Above it was a sign I’d bought for her, declaring her store’s name in bold text for all passersby to see. She’d propped the door open with a doorstop, revealing the rows and rows of goods that awaited inside.

Stepping into the store, I admired all the products Paisley had amassed for sale in a short time. All of them were locally made, too. There was cheese from a farm near Sunhampton, antique lamps made by a local craftswoman, rugs weaved by a rugmaker who lived on Jackson’s Row, and even various prints of books written by local authors.

Paisley was sitting behind the counter, writing in the huge ledger that she used to keep track of sales, expenses, and stock levels. She used an ornamental quill with a feather from a peacock. This was a gift from her Uncle Jace.

“Hey, asstificer Lewis,” she said, smiling.

“I’m from the Trading Standards Commission, Ms. Porter,” I told her. “We got word that you’re selling tatty, overpriced goods that you found in the town scrapheap.”

“Oh, that’s nothing a little coin won’t sort out.”

I laughed. “Do you really do that? Bribe the trading standards people?”

“I’ll never have to, Lewis. I only sell the best goods. Sure, I make money on them. What would be the point otherwise? But I never sell anything I wouldn’t use myself. The merchant’s trick is finding where people undervalue their things, buying them, and then using my skills to get lots of lovely gold.”

Paisley brewed us some green tea, while I busied myself by quickly using the Repair ability from my Simple Craft and Forge skill tree to fix a shelf that I saw was just a little weak considering all of the lamps it was holding. 

She set the teapot and two cups on the counter and began pouring. Soon, the green tea aroma suffused into the store, competing with the ripeness of the farmer’s cheeses.

“Well, I can see you’re not here to spend gold,” she said. “So either state your business or kindly vacate my store. Oh! Thanks for fixing the shelf, by the way.”

“No problem. I was thinking I’d take you up on your offer of making a few things for you.”

“Great!”

“What is it you think you’ll need?”

Paisley stirred her tea bag and then squeezed it against the inside of the cup to tease out as much of the flavor as possible. “I don’t know, Lewis. It’s your area, the actual artificery.”

“Hmm. There’s about a hundred things I could make.”

“Well, the first question on any merchant’s mind is, what do people need? If you can figure out a need, then you can supply the solution.”

Artificery was used for all kinds of things. The combinations were almost endless. Traveling traders might have their cart wheels artificed so they could travel, at least for some distances, on their own. Bakers used artificed ovens that sped up baking times, though many dough purists shunned such things. Artificery needs ranged from the big to the small. From projects created for businesses to small things a person might have in their house, such as a self-spicing cooking pot.

“I really don’t know where to begin. At the craftstead, customers usually come to us with what they need, and Master Cooper figures out an artificeric solution.”

“How about this?” said Paisley. “Maybe you go take a walk around Sunhampton, and see if you can spot where someone might need some artificeric help. Then maybe we’ll figure out what would sell well in my store.”

Outside, as the sun rose higher in the sky the streets of Sunhampton got busier. All the shops on Coiner’s Way were open now. People sat outside the Sunny Café and ate hot sandwiches, and steam rose from the chimney of the Rolls and Dough bakery, where a queue had already formed with people looking to buy some of Mrs. Grant’s sugary snacks.

I spent some time walking through the town that I had come to know so well, and which I already thought of as my home, despite only having spent six percent of my life living here. 

What did people here need? I wondered. And what do they need that can be accomplished with a little artificery?

I guessed the first thing it might be useful to know was what kind of artificeric effects were already in place in Sunhampton. Cooper, and his father before him, had been working in the town for years, so I imagined that there were little pieces of artificery everywhere.

A quick tap of my token bracelet brought up my Simple Disenchantment skill tree. From this, I used my Detect Enchantment ability.

Detecting enchantments…

Tendrils of pale blue light seeped out from my bracelet, visible only to me. They cast out like fishing lines, soaring in arcs across Coiner’s Way before landing in my desired direction. Like fishing lines, they could only go so far before they hit the end of their tether and as my Detect Enchantment skill was only level 1, this tether was just twenty feet away.

And so I walked at a slow pace through Coiner’s Way, employing my skill every twenty paces or so. Wherever the lines of light found artificery, they flashed to get my attention. Soon, I had done enough to boost my ability.

Detect Enchantment ability leveled up to 2!

- Chance of finding secret artificery slightly increased

- Crafting stamina drain decreased

- Detection range increased

“What you up to, Lewis?” said a voice.

Lee Hunter was standing outside his hunting supplies shop, placing a sign by his door that read ‘Fifty perzent sale on bear baits.’ I hesitated to correct his spelling because people can get annoyed by criticism. On the other hand, was it any kinder to let Lee display his mistake to everyone who walked by his shop?

“I think your pen slipped on the ‘percent’ part of your sign, Lee,” I said.

Lee gave me a knowing look. “Ah. Right. Yes, it did. I’ll fix it.”

It was fair to say Lee and I hadn’t enjoyed the best of starts. I’d used my artificery to cost him hundreds of gold, and he’d punched me in the face. This was actually when I was trying to earn my Simple Disenchantment skill tree, which I had finally done by freeing a wolf from one of Lee’s traps. He’d acted rashly, in a flash of violence brought up by a bunch of things going on in his life at the time; his elderly mother was sick, gold was tight, and just three days earlier he’d been dumped by Emma James, the girl whose hand he’d been saving up to put a ring on.

After a heartfelt apology we’d called time on our rivalry, and gradually, it had become if not a friendship, then definitely a warm acquaintance.

“Saw you walking really slow, like me when I’m trailing a wolf,” said Lee. “Thought to myself, ‘Lewis is doing some of his ‘tificery.’”

“Yeah, kind of. I’m just trying to see what artificery we already have around here.”

“Cup of coffee?”

“Thanks.”

Heading into his shop and returning a few seconds later with two cups of warm brew, he passed one to me. I blew on it and took a sip. “How’s the shop doing?”

“Fine,” said Lee, though his tone of voice suggested it wasn’t fine at all. Fine was a funny word, I always thought. It acted like a barrier and often meant the opposite. ‘Fine’ was the verbal plaster you smeared over a crack to hide the damage from guests in your home.

But again, a little tact was needed here. Lee had his pride, after all. As a crafter, I could understand that well enough. “Business at the craftstead has slowed down a little,” I said.

Lee took a glug of his coffee. “What? Even for old Cooper?”

“Sure. He won’t mind me telling you he was in bad debt for years. Almost lost the craftstead.”

“If an old master like him can struggle with his business, what chance does an idiot like me have?” said Lee.

Damn it. He hadn’t taken that in anywhere near the way I’d hoped. Rather than help him take comfort in the fact that even masters of their craft sometimes struggled, all I’d done was demotivate him. This was why I had no business ever becoming a therapist, and I ought to remind myself of that if I ever developed those kinds of ideas.

I tried a different way. “You know, Paisley’s uncle isn’t the worst person to borrow from if someone’s business is struggling a little. Paisley told me that his attitude is, 'If you try squeezing blood from a stone, all you’ll do is hurt your hand.' If ever anyone was struggling to pay back their loan to him, I just know he’d sit down and renegotiate.”

“He’s a fine merchant, is Jace Porter,” said Lee, seeming to appear just a little more relaxed.

“Anyway, every business goes through its slow patches. Hey, maybe you ought to have a word with Paisley,” I said. 

“Why would I want to do that?” he said, a faint tone of hurt pride in his voice.

“You know. Swap a few tips on business. She could definitely learn a thing or two from you. And she’s got the merchant class, so she might be able to tell you something useful in return.”

“Hmm. Maybe I will. Maybe I will.”

After finishing my coffee I said bye to Lee and then continued my walk around Coiner’s Way, parts of which glowed blue – only to me – from my use of Detect Enchantment. What this didn’t reveal, though, was what the enchantments actually were. 

For this, I had to employ my Identify Enchantment ability from my Simple Enchantment skill tree. Stopping beside each blue glow, I used Identify Enchantment, activating it over and over until I cycled through each failure and learned what examples of artificery were employed on Coiner’s Way.

The windows of the Sunny Café, for example, were artificed to be self-cleaning. Some people might have considered this lazy, using artificery to complete a ten minute job. But successive generations of pigeon families had, for some reason, taken their nest on the roof, and their frequent ‘deposits’ on the cafe’s display window weren’t the best advertisement for their food.

There were plenty more examples of artificery. Outside Mrs. Grant’s Rolls and Dough bakery was a card menu behind a glass frame. The menu was artificed so that it changed whenever Mrs. Grant made alterations to the main menu in her store. The King’s Head, too, boasted a self-updating menu.

This frenzy of enchantment identification was enough to please the ability gods, and soon I was rewarded with token text.

Identify Enchantment ability leveled up to 2!

- Rarity of identifiable enchantments slightly increased

- Crafting stamina drain decreased

- Identify speed increased

All of this was great, but what did people here need that they didn’t already have? Soon, little problems began to appear, small crafting puzzles that I could perhaps use my artificery to solve. I jotted all of these down in my crafter’s notebook, which I always kept in my trouser pocket so I would never forget an idea. 

The notebook appeared, at first glance, to only have fifty or so pages. Being an artificer, I wasn’t about to be bound to such a silly rule as a book containing only the number of pages that it seemed to have. My pocket sized notebook, in fact, boasted two thousand pages, and I had just filled a few of them with ideas.

Rejoining Paisley in her store, I found her kneeling beside a row of shelves, carefully arranging a display of jams made from the raspberries and strawberries that Clive Turner grew in his garden. My stomach rumbled at the sight of them.

“Oh look, it’s the trading standards officer,” she said. “Didn’t I bribe you enough the last time?”

I took my notebook out of my pocket and waved it in the air. “I have a few ideas.”

Paisley placed another jar of raspberry jam on the shelf and then turned it around this way and that until she was happy with its placement. “Come on, then. Let’s hear them.”

Flicking through my book, I read out my first idea. “A lot of folks stop in Sunhampton before they go hiking on the Trecher’s Pass route. I figured you could sell endless water canteens.”

“Ooh, and maybe some kind of hiking bag that you can put stuff in and it doesn’t feel like it weighs anything. Is that a thing? You know, an artificery thing?”

“I can do that, sure.”

Paisley drummed her index finger on her chin. “Okay. Let’s say, half a dozen of the canteens, and a couple of bags.”

Happy to get an artificery commission from an actual customer, even if she was one of my best friends, I carried on. “I noticed that Mrs. Grant’s bakery is kinda old fashioned. She could benefit from an artificed oven. Maybe the Sunny Café could use one, too. There’s no shortage of eateries around here.”

“Hmm.”

“I don’t like the sound of hmm.”

“Well, my store is small. I couldn’t really fit any ovens in here, unless I got rid of some of my shelves,” Paisley said. “Plus, they don’t really go with my aesthetic. This is more of a small, handmade products kind of place. An oven is a little too big, and not very nice looking.”

“That’s a good point.” 

“Anything else? I could really use something on the fancy side. You know, something fashionable to balance out all the practical stuff.”

I ran my finger down the page in my notebook, discounting a few of my ideas that also wouldn’t go with the feel of Paisley’s store. Finally, I came to my last one.

“What about a range of shirts that change color on command? If you’re in a blue kind of mood, they turn blue. If you want something a little flashier, they turn bright red?”

Paisley stared at her store as if imagining where a clothes rack might go. She was constantly tinkering with her store’s layout, always changing the placement of things to increase the probability of making a sale.

“That could work,” she said. “It really could. I don’t have many clothes for sale, except for the scarfs that Mo Henderson made, but…”

“I like ‘but’ even less than the hmm.”

“Oh, it doesn’t matter.”

“No, come on, Paisley. If you don’t like the idea, it’s okay. Master Cooper says you have to get the bad ideas out of you, almost like a purge. Just throw ‘em out there so they leave your head. That way, you can get to the good ones.”

“It’s not that, Lewis.”

Now, for one of the rare times, Paisley looked a little glum. It pained me to see her that way. She was always so determined, so positive, that it made me want to do whatever I could to get that sad look off her face.

“Paisley, this is me. Whatever it is, just say it.”

With great effort, she replied, “My capital isn’t as…fluid…as it could be. In fact, it’s pretty solid. I spent almost all the gold I had buying my stock.”

“Gotta speculate to accumulate, right?”

“That’s the merchant’s way,” she agreed, “But sales haven’t been exactly what I hoped for just yet. I don’t know. Maybe this whole local goods thing isn’t the brilliant idea I thought it would be.”

“If this is about paying me, why don’t I make them on credit? I know you’re not going to skip town or anything.”

“Uncle Jace says I shouldn’t take anything on credit nor give credit, unless I absolutely have to. And unless I charge very, very extortionate interest rates, of course.”

This didn’t sound like the Paisley I knew at all. Well, the interest rates thing did. But not this whole, doubting herself idea. She was always so sure of herself. Back when I had first started selling my tools at the Sunhampton market, it had taken me three or four tries to even sell a screwdriver. It had been Paisley who introduced herself to me, then showed me how to improve the presentation of my goods, my opening sales pitch, and even the way I acted when trying to sell things.

I wondered if maybe it was because this store meant so much to her. Like, she’d dreamed about it for so long that now it was here, she was worried about losing it, or something. I could see that the pressure of sales was getting to her. Maybe it was also the self-sufficient aspect of her personality, which she got from her father’s side of the family. A kind of 'don’t ever accept help' mentality.

I decided to change my tack. “I really need to level my Enchant and Disenchant skill trees, and these projects are different and maybe tough enough to help. You’d really be doing me a favor. How about you let me make them, and instead of paying me upfront for the stock, just give me a percentage of their sales?”

She looked up at me. “That might work. Say, two percent?”

I laughed. “Nice try. Fifty-fifty seems fair to me.”

When she spoke next, she did it in her Simple Persuasion voice. “Lewis…you want to take twenty percent.”

“Hey! Stop that!”


Chapter 3

Back at the craftstead, Janey Morgan had departed back to Brunswick. I found Master Cooper in his workshop, sitting at a workbench under the pretense of artificing what looked like a clock. But I knew what Cooper looked like when he was really working. His frenetic energy, that determined gleam in his eyes where he looked like he was pushing himself yet having fun. Right now, he was really just sitting there and looking glum.

“Hey, Coops,” I said.

He flashed me a glare. “Chris might get away with calling me that, but you certainly won’t.”

“Is there a problem with the clock?”

“Oh, this?” he said, tapping his artificer’s fork on the glass clock face. “Just a simple little thing. Percy Pornello needs it to tell him what times he’s supposed to take all those tonics that Healer Brown prescribed for him. Poor man has to take thirteen different types. Can you believe that? He’ll have tonics flowing out of his arse by the end of the day.”

I settled onto the stool next to Cooper. “That seems simple enough for you, so what’s….oh, I get it. It’s too small. Too boring a job.”

He waved his artificer’s fork in the air, punctuating his words. “I’ve never found a job too small, lad. It’s with the little projects that you can get lost in the details. Perfect every little thing.”

“Then what’s wrong?”

He sank his chin into his hands. “Oh, nothing.” Then, he glanced at the open door, which revealed the sight of the hill’s summit.

“It’s Janey, isn’t it? You’re sad that she’s gone.”

“Eh? I don’t care about that at all. It’s a pain in the arse, having a guest here. Having to keep everything perfectly clean.”

Remembering my time spent in Janey’s shop in Brunswick, which was a chaotic maze of rows of shelves crammed with oddments and alchemical fluids, I couldn’t see Janey ever remarking on what the craftstead looked like.

“Has she ever actually said anything remotely like that?” I asked.

“You watch your tongue, boy!”

“Well…that’s an overreaction.”

He pointed the fork at me. “I know what you’re implying. You’ve got about as much subtlety as a drunk with his arse hanging out. You’re saying I’ve gone soft. That old Jack Cooper misses having his…friend…around.”

“Is that such a bad thing?”

Cooper stood up and gathered the clock, his tools, and his half-finished mug of ale. “I better not catch you thinking I’ve gone soft. You might not be an apprentice anymore, but I can still show you the cut of my whip, laddie. If I could be…”

“Bothered. Right,” I said. “Always nice to catch up, Master Cooper.”

Despite himself, Cooper grinned. “I’ll be off. Need to finish this little piece by the end of the day, and I think I’ll do it in private without a boy-shaped fly buzzing in my ear. After that, I said I’d go see young Zakariya at the King’s Head. He said they’re thinking about getting a self-serving plate system. He wants to make things easier on his waiting staff when the tavern is especially busy.”

Alone in the workshop, I found myself wearing the smile that often accompanied my crafting sessions. Some people go hiking to clear their minds, others find peace in meditation. For me, my inner calm came from being here in the workshop and having a project to work on.

It was a feeling that I couldn’t have imagined having a couple of years ago. Back when I traveled Easterly with my mom and her acting troupe, the Five Fiends, I didn’t have any particular ambitions. Part of me always saw myself becoming an actor like her, but it never really grabbed me. Oh, I learned lines with her. Received her lessons on stage presence, and that kind of thing. But a passion? No, even Mom knew I didn’t have that for acting.

Later, when we went to live with my stepfather at his manor, I wanted to be a part of the huge family business that had earned them their wealth. But I didn’t like business the same way Paisley did. I didn’t love the thrill of a sale, or accumulating lots of gold. I just wanted to feel a part of things. If their family had been, say, butchers, I probably would have wanted to learn that. I guess I just wanted to be recognized.

It wasn’t until I came to live here at the craftstead that I found something I wanted to do for the pure joy of just doing it. Artificery was what made me feel like everything was right. As though all my life I’d been just one half of Lewis, and coming here and studying artificery under Master Cooper was how I’d found that second part of myself.

If only Master Cooper would trust me more. Sure, he’d added my name to his business sign, and I always glanced at it when I came home and felt a swell of pride. But I knew he didn’t truly consider me an artificer yet, despite me earning the class.

It’s down to me, a part of my brain said. I need to prove myself to him.

The thought acted on my mind the same way an artificer’s fork might disturb an item’s miodes and make them float upwards, ready to grab. It was the same with getting Cooper to respect my work; the chance was there, but it was down to me to take it.

Standing up off the stool, I went out of the workshop and to the supply shed out in the yard. Seeing me, four wolfhounds emerged from their kennel, heads ducked low, bodies tensed and alert and ready to pounce.

“Oh, boy. Here we go.”

And then the beasts were upon me, smothering me in a blur of fur and slathering my face with licks from their stinking tongues. I couldn’t help laughing as they ran circles around me, chasing each other and sometimes standing on their hind legs to get pets from me.

“Okay, ladies and gents. I need to work, you know.”

From the material supply shed, I took some steel sheets. Next to this shed was the sturdier, weather resistant one where Cooper kept all of his spell scrolls and miodes. Inside were three dozen shelves with spell scrolls rolled up and stacked on top of each other. Across from them sat his readymade miodes, stored in pool containers and assorted according to type. Seeing no readymade miodes that fit my purpose, I perused the spell scrolls, instead.

What I needed to make were some steel water canteens that I could artifice to hold more water than they appeared to. This was a fairly common thing to artifice, but common didn’t always mean easy.

I had three choices of how to go about this; I could make the containers themselves bigger, but artifice them so they appeared and weighed less than they ought to. Alternatively, I could artifice the inside of the container so that whatever went inside temporarily shrunk in size, thus allowing the container to hold more.

The third way of solving this kind of problem was the most complicated. I could establish an artificeric link between the container and a room. Whatever you put inside the container would then be artificed so it went into the room, rather than the container. It would sit there until you needed it, at which point the artificeric link could send it back. It sounded tricky, and indeed it was, but it basically meant that whatever you put in the container magically went into a different place altogether until you decided otherwise. I would never, ever have used the word ‘magically’ in Cooper’s presence, however.

“Okay, so that’s definitely not the way to go.”

I was dealing with liquid, so unless I established an artificeric link to a bathtub or something, it wouldn’t work. Besides, people would be taking the canteens on long hikes. Artificeric links over great distances were very costly to produce, and Paisley would have to charge thousands of gold for a single canteen just to break even.

“Let’s see,” I said, looking through the spell scrolls. “Scroll of minor transmogrification, scroll of increased mass, scroll of…”

After looking through every single spell scroll in the shed, I came up empty. That left me with two choices; go to a scroll shop and buy a relevant spell scroll, or find something that was already artificed to perform a similar effect as the canteens, and just disenchant it to get the miodes.

I headed into the main house. Upstairs were six bedrooms. Cooper, Chris, and I all had one each. The others were filled floor to ceiling with what amounted to a hoarder’s treasure trove. Self-heating sinks that weren’t attached to any plumbing. Boxes upon boxes of books artificed to hold several hundred stories, self-sharpening cutlery sets, and self-cleaning trousers. Whenever Cooper finished a project, he either sold it or just tossed it into one of his rooms. He never threw anything out.

He really, really needs to at least organize this stuff if he won’t get rid of it, I thought.

Navigating my way through each room was an exercise in cheating death. One wrong move and a tower of crap might fall on me, pulverizing me where I stood. It felt like playing that kid’s game with wooden blocks, where you took turns in removing a block without toppling the tower.

Finally, I laid my hands on a few things that might work. I dragged these out of the house, across the yard – where the wolfhounds thought I was inventing a fun new game for them to play – and into the workshop. There, I placed each thing on the counter and regarded my haul.

Using my Identify Enchantment ability from my Simple Enchantment skill tree, I made sure that I had chosen correctly.

Endless vial of moisturizing cream x10

A glass jar that allows you to store vast amounts of moisturizing cream.

Miode type: Enlarge

Wooden dresser with increased space storage drawers

The drawers in this simple dresser will hold twenty times their actual physical capacity.

Miode type: Shrink

All of this rummaging and dragging a dresser across the yard had made me work up a sweat, so I headed to our snack counter in the corner of the workshop. One of the cupboards here was artificed by ice miodes taken from a tier 2 ice ball scroll, and they kept anything put inside it cool. Opening it up, I took out a pitcher of lemonade that Paisley had made for us a day ago.

Pouring myself a tall glass, I took it over to my counter, where I made a last check of my tools, and then got to work. What I needed to do was Disenchant the cream vials and the dresser to get their miodes. Then, I could use my Craft ability to create a bunch of canteens from the steel, and artifice the miodes into the metal. 

I almost accessed my Disenchant ability, but then stopped myself. When I was working on disenchanting a whole wheelbarrow full of third-rate spell scrolls, it made sense to do things the fast way. To just use my ability to do it quickly. But then, when I did that, my miode haul had been pretty poor.

Deciding that I’d do things the slow, manual way in order to hopefully salvage more miodes, I got to work. First, I wiped down the work counter to make sure it wasn’t wet. Water and free-flying miodes could be a very potent combination.

“I know an artificer who lost an arm when he didn’t make sure his artificery bench was dry,” Master Cooper had told me.

Worrying stuff. But then again, all of Master Cooper’s ‘warning’ stories ended with a poor artificer losing an arm.

Next, I used my artificer’s fork to strike the vial of endless cream. Sliding my artificer’s goggles over my head, I adjusted the lens so I could see the miodes.

And then there they were.

It never ceased to amaze me, using my fork and then seeing miodes leap from the item and fly in the air like wasps whose hive I’d just disturbed. No sooner were the miodes flying around, than they began to drift back toward the vial, as if they were sucked there. The artificery was drawing them back home, and this effect meant that an artificer needed to be quick with his artificer’s tongs.

I struck the vial again. This time, I worked at using the tongs to grab miodes, and then, when successful, I placed them in the empty miode pool beside me.

Over and over again I repeated the process; strike the vial, grab a miode. Sometimes I was too heavy handed with the tongs, and the miode burst. Other times the pesky little things evaded me, almost as if they knew they were being taken from their homes.

Finally, when my fork didn’t reveal any more miodes, I used a disenchantment gauge to make sure they were all gone. And then it was done; one endless vial was now just an ordinary glass vial, its artificery gone.

I repeated this process another nine times, completely filling one miode pool and having to use another. By the time I was done, both pools were brimming with enlargement miodes ready for me to use.

“Phew,” I said, wiping my brow and taking a long gulp of my lemonade.

As I set my glass back down on the counter, token text drifted in front of me like a cloud of steam.

Disenchant ability leveled up to 3!

[Simple Disenchantment skill tree]

- Disenchantment speed increased

- Crafting stamina drain decreased

- Miode salvage percentage increased

There wasn’t a crafter or a class-holding person in the whole of Easterly who didn’t try out their abilities when they leveled them up. So, despite feeling quite tired of disenchanting things, I reached towards the wheelbarrow to my left and grabbed a few third-rate scrolls.

It was then that Master Cooper appeared in the doorway. “Right. I’ll be off, then. Need to see Zakariya at the King’s Head. And while I’m there, I s’pose I better have a beer or two. What’s the smile for?”

“I leveled my Disenchantment,” I told him.

Cooper stared at the crafting materials strewn over the workbench. “What have I told you about tidying up as you go? Save yourself from having to spend an hour doing it at the end of the day. Anyway, well done. That ought to put you close to climbing the next branch of the skill tree, no?”

“Almost there,” I said. “One more ability to level up.”

“Well, you better get working, then. See you later, lad.”

“Bye, Master Cooper.”

A few quick disenchantments later, and I had salvaged yet more miodes. From a duplication scroll, I managed to save forty-eight percent of the miodes. I got forty-seven percent from a bravery spell scroll, and then, I finally crossed the halfway barrier and salvaged fifty-two percent of the miodes from a scroll of mending.

Judging by the light outside, much more time had passed than I realized. It was always the same with crafting. I just got lost in it, and mere minutes in my head were hours in reality. Cooper said he was the same way. He’d once artificed for two days straight, keeping himself going by drinking crafting stamina elixirs. He didn’t recommend it, though; afterward, he’d slept for a full four days.

With two fifths of my crafting stamina left, I was about to get to work on Disenchanting the dresser, when I heard a voice from outside the workshop. I took off my artificer’s goggles and set them on the work counter. Standing up, I felt a crick in my back from being hunched over the workbench for so long.

“Hello?” called the voice again.

After a very quick stretch to tease out the pain in my back, I headed out of the workshop and into the yard. The wolfhounds, after presumably assessing the stranger and deciding he wasn’t a threat, were staying a polite distance away inside their kennel. Master Cooper had trained them to do that so they didn’t intimidate visitors.

Today’s newcomer was a young man, though still a few years older than me. He wore a suit jacket that looked expensive, though I would be the first to admit I didn’t know much about fashion. I didn’t need a tailor’s eye to see that the jacket was too small for him, though. His black hair was swept back and oiled, but he’d missed a strand or three at the back.

He eyed me uncertainly. “Is this the workshop of Master Jack Cooper?”

“It is.”

“Ah. Good. I’m Jester Hugill, Master Cooper. I’ve come to see you about some artificery.”


Chapter 4

We didn’t have a storefront or a nice, clean meeting room where we could discuss things with clients without them getting grease all over their clothes. Taking them into the main house wouldn’t help, either. Cooper might keep it tidy when Janey was visiting, but he, Chris, and I were hardly the cleanliest of people the rest of the time.

“This way, Mr. Hugill,” I said, leading him across the yard and to the workshop.

“Call me Jester. I know, I know. Jester, what a name. But that’s exactly why I insist on people using it, Mr. Cooper. I didn’t get to choose my name at birth, but I certainly won’t be ashamed of it. The school bullies soon found out I wasn’t good fodder for them, let me tell you.”

Leading Jester into the workshop, I told him, “This is a working artificer’s shop, so it isn’t the cleanest of places.”

“I’m used to a bit of dirt, don’t worry.”

It was as I cleared space on the workbench and pulled out a couple of stools, that I wondered to myself when, exactly, I was going to break the news to Jester that I wasn’t Master Cooper.

I knew the procedure for what happened when customers appeared and Cooper wasn’t here. I was to fill out a form detailing exactly what they needed artificing, and then, without quoting a price or giving a timeframe, tell them that we’d be in touch. Cooper would plan the artificery, total up the materials, and send an official quote in the mail.

Nowhere in our procedure did it say that I should impersonate Master Cooper. I guessed, though, that I hadn’t technically done that yet. I just hadn’t told Jester who I actually was. It was a subtle difference that, if this were a trial, would see me walking out of the court as a free Lewis. What’s more, maybe this would be beneficial to me.

If he carries on thinking that I’m Cooper, he’ll give me an artificery commission. If I can fulfill it, Cooper will see that I’m capable of tougher jobs. Besides, he’ll get over this little issue of me pretending to be him in time.

I decided to adopt the kind of attitude I’d seen Master Cooper show toward his customers. Really get into character.

“Well, then,” I said. “Let’s hear it. I don’t have all day.”

Jester looked taken aback. He ran his hands over his hair, smoothing it down but still missing the errant three hairs at the back. And then he did something that I hadn’t expected.

“Perhaps I made a mistake. Your tone is…one that I don’t really care for.”

He stood up.

What was I doing? This wasn’t me. Not at all.

“Alright, look,” I said. “Sorry about that. It didn’t come out how I meant it. I’m not Master Cooper. I’m Lewis Cooper.”

“His son?”

“Not quite. I’m a novice artificer, having passed my apprenticeship last year. Master Cooper isn’t around right now.”

“Oh. I suppose I’ll come back.”

“Yes, you could do that. Or you could tell me what you need. Perhaps I can help.”

“You’re a novice, you said?” asked Jester, his true meaning unspoken, but clear for me to hear.

“There’s yet to be a baby in the whole of Easterly who’s born a master. Experience has to come from somewhere, and I promise you that I have the skills an artificer needs.”

“I’m not sure. Not to be rude.”

I smiled. “I wouldn’t be sure either, I s’pose. Whatever work you need doing is clearly important to you, and you want to make sure it’s done by the best. I’m a novice, yes, but only in my level of experience. Diligence? Hard work? Determination? I’m a master of those.”

“And modest, too,” said Jester, with a grin.

“How about I make us a brew and you can at least tell me what you need?”

Jester thought about it for a few seconds, the tension I felt inside me seeming to stretch out as time itself did, each tick of the six clocks on the far northern wall increasing the tautness of the moment.

“Do you think I could have something cold?” he said. “The hill I climbed to get here is awfully steep.”

After serving a lemonade for Jester and brewing up a coffee for myself, I took a seat at the workbench and scribbled in my artificed notebook as he told me exactly what he wanted.

“I’m from Hattersdale,” he began.

“Ah. The flea market. I mean, they have a flea market.”

“You’ve been?”

I nodded. “My friend and I sometimes work in the market there. Anyway, sorry I interrupted you.”

“That’s okay. I work at Jenkins and Clyde Accountancy in Hattersdale, on New Market Street. I’m only an initiate accountant. I started late, but I’m working towards the adept ranking. Anyway, just a fortnight ago, a courier girl delivered a letter to me. I didn’t know it, but I have an aunt who lived here in Sunhampton. Did you know Sheila Hilderpress?”

I shook my head. “I’ve only lived here for a year or so.”

“Oh. I thought this might be the sort of place where everyone knows everyone else. Anyway, to cut to the short of it, Sheila died, and I’m her closest living relative.”

“You didn’t know of her already?” I asked.

“My mother cut all communication with her side of the family, and I never knew my father. I never even knew I had an aunt.”

It’s funny, how people think a friendship is something that takes years to form. That they take an age to develop, like how carbon might take its sweet time in changing to a diamond. And though I obviously wouldn’t have seen Jester as a friend mere minutes after meeting him, we already had a sort of bond that I didn’t share with Paisley or Chris.

I, too, had never known my father. Like Jester, my mother had never really had anything to do with her family. I’d visited my grandmother a couple of times, but that was about it.

This little link between us made me want to help with his artificeric needs not just to improve myself or use my skills, but simply because it’d be nice to help him with whatever his problem was.

Jester continued, “Mr. Jenkins has given me a week of leave from work so I could come here and sort out Sheila’s house and things. I’ll probably sell the house; Mr. Clyde has been meaning to show me how to help people avoid inheritance tax, so what better example to use than myself? And I suppose I’ll sell her possessions. Oh, that sounds rather cold.”

I shrugged. “Things are just things. You didn’t know the lady.”

“No, I didn’t. And I couldn’t have imagined what I would find in her attic.”

This caught my attention. I found myself leaning forward as Jester reached into the inner pocket of his jacket and took out an object that he’d wrapped inside a white cloth. It fit snugly in his palm.

“Watch this,” he said.

Intrigued, I leaned forward as Jester whipped the cloth off the object. As soon as it was revealed, the object grew so that, soon, it revealed itself to be a table lamp as tall as my forearm, capped by a bulky lampshade that you’d struggle to fit in an ordinary box, let alone your pocket.

“You see?” asked Jester, both his face and voice filled with wonder.

“Yes. Simple enlargement artificery.”

“Simple? My word. Simple?”

“Jester, this is one of the most basic forms of artificery that there is. Granted, it’s a little unusual in that the artificery only seems to take effect when the cloth is placed around it. But even so, I’m afraid it isn’t worth much, if that’s what you came here to ask.”

Jester took a blue handkerchief from his pocket and dabbed his forehead. Then, he took a long gulp of lemonade.

“It isn’t that,” he said. “Not completely. No, it’s this that I came to see you about.”

He pointed at a circular, red button on the spine of the lamp.

“That’s just a button to activate the artificed bulb,” I said.

“No. This is the button for the bulb.”

He pressed a smaller, black switch that was at the top of the lamp spine, just underneath the bulb itself. The bulb flickered once, twice, and then glowed a pale yellow. It was more of a decorative lamp, I supposed, there to give a pleasing aesthetic light rather than to properly illuminate the darkness. It would probably be nice to read beside its light.

The presence of the large, red button intrigued me. At first glance, I couldn’t see a reason for it. “What makes you so interested in this button that you brought it here?” I asked.

Jester took another drink of lemonade. “When you press it…”

Something in my gut told me he shouldn’t press it, but before I could even say the first word of warning, it was too late. Jester prodded the button. Immediately, a crackling sound came from the lamp, and thin strips of multicolored light gathered around the spine, making circles around it. The scent of heated miodes diffused into the workshop air. As an artificer, I knew that smell very well.

“A second piece of artificery,” I said, suddenly even more intrigued.

“I’m glad you said that, because that’s what I thought. Only…I don’t know what it actually does.”


Chapter 5

That evening, Chris and Cooper arrived home to the craftstead at roughly the same time. Chris wore his usual harried look. He loved working as a town crier, but his passion for his job only slightly made up for the commute he had to make to Full Striding each day. As soon as he got home, he hurried upstairs to take a bath. Cooper, meanwhile, arrived back at the craftstead stumbling slightly, and bringing with him the distinct aroma of a beer or five from the King’s Head taps.

“Lewis, my boy, crack open the whiskey! The good kind, not the cheap stuff.”

“Forgive me, Master Cooper, but my artificeric senses tell me you’ve already imbued a drop or two of the magical water. Healer Brown said…”

“Damn Healer Brown! Damn him to hell!” said Cooper, before slumping into his favorite chair. “Well, not quite to hell. I know he means well.”

“I’ll get you a coffee, shall I?”

He sniffed the air. “Fine, fine. What’s that I smell?”

“Beef and red wine casserole with your favorite bread.”

“You, lad, are a gift from the gods.”

Soon, Chris came downstairs, his curly hair still wet. He had a few soap suds on his cheek, covering the small patch of beard he was trying, and failing, to cultivate. When the casserole was ready, the three of us gathered in the kitchen around our little table. Cooper drank one of the tonics Healer Brown had brewed for him, while Chris took a long drink from a mug of ale, before letting out the sigh a person can only make when they know their labors are truly done for the day. Outside the house, owls hooted and insects made crick-crick sounds as they hopped over Master Cooper’s garden.

I tore off a piece of bread and dipped it in my casserole bowl, letting it soak up the delicious sauce. “How’s your project?” I asked Chris.

He’d already finished half of his bowl. Chris, without fail, would eat two servings of every main. For him, a full bowl of casserole was just a starter. And though I sometimes teased him, Paisley was right. Chris worked on his feet all day, and this meant the calories barely touched him.

“I’ve been meaning to talk to you about that,” he said. “See, the thing is, in Full Striding everyone knows I’m an apprentice town crier. Even folks who aren’t familiar with my class at least know I have a way of gathering rumors. I’ve been trying to find a juicy piece of news, but whenever I go into a café or a tavern, people clam up like a…” he thought about his next words for a moment, “…like a clam.”

“Every class has its curse,” said Cooper, who already sounded more sober. Health issues aside, his liver was as sturdy as one of his crafting projects. “Healers can’t breathe without being asked to look at folks’ ailments. I can barely take a stroll around town without getting asked, ‘Can you just take a look at this, Mr. Cooper?’ Town criers have problems of their own.”

“Don’t I know it,” said Chris.

“Why don’t you go to a town where nobody knows you?” I suggested.

Chris shook his head. “Louisa says I have to get my piece of news from the town where I’m studying. She says that’s the whole point. A class earning project isn’t supposed to be easy.”

Chris’s town crier master, Louisa Rackingshaw, was unusual in that she insisted that Chris didn’t refer to her by her honorific. He’d told us that fancy titles didn’t mean much to her, because all she cared about was her class. I quite liked that. When I became a master, I reckoned I would be exactly the same.

“What did you want to talk to me about?” I asked. “I’m not one for gossip, I’m afraid.”

Chris finished his bowl and immediately ladled out more. That was okay, since living with him for a while had taught me to always cook way more than we needed.

“I was thinking. When people see me alone, they assume I’m doing town crier business. If you were to come with me, they might not be so suspicious. They’ll hopefully think I’m just spending time with a friend.”

“Fine by me,” I said. “I’m not the biggest fan of Full Striding, but I suppose I could go.”

“Well, that’s settled,” said Cooper. “You’ve successfully commandeered my only novice, Chris.”

“Sorry, Coops, I-”

Cooper smiled. “I’m only tugging your goat. The lad works hard. He can take a break now and then.”

I found my cheeks warming under that scant piece of praise. It was silly, really, that a kind word from my master had such an artificeric effect on my mood. But then I was only human. My crafter’s pride sometimes needed a nice word or two. Besides, despite all the skills I still needed to develop, Cooper was right. I did work hard.

“Did anything happen while I was gone?” he asked me.

“I worked on the canteens I’m making for Paisley’s store.”

“Oh, nothing else?”

Does he know that Jester came to visit? No, surely not.

If Cooper knew that a customer had come to the craftstead, he was sure to take the job for himself. All the same, I wouldn’t lie to him. That was something I rarely did, and even then, only for good reasons. When the truth was hurtful, for instance.

“Oh, you know,” I answered in a non-committal way.

“Nothing special to report, nothing to tell me about?”

“The craftstead’s a busy place.”

“Lewis, this cryptic way of talking you’ve suddenly developed is making me think you’re hiding something from me.”

“Fine,” I said. “A customer did visit.”

As Cooper finished his coffee, I told him about Jester’s visit and his strange artificed lamp, of which he didn’t know the purpose. When I reached the end of the short tale, I resigned myself to the fact that Cooper would take the job from me. It was his prerogative, I supposed. Besides, I still had a lot of work to do for Paisley.

“Sounds like a nice little piece of artificeric detective work,” said Cooper. “Interesting. Still, I suppose you’ll get to the bottom of it.”

I blinked, surprised. “Me?”

“I can hardly ask Chris here to do it, can I? The bloody lamp would guard its secrets like pearls if a town crier showed up.”

Cooper’s official assignment of the job to me filled me with a sense of unspent energy, and I found that I couldn’t relax with a book, as I often did when evening settled over the craftstead. So, after saying a quick hello to the wolfhounds, I headed back to the workshop.

There, I retrieved the enlargement and shrinking miodes that I’d salvaged from the cream vials and the dresser. Assembling my crafting tools and the steel sheets I’d found earlier, I quickly got to work making the water canteens for Paisley’s store.

This was a simple matter of selecting my Craft skill from my Simple Craft and Forge skill tree and setting it to work. It only took a few minutes. I passed them by wiping down Cooper’s tinkering counter, which was a battlefield of grease and oil stains.

Crafting complete: Water canteens x5

Such a simple piece of crafting hadn’t leveled my skill, but I supposed it would have helped it along the way a little. With the canteens ready, my real work could begin.

Settling onto my stool, I began my artificery. While I had used my Craft ability to quickly create the canteens, I decided I’d do the actual enchanting manually. These items were for Paisley’s shop, and she was very particular about the quality of her goods. She’d have never told me so bluntly if my workmanship was lacking, but nevertheless, I wanted to do my best for her.

Enchanting an item was complicated at first glance, but once an artificer memorized the process, it was more time-consuming than confusing.

Using my artificer’s hammer, I lightly tapped the surface of the first canteen. Wearing my artificer’s goggles, I set them to a half-miode lens, which would allow me to see the canteen itself but also the tiny holes that my hammer had made. These were invisible to the naked eye, and they were where I needed to put the miodes in order to artifice the item.

Here is where you needed to be precise, but also fast. No sooner had I disrupted the surface of the canteen, than some of the miode holes began to close. I quickly used a cotton bud to dab artificer’s oil on the open ones and then, using artificer’s tongs, I began placing the miodes in the holes. Thus began a repeating dance of which I knew the music very well. Use the hammer, smear the oil, place the miodes. Over and over, until soon my crafting stamina drained, and my eyes began to feel a little sore.

“How are you getting on? I was just seeing the pups before I hit the hay.”

Master Cooper was standing in the doorway in his pajamas and the silly cloth night cap he always wore. One of his little pet peeves was how oily his hair could get if he rested his head on his pillow unprotected.

I showed Master Cooper the water canteens that I had successfully artificed and lined up neatly on the workbench.

“Show me your workings, lad,” he said.

“Well, I used enlargement and mass decreasing miodes on the canteens,” I began. “The canteens themselves are as big as beer barrels, but they look and feel like hand-sized flasks.”

“Yes, yes, I know how artificery works, boy.”

“You did ask…”

“Sorry. I’m grouchy. I haven’t been getting all the sleep I need, what with Janey visiting and all.”

“I don’t think I need to hear this, Master Cooper.”

“What about the bags you were going to make?” he asked.

“Haven’t actually started them. But I’ll be using shrinking miodes on the inner linings.”

“Very good. Your friend will be happy, I’m sure. I ought to stop by her shop soon, actually. Spend a little coin. It’s always nice to support local businesses. As long as they aren’t damned Greg Rowntree and his store of overpriced crafting supplies. Night, Lewis.”

“Good night, Master Cooper.”

I really should have gone to bed then, but I still wasn’t sleepy. People’s bodies can often play tricks on them, so Healer Brown liked to say, and one of mine was that my mind would sometimes refuse to get tired no matter how hard I’d worked. I’d long ago learned that there was no point trying to force sleep. I had to treat my mind like a child, and distract it with something.

So, I got to work on the hiking bags I had promised Paisley I would make. Again, using my Craft ability, I turned cotton from Cooper’s store into some rather handsome-looking hiking backpacks. Then I placed the miodes in the inner linings by hand, taking care to get each one perfect.

The darkness around the craftstead was complete now, warded away only by the oil lamps glowing in the workshop. Beads of sweat coated my forehead, and my fingers ached from all the intricate work I had been doing. Once again feeling a dull ache in my back, I stood up and stretched. I ought to take Assistant Healer Ted up on his offer of stretching classes, I thought.

Despite my aches and pains, it had been worth it. I now had five hiking backpacks to go with the canteens I had made. I still hadn’t made a start on the color-changing shirts yet, but that was okay. I’d done quite enough artificing for today.

Besides, I had definitely done enough to satisfy my token bracelet. As I admired the backpacks, token text swirled around me.

Enchant ability leveled up to 7!

Enchant ability leveled up to 8!

[Simple Enchantment Skill Tree]


Chapter 6

It was a rainy morning, but my artificed raincoat repelled the drizzle as I made my way into town. As ever with bad weather, Coiner’s Way was quieter than usual, and only the people who couldn’t avoid it were walking the streets. The rain amplified people’s footsteps as they splashed through the puddles that formed on the cobblestone pavements, but the rain also seemed to have the strange effect of dulling the scents in the air. Only vague teasings of the normally delicious aromas came from Rolls and Dough or the King’s Head’s kitchen.

I found Paisley outside her store, where she had brought out a fold-out wooden table, on which she’d arranged a display of multicolored, and differently sized, umbrellas.

“Supply and demand,” she told me. “The sky supplies rain, and people demand to be dry.”

“I got you a bagel,” I said, handing her the snack I’d bought from Rolls and Dough on my way here.

“Thanks! I skipped breakfast. Way I see it, if sales aren’t what I expected, then it’s down to me to make them so. That means opening the store earlier, and staying here later.”

“You still need a break from time to time,” I said.

“Chris is only working for half the day, and he said he’d look after the store for a while this afternoon.”

I held up a hiker’s backpack for her to see. “I have something for you.”

“You finished one of the backpacks? Thanks! Don’t worry about the canteens and the other backpacks, if you’re busy. I know Mr. Cooper works you like a donkey.”

I’ve always liked donkeys, mules, and asses, so I didn’t mind the comparison at all. Besides, I had a surprise for her. Opening the artificed backpack, I took out all the other backpacks and the canteens that I’d stored inside it.

There was no better way to show off my artificery to her, and Paisley couldn’t help a surprised laugh. She immediately snatched a backpack from me and appraised it with what I’d come to recognize as her ‘merchant’s stare.’ I found myself holding my breath, waiting for her response. Then, realizing that I was being silly, I relaxed a little.

“These are great,” she told me. “Really great. I regret everything I said to Chris about artificery now.”

“What did you say?”

“Doesn’t matter. Come on. Come inside.”

Paisley had lit an incense stick to fill her store with pleasant aromatic air. I watched as she got to work arranging her new stock in a space she’d cleared over by Mo Henderson’s scarves. Outside, the rain gently pattered on the windows as though asking to be let in, and it gave me the same cozy feeling as sitting under a porch and watching the sky do its thing, safely tucked inside a warm and dry place. Paisley had really done a great job in giving her store a comforting air.

“Okay, done,” she said.

“Looks excellent! What now?”

She laughed. “Now we wait for customers. Being a merchant can be quite boring at times, you know.”

I was even more nervous about making sales than she was. I supposed it was because I had crafted the items, and every sale would feel a little like validation of my efforts. Eventually, I must have become so annoying that Paisley asked me, in her nicest yet sternest voice, to go grab us some lunch.

When I returned from the Sunny Café with two chicken and pesto sandwiches, Paisley was wrapping up a cheese wheel that she’d sold to Lee Hunter. Paisley had also started off on the wrong foot with Lee, though his recent trips to her store to spend gold had thawed that somewhat.

“Hey, Lee.”

He nodded. “Lewis. How’s old Cooper?”

“Getting by. You know him.”

Lee winked. “Yup. And I know about his visitor, too. The old devil. Seya, Paisley.”

“Thank you,” said Paisley, “Come again!”

The sale of a cheese wheel perked Paisley up a little, and the chicken sandwich I gave her improved her mood even more. Still, it was hard for her not to feel downcast as the afternoon wore on and all she sold were a scarf to Ian Starke, a plumber who lived on Billbert Avenue, and three jars of jam to a bunch of kids who I vaguely recognized as ones I sometimes saw skimming stones in a nearby pond.

Paisley drummed her fingers on the counter, staring at my artificed canteens and backpacks like she expected them to do something. Then, as if struck by motivational lightning, she stood up straight.

“You know what? If the ducks don’t come to you, then you take the bread to them.”

“Uh…what?”

“Can you mind the store please, Lewis? There’s something I’ve gotta do.”

I was a little nervous about being in charge of the shop, no point lying about it. As a crafter, I had gradually gained the crafter’s mentality of enjoying a certain social isolation. My skills lay in using my artificer’s tongs and my goggles, not convincing people to buy things. Nevertheless, I found myself saying, “Sure. Do what you have to do. Take your time.”

Paisley gathered up the canteens and backpacks and stuffed all of them into one artificed backpack. The store bell tinkled as she hurriedly exited, leaving me alone in the store.

She was gone for two hours, which I passed by rearranging some of her scarf displays, then realizing Paisley would raise hell at my amateur mercantile skills, and changing them back to how they were. After that I made a careful patrol of the store, looking for any shelves that might need tinkering with. Finding nothing, I settled behind the counter with a book and a coffee.

A few people came in while I was in charge. Rosie Blue from the cobbler’s shop next door came in to see if I could change some of her gold coins for the equivalent value in silver and copper, since she was running low. A couple of Sunhampton tourists spent a while browsing the shelves, murmuring to each other. I resisted the attempt to ask them if they needed help, or try to push them into buying something. I always hated when storeowners did that. So, I let them browse in peace, and they eventually bought a book each from the local writers’ shelf.

When Paisley returned, her hair was plastered against her face and her long, red coat was soaked so that it looked a shade darker. She was holding the artificed backpack.

“No luck, then?” I said.

“Nope.”

“Sorry. Maybe-”

She smiled brightly. “I didn’t need luck, Lewis. A merchant makes their own luck.” She opened the artificed backpack, revealing nothing inside.

“You sold them all?” I asked.

Nodding, she said, “Except this one. I went to the King’s Head. Did you know Mr. Cooper is working on something in there?”

“Sure. He’s making a self-serving system for them.”

“Well anyway, I figured with the weather being what it is, any hikers who came to town today would have decided to abandon their walks and get a hot meal instead. I was right. There were quite a few of them. So, I used my Simple Close Sales ability to part them from their gold.”

The news that she’d sold my items gave me a wide smile, one that grew even bigger when she handed me my share of the gold. Pocketing it, it made me miss our market days. Ever since she’d opened her store and I was working at the craftstead, we hadn’t done enough of them together.

Soon, Chris arrived back from Full Striding. Unlike Paisley, his coat was bone dry. Cooper had given him one of his old artificed coats.

“’Ullo Lewis, ‘ullo Pais,” he said.

Paisley gave him a hug, I contented myself with a nod. Soon, Chris took his position behind the counter, and Paisley told us she was going back to her Uncle Jace’s house for a nap. After chatting a little while with Chris I said my goodbyes too, and then headed off to my next task of the day.


Chapter 7

The house that had once belonged to Jester’s aunt, Sheila Hilderpress, was a cottage set at the far northern edge of Sunhampton’s boundaries. Behind it was a small woodland, the kind that looked dark and mysterious from the outside. In some parts of Easterly you had to be wary of places like that, since they could be home to wolves, bears, or even trickster bogarts who liked nothing more than to lead you deeper into the woods and get you lost. Not in Sunhampton, though; Lee Hunter helped keep the wolf population to safe levels, and there wasn’t a bear for miles around. As for bogarts, well, I didn’t even want to think.

The cottage boasted a garden rich with flora, the colors of which were complemented by a vast ocean of different smells. Breathing deeply, I treated my nose to the scents of freesia and roses, of honeysuckle and lavender. Sheila had evidently been a great gardener, and I hoped that whoever Jester sold it to would have the same kind of green fingers.

After knocking on the front door and getting no answer, I found Jester at the back of the cottage, where there was a square yard area with an old, rusted water pump. There, he’d stacked a dozen boxes which I assumed were filled with his aunt’s old things. Jester was taking a break, sitting on a box and blowing on a mug of hot chocolate to cool it down.

“Lewis,” he said, sounding pleased to see me. “Cup of cocoa?”

“That’d be great.”

“Come on through.”

He led me into the house. It had that musty smell that places can get when they haven’t been lived in for a while. I didn’t usually have a sensitive nose and I often enjoyed, for example, the scents of oil and grease in the craftstead workshop. But the smell in the old cottage came with a feeling of abandonment. Of loneliness, almost, as if the cottage missed having people dwelling inside it.

“I came to get the lamp,” I said. When he looked at me quizzically, I said, “You took it with you when you left the workshop.”

He slapped his forehead. “Sorry. My mother always said I’d forget my arse if it wasn’t sewn into my trousers. Luckily, this doesn’t seem to translate to my work. One wrong number in the wrong column and you can really get someone into trouble with the tax office, you know. Wait here a second.”

When Jester fetched the lamp from upstairs, an aura seemed to come into the room with him. Part of it was my artificer’s curiosity at what the lamp could be, but some of it also came from the lamp itself. The miodes seemed to be reacting to something, though I didn’t know what.

Deciding that I didn’t want to wait until I got home, I gestured for Jester to place the lamp on the coffee table. I sat down on the couch, and Jester sat in the armchair across from me. The armchair, I guessed, had been Sheila’s favorite place to sit, because one arm sported lots of little burns that probably came from pipe ash.

“We ought to agree a price for the job,” I said. “I don’t want to do all the work and then find out my charge is more than you budgeted for.”

“Budgeting’s the one thing you don’t have to worry about with me. Not that I’m rich or anything. But, you know. An accountant who can’t budget? Whoever heard of that?”

“How does fifty gold sound?”

“Do you think I could see your list of expenses, your suppliers, and an itemized charge sheet from your last five jobs?” asked Jester.

“No. You can see me leave this house right now if my rates aren’t good enough, though.”

“Okay, okay,” he said, raising his hands. “It never hurts to be thorough.”

Nodding, I said, “For a simple enchantment identification, fifty ought to be fair. If the work becomes something else – and this is artificery we’re talking about, so let’s not rule it out – then I’d have to charge more.”

“Hmm. I prefer a set fee, Lewis. Something I can know upfront. No surprises.”

I sunk back into the couch, suddenly feeling weary. “Think about if you took on a client and agreed to go over their accounts. Maybe they told you they had a box worth of invoices to go through, or something. And then, when you finish the first box, they bring twelve more.”

Jester shrugged. “I’d charge them more.”

“That’s all I’m saying. I won’t drag this out any longer than I need to just to earn coin. I work for Jack Cooper, and you can ask anyone in Sunhampton about his reputation. His crafting reputation, that is. Probably best not to ask them anything else.”

“Alright,” said Jester. “I take your point. But you said it should be a simple job?”

“That’s right.”

Now, here’s the thing about a craft. Most classes have an easy way to do something, by using your abilities. Or they have the harder, more thorough way, when you use your abilities and tools manually. This ought to be a simple job, and quick use of Identify Enchantment would do it. But if I managed to identify this lamp’s artificery in a few minutes or so, Chris wouldn’t feel like he’d gotten his money’s worth.

So, taking a deliberately slow time, I took out my artificer’s goggles and set them to a half-miode lens. Then, I used an artificer’s half-fork. While a normal artificer’s fork disrupted an item so the miodes came loose, a half-fork had the effect of poking them, almost, so that I knew where all the miodes were without dislodging anything. Between the goggles and the half-fork, I could easily see where the artificer who did this had placed all their miodes.

“Interesting,” I said.

“What’s that?” asked Jester, eagerly.

“There are three different types of miode at work here.”

“What does that mean?”

I took off my goggles. “Three different artificeric effects. We’ve got the artificed light bulb, which we already know about. Then there’s something to do with the button. But there’s a third type of miode. I’m not sure what the last two are right now.”

“But you’ll find out?”

“I hope so.”

I took a drink of my cocoa and then, realizing it was stone cold, had to resist the urge to spit it out. I inspected the lamp some more, switching between using my goggles and my eyes, trying to puzzle this out. Finally, judging I had taken enough time that Jester wouldn’t think I was making easy gold, I used my Identify Enchantment ability.

Identifying enchantment…

Enchantment: Artificed light

Miodes: Light

“I already know about that,” I muttered, before trying again.

Identifying enchantment….

Failed.

Jester wouldn’t have been able to see my token text, but he seemed to have read my defeat from the look on my face. I really needed to work on hiding my emotions from people. You’d think spending so much time with the Five Fiends acting troupe would have taught me that, but that was always one of the things I struggled with. Master Cooper said the same thing about me. He could always tell when I was annoyed or frustrated, and those were the times when he usually pounced and became Annoying Master Cooper, instead of just Master Cooper.

“Something wrong?” asked Jester.

There’s nothing more distracting for a crafter than having someone watch over your shoulder. Well, actually, there is – it’s having them ask questions at the same time. But Jester was a paying client, and at the minute was the source of my own vaguely interesting artificery job.

“Do you think I could have another cup of cocoa?” I asked.

“You liked it?”

“Sure.”

“Oh, good. I found the cocoa powder in Sheila’s cupboards.”

I looked up at Jester. “How long ago did your aunt…pass away…exactly?”

“Oh, let’s see. I got the letter in March…and before that the county had tried tracking me down…a year ago, give or take.”

I couldn’t help an involuntary cough. “I’ll just take a glass of water please, Jester. Thank you.”

Alone in the living room, I tried using my Identify Enchantment ability again. As it worked, I could hear Jester out in the yard, grunting as he tried to use Sheila’s water pump. The pump itself whined like a man who’d stood on a tack.

Identifying enchantment….

Failed.

“Damn it!” I said.

They say the third time’s the charm, but sometimes it can be the curse. Not only had my Identify Enchantment ability failed to work on the other two miode types in the lamp, but a crack appeared on the lamp’s spine. A little jagged line that ran from the red button and zig zagged for an inch or so.

I decided I better quit. Not while I was ahead, exactly, but before I did the artificeric equivalent of spraining my own ankle and putting myself out of the race. Opening my crafter’s satchel – artificed, of course – I took a wooden box out from it. I placed the lamp inside and then took a few cloths out of the satchel and shoved them into the box to form a protective barrier around the lamp. Then, I put the box back in the satchel.

Outside, I found Jester still struggling with the pump. Only the barest trickle of water came from the spout, and even this did so intermittently. Jester was an accountant and had the equivalent muscles to match, but to give him credit, he didn’t look ready to give up.

“Don’t worry about the water,” I said.

He strained with the pump. “This damned thing…it’s seized up, or something. I got it to work earlier to make the cocoa, but it’s got a mind of its own. Work, damn you!”

Had the pump been in the craftstead, I wouldn’t have ruled out it having a mind of its own. But this looked to me like a simple case of wear and tear.

“Let me take a look.”

Since Jester wasn’t paying me for this and I didn’t feel the need to give him his gold’s worth, I used my Repair ability from my Simple Craft and Forge skill tree to fix the pump in a few seconds.

“Woah!”

The pump worked so suddenly that Jester hadn’t expected it, and the momentum of the pump handle made him lose his balance. Water came from the spout and wet the yard, first as a spurt, then as a steady stream that flowed into the grate. I quickly turned it off and then helped Chris up.

“Thanks,” he said. Recovered, he lightly activated the pump and used it to fill up a wooden flagon with water. He took a long drink, then, after setting his flagon down, unfastened the top button of his shirt, followed by rolling up his shirt sleeves. He clearly wasn’t used to any kind of manual labor at all. I had heard of a fish out of water, but standing in the yard of an old cottage that needed lots of work doing to it, Jester looked like a whale in a desert.

“I better be going,” I said. “I’m taking the lamp back to the workshop with me, just so you know. How should I get in touch with you when I learn something? Do I send a letter to your office, or what?”

“That’s the thing, actually, Lewis. I had this place surveyed with a view to listing it on the market. Turns out there’s so much work that needs to be done, that if I listed it right now I’d get half its true value.”

“You’re going to fix it up?” I said.

“Well, you know. Everyone needs a hobby, I suppose. And Hattersdale can get crowded sometimes. It might be nice to have a place to escape to at the weekend, at least until I get it into a sellable state. Selling it at a hundred or even a hundred and ten percent of its actual market value and then investing the proceeds in a low-yield account is what Aunt Sheila would have wanted.”

“It’s a neat project, but do you know what you’re doing?” I asked.

“Well, no,” he said, fixing me an amused stare. “But someone once told me that there’s yet to be a baby in the whole of Easterly who’s born a master. I think it might be the same for fixing things. I’ll learn as I go.”


Chapter 8

If you asked a regular person on the street how someone might create shirts that changed color on command, they might suggest one of two things. One, that you were drunk and needed to go home. Two, that there were plenty of retired mages in The Cove who might enjoy using their talents on such frippery.

As an artificer, I had a third answer to that. There were no spell scrolls in Cooper’s stores which would help accomplish the artificery effect of clothes that changed hue. What he did have, however, tucked in the furthest corner of one of his spare rooms behind a maze of cardboard boxes brimming with junk, were tins of paint. Empty tins of paint.

“So what are the tins for?” asked Paisley.

“You’ll soon find out, my friend,” I answered.

The three of us were in the workshop. Chris had taken his turn feeding the wolfhounds already, while I had cooked a batch of Goblin Burgers. These weren’t made from goblins, of course. That was just the nickname that Joe Phillips, who everyone called Lolly for some reason, gave them. Joe was the Sunhampton butcher, and as well as selling regular cuts of beef, pork, and chicken, he also made burger meat and his own kebabs and pies. He named his creations things like Dragon’s Pie, Troll Steak, and the Goblin Burgers that I’d cooked up tonight.

Chris regarded the double patty Goblin burger on his plate. When I gave him the option, he asked for ‘all the trimmings.’ This meant mushrooms, onions, lettuce, cheese, and bacon, as well as an extra goblin patty. I had made myself the same while Paisley, the most sensible of us by far, had opted for a burger that she could actually eat without dislocating her jaw like a snake.

“What’s in these, anyhow?” asked Chris.

“It’s just cow mince with chilies and jalapenos mixed in,” I said.

“Oh. So not real goblin?”

“That’s just Joe Phillips having fun.”

“It’s a clever marketing gimmick, if you ask me,” said Paisley.

Master Cooper was away for a few days, having packed an artificed backpack with a few things and then taken a prearranged cart down the hill and into town. He had told me that he was going to see someone about a job, but he was so vague about the client, job, and the place that even the worst detective in the world would have guessed he was going to see Janey. Why he thought it had to be some big secret I didn’t know, but I had already decided that if he ever wanted to tell me, then he’d tell me.

This meant that not only did we have an extra goblin burger to share between us, but I had the whole craftstead to myself. And being the crazy partier that I was, what did I intend to do? Artifice a bunch of color changing shirts, of course.

Setting my half eaten burger down, I grabbed one empty tin of paint. It was a steel tin with nothing printed on it, and it had a handle on top so it could be carried around.

“So this is a tin of paint, right? An empty one?” I said.

“Right,” said Paisley, nodding.

“Wrong!”

Paisley rolled her eyes.

I continued, “If you pour white paint into this, you can get it to change color on command. All you need to do is say the color you want.”

“So that’s how you’re going to make the shirts?” said Chris. “You’re going to extract the miodes from it.”

Living with two artificers, Chris couldn’t help but pick up a thing or two about our craft. He was certainly more interested in it than Paisley was, anyway. Cooper and I tried not to talk shop all the time, but I guessed it was only natural that we would discuss artificery while we ate our burgers. If another town crier had moved into the craftstead, Chris would definitely have chatted about his trade. Or yelled about it, maybe, given the nature of his class.

“That’s pretty much on the coin,” I told Chris. “But the artificed tins only allow one color change, so I’ll need to use another kind of miodes, too. We want the shirts to change color at least…I don’t know…twenty times? More, maybe?”

“Oh. They won’t change color forever?” asked Paisley.

“That’s pretty high level artificery. You’re working with a novice here. Sorry.”

“That’s okay. Whatever you can manage, I’m sure it’ll be great. Hey! What happened to my burger?”

“Sorry,” said Chris, chewing. “You hadn’t touched it in a while.”

“Yeah, because I don’t eat like a starving horse. Gods, Chris Crier. You really do test me.”

“Don’t worry,” I said. “There’s a burger left in the kitchen.”

A sheepish looking Chris stood up. “I’ll get it for you, Pais.”

“You better. And get me some ginger beer while you’re there.”

Chris headed off out of the workshop and toward the main house. He always walked with a heavy step, and I heard the crunch of his boots on gravel as he crossed the yard. Soon, the kitchen door opened and shut again.

“Did you bring the shirts?” I asked Paisley.

Nodding, Paisley took an armload of plain, different sized dress shirts from her merchant’s bag. I could have made the actual shirts from cotton using my Craft skill, but this was a slightly different project than a water canteen or a rucksack. The shirts my Craft skill would make would be badly tailored, very unfashionable, and just plain ugly. A little like the shirts I usually wore, actually. Paisley’s high standards meant that this wouldn’t do, so she’d bought a dozen of them from the tailor shop next to her store.

“Mr. Flueitt gave me a discount for a bulk order,” she said. “But I still paid more than I’d liked to have.”

“Why not use your Simple Persuasion to get the price down?” I asked.

“Us Coiner’s Way merchants have a deal. None of us try that kind of thing on each other. Besides, Mr. Flueitt’s been in business for a long time. His main class is as a tailor, but he has a bunch of merchant abilities, too. No way I’d have been able to fool him. Anyway, the price doesn’t matter, because your artificery is going to add value to them.”

“I certainly hope so.”

With the shirts ready, I needed the miodes. Disenchanting the six paint tins was simple, and feeling no need to impress Paisley, I just used my Disenchant ability to get it done quickly. With those miodes secured, this left the second kind of miodes – repeater miodes.

“I had to use Master Cooper’s supply for this,” I said. “I don’t think my Disenchant level is high enough to get them myself.”

“What are they?”

“Repeater miodes go alongside regular effect miodes. All they do is just let the artificeric effect repeat a bunch of times, until the repeater miodes wear out. We use them for artificery where the main effect wears off quickly.”

“I thought artificery lasts forever?” said Paisley.

“No, no way. Master Cooper says that artificery is like the dried lentils of the food world; it’ll keep longer than most regular foods, but eventually, it’ll get moldy.”

Paisley suddenly had a glint in her eye, one that I had come to associate with not just her having an idea, but a gold-making idea.

“You ought to sell repair packages with your items. Like, every year you’ll perform artificery maintenance stuff on them.”

“Yeah, I agree, but Master Cooper would hate that,” I said. “The idea of a customer being able to call him out to fix something whenever they wanted would make him crazy. He likes to finish a project and then never see the customer again. He even said that to a customer once.”

“Honestly. If I was in charge of this place, it’d make a fortune.”

“I don’t doubt that even for a second, but Master Cooper is all about his projects. As long as the craftstead makes enough to get by, he’s happy.”

Chris returned with a goblin burger and ginger beer, setting them down on the counter beside Paisley. The burger had a bite missing. This was something he and Paisley often did. A little game of theirs, where they’d take a bite out of each other’s food when the other wasn’t looking. Considering he’d already eaten half her last burger without asking, Chris was walking pretty close to the flames by trying it again. Seeing it, though, Paisley just smiled.

“What did I miss?” he said.

“A guy from the state stopped by,” I replied. “Said they’re outlawing town criers.”

“Yeah, and an artificer who lives at the top of the hill would really find out about that before me. An actual town crier.”

“Imagine if that had been your piece of news for your class earning project, though. That’d be ironic, no? The thing that gets you your class, means you also lose it?”

“Town criers will be here forever, Lewis. There’s no possible future where a town crier isn’t needed.”

Paisley took her store ledger out from her merchant bag and dropped it onto the counter with a thud. This made my miode pool containers shake, so she reached out and carefully stilled them, miming an apology. Soon, while she worked on some kind of store sums in her ledger, Chris read from a book. He was currently working through an adventure series, and when a book grabbed him, it grabbed him. I’d never seen someone who could read so fast. His appetite for a good story maybe even matched his appetite for tasty grub.

We wound the evening down this way. The three of us in the workshop, scattered lamps casting little spots of light that gave the black of night a gentle shove away and sent it in the other direction. Paisley nibbling on her burger in between scribbling something down. Chris licking his finger and turning a page. Me, focusing on the shirts and the miodes, losing myself in my craft.

Life was made for nights like this, I decided. And luckily, I got to experience a lot of them. The three of us were easy in each other’s company, happy to be together while doing our own thing, not needing to make conversation just for the sake of not letting things go quiet. I was a really lucky guy.

Soon, all the clocks on the workshop wall struck eight. All of them at once, creating a cacophony of bangs, bongs, chimes, and even a screech. The sound made Chris jump, but Paisley wasn’t easily spooked, and she simply looked up.

“Why does he keep so many, anyway?” asked Chris.

“Well, one of them was the first clock Master Cooper ever crafted,” I said. “Another was the first he enchanted. That’s the one that shrieks. Another, the one furthest on the right, is the first clock that I made.”

“And he kept it? See, he does like you, Lewis, despite everything he says when you’re not there,” said Paisley. Then, she noticed the shirts in front of me. “You finished them?”

“Yup. Want to try one? Make it change color?”

“Didn’t you try it?” she asked.

“The first one, yeah. I had to make sure it did exactly what I wanted it to.”

“Okay. Then I’ll trust that they work. If they have a limited amount of uses, I don’t want to waste them before a customer even buys them. Oh, I’ll have to put a sign next to them in the store. Something like, ‘If you test the artificery, you buy it.’”

Finishing the shirts had leveled my Enchant ability on my Simple Enchantment skill tree from eight to nine. This was enough to level my whole Simple Enchantment skill tree up to level 3, inching me ever closer to the Intermediate ranking.

It felt like I had done a lot of crafting just to get this far, and it made it seem like the overall skill tree rank-up was miles away. That was the price of expertise though, I guessed. You had to work for it. It really put it into perspective how hard Cooper must have worked to become a master.


Chapter 9

The next morning, I took a cart ride to Full Striding with Chris so I could help him gather some sort of big news to use in his class earning project. Having never been on the commuter cart before, I wasn’t prepared for the untold misery I was to face. This thing was like an artificed tunnel into one of the seven hells. A dozen people were packed into a cart that should have fit eight. It was covered with a canopy to ward against rain, but the canopy had an oven effect that warmed the inside of the cart to levels that made you wish for a snowstorm. In a last display of discomfort, there were holes in the roof that let in dribbles of rain which fell on the commuters’ heads in a steady rhythm of annoyance.

Seeing the cart Chris took to work every day made me appreciate that all I had to do was walk across the yard. The worst thing that might happen on my commute was a wolfhound trying to engage me in a game of nip and chase. But Chris? He sat in this damned cart twice a day to get to work and come home again. No wonder he was sometimes in a bad mood when he got back to the craftstead.

“We really need to persuade Sunhampton to take on a town crier,” I said.

Chris, sitting with his satchel on his knees, answered, “There isn’t the budget to pay for a crier, or enough news for them to spread. Nothing happens in Sunhampton. And that’s the appeal, I s’pose, but happy places for most folks are unhappy for town criers.”

“But there must be somewhere closer by.”

“This is only until I finish my apprenticeship, Lewis, and then I’ll look for something else. I can put up with it until then.”

Full Striding was a city that didn’t appeal to me, for a few reasons. The first was that I knew my stepfather conducted a lot of business here. I had even helped make the doorway that allowed instantaneous travel between his manor and the city. I avoided the place whenever I could, thinking that if there was someone who you didn’t want to meet, then there was no point increasing the odds by going to the very place you knew they often frequented.

There was another reason I disliked it, too. Full Striding was about as different from Sunhampton as it was possible to get. A city of towers, spires, and apartment complexes that reached so high it hurt my neck to look up at them, its architecture felt cold and unwelcoming, like it didn’t want you there. Even the pavements seemed as though they were designed to splash water up in your face as you walked.

When the cart pulled up at the station, everyone collected their things and shuffled off. I paid the driver his fare, but Chris didn’t have to because he had a monthly pass. Back on two feet rather than sitting all cramped up in a cart, I reached down and touched my toes, really enjoying stretching out my calf muscles.

“So,” I said, straightening up. “Where to?”

“First I need to make my rounds. Then we’ll see about finding a rumor or two.”

As apprentice town crier, Chris’s rounds comprised of him visiting the offices of three of Full Striding's newspapers: The Full Striding Chronicle, The Full News Journal, and the Times of Full Striding. There, he would meet with one of the lower-level scribes and get the day’s news from them, writing each story down in his notebook. After visiting three offices, he had maybe half a dozen things scribbled in it.

“The newspapers give us a lot of our news,” he explained, “And I have to credit them for it when I deliver the stories. Easy news to deliver for us, free marketing for them.”

“Paisley would be proud.”

Chris nodded. “She said we ought to start charging to advertise them, but when I mentioned it to Louisa, she wasn’t sure. She’s a purist, and she doesn’t really care that much about gold.”

“She sounds like the town crier version of Cooper.”

“Honestly, she drinks like him, too.”

There were three town criers in Full Striding. As the master town crier, Louisa Rackingshaw took the main plaza in the center of the city, named Fellow’s Square after the founder of the city, Striding Fullfellow. Another apprentice, a girl named Hettie Long, usually covered one of the smaller squares in eastern Full Striding. Chris’s patch was in the west part of the city, where he was free to deliver his news in any of the plazas scattered around it.

“I usually cover them on rotation,” he said.

“So where are we off to today?”

“Bishop’s Plaza.”

For the rest of the morning, I was merely an observer of Chris’s work, sitting on a bench near a fountain and watching him use his booming voice to deliver the news he’d gathered from the newspapers that morning.

“Hear ye, hear ye,” he shouted, using his Simple Public Speaking ability to get everyone’s attention. Soon, a small crowd gathered. “Phillipa Cullen, of Smithson’s Street, has found an infestation of prong-toothed toads in her basement.”

A hostile toad infestation, it turned out, was the headline of the day’s news. The items that followed it concerned a fire in Percival Crescent that was easily contained using a water bucket, a council meeting due to take place regarding the city’s public parks, and the announcement that the Full Striding jousting team had lost their last competition in Llwyn.

As an apprentice town crier, it seemed Chris not only got the smallest plazas, but also the smallest news stories. Lousia Rackingshaw took the really big ones for herself, which meant that this was the sort of thing Chris had to deliver. Fires, meetings, jousting. It was hardly world ending news.

In fairness to him, though, it was still quite something to watch him work. To hear his ability-amplified voice reach out throughout the square, tugging on people’s attention and herding them in his direction. It was no surprise that many expert and above-level town criers often made the step into the orator or political classes.

Joining me at the bench, Chris sat down with a deep sigh. He placed his crier’s bell next to him. “I tell you, using Simple Public Speaking really takes it out of you.”

Reaching into his pocket, he took out a lozenge, unwrapped it, and popped it into his mouth. Chris was very mindful of caring for his throat and vocal cords. There was an alchemist in Full Striding who supplied foul-smelling brews that he promised would help him. Cooper had banned them from the main house, on account of how they smelled like feet. Even the wolfhounds avoided Chris for a few minutes after he’d consumed one of his brews.

“Should we see about finding you a nice story to shout about?” I said. “The sooner we get you out of this city, the better.”

“Sure, sure. Just give me a second to take a breather.”

Chris and I headed to the town crier office on Saxondale Pass, one of Full Striding’s grimier-looking streets. This was the part of the city where even the thieves warned tourists not to go. Though the town crier office was a publicly funded service, the city council evidently resented sending much gold their way. Chris, Louisa, and Hettie had to be happy with a small, two-room office on the second floor of a shared building that smelled of tobacco and curdled milk.

“Just up here,” Chris said, walking ahead of me. “Sorry about the stink.”

On the way up the wooden stairs I noticed that two of the steps had cracks running along them, and weren’t far away from failing entirely and causing an accident. Unable to help myself, I used my Repair ability to quickly fix them.

In the office, Chris told me to take a seat while he stored his town crier bell and his cloak in his locker. Inside the locker, I noticed, was a greeting card that Paisley had made for him a while ago, wishing him good luck.

“Ready?” he said, once again dressed in his casual shirt and trousers.

“Ready.”

“I want to go incognito while we gather rumors,” he explained. “I’ll have to come back here and change before my shift in the afternoon.”

Now that he was dressed in just casual clothes, we left the office and then walked through the city, heading northward. All Chris needed for his class earning project, he explained along the way, was a piece of news that a maximum of three people knew. Not only that, but the news itself had to be relevant to more than fifty people. After all, he could easily have found out that, say, Mrs. Brown was cheating on her husband. But nobody would have cared about that except the aforementioned husband and wife. Once he secured the news, he needed to deliver it to a hundred people at once. That part, though, he wasn’t worried about.

“I have a plan,” he explained. “It’s all taken care of.”

But first, he needed the news itself. For this, we went to one of the few places where it was guaranteed that otherwise careful people would be freer with their words: the pub.

Our first stop was the Juggler’s Doom, a tavern said to be the site where a man who juggled knives learned the hard way that juggling knives was a silly idea. There, Chris bought an elderflower cordial, since he was working. I was bound by no such rules, so I ordered a beer. At first, the barlady refused to sell beer to me and I had to show her my class-earning token to prove I was old enough. The downfall of looking young, I guessed. Some apprentices my age looked like they were in their thirties, with beards covering their faces and dark rings around their eyes. Whereas I pretty much looked like the seventeen year old that I was.

The tavern was busy, since it was fast approaching lunchtime. Nine of the twelve tables were occupied, and one of them, which should have seated four, was actually home to eight builders who’d stolen chairs from elsewhere and were hunched around a table that looked overburdened with beer tankards.

Chris and I took a seat in the heart of the tavern, surrounded on all sides by its other patrons. He immediately picked up a menu and started deciding what to eat, while I took my first sip of beer.

“Not bad,” I said.

“Which beer was that?”

“The Juggler’s Balls. It’s delicious.”

“Let’s see. Do I get the fried scampi, or a cheese melt? But then there’s the platter…”

My instinct now was to lean closer to Chris and speak in a whisper, but if I did that, I might as well have worn a sign that said ‘We’re up to something shady.’ Instead, since everyone around us was lost in their own conversations, I spoke in my normal tone.

“What do we do now?” I asked.

“First, I go to the bar and order our food. Then I’ll use Simple Lore and Rumor Gathering and see what I uncover.”

Chris’s rumor gathering ability was a little like panning for gold. Once he activated it, he just had to get on with his life while his ability filled up his mind with the conversational equivalent of sediment. Then, it was a case of carefully shaking his mental pan in water and seeing if any glittering specks remained. This ability to listen to other folks, even from across the tavern, made it no surprise that the town criers who didn’t become orators or politicians, were often recruited as spies. Said recruits, however, had to promise not to walk around ringing their town crier bell while on espionage assignments.

Soon, the bar lad brought over Chris’s and my food. Rather than get individual meals we’d opted for a sharing platter of fried shrimp, fried potatoes, corn on the cob, and spicy cauliflower. The shrimp was the best of the four dishes. Maybe even the tastiest fried shrimp I’d ever eaten.

“Anything?” I asked Chris.

He shook his head. “Nothing worth mentioning.”

“Nothing at all?”

He leaned closer to me. “Well, the guy over there. See him, the one drinking cider? He tells his wife he’s leaving for work every day. But really, he won a stack of gold a while ago in a lottery and never told her. He just comes here every morning.”

“Wow, that’s bad. Do you never get the urge to do something about the stuff you hear?”

“Lewis, when you have the Simple Lore and Rumors ability, you quickly learn not to get involved in people’s business. I hear some pretty…well…stuff I don’t want to hear, let’s put it that way. It’s part of the ability that I have to take the rough with the smooth.”

“So there’s just nothing else worthwhile in here? Nothing people are talking about?”

Chris shrugged. “Could be that their gut instincts are stronger than my ability, so they’re keeping quiet. I only have the Simple ranking after all, and some people’s instincts warn them when they’re being listened to. Maybe one or two of them recognize my face, and they’re guarding their words. Or, yeah, it might be that everyone else here is just a normal person, with normal person secrets.”

“Doesn’t it feel a little weird to you, listening in on people?”

“I normally make my Rumor ability filter out personal stuff, and we never, ever use it when we deliver the news. I guess I was showing off a little. Stupid.”

“That’s not so stupid at all. How many times have I made you come look at one of my projects in the workshop?”

He nodded. “Still, it’s been a wasted trip, I think.”

“Not entirely wasted,” I said. “The shrimp was amazing. Come on, buddy, cheer up. We’ll think of something.”

As we finished our platter and I drank another tankard of Juggler’s Balls, we listed a few ideas for getting Chris a juicy story. I suggested that we try a few more taverns and have a beer in each one, but Chris said it’d just be the same whether we were in the Juggler’s Doom, the Crooked Crow, or the Rat and Weasel.

Another option was that we could try approaching one of the journalists in town. Not the newspapers themselves, but individual journalists who might have secret stories they were writing about. I thought that a coin or two in the right palm might uncover something.

“If they have news that nobody else knows, they’d have no incentive to tell me,” said Chris. “They don’t want to lose a scoop. I mean, we could pay them, but do we have enough gold to make it worthwhile?”

Cooper paid me a wage, and I made a few coins here and there from odd jobs. I wasn’t poor, but I certainly didn’t have money to throw around bribing journalists.

“Let’s take a walk,” I said.

Full Striding didn’t have docks, since it was landlocked, so I figured that we would head to another usual place of gossip in big cities: the marketplace.

While Sunhampton’s market only took place on Sundays and the occasional weekday, Full Striding’s was a permanent one that opened at eight in the morning and closed at six in the evening. The bulk of the stalls were taken up by traders who were there every day, while the occasional stall or two was available for pop-up merchants to rent. This was one of the few local markets that Paisley and I hadn’t worked in.

Despite its difference in size, this was still a market, after all, and it had that very specific smell that all markets have. The jumble of dozens of food stall scents all meeting in the air. The smells of leather, spices, flowers, wood. It seemed to be different every time you breathed it in, as though the air was getting ready for a party and kept changing its outfit, unable to decide what to wear. To me, the aroma of the market felt like home. It brought to my mind happy afternoons with Paisley, back before we even earned our classes. Friendly competitions to see which of us could sell more things. Snacks at lunchtime, sharing stories of our lives, generally just being happy to be in each other’s company.

“If there’s one type of person who loves to gossip,” I told Chris, “It’s merchants. It’s their second currency, after gold. Especially the ones who aren’t selling well. They’re the ones who really have time to stand around and chat.”

“Meet at the central cafe?”

“See you there,” I said.

We split up then. I found myself being drawn through the market and toward its northern section, where the crafting traders were. There, I soon got lost in looking at the tools laid out on a blacksmith’s stall. The blacksmith was a tall, barrel-chested man in his early fifties, with a tattoo on his forearm that depicted a hammer striking an anvil. He didn’t look like someone holding onto a vital piece of secret news, but I decided it couldn’t hurt to try.

After a while of me looking at his things, he said kindly, “Is there any particular thing you’re looking for?”

“These are very well made. I have a few jobs in mind that they might help with.”

He smiled. “Well, thank you. Local, are you?”

“I’m an artificer. I work in Sunhampton.”

“Oh. Right you are.”

When I mentioned my artificery, his tone had become colder than a wet haddock. It wasn’t a surprise to me, and I didn’t take it personally. Some crafters held artificery in suspicion, considering it to be slightly more magic leaning than they’d like. It didn’t matter that we used tools, materials, and even forges sometimes. We worked with miodes, and miodes were from mana, and mana was used by sneaky mages.

Moving on to the next stall owned by a woman who showed off an impressive selection of wood carvings, I tried to open her up a little into a conversation. But though I didn’t mention to her that I was an artificer, her attention was soon taken away by a customer who wanted to buy a life sized penguin carved out of oak.

As the afternoon wore on, I headed back through the market and towards the café in the center, where I’d agreed to meet Chris. My steps seemed to drag just a little, as though the weight of my failure to help him was pulling me back. I was a crafter, and crafters solved problems. Especially for their friends. It didn’t feel good to have to tell Chris I’d found out absolutely nothing.

But as it turned out, it didn’t matter.

I reached the Full Trade café in the center of the marketplace to find Chris already there. Not only that, but he’d bought himself a new, huge fur coat that he was already wearing. It made him look like a hunter ready to go brave a tundra in search of polar bears.

“Lewis!”

I joined him, sliding into the seat opposite. From inside the café, at the counter, the owner glared at us. Then, he pointed at a sign that read ‘Chairs are for customers only.’

“I better go order something,” I said.

I returned a few minutes later with coffee for us both. Three sugars for Chris, none for me. Chris had taken off his fur coat on account of how warm the marketplace was.

“So I think I might have something,” he said. “But I better not talk about it here. If even a couple of people overhear, then too many will know about it.”


Chapter 10

Cooper still wasn’t home when I got back to the craftstead, so I guessed his stay with Janey was an extended one. His absence meant Chris and I divided all the chores. I took care of feeding the wolfhounds, sweeping their kennel, and filling their water bowls, while he cooked our evening meal. Out of the three of us, I think I looked forward to Chris’s meals the most. He always cooked way more than we needed, which annoyed Cooper endlessly but meant there was no question of whether there was enough for seconds.

I set the table in the kitchen while Chris plated up. He’d cooked ribeye steak with a peppercorn sauce, complemented by roasted broccoli and asparagus, and a whole bowlful of fried potatoes.

“Beer?” he said.

“Please.”

He delivered my plate and my mug of dark ale, then took a seat across from me.

“So what’s the rumor?” I said.

Chris chewed his steak and then swallowed. “Can’t tell you.”

“What? You’ve been holding out on me all the way home, and now you can’t say?”

“I told you, Lewis. It’s got to be something a maximum of three people know. That includes me. If I tell you, it’s sunk.”

“Then what are we doing sitting here? Whoever you got this from, they might tell someone! We need to figure out how you can deliver the news to a hundred people, and we need to do it now.”

“Settle down,” said Chris. “The guy I got my rumor from, he won’t be telling anyone else in a hurry. Trust me.”

After we’d finished eating Chris went to the bathroom to splash cologne on his face and brush his teeth, before leaving the craftstead to go to Paisley’s house where her Uncle Jace had invited him over. Though he’d met Jace a few times already, he was still nervous about the whole thing. I told him to just be himself and he’d be fine. Besides, Jace was a good guy. He wasn’t the sort of overbearing uncle who would make his niece’s boyfriend’s life difficult just for the sake of it.

Alone in the craftstead, part of me wanted to work, and another part said I should just relax. After sitting in the living room in front of the fire with a book propped on my lap, it was twenty minutes before I realized I hadn’t even read a page. My work side, it seemed, had won out.

So, in the workshop, I spent an hour Disenchanting more of the wheelbarrow full of spell scrolls. My miode salvage percentages were consistently in the late forties now, with the occasional breach into the fifty percent territory. Not only that, but although this was simple work, I disenchanted so many of them that my Disenchant ability leveled from three to four.

It was an unexpected level up, considering how repetitive the spell scroll work was. I guessed I must have been close to the next level anyway, and my work tonight had tipped me over the edge.

“Still no skill tree level up, though,” I told Wrath, who was sleeping in a dog bed in the corner. There was only one dog bed in the whole workshop. A lot of the hounds didn’t like sleeping in here when there was a cozy house or snug little kennel where they could be sleeping instead. Only Wrath, Amara, and Terror liked snoozing in the workshop, but they rarely did it at the same time. I was fairly sure they hadn’t worked up a schedule or anything, but they did seem to be amazingly consistent in sharing how often each of them got to sleep in the corner bed.

My level up in my Disenchant ability set me in the mood for working some more, but not with spell scrolls. I did, though, have a much more interesting project to take on.

After a quick dash back into the main house, I was soon sitting back at my work counter, this time with Jester’s lamp in front of me. Though it looked exactly as it had back in the cottage, with the new crack near the red button serving as a reminder of my failure to identify the miodes, there was something different.

“It feels less…charged here in the workshop,” I said to myself.

It was undeniable. Although a quick look through my goggles told me that the lamp still had miodes here in the workshop, there had definitely been a more artificeric air about it in Sheila’s cottage.

I wondered what that meant. If Master Cooper were there I could have asked him, although I supposed his answer would have been vague, if not downright insulting. His form of teaching was firmly in the ‘you’ll learn better if you find the answers for yourself’ camp. The only times he strayed from this was if it ever looked like I was going to do something dangerous. Something that might see me lose an arm or a leg, as many artificers apparently had before me.

Opening my crafting notepad, I made a few notes to crystallize my thoughts.

There are three types of artificery in the lamp. I already know one of them is for the bulb, which is standard. At least one of the others relates to the red button. Maybe the third miode at play here is a utility one, like the repeater miodes I used on Paisley’s shirts.

But what about the way the artificery seems to feel stronger in the cottage than here? Is there some kind of artificeric anchor back there? And why did my Identify Enchantment attempt make it crack?

Pausing, I looked down at my brief scribbles and realized that rather than clear my thoughts, the answers only seemed further away. Still, at least I knew the questions I was dealing with, even if the solutions were about as clear as the windows of Cooper’s spare rooms, before Janey had started her regular visits.

Suddenly, three of the wolfhounds started howling from the kennel. A few others took up similar howls, while the rest adopted a backing chorus of barks. Wishing I had some artificed earplugs, I hurried out of the workshop.

The hounds must have sensed I’d gone outside and that their job of alerting me was done, because they immediately fell silent. It was evening, after all, and there was lots of sleeping to be done.

Waiting in the craftstead yard were two women. Sisters, I’d guess, from how they looked alike and seemed to be a similar age. One of them wore a faded brown wrap that reminded me of the kinds of things that rangers wore. The other was dressed in farmer’s dungarees and wore a straw hat that didn’t even nearly cover her long, flowing blonde hair.

“Is this Master Cooper’s artificery workshop?” asked the one dressed like a farmer.

This time, I decided to be straight with them. “It is, but Jack Cooper isn’t around. I’m his novice.”

“A novice in artificery?”

“Yup.”

“Then you’ll do.”


Chapter 11

Jane and Samantha Tillwright were the older sisters of Alister and Jonathan Tillwright, who I’d once done a little work for. The brothers had taken over their deceased father’s farm, moving to Sunhampton from a city called Weller’s Hope. There, Alister had held a senior position in a bank, while Jonathan had never risen beyond the post of ‘Junior cashier.’

The pair had grown tired of city life, and their inheritance of a Sunhampton farm had been the perfect excuse to leave their old careers behind. From my brief acquaintance with them, I’d learned that Alister struggled with country life and couldn’t help trying to somehow combine his banking work with farming, with predictably mediocre results. Jonathan, meanwhile, had taken to farming like a fish to water.

After offering them a drink, which they both politely declined, I’d taken the sisters into the workshop. Wrath, in his dog bed, had given them a brief glance before returning to his slumber.

“Here. Let me just clear the counter. Grab a stool, please.”

It wasn’t ideal to meet potential customers here in the workshop. It wasn’t as if, when you went into a restaurant, they took your order in the kitchen. It just didn’t seem professional. But then, giving the appearance of professionalism was the last thing on Cooper’s mind. He was professional about his work, of course, but he didn’t much care about the other sides of his business.

I really ought to see about building a storefront. But my crafting skill wouldn’t be good enough, probably. Maybe I should talk to a builder.

Jane and Samantha took a seat on the stools they’d pulled out, while I sat in my usual crafting stool. Samantha eyed a spell scroll that I’d left on the counter, on which was the crude drawing of a man turning into a goat.

“Oh. A minor spell of transformation,” I said. “Don’t worry; it’s third rate. It would never work even if I was a mage. You’re not about to be turned into goats.”

“Good. We get enough of them on the farm,” said Samantha. “Jonathan just bought a whole herd.”

“He’s trying his best, Sam,” said Jane.

“You’re sure you don’t want a drink?”

“We’ve been up since dawn, and I want nothing more than to go to bed. But Alister’s been pestering us, and Jonathan won’t set down his rake even to sneeze. So this little chore fell to us.”

“I suppose we better get down to business,” I said, opening my crafting notebook to a blank page. “What can I do for you?”

The Tillwright family, they explained, were happily transforming their father’s neglected farm and trying to turn a profit. While Jonathan was happy to work just for the joy of it, Alister was getting into a real flap about their gold savings steadily decreasing with all their costs.

I couldn’t help drawing a parallel between the two brothers and myself and Paisley. We were the same; I loved to craft, she loved to make money. But then, I guessed maybe that wasn’t fair. Paisley actually loved the whole aspect of being a merchant, and making gold was just a side effect of becoming successful. Actually, if I thought about it, it was Paisley who was the better balance of the two of us. She’d managed to marry the love of her craft with, you know, actually making gold from it.

In any case, while Jonathan wanted to work hard, Alister wanted to work smart. Jane and Samantha both seemed to have similarities to their brothers’ personalities. Jane was full of ambition and thinking about the future, whereas Samantha’s mind focused on the practicalities, on the here and now.

“We joined the farm a few weeks ago,” Samantha explained. “Gave up our jobs in Stow, terminated the lease on our house, and took a cart ride here.”

“So you’re going to be working on the farm full time?”

Jane smiled. “Yup. A Tillwright farm, worked by Tillwright hands. Well…almost.”

The almost, I soon learned, was that they didn’t want to completely rely on their hands to do all the work. Alister had shown his sisters a self-moving plow I had made for him, using their old, broken plow and a few tinkered parts. I had crafted it shortly after earning the Simple Tinkering skill tree, purely as a way of testing out my new abilities.

“We were thinking,” said Jane. “If a plow can work without us having to use it, why can’t all our other tools and tasks be the same?”

Samantha replied, “Because it isn’t the honest way of farming. I keep telling you.”

“Oh, and the goats are going to watch us and think ‘Hey, these folks aren’t doing this properly!’ Besides, Sam. We agreed.”

If Paisley were here, she would have used her subtle merchant charisma to stop the inevitable bickering without irking the sisters. I, on the other hand, had just a little bit less tact.

“Do you think we can get down to business? It’s very late, and we don’t normally expect customers at this time in the evening.”

“Quite right. Sorry. We’re still getting used to farming hours. My brain doesn’t know when it’s time to work and when it’s time to sleep yet.”

“So what kind of artificery did you need?”

“We were hoping for a full overhaul, Mr…”

“Cooper. Lewis Cooper.”

“Can I call you Lou?”

My mind flashed back to Toby, the leader of the acting troupe my mom used to work for. He always called me Lou, but only when he was trying to make fun of me in front of the other actors. I wasn’t the only one who got such treatment, to be fair to him. Toby liked to dish out his barbs and insults on rotation. Still, I didn’t like the memory of it.

“I’d rather you didn’t. Just call me Lewis.”

“Okay, Lewis,” said Samantha. “Well, we wanted you to come to the farm, take a look at our tools, and see which of them you could improve to make our work easier.”

After making an agreement to visit the Tillwright farm at some point over the next few days, I made one last check of the workshop, stores, and kennel to make sure they were all locked. Then, after turning off all of the artificed lamps in the main house, I headed upstairs to bed.

Lying on my bed, however, my brain decided it was time to get up to its usual tricks. It was a hot and humid night, the kind that mosquitos love. I was only wearing my pajama bottoms, but even then I still felt too hot.

How, in an artificer’s house, are we still prisoners of the weather? I wondered.

With my head cushioned on my pillow, my mind took the chance to roam free. It left the craftstead and went down the steep hill and into Sunhampton. But rather than visit the town, my thoughts turned west, drifting gently over the country roads and soon arriving at the Tillwrights’ farm. For the next thirty minutes or so, until sleep took hold, I thought about all the artificed tools I might be able to make for the brothers and sisters.

I slept for slightly longer than usual, and Chris had already left for work when I got up, so I ate breakfast alone. That is, if you can ever truly describe yourself as being alone when you have a dozen wolfhounds baying for your attention. Still, although the craftstead was peaceful, I found myself missing Cooper grumbling his way awake, and Chris hurriedly grabbing some toast before leaving for his commuter wagon. Chris was always in a rush. You could give him four hours to get ready, and he’d somehow contrive things so he was late. Cooper and I would always laugh when we watched him running around the house like a distressed chicken.

Fed, washed, and dressed, I started on the work I had planned for the morning. The way I saw it, I was going to have to level up my Identify Enchantment ability under my Simple Enchantment skill tree. Otherwise, I’d risk damaging Jester’s lamp even further the next time I tested my ability on it.

If a runner wanted to improve their stamina, they went for a long jog. If a blacksmith wanted to get better at smithing things they…well…smithed things. So, to level up my Identify Enchantment ability, that was exactly what I needed to do. Identify some artificery.

But there was a risk involved.

“A low-skilled artificer who hasn’t worked on his identification is a dangerous thing,” Cooper had told me. “If they try using Identify Enchantment on something, and they aren’t good enough, they run the risk of breaking the artificery. Miodes are very temperamental buggers, let me tell you.”

What I needed were some artificed items where I had no clue which miodes they contained. Secondly, they needed to be items I could risk ruining. Now, there were tons of artificed items scattered around the craftstead, and they had a hierarchy. First, there was the table in the workshop where works in progress for customers were kept. These, obviously, couldn’t be touched. Nor could I touch any of Cooper’s favorite projects that he displayed on the workshop’s many shelves. Similarly, any artificed item in the craftstead that had an actual use couldn’t be tampered with.

This left all the random things in Cooper’s spare rooms, and then the supply shed in the yard where Cooper kept some of his old, mostly useless projects that he hadn’t bothered disenchanting yet. Deciding that it was risky to meddle with any of the things in the spare rooms of the main house, I visited the supply shed.

Opening this particular supply shed door was like unsealing an ancient tomb, but one filled with junk instead of treasures. The smell of dust, decaying miodes, rat droppings, and other unpleasant things hit me. Standing away from the door, I gave the shed a second or two to air out.

After twenty minutes of searching, I finally dragged out half a dozen varied items from the shed and placed them in the yard, since they wouldn’t all fit in the workshop.

“Okay, then. Time for some open-air enchantment identifying.”

As the early morning aged into mid-morning and then into its senior years which would mark its rebirth as lunchtime, I used my Identity Enchantment ability.

Sometimes, my ability worked straight away, and I was treated to a token text list of an item’s artificery. This way, I learned that the normal-looking table actually had a spill-proof and self-varnishing surface. The old lute I had found at the back of the shed had artificed strings so that even a complete beginner could coax a decent tune out of it. There was a rusted, metal kettle that boiled water in seconds flat, and a wash basin that cleaned the dishes and plates you put in it for you. Seeing this, I wondered why we didn’t have such a valuable item in the main house. I hated washing dishes the most out of all our chores.

For a master artificer, Cooper sure doesn’t like using artificery to make his life easier, I thought.

Other times, my ability failed to work initially due to its low level. It might work on the second try, or it might even break the miodes in the item, rendering its artificery useless. Such was the case with perhaps a third of my attempts.

As lunchtime beckoned and my stomach rumbled, I finally stopped and let my crafting stamina recover. It was as I sat there and enjoyed a break, that token text drifted into my vision.

Identify Enchantment ability leveled up to 3!

Identify Enchantment ability leveled up to 4!

[Simple Enchantment skill tree]

Getting two level ups in an ability was a great haul for any period of work, but it still wasn’t enough. My overall Simple Enchantment skill tree was close to level 4, I could feel it. But I still wasn’t quite there yet.

As I headed down the steep hill into town, I bumped into Jace Porter, who was walking with a cane. Jace was much younger than Master Cooper and in much better health, but he’d recently fallen off a set of ladders when he was trying to fix the gutters on his huge house.

“Silly bugger should remember he’s a merchant, not a handyman,” Cooper had said when Paisley told us about the accident.

“Uncle Jace doesn’t believe in spending coin when he doesn’t need to,” Paisley answered. “He told me the gutters were a simple job.”

“And he’s simple minded.”

“You’re being rude again, Mr. Cooper.”

“Sorry,” said Cooper. Chris and I had shared a look; Paisley was the only person in Sunhampton who Cooper would ever apologize to.

Today, Jace was dressed in a fashionable three piece suit that put him entirely at odds with the humidity of the day. There wasn’t a hint of a breeze in the air, lending a kind of cloying heat to Sunhampton. Adding this to his need for a cane while his ankle healed, as well as the bulky briefcase he was carrying in his other hand, and it made him look very uncomfortable.

“Let me get that for you, Mr. Porter,” I said.

As he wasn’t my master, I was entirely free to call him mister instead of master. I stopped short of becoming overly familiar and calling him Jace, though. Mr. Porter was a friendly man, but he was also fond of properness and decorum.

“Thank you, Lewis. That would be grand.”

I took the briefcase from him. Boy, was it heavy. What was he carrying in there, big rocks with smaller, heavier rocks inside them? Here was a man who could really use an artificed briefcase. Then again, I doubted he’d be willing to pay for one. Mr. Porter would rather just struggle along with the regular kind despite being able to afford to buy a brand new artificed briefcase every day for the rest of his life, if he chose to.

We shared the walk to the bottom of the hill together, chatting while I made sure to match his slower pace. I told him a little about my improving abilities, as well as the couple of projects I had taken on. I planned to finish the Tillwright farm job before Cooper even returned from Brunswick. That way, he couldn’t take the job from me. Mr. Porter agreed that this was a wise course of action. He might have loved properness, but he respected initiative even more. It was partly why Paisley was so driven to always pursue new ideas.

“Can I ask you something, Lewis?” said Mr. Porter.

“Sure.”

“What do you think of Chris?”

Suddenly, I felt like a wolf in danger of walking into one of Lee Hunter’s traps. All questions have some kind of ulterior motive, even ones that sound like small talk. And this, I thought, was most definitely not talk of the small kind. I decided I would be truthful, but at the same time add as little to this particular conversation as possible.

“Chris is a great guy,” I said. “He works hard.”

“Yes, yes. I’ve seen him getting on that commuter wagon. Is he a serious fellow, though?”

“Serious?” I said.

Mr Porter sighed. “I never planned on having children, Lewis. I certainly never expected to have guardianship of my niece. I find myself…sailing into unchartered waters. Deals, trade agreements, markets. That’s what I know. But making sure a teenage girl isn’t going to get into trouble?”

“Chris isn’t a troublemaker, sir. He’s about as responsible a person as you could meet. You know, taking our ages into account.”

“Does he have prospects, do you think?”

Now we were really getting into trap filled territory. I felt like I could hardly take a single step without a bear trap snapping over my foot.

“He’ll be a fully classed town crier soon,” I said. “He’s working on his class learning project.”

“A little later than you and Paisley, I note.”

“Well, sometimes the best dough takes time to rise.”

This seemed to satisfy Mr. Porter for a moment, and he said nothing. But I could almost hear more questions formulating in his mind, and I decided to turn the conversation before he could ask me them.

“Any interesting deals in the making?” I asked.

Ah. If there’s anything that can divert a merchant’s mind, it’s to ask them about their business dealings. For the rest of the way, Mr. Porter told me about a popular café in Larking, which he was trying to secure the franchise rights for. This talk kept him occupied for the rest of the walk down the hill, until the promised land of Sunhampton finally lay in sight. After a quick goodbye, I headed into the town.

“Your uncle was grilling me about Chris,” I told Paisley when I stopped by her shop. “I felt like a sausage in a frying pan.”

“Well, was he grilling you, or frying you?”

“The result’s the same. By the end of it, I felt cooked.”

Paisley was painting the wall behind where she’d displayed my water canteens and hiking backpacks before she had sold them in the King’s Head. Right now, she was using green paint to depict a field of grass on the wall. I had an idea of where this was leading. I wouldn’t be surprised if she was creating a special hiking section in her store, since that was one of the main reasons people came to our town. That, and the stories about the old king’s beheading, of course. And I somehow doubted she’d ever sell toy guillotines or papier mache models of decapitated king’s heads.

“Say, Lewis…” she began.

I found myself smiling. “Sure.”

“I didn’t ask anything.”

“You were about to ask me if I would artifice some more hiking things for you. And the answer’s yes.”

“Well, I was going to ask that. I was also going to see if you wouldn’t mind running over to Rolls and Dough to get me a sweet roll. My hands are covered in paint. See?”

Tillwright farm had the strange honor of being both the most worked farm around Sunhampton, and the one that looked like it hadn’t been touched in years. I guess it hadn’t, until recently. Though the Tillwright brothers, and now their sisters, had been up from dawn until dusk every day for the past few weeks, their father had really neglected things. Fields left to become overgrown weed jungles, fences surrendered to the elements. Even their farmhouse looked like it would fall down if you looked at it wrong.

Still, there was something nice about visiting it. I instinctively liked any place where you could work hard. A blacksmith’s forge, a house that needed painting, or a sprawling, neglected farm. Work was my tonic, and unlike Master Cooper, I liked my tonics.

“Mornin,’ friend!” called Jonathan Tillwright.

He wasn’t from Sunhampton, though he had adopted hints of the Sunhampton accent in his speech. It sounded rather forced and maybe awkward, but his heart was in the right place. He was doing his best to fit in around here, that was all. I guessed the same could be said about his farming. He hadn’t even earned the farmer class yet, but boy, was he working at it.

“Hey, Jonathan.”

“Coffee? Tea? Lemonade?”

“Sure,” I said.

He grinned. “Well, which one?”

“Hmm. Maybe a coffee to perk me up, and a nice glass of lemonade to cool me down.”

Jane and Samantha were in a nearby field digging a new well. Their father had, for reasons unknown to anyone, poured cement into their old one and rendered it completely inaccessible. Jane saw me, waved, and then nudged Samantha. I waved back.

In the farmhouse, I found Alister sitting at the table with a ledger of some kind in front of him. He was wearing denim jeans and a checkered shirt with the sleeves rolled up. This was, as far as a fashion layman like me understood, reasonable farm attire. But Alister somehow made it seem like he was wearing a clown costume or a beekeeper’s outfit. It just didn’t suit him, not at all.

“Ah. Mr. Crafter.”

“It’s Cooper now, actually,” I answered. “I took my master’s surname.”

I was always proud to tell people this. Our state’s customs, which were so backward they were walking in reverse if you asked me, dictated that after my mother died and my stepfather became my guardian, I took his surname. Then, after I left his manor, I dropped his surname and took the generic ‘Crafter,’ which as a crafting apprentice, I was allowed to do. But it’s a funny thing, having a generic surname. It has a way of making you feel like you yourself are generic, that you don’t really have a place. That was why, when Cooper offered me his surname after I earned my class, there was no question that I’d accept it.

Now, for perhaps the first time since I’d met him, Alister looked something close to excited. “You’re here to tinker some of our tools, then?”

I nodded. “Well, I’m here to do something. I thought I would use artificery, actually.”

The truth was, I wasn’t concerned at all about this being a paying job, though the gold would come in handy. I was more excited at a chance to use and level my skills. I needed to level two of my skill trees to intermediate to get the initiate ranking as an artificer. Simple Enchant and Simple Disenchant were my closest to leveling, and that was why it made sense to use artificery today and not tinkering.

“I had hoped that you would use some of that tinkering magic of yours, I have to say. Like you did with my plow.”

“My artificery skills are much better than my tinkering, Alister.”

“Hmm.”

“And you’d get much better value for money this way,” I added.

That did the trick. Alister pulled out a chair beside him and asked me to sit. When Jonathan served me coffee and lemonade, I thanked him, then proceeded to lay out my plans for some of the farmyard tools. Alister nodded along, and the frequency of his nods only increased the more I told him.

With our agreement made, I finished my coffee and then took my lemonade outside, where I skirted around the farmhouse and to their old barn which stored their father’s old tools.

Now, if someone gave you a badly wrapped present, it didn’t necessarily mean it was a shoddy gift. Not at all. Some people are just bad at wrapping things, and I included myself in that. The poor condition of their barn, however, turned out to be a perfect advertisement for what was inside. The huge, wooden structure should have fallen down years ago, and it must only have been the kindness of the gods that kept it standing. The barn needed so much paintwork that I reckoned a tin of endless paint wouldn’t even be enough, and the roof had not just one, but two holes.

Heaving open the door, I took my life in my hands and stepped inside.

“Oh, boy.”

Rusted, neglected, and abandoned were three words that didn’t even come close to doing justice to the state of their tools. They had two plows that looked like they would make their jobs harder rather than easier. Their baler was an old, wooden, hand operated thing that was so broken that it actually made me sad. Their harrow, well, as far as I knew, harrows were used for leveling soil. This one would struggle to force its way through fresh air. Those were the big tools, but their little treasure of junk didn’t end there, oh no. Not a single shovel in the barn looked suitable for anything but performing a ‘watch me fall apart at the merest touch’ magic trick.

“Took a big bite of problem pie, didn’t you?” said a voice.

Samantha Tillwright stood in the barn doorway. She went to lean on it, heard a sinister cracking sound, and thought better. She was red faced, and not just through sweat. Working so much out in the sun had burned her pale, city complexion.

“It’s really something,” I agreed. “I like a big project, though. Always been a fan of novels rather than short stories.”

“I think you’ll find this one’s a horror story. Come to the farmhouse in a few hours for some grub.”

“Will do.”

Alone, I set to work on the tools. First, I used my Repair ability from my Simple Craft and Forge skill tree to get every tool in the barn into an artificable condition. There was no point trying to put miodes into something that’d shatter when I used my artificer’s hammer, after all.

Doing this was enough to level my Repair skill to two. This particular skill wasn’t a focus of mine at the minute, but I was still happy to get it. Just in the same way that I might not walk through Sunhampton looking for money, but if I found a gold coin on the ground I wouldn’t grumble.

That first stage of my work drained way more crafting stamina than I had expected, but I didn’t need to rest just yet. Stage two of the day’s work was to get all my miodes ready. Having had a good idea of what I was going to do with the tools, I’d raided Cooper’s miode storage shed and taken whichever ones seemed appropriate. These mainly consisted of the ‘almost-perpetual’ motion miodes taken from spell scrolls designed to make mages' lives easier. Self-moving travel cases, and that kind of thing. Some people called that lazy, but they were just jealous, I thought.

With no audience watching me or evaluating my work, I opted to let my ability work quickly, rather than doing things the manual way. A few hours later, I had artificed the plows and the baler, at which point my crafting stamina gave out.

Remembering the offer that Samantha made me, I headed out of the barn, where I was surprised to find that the afternoon was already over and the sun was putting on its orange pajamas and getting ready for bed.

In the farmhouse, I found the family at the table with their places set. They’d lit two oil lamps and put one on the kitchen counter and the other in the middle of the table. Their oven was hot, and a pan of green peas was boiling on the stove. The smell of homecooked food just seemed to fit in a farmhouse like that. Like how beer somehow tastes better when you drink it from a glass than a tankard. A fifth chair was empty and a plate was set beside Samantha.

“We were wondering when you were going to show up,” said Jonathan. “Putting us to shame. And here we thought we worked hard.”

“Sit yourself down,” said Jane. “No wonder you’re so skinny. Now, what kind of pie do you want? Leek and mushroom, or chicken and potato?”

“Can my answer be multiple choice?” I said.

Jonathan laughed, while Alister made a muttered comment about mushrooms not growing on trees, which I guessed was right, in a way. At least, the kind we were eating.

The foursome, I soon learned, were all pretty similar in age, with just five years separating the eldest – Alister – and the youngest – Samantha. None of them had much of a good word to say about their old father, but they were the kind of family who didn’t say anything unless it was nice, and so conversation soon drifted on. It turned out that they’d all left home when they turned sixteen, and none of them had come back to the farm much over the years.

If I’d imagined that meant they wouldn’t be close, then I was wrong. Now that they were all together again, no matter what work they had to do in a day, no matter where it took them, they always made sure they all got back to the farmhouse at five in the evening, where they shared a meal.

I was jealous, no point in lying. I didn’t have siblings. My stepbrothers and stepsister sure didn’t count, since only Anthony had been even vaguely nice to me. Sitting here at this table, though, I really envied the effortless relationship the four of them had.

Maybe I do have that, though. There’s Chris, Paisley, and even Cooper. Meals at the craftstead are just as easy as this.

I ought to have gone home after dinner, but instead, I headed back to the barn, where a repaired baler, some spades, and other assorted tools awaited my artificery.

So, tools equipped and abilities ready, I set my replenished crafting stamina and my Enchant ability to work again.


Chapter 12

“Leveled up my Enchant from nine to eleven,” I told Chris, later that night.

I’d gotten back to the craftstead to find him out in the yard, pulling at the weeds that grew between the cobbles. Chris didn’t like yard work. He’d much rather have taken wolfhound feeding or even house cleaning duties than get on his knees and tug at stubborn chickweeds. But he’d had a tough day in Full Striding, and he said he needed something physical to do so he could work off some of the stress.

Now, we were sitting on the porch of the main house having half a beer each before bed. Chris had taken Cooper’s rocking chair, while I made do with dragging a chair out from the kitchen. The sun was well and truly gone now, and the sounds and smells of the craftstead at night were different from the daytime ones. It was as though it was a stage where two separate plays got performed, with one cast of actors taking the stage only when the sun set.

I carried on telling him about my day. “With my Enchant at eleven, I was close to hitting the next branch of the skill tree. I knew it wouldn’t take much. So I took the plow I’d artificed and used Upgrade Enchantment on it. This took me a couple of tries. Then, I used it again on the second plow, and then the baler.”

“Upgrade Enchantment just makes the effect better, no?” said Chris.

I nodded. “But there’s no telling which aspect it’ll improve. At least, not at my level. So one of the self-moving plows will turn twice as much soil. The other plow will just keep going on its own for longer until you need to let the artificery rest. It’s a shame it didn’t upgrade the miode durability, though. The way those people work, I’ll be out at the farm again fixing things, before long.”

Chris took a sip of his beer. “More gold for you.”

“Yeah, but…I don’t know. I feel like it reflects badly on me if my stuff breaks down.”

“If I buy a vial of ink, I don’t expect it to last forever. Unless Cooper makes it.”

“I guess,” I said, setting my glass down. “Anyway, I leveled my Upgrade Enchantment to three, and that turned out to be enough.”

Chris yawned. “Enough for what?”

“Getting that next branch. My Simple Enchantment skill tree hit level four!”

If I was expecting Chris to get up and dance around in excitement for me, I would be waiting for a long time. The guy looked just plain beat, and I didn’t blame him. He’d been up since dawn, and it was only now that he was sitting down and resting.

Besides, everyone knew that people cared more about their own level ups than other peoples’. It wasn’t selfishness, it was just human nature. The only folks who cared as much about your level ups as you did were your parents. Maybe your master, too, depending on whether they were named Cooper or not.

So I didn’t begrudge Chris’s genuine, if somewhat modest, congratulations. I was happy with my progress, and that was the main thing. Hitting level four in my Simple Enchantment skill tree put me two levels away from Intermediate. And that left me not a million miles away from leveling my whole artificer rank to initiate.

“So what did you get?” he asked.

“Eh, not much of a fee,” I said. “I just figured what Cooper would have charged them, and just asked for that. It wasn’t really hard work.”

“No, I mean for the skill tree level up.”

“Oh. Right. No new abilities, or anything like that. Just some general bonuses. You know, the usual. New abilities and perks come thick and fast at first, but they dry up a little as you get better.”

“The most precious fruit sits on the tallest branch of the tree,” said Chris, sagely.

“I like that. Where’s it from?”

“I don’t know. I just made it up. I don’t even know if fruit does that.”

The next day was a Saturday, which meant Chris had a day off work. According to the schedule we’d written down and pinned to the beer cupboard – the place Cooper was most likely to look – it was his morning to feed the hounds. But I was up before my mechanical alarm clock even sounded, so I decided I’d let him sleep in. Besides, he and Paisley were going for a day trip to West Grove East to visit their famous antiques fair, so Chris wasn’t exactly getting a day of rest.

It was just as I was eating my breakfast of bacon and mushrooms on toast, that a cart rumbled up into the craftstead dragged by two giant, brown and white horses. The driver pulled it to a halt, and the door opened. Out stepped Master Cooper, his artificed backpack in his hand.

I got up and headed out of the house ready to help him, but there was no need. In the last year, Master Cooper had collapsed from overwork exactly three times. Healer Brown had even asked him repeatedly to retire. He had the kind of diet that sent healer’s kids to mage school, drank beer like a cow eats grass, and every day seemed to mark the appearance of a new wrinkle on that creviced, leathery thing he called a face.

And yet, would you think it now? Honestly, I stared across the craftstead yard and I wondered if this was Master Cooper’s younger brother. The way he walked, his posture, even down to how he swung the backpack like a kid getting off the school wagon at the beginning of the summer holidays.

“Master Cooper?”

“Lewis, lad!” he yelled, his voice a happy song. “You’re a sight for sore eyes.”

Cooper tipped the driver a full ten gold coins, which was unheard of. Cooper hated the idea of paying anything but the set price for something, and always classed good service as part of what he paid. But he was actually smiling as he tipped the coins into the driver’s hand.

“Cheerio, Clive! All the best to your wife.”

“Bye, Mr. Cooper. So long.”

The driver gave his reins the gentlest of tugs and then turned the cart around in the yard. Once his horses were facing out of the craftstead, he gave a command for them to go, and soon he and his animals were lost beyond the brow of the hill.

I followed Master Cooper into the house feeling very strange, as though I was walking behind the ghost of someone who was still alive. I’d heard of mimics who waylaid travelers, hid their corpses, then assumed their lives. Could that have happened here? And if the result was a cheerier Master Cooper, would I even alert the authorities?

But no, it was definitely him. This was proven by the warm hugs he gave his wolfhounds, who scampered into the house to greet him. Everyone knows that dogs can sense mimics, it’s one of the hundred reasons why they’re the best animals in Easterly. Cooper happily let his beloved animals almost bury him under an attack of paws and fur, until finally they grew bored, and Cooper got to his feet.

“Is there a brew going, lad?”

“If you make it,” I answered.

“Really? This treatment for an old man who's been traveling all this way?”

“The three way chore schedule had to be divided between the two of us while you were visiting your…friend in Brunswick, Master Cooper.”

“God’s help me, what did I do to deserve such a beast of a novice working for me? Fine, fine. I’ll get the tea.”

Cooper went into the kitchen, where the resulting opening and shutting of drawers and cupboards, followed by the clanging of pots and pans, served as proof enough that Cooper was so lax in tea making duties, that he didn’t know where everything was in his own kitchen. He returned much later than I would have expected for someone making a pot of tea, but at least he brought ginger biscuits with him.

We took our seats in the living room, where Cooper rested in his favorite armchair. Amara, by far the most sensitive of the wolfhounds, rested on his feet. Not by them; on them. Right there on his socked feet, as if now that Cooper was home, she wasn’t going to let him leave again.

“Did I miss anything?” he asked me.

I tried to think of what had happened since he’d been away visiting Janey. A lot of things had happened, but also nothing. Such was a crafter’s life in Sunhampton. One day was often similar to the last and to the one that would follow, but that was actually good if you liked the things you filled your days with. And I did.

I told him what was happening with Jester and his lamp so far, and how I’d made barely any progress thanks to my Identify Enchantment ability not being up to scratch. Then I explained how the Tillwright sisters had come to the craftstead wanting help with their tools.

It was at this point I waited for the rebuke. Cooper would definitely have wanted me to just take the details of the job and then wait for him to return. Any artificery job that was larger than creating an artificed pen was his, unless he said otherwise.

But the rebuke didn’t come.

“It sounds like you did an artificer’s job,” said Cooper, “There’s no man, woman, or beast that can ask for more than that. And getting another level in your skill tree? That calls for an evening at the King’s Head later. What do you say?”

I gave a big grin. “Sounds great.”

The next morning, Cooper had a few projects that he needed to catch up on. It wasn’t that he’d neglected them by going on his trip; Cooper always managed his customer’s expectations by telling them their work would be ‘ready when it’s ready.’ It was more his own, personal timeline that he was behind on. His brusque manner with customers masked a deep professionalism and a determination to always do a prompt and proper job. Besides, as much as he’d enjoyed a trip to Brunswick with Janey, he had missed his artificery.

Poor Janey, I thought. I hope she knows about this other woman she has to compete with. The one made from miodes.

Then again, I had studied Simple Alchemy under Janey Morgan, and I knew that she was just as passionate about her craft as Cooper. Honestly, it was a wonder either of them could take the time out to spend with each other.

Master Cooper had taken up half of the workshop while I was in the other half. Today, I wanted to make some more canteens and hiker’s backpacks for Paisley. I didn’t need to make any more shirts though, because the last lot hadn’t sold yet. As well as the canteens and bags, I thought that maybe I’d use my recently improved Enchant ability to make something a little special for her, too.

Making the canteens and backpacks using Craft was simple enough, and soon, I had ten of each product waiting on the counter. Today, though, I was going to push things a little. Not just give Paisley a much better product, but also see if maybe I could level up some of the other abilities on my Simple Enchantment skill tree.

Tapping the relevant token on my token bracelet, I took a second to study my levels.

Simple Enchantment

Level: 4

Ability level ups required until next skill tree level: 7

-Enchant

Level: 11

- Identify Enchantment

Level: 4

- Upgrade Enchantment

Level: 3

- Evolve Enchantment

Level: 1

Across the workshop, all I could see of Master Cooper was the back of his shirt as he hunched over the work counter, artificer’s goggles wrapped tightly around his head. Waiting patiently for him to leave his spell of concentration, I cleared my throat.

“Master Cooper?”

“Yes, please, lad. I’ll have a tea.”

“No, it’s not that. I wanted to ask something.”

He turned to face me, lifting the goggles from his eyes and then over his hair. Two red marks stayed on either side of his face from where the straps had dug in.

“Yes, and as I said, I’ll have a cup of tea.”

There was no use arguing with Cooper. If he didn’t want to do something, then he wouldn’t. At least this was a transaction with clear terms for either party – if I made a cup of tea, he’d do me the great honor of answering a question. Paisley would have been proud of such a well-defined deal.

Still, it annoyed me that I had to bribe him to get some help. So, out of spite, I put only two spoonfuls of sugar in his tea instead of three. Let’s see how you like being very slightly healthier, I thought. That’ll teach you not to teach me. Then, to complete my revenge, I also picked up an apple from the fruit bowl. Master Cooper liked to snack while he worked, and he often got so entranced in artificery that he’d eat whatever was at hand. If it was an apple, then as much as he claimed to despise fruit, he’d eat it.

“Here you go, Master Cooper.”

He inspected the cup of tea. “Three sugars?”

“There’s enough sugar, just as you like.”

He blew on the drink and sipped it. “There’s two sugars in this.”

“Healer Brown says-”

“Damn that man!” roared Cooper.

Wow, that was certainly an overreaction. But the thing about strong emotions is that people don’t usually have them for the fun of it. In fact, there’s rarely any enjoyment at all to be had in getting really cross, or very sad. But there’s always a reason.

He doesn’t like thinking about his age or about his body not being as strong as it used to be in his prime. Whenever I mention Healer Brown, that’s all he can think about. Maybe that’s it.

The insight was sudden and it was unexpected. I wasn’t usually very good at reading people, but I guessed I just knew Cooper well enough. But it’s one thing having an insight, and another if you don’t use it. I was going to have to change my approach if I wanted him to take better care of himself. Mentioning Healer Brown seemed to only make him feel worse, making him think of the bad side of things. So what about if I reminded him of more positive aspects of getting healthy?

“It was nice that you could go to Brunswick to see Janey,” I said. “It can be tiring, even taking a cart ride.”

“Aye.”

“And then artificing things all day. That takes a lot of energy. It’d be a shame to lose either thing.”

“You damned pest of a boy,” said Cooper. He sipped his tea again. “Fine. Two sugars from now on.”

“One and a half,” I countered.

“No. Two. And I’ll eat half an apple every other day.”

Damn it. If Paisley were here, she’d have negotiated way better than me. Still, I supposed I should take my victory while I still had it, no matter how small it was.

“What did you want to ask me?” said Cooper.

“Upgrade Enchantment and Evolve Enchantment,” I said. “They’re both on my Simple Enchantment skill tree. As far as I can see, they do the same thing.”

Cooper pulled out a stool and sat down onto it, resting the teacup on his lap. “Do you know those fancy restaurants, Lewis, where they put all kinds of cutlery on the table for you?”

“Paisley, Chris, and I once went to the Gleaming Sapphire in Hattersdale. It’s just about the fanciest place in the whole town.”

“Right. And how many knives did they put down on the table?”

I thought back to that night. “Three. Even though we only had two courses.”

“Three knives that looked broadly the same, I’d guess, even if they differed a little in size. Yet, they had different purposes. You start with the inside knife, then work to the outside ones.”

“The other way around, Master Cooper.”

He waved his free hand in the air dismissively. “Fine. But do you see?”

I drank a little of my strong, sugarless tea. “Upgrade Enchantment and Evolve Enchantment are similar, but have different uses.”

He held a finger in the air. “And you use them at different times in the meal. You get it?”

Master Cooper drained the last of his tea, muttered something about there not being enough sugar, and then returned to his work, marking the end of any help he was prepared to give me. Still not in complete possession of the knowledge I needed, I instead turned to the artificed bookshelf over by the workshop wall.

This was a single shelf, on which rested several books. A pull of a lever would make the shelf rotate, producing a different selection. Using this, I found an artificery book titled ‘From Simple to Intermediate: an Enchanting Guide for Enchanters’.

“Ah. Now I get it.”

I learned the true difference between both abilities. And, since they were the lowest level abilities on my Simple Enchantment skill tree and therefore the easiest to upgrade, I decided to use them right now.

On the workbench were the water canteens, hiking bags, and the miodes that I was going to use to artifice them, which I had disenchanted from the cream vials and the dresser in Cooper’s spare room.

“So Evolve Enchantment is what we use on miodes before we artifice them onto something.”

“Shut up, please lad,” said Cooper.

“Sorry. I just got used to talking out loud when you weren’t here. It helps me focus my thoughts.”

“That’s what your brain’s for,” said Cooper. “There’s no need to speak out loud when you can speak inside your own damned head.”

“Someone’s grouchy because they’re missing Janey.”

Cooper turned around, his face reddening with rage. He jabbed a finger in the air. “You little…you just…”

I said nothing, just waited patiently to be called a flea or a pest or something. But the insult never came, and Cooper simply turned back around and attended to his work.

Okay, I thought to myself, to spare another scene with Master Cooper. Evolve Enchantment is used to boost miodes before you use them. Upgrade Enchantment is what you use on an already-artificed product. That’s fairly simple.

But simple didn’t mean easy, as I soon learned when I tried my ability. I put on my artificer’s goggles and switched them to a full miode lens. The workshop around me became dull and grey, while the miode pool container resting on the work counter was now a sea of colors where miodes moved around as if alive, disturbing the liquid in the pool ever so slightly.

Focusing on the enlarge miodes that I had gotten from the endless vials of moisturizing cream, I activated Evolve Enchantment.

“Oh, hells!” I shouted stumbling backwards.

The miodes exploded out of the pool, shattering the container and sending glass all over the counter. The pool liquid, though there wasn’t much of it, started to leak over the wood and would have found the edge and dripped out onto the floor had I not grabbed a towel to soak it up.

“What in all hells?” yelled Cooper.

I knew I’d messed up, but I also knew I had to act fast. We couldn’t afford to have miodes loose in the workshop, because they might unwittingly artifice something. The chances were unlikely, given the delicate process artificery involved, but it wasn’t impossible. Then, we might be liable if a customer’s artificed project came with a side effect they hadn’t asked for. Just as surgeons wouldn’t want germs in their theatres, so an artificer doesn’t want loose miodes flying around.

With my goggles still set at full miode lens, I could see every miode in the room colored brightly against the grey of everything else. I quickly pulled my artificer’s tongs from my toolbelt, then made a tour of the room, snatching a stray miode here, a rebel miode there.

Finally, soaked with sweat, I took off my goggles and leaned back against the workbench. I’d had some disasters in my time as a new artificer, but this had been the biggest. I just hadn’t expected the miode pool to explode like that.

Now, I had Cooper to deal with. He stared at the mess on the work counter, taking in the glass and the remaining miode pool liquid I had missed with my towel. Here comes the rebuke, I thought.

“Are you alright, lad?” he said.

That caught me off guard, but I adopted a casual stance and said, “Fine, Master Cooper. Why, is something wrong?”

He grinned. “You almost lost your bloody arm.”

“Sure I did. I tried using Evolve Enchantment on the enlarge miodes,” I explained. “And the result wasn’t quite what I expected.”

Cooper nodded thoughtfully. “You’re still stuck on the Simple Enchantment skill tree, are you not?”

“That’s right.”

“And your Evolve Enchantment level?”

“One,” I said.

“Well, what did you expect? If I wanted to get into shape, I wouldn’t run all the way to Full Striding on my first day. I know someone who lost a leg doing that.”

“Ah, so were the miodes I used too complicated for my level?” I said.

“No, you just tried evolving too many of them at once. Nobody eats a whole bunch of grapes in one mouthful, do they? Pluck them off the stem one by one, until you learn to chew more at once.”

There wasn’t really much of an option of me starting smaller or not, as it happened. The minor explosion had burned up almost all of my remaining enlarge miodes, and my quick work with the artificer’s tongs hadn’t saved very many of the stray ones at all.

Still, at least I still had a few to work with. This time, I had my tongs ready and braced myself as I used Evolve Enchantment again, focusing on the smaller number of miodes.

I held my breath as my ability began to work, and I found myself gripping the edge of the workbench, waiting for a stream of token text.

Miodes evolved!

Enlarge miodes have evolved to ‘enlarge & endure’

The success tasted as sweet as a sweet roll from Rolls and Dough, and it was just as filling for my crafter’s appetite. Pulling my goggles over my eyes, I leaned forward to inspect my new miodes.

Even through a full-miode lens, the evolved ones didn’t look much different than before. Slightly brighter, maybe. They might have been bigger, but I couldn’t say for sure. The best way to find out was to use them, which I quickly did. Employing my Enchant ability, I artificed the first water canteen.

Artificery complete: Endurable, endless water canteen

A water canteen that not only holds much more water than expected, but is also tough enough to withstand the rigors of the outdoors. A cart could roll over this canteen without even cracking it.

My first thought wasn’t pride in my work or the joy of successfully using a skill but, Paisley is gonna love this. I could see it now, the canteen standing proudly on a display stand in front of her newly painted wall. Perhaps a little label below it, describing its artificed properties in Paisley’s neat handwriting.

Excited to create more, I got to work. With enough enlarge miodes left for two more canteens if I artificed manually to ensure maximum efficiency, I used Evolve Enchantment to boost the miodes, and then Enchant to create the finished products.

When I depleted my supply of enlarge miodes, I moved onto the next ones. I had a pool container that was still half filled with shrink miodes that I had taken from the old dresser. I evolved these, making sure to only try it on a few miodes at once. There were a couple of incidents where the random factor of artificery came into play and my evolution failed, but no explosive mishaps like before.

Miodes evolved!

Shrink miodes have evolved to ‘shrink & repair’

Wow. This was certainly unexpected, and not just unexpected, but good. Very, very good.

It was just then that Master Cooper decided to take a break from his project, and joined me at my workbench. He stood against it on the other side, leaning over it and casting a shadow over my work. If I had done this to him while he was busy, he wouldn’t have been happy at all.

I coughed and narrowed my eyes in a ‘back away from my counter’ expression.

Anyone with a slight knowledge of Jack Cooper might have expected him to react grouchily to such a command from a mere novice. But not here in the workshop. Cooper respected his fellow professionals, and that, I noted with pride, included me.

Though he didn’t quite say sorry, since he only did that with Paisley, he moved a step back, giving me room to work. “Need any help?” he asked.

I looked up, surprised. A proactive offer of help from him was strange, since he liked me to figure out my problems myself.

“I don’t think so,” I said. I tapped the miode pool container with my tongs. “I evolved these from shrink miodes, to shrink and repair. I was going to line the inside of hiker’s backpacks with shrink miodes so they would store more, like before, but now I’m thinking these miodes might be better used elsewhere.”


Chapter 13

A morning of evolving miodes had taken my Evolve Enchantment ability from one to three, though my artificery work hadn’t been enough to touch my level eleven Enchant ability. Still, a successful spot of crafting saw me walking down the hill towards Sunhampton not only pleased with leveling an ability, but also excited to show Paisley what I had made for her.

When I got to her store, though, I found the door locked. I shook the handle, thinking maybe the spindle was stiff or broken, but the door wouldn’t budge. Even a quick use of my Repair ability did nothing.

It was then that I was forced to recognize something that hadn’t even occurred to me as a possibility until now: maybe Paisley just hadn’t opened her shop this morning.

I pressed my hand against the window of her storefront and peered through the glass. My breath made a smear on it, which Paisley definitely wouldn’t have appreciated. I quickly wiped it off using my sleeve, and then held my breath and looked through the glass again. Inside the store, there were no lights on, and no sign of my friend.

It worried me, no doubt about it. Even if the gods started throwing burning meteors down on Sunhampton, Paisley’s store would be the last one on Coiner’s Way to stay open. She’d probably try getting me to make anti-meteor umbrellas for her to sell. Something was definitely going on.

First, I tried the cobbler’s shop next to hers. I found Rosie Blue sitting on a knee-high stool with a little table in front of her. On it was a black, leather boot that she was reheeling. Scattered around her were her tools; a toe beater, forepart iron, welt trimmer, and a whole set of tacklifters. Cobbling was a very specialized skill, but I had learned that the more specific a skill, the more tools the crafter needs.

I said nothing at first, since Rosie had that intent look that all crafters have when they’re deep in concentration. Finally, she set the boot down.

“Oh, hello. You’re Paisley’s friend, aren’t you? What can I do for you?” Then, she looked down at my feet. This must have been instinctive for her. While my gaze was always drawn to a potential repair job or something that might benefit from artificery, Rosie naturally found herself looking at people’s feet.

“Right,” she said. “Say no more.”

“I haven’t said anything at all.”

“You want a pair of new boots to replace those. They must be, what, fifteen years old at the least? Did they once belong to your father? Maybe even your grandfather? Poor lad, walking around like that. Let me show you my catalog.”

“I was just wondering if you’d seen Paisley, Ms. Blue.”

“Did you try her store?”

“It’s closed.”

“What?” said Rosie, mouth agape. Evidently, she’d also learned that Paisley’s work ethic matched almost anyone on Coiner’s Way.

“You haven’t seen her, then?”

“Sorry. I’ll tell her you were looking for her, if I do.”

Mr. Flueitt, who owned the tailor shop on the other side of Paisley’s store, hadn’t seen her, either. Like Rosie, he also said he’d keep an eye out for her and tell her I’d been asking. And, also like Rosie, his sharp gaze settled almost immediately on my shirt and trousers, and he let out the same kind of sigh I might have made had I seen a baler that was decades beyond repair. I politely refused his offer of taking my measurements and showing me his wares, and left his store.

I tried a few more places on Coiner’s Way. Spruce Wilkinson at the Sunny Café hadn’t seen Paisley, nor had Mrs. Grant at Rolls and Dough. I even tried the King’s Head, though there was no way she would have gone to the tavern in the morning, especially not on a trading day.

Finally, I was left with one option. After walking halfway up the steep hill towards the craftstead, I took a diversion, following a road that twisted east from the hill and led toward a house.

Jace Porter was the second most successful merchant in Sunhampton, and he had the second largest home. Its architecture put the craftstead to shame not just in the newness of its construction, but also in following the fashion of the times. His garden, too, was a work of art. As it should be, I supposed, given the team of gardeners that Jace employed to prune his rosebushes, tidy the edges of his lawn to perfection, and keep a rotation of seasonal plants flourishing in the well-tended areas of soil.

As nice as it was, I preferred the craftstead. I preferred its chipped stonework and its patchy grass. I liked how chickweeds grew between the cobbles in the yard, and how stormy winter nights sometimes meant us making emergency repairs to the roof to stop leaks. That, to me, was home. I liked its imperfection just as I liked how my crafts carried with them marks that showed not only my talents, but also where I needed to improve. An imperfect thing is a beautiful thing, to my mind.

Phillip Brownhill, Jace’s housekeeper, answered the door. He was smartly dressed. Not in the black and white suit a butler might wear, but nevertheless in a clean and well pressed shirt, tie, trousers, and shined shoes.

“I’m afraid Mr. Porter doesn’t have any work at present,” he said, and went to close the door.

“Phil, you know me!” I said. Then I waited, but recognition didn’t seem to come to him. “Lewis? Paisley’s friend?”

His eyes widened. “Oh, right you are. You’re taller than the last time I saw you.”

“Thanks, I’ve been working hard on that.”

I didn’t blame Phillip for not recognizing me, since I didn’t visit Paisley’s house often. In fact, I could probably count on four fingers how many times I had been there, a feat made possible by the fact I’d only been there four times. Usually, either Paisley would come to the craftstead, I’d go to her store, or she, Chris, and I would arrange to meet somewhere on Coiner’s Way.

“Is Paisley home?” I said.

“She is, but she’s not accepting visitors.”

“Oh. Do you think you could tell her it’s me, and see what she says?”

“I’ll tell you now, Lewis, she won’t-”

“It’s okay, Phil,” called a voice from deeper in the house. “You can let him in.”

With an air of regret, Phillip led me through the house, first taking me into the tiled hallway, which he called ‘the vestibule.’ If I was blind and couldn’t see the expensive tilework, the framed paintings on the wall, or the extravagant patterns painted onto the high ceiling, I think I still would have known that this was a rich merchant’s house when I heard his housekeeper describe the hallway as a vestibule.

His tour took me past the living room, through the dining room, then yet another living room, and finally into the glass conservatory at the back of the house. It was a sunny day, and a room made almost entirely of glass should have been like a bathhouse sauna, yet the air was just right. Yup, the glass was artificed, I thought. No doubt about it.

Then, I realized I should really pay more attention to my friend than the room’s artificery. Paisley was stretched out on a couch, bundled inside a huge, wooly dressing gown. Her pale face formed a contrast to her swollen, red nose. Gone from her eyes was the drive and pep of the Paisley I knew, and instead she’d adopted that doleful look most of us get when we’re sick.

Scattered all around her were scrunched up paper tissues. On the table next to the couch were half a dozen plates, each with a bunch of red or green grapes on them. Steam rose from a cup of lemon and honey scented water, while near it were four more cups, with the contents stone cold.

“What happened?” I said.

Paisley, her voice nasal, held up her hand. “Stay back. You don’t want this, Lewis. Trust me.” The ‘trust’ in her new tone, came out as ‘tuft’. “If this thing was strong enough to get me, then it’ll absolutely destroy you.”

“Damn, sorry. I went to the store and I was worried. I knew it’d have to be something pretty big to stop you from opening up.”

Paisley sat up, sending a bunch of used tissues tumbling down her dressing gown like rocks rolling to the bottom of a hill.

“What are you doing?” I said.

“You said it. The store’s closed. Phillip keeps telling me not to worry. Uncle Jace said I should just rest. But you said it. I need to open the store.”

“I most definitely did not say that. Look at you! You’d infect half of Coiner’s Way. That would be good, wouldn’t it? ‘Here’s your change. Oh, and here’s a nasty cold, too.”

Paisley seemed like she was still going to try and get up, but finally, the effort defeated her, and she slumped back onto the couch.

“I was just getting a bit of momentum, Lewis. Sales were picking up. And then I get ill.” She blew into a tissue and then petulantly threw it across the room. “I blame Mr. Tattersall.”

Mr. Tattersall owned the bookstore in Sunhampton, set on Coiner’s Way a stone’s throw from Paisley’s store. I’d bought a few artificery books from him while I was learning my class.

“What’s he done?”

“Came into my shop to buy a cheese wheel. Sniffing and sneezing everywhere. I wiped the whole store down after he’d left, but I knew it’d end up like this. I ought to take him to court. Unfair restriction of trade, maybe.”

“Does Chris know you’re sick? He sometimes stops by on his way to the commuter cart, doesn’t he?”

“It came on during the night,” said Paisley. “I just woke up and my nose felt like someone had filled it with mucus. I guess he was too late to call by this morning.”

“Good. Otherwise, that’d be the rumor he spreads around Brunswick. The snotty kind.”

“You better leave, Lewis. No sense you getting sick.”

I nodded. “Sure. I don’t want to take it back to the craftstead for Cooper to catch. Are you sure there’s nothing I can do for you?”

She huffed. “No. I’ll just have to get better soon as I can, and pray I haven’t lost my momentum. But a closed store is a dangerous thing, Lewis. Every time people walk past it, they start to associate it with being closed, with emptiness.”

As a perennially positive person, this sorry tone really didn’t suit Paisley at all. What’s more, I didn’t like hearing it. It made me want to do something to help, and I thought I knew just the thing. At the same time, a part of me knew I’d be taking on an obligation that cut into my crafting time. Still, that was part of friendship.

“Well, luckily, that’s not going to happen to you. I’ll run the store until you’re better.”

A half-smile crept onto Paisley’s face, though her eyes moved this way and that, as if following the internal waves of thought in her head. I could already tell the kinds of things she would be thinking. ‘Will Lewis record sales properly?’ ‘Will he display things exactly how I want them?’

I couldn’t blame her. If our roles reversed and Paisley had to do all of my crafting for me, I’d be watching every little thing she did. I wouldn’t mean to, but that would just be the way it went.

“I’m not going to pretend I’ll do it perfectly,” I said. “But I’ll do my best. And, hey, an open store is better than a closed one, isn’t it?”

Paisley allowed her half smile to finish its crafting, turning it into the full kind. She nodded. “It is. Do you want some grapes before you go? Or a cup of lemon and honey tea? Phillip brings a new bunch and a new cup every time he walks into the room. He means well, but damn, it’s annoying.”


Chapter 14

For the next couple of weeks, I minded Paisley’s store. Chris took a few days’ vacation and helped out too. Even Cooper took his turn, spending several afternoons behind the counter in her store and doing his best to be nice to her customers.

While I worked there, I arranged a display of the improved water canteens and hiker backpacks that I’d made for her. I smiled at customers, tallied sales in her ledger, and swept her broom over the store whenever dust built up. It was a change from crafting, and I sometimes felt like a fish trying to ride a bicycle, but I was glad to help out my friend. I didn’t even mind when Mrs. Grant came in and referred to me as Paisley’s assistant.

My new duties took up more of my days than I’d have liked, but I still found time to do some artificery back home. One day, a traveling merchant named Pickle Pulvers came to the craftstead with a cart filled with artificed items that he’d bought cheaply at an auction house in Tarrin.

Pickle spent four fifths of his life on the road, and he looked like a man who did just that. His jacket and shirt were unpressed, his beard trimmed by scissors but not what you’d call tidy. I saw in his eyes the road weariness of a man who badly needed a long sleep in a warm, comfy bed, followed by a full breakfast. If he was sensible, he’d go book a room at the King’s Head for a night or two before moving on.

“Got them dirt cheap, Coops,” he told Cooper. Pickle was the same age as Cooper and he was a master ranked merchant. Added to that, he and Cooper were old friends, and thus he didn’t see any reason why he shouldn’t call him by a nickname.

“Only problem is,” he continued, “I don’t know what their artificery actually does. That’s why they were so cheap. Think you could have a look?”

As well as helping out at Paisley’s store, Cooper had also taken on three new artificery projects. One of them was to create four artificed secure doors for a small bank in Stow. This being a fairly lucrative job, it was taking up a lot of his time.

“My novice will have a gander,” Cooper told Pickle.

Pickle regarded me for a short while, before saying, “Is he up to the job?”

To my surprise, Cooper didn’t hesitate. “He’s more than capable.”

The cart was filled with all kinds of things. Watering cans, steel cooking pots, artist’s easels, and even a drum kit. There was no rhyme or pattern to them. To some people, it might have looked like a collection of junk, but to me, it was a gleaming treasure, the kind that might be guarded by a dragon in some lonely mountain. Through my artificer’s eyes, this haul represented a good opportunity to not only level my abilities, but to complete a job that was more difficult than the usual tasks Cooper assigned to me.

So, I got to it. Rolling up my sleeves and readying my tools, I set about using my Identify Enchantment ability from my Simple Enchantment skill tree. At a mere level four, it was much better than it had been even a month earlier. Even so, it still carried the risk that I might break the artificery in some of Pickles’s things. It was one thing taking that chance on a project of my own, but not for a customer.

With that in mind, I took my time, used my tools carefully, and always allowed my crafting stamina time to replenish. My days passed this way; mornings in Paisley’s store, lunch at the Sunny Café or Rolls and Dough, and then afternoons in the craftstead, working my way through Pickles’s haul of treasure.

In the evenings, Cooper, Chris, and I would have dinner at the table. Now that Cooper was back home we quickly fell into our old routine, dividing our chores as we always had – with a heavy weight falling on Chris and me – and taking turns to cook.

On more than one occasion, Cooper and I had to stop Chris from going to see Paisley. The poor guy was worried about her, even though Jace made sure to send Phillip to the craftstead to keep us updated.

“Hello, lad,” Phillip said, the first night he visited us.

“Evening,” I answered.

“Do you live here?”

“Phil, it’s me. Lewis.”

“Lewis…Lewis…”

“Never mind. How’s Paisley?”

Phillip cleared his throat. “Ms. Porter would like to report that she is almost recovered and ready to work. Mr. Porter, however, would like you to know that although she is getting better, she is certainly not recovered yet.”

Paisley’s absence from the craftstead and the shop felt like when a cloud drifts in front of the sun. You know it’s only temporary, but that still doesn’t stop you from wishing the cloud would just move on and bring back the warm rays. Chris took this the hardest, of course.

“Paisley won’t want you to catch it, lad,” Cooper said kindly. “She doesn’t need the worry of you getting sick, too. Best thing you can do is give her a little space.”

“I know,” Chris said, in a tone of defeat.

A week passed before I finally reached the last item in Pickles’s cart. This, it turned out after I used my ability, was a watering can containing miodes that not only allowed it to store more water, but had an enriching effect, bolstering the growth and health of anything you used it on. I wondered if maybe we should take it to Paisley’s house and use it on her, but somehow I didn’t think she’d enjoy being watered like a plant.

By the end, not only did I get the glowing satisfaction of a job well done, but my Identify Enchantment ability leveled up three times, hitting the dizzy heights of level seven. Not only did this reduce my chance of destroying miodes when I tried to identify them, but it also put me just two more ability level ups from the next branch of my Simple Enchantment skill tree. Suddenly, the Intermediate ranking of the tree didn’t seem such a steep climb away.

Finally, Paisley recovered enough to return to her store, thanking the three of us for our help by treating us to lunch at the King’s Head. Since Paisley was paying, Chris restricted himself to ordering just one main course, though he didn’t show much restraint when choosing a big bowl of three-flavored ice cream for dessert.

Now that I had my mornings free again, I realized that I hadn’t done any work at all on Jester’s lamp recently. Two of the three miode types remained unidentified, and I was eager to uncover the mystery. I still, however, didn’t quite trust my Identify Enchantment ability enough to test it.

There was something I could do, though. I waited until Saturday when I knew Jester would return to his aunt’s cottage from his job in Hattersdale. I found him in the front garden, wearing a mud smeared shirt and holding a huge pair of garden clippers in his hands. The bush he was trying to cut back looked big enough to swallow him whole. Indeed, its branches and leaves formed a sort of sneer, almost as if it was contemplating doing just that.

“Hey, Jester,” I said.

He gave a start and then, seeing it was me, set his clippers down on the grass. “Lewis! It’s been a while.”

“Sorry. It’s been a busy few weeks.”

“No, I didn’t mean it that way. It’s good to see you. Come inside, I’ll set the kettle boiling.”

The inside of the cottage looked much better than before. Jester’s aunt hadn’t been one for cleaning very often, but Jester had put that straight. The floors were swept and the counters and tables were cleared from dust. The mildew smell in the air was gone, replaced by a floral scent from some pots of dried petals Jester had set here and there. He’d even given the living room walls a lick of paint, replacing the old, drab grey with a brighter yellow.

“How’s work?” I asked him, as we sat down to drink our coffee.

“Oh, you know. Good, I suppose.”

“You don’t sound so sure.”

“It’s strange, Lewis,” he said. “I keep finding myself thinking of this place. You know, all the things that need to be done. Painting the other rooms, the gutters need completely replacing. Some of the stonework looks dangerous, to my mind.”

“It’s a pretty big job. Probably quite overwhelming.”

“No! Not at all. You see, I actually find myself looking forward to it. Anyway, have you got news about the lamp?”

“Not quite.”

“Oh.”

“There’s some tricky artificery at play, and the miodes seem to react more here in the cottage. You see, miodes are-”

I found myself falling into a heavy explanation of miodes, and I soon saw that my accountant friend was losing concentration, if not the will to live. That was okay – artificery just wasn’t his thing. I was sure if he’d started explaining profits, expenditure, or tax laws, I’d have felt the same.

“The short of it is that I actually need to have a look around the cottage, if you don’t mind. See if maybe a piece of the puzzle is right here.”

“Oh, well, be my guest. I need to tackle the garden, anyway.”

Jester headed back outside, leaving me alone in the living room. Finishing the last dregs of my coffee, I stood up, ready to employ my craft.

What I needed today was my Detect Enchantment ability, which fell under my Simple Disenchant skill tree. While Identify Enchantment could tell me what a miode actually did, Detect Enchantment merely alerted me to the actual presence of artificery.

Since the lamp’s miodes seemed to react to being in the cottage, I wondered if there was some artificery right here within its newly painted walls. A sort of anchor, perhaps. Cooper had told me a while ago that such artificery was possible; that an artificeric anchor could be placed somewhere so that an item’s artificery could only be used when it was nearby. Such a technique was often employed in stores as a way of stopping people from stealing items.

I started my task right there in the living room, working slowly. I would take a step, use Detect Enchantment, and then move on a few steps more and use it again. By the time I had covered the living room, adjoining small dining room, and the kitchen, my crafting stamina was almost as empty as my coffee cup.

“How’re you getting on?” said Jester, entering the room even more covered in soil than before. Then he said, “Sorry. I should leave you to it. I hate when Mr. Jenkins stands over my shoulder when I’m at my desk. I suppose for you, this is your desk, isn’t it?”

“It’s okay. I need to take a break, anyway.”

“Not found anything?”

“Nothing down here,” I said. “I think I’ll go grab some lunch, then try upstairs. I’m going to the Sunny Café. Want anything?”

“Yes, but let me pay. I insist.”

Jester and I had a lunch of cheese sandwiches, fried potatoes, and lemon and lime cordial, which we enjoyed out in the garden. Jester had finally tamed the man-swallowing bush, and he’d started to work on weeding the planted area that bordered the lawn.

As we ate, Jester asked question after question about artificery. I was more than glad to answer them, because the only thing a crafter likes more than his craft is talking about it.

Conversation soon drifted on, or was steered by Jester, towards Sunhampton itself. He wanted to know everything about it; the best places to eat, what the people were like, and where a person might go hiking if they fancied it. He didn’t sound at all like a man who wanted to fix up his aunt’s cottage and then sell it on. Still, since he was asking me about hiking, I told him a few routes that Paisley, Chris, and I had walked, and I recommended that he visit a little store I knew of on Coiner’s Way, where he might buy some interesting hiking equipment.

Finishing my sandwich, I brushed the crumbs from my trousers and stood up. “I better get back to it,” I said.

While Jester had made a good start on fixing up the downstairs floor of the cottage, the upstairs was mostly untouched. All he’d done was to fill one of the two bedrooms with boxes of his aunt’s things, which he hadn’t sold yet.

If I thought the craftstead was a little neglected, then this place was something else. Ancient paint peeling from even older walls, spots of sinister-looking black mold near the ceiling. His aunt had lived alone, so the only bed was in her room. It was double sized, and it looked like it might just fall apart if someone sat on it.

Again using my Detect Enchantment ability, I made a careful patrol of this maze of peeling paint and black mold. My investigations took me through each room and to the bathroom, where I once again came up empty.

Standing in the hallway, I thought about the problem while absentmindedly tapping out a beat on the wall with my fingers.

There just has to be something here. I’m sure of it.

That was when I looked up at the ceiling, where I saw a hatch. It was an attic! The old cottage must have space beneath its rafters. Reaching up, I grabbed a little cord and opened the hatch. A small set of steel ladders slid down reluctantly, juddering and whining as each step revealed itself. Holding the frame, I carefully climbed up.

I’d expected the attic to be as neglected as the rest of the cottage, but I was wrong. This was even more uncared for. Spider webs stretched from beam to beam, and the floor was littered with small, black droppings that could only have come from a critter of the rodent variety. Standing still and listening, I was sure I could hear the delicate scampering that belonged to whatever had left the black pellets. Still, I’d never really been bothered by rats, spiders, or anything like that, so I got to work.

Several more uses of my Detect Enchantment once again drained my crafting stamina with nothing to show for it. It was annoying, actually. Many of my other abilities wouldn’t have drained me as much, but my Detect Enchantment was only level two, and this meant it was very stamina inefficient.

Calling time on my efforts, I left the attic, returned the ladder to its position, and then closed the hatch. Some dust had fallen from the attic and down on the landing carpet, but I wasn’t worried about cleaning it right now. The upstairs of the house was so dirty already that a spot of dust actually seemed to improve its look.

When I headed back downstairs, I found Jester waiting for me.

“Anything?” he said.

I shook my head. “Nothing.”


Chapter 15

Jester joined the four of us in the King’s Head the next day, where we had a Sunday lunch. Sundays were a popular time at the tavern, with Zakariya often busy cooking up carvery dinners for the hikers and tourists who came to town. We had arrived late and it looked like we might not get a table. But when Zakariya saw Cooper, who was halfway through designing their artificed self-serving system, he made sure there was room for us.

With five of us squashed around a table that should have fit three, it made for a cozy lunch. The tavern air was thick with the aromas of roasted beef and chicken sitting on the carvery board, perfectly cooked and ready to be served. The scent of bay leaves, rosemary, and thyme wafted through every time Zakariya opened the kitchen oven. The overworked serving staff hurried in and out of the kitchen like ants working in a busy colony.

“Will they lose their jobs when you make that new system of yours?” I asked Cooper.

“Not at all. The system’s there to make their lives easier. It’s none of my business, of course, but Zakariya said the landlord’s already agreed to keep them on.”

“Will he keep his word?”

“Alec’s a trustworthy man. If he says they’ve got jobs, then they’ve got them. A self-serving artificed system doesn’t do all the work, after all. Anyway, Jester. Let’s talk about you. I want to pick your brains about a little tax issue.”

“Go ahead, Mr. Cooper,” said Jester.

My new accountant friend had a way about him that made people like him if not instantly, then certainly very soon after they met him. He did this in a very clever, yet simple way: he just asked people questions about their interests.

Soon, Paisley had told him all about her store, Chris had explained how his class earning project was going, and Cooper had treated him to an in-depth explanation of how the tavern’s self-serving system would work. I found this last discussion very interesting.

“So, your store, Paisley,” said Jester. “Does it happen to sell hiking equipment?”

“Sure! Made by our very own artificer novice, the honorable Mr. Lewis Cooper.”

Jester gave me a knowing look, and I just shrugged.

“I’ll stop by before I leave,” Jester told her.

My friend soon took a cart back to Hattersley with the promise that he’d be back the next weekend. I decided that by the time he returned, I would have at least the beginnings of an answer for him. Though, following Cooper’s advice about customer expectations, I didn’t actually say this.

Nevertheless, maybe Jester had been hoping I would carry on working on his mystery. “Here’s a spare key to the cottage,” he said, handing me a worn, brass key. “If you want to take a look around again, if you have the time I mean, then feel free.”

For the next few days, while I busied myself with a few simple projects that Cooper assigned to me, I found my thoughts straying again and again back to the cottage. There just had to be something I was missing. It did occur to me that I was spending way too much time on a job that wouldn’t pay very much, but I just couldn’t help it. My crafter’s curiosity had been well and truly piqued.

Of course, the problem might have been with my Detect Enchantment ability. As a mere level two, it was possible that the artificery within the cottage was just slightly too advanced for my ability to detect. It was certainly well hidden; as well as using my Detect Enchantment, I had walked around the cottage wearing my goggles, and I hadn’t seen even a trace of a miode.

I decided that the wisest thing to do was to level up my ability. Luckily, I lived in a craftstead with a master artificer, which meant there were lots of things in the house, workshop, and yard for me to practice on.

Starting in one of the spare rooms where Cooper stored many of his old, forgotten projects, I used Detect Enchantment. Unlike in the cottage, this attempt didn’t meet in failure. In fact, it was the opposite.

Streams of multicolored light appeared in the spare room, as if someone had let off a firework. The light moved around too fast to follow, threading through chair legs, into boxes, swooping through piles of clothes and blankets. The light was supposed to point to artificed things, but there were too many lights for me to follow, and they didn’t seem to know where to go.

“Ah. I see the problem.”

Searching for a needle in a haystack was difficult. But looking for a specific needle in a whole stack of other needles would be just as confusing. The problem, as I saw it, was that the room was filled floor to ceiling with artificed goods, and my low level ability simply couldn’t sort through them.

I began taking items out of the room one by one and using Detect Enchantment on them. I tried it on a table, a chef’s knife set, a copper kettle, and many, many more things besides. Some of them weren’t artificed at all, but my ability soon alerted me to the presence of artificery in many. What they didn’t tell me right now, however, was what the artificery actually did. Cooper would know just by looking at them; he had made them all, and their artificeric properties would be instantly revealed to him. So, too, would a customer know everything about a product we artificed for them. It wouldn’t have been very useful to sell them something artificeric without them knowing what it did.

I would have to use Identify Enchantment to learn their miodes’ true purposes, but that was fine because that wasn’t the purpose of my work today. All I wanted to do was use Detect Enchantment enough to level it.

Days went by with me dividing my time between the duties Cooper set me, and painstakingly detecting the enchantments on all the random junk Cooper had amassed over the years. As a bonus, the act of taking everything outside item by item meant I could return them to their homes in the spare rooms and workshop in a much more ordered state. Soon, the craftstead looked tidier than it had ever been.

“Something’s different about this place,” Cooper said when he went upstairs to change out of his sweat-soaked work shirt. “You’ve done something. I don’t know what, but you have.”

My main prize was my advancement. My ability galloped through the levels like a wolf hunting prey, shooting up from level two to level five. In turn, this was enough to level up my whole Simple Disenchantment skill tree to level two.

The only place in the craftstead where I hadn’t used my Detect Enchantment ability yet was the furthest spare room, just past Chris’s bedroom. Stepping inside, I faced the towers and piles of junk, and I decided to test something.

This time, rather than drag each item outside, I just stood there and used my ability. Whereas before, using it in a room full of artificed things had made the reams of light too confusing to follow, my level five ability made more sense of it. In fact, it did more than that. Now, the artificed items in the room glowed red, allowing me to distinguish between the things that were artificed, and those that weren’t.

I hurried through Sunhampton and to the cottage. Despite Jester’s work it still had a neglected feel to it, and stepping inside, the place seemed even more abandoned without Jester there. It had a vaguely mysterious, if not creepy, feel to it, and I wouldn’t have been all too happy to hear any creatures scampering around this time.

Just as I had the previous Saturday, I started making a patrol of the cottage and using Detect Enchantment. This time, my ability was much more stamina efficient, and I tired far less easily. Even so, I had soon covered the whole of the downstairs and three quarters of the upstairs rooms, without finding anything.

With my crafting stamina needing time to recover, I realized that my stomach was rumbling. I headed down the worn stairs and into the kitchen, where I checked the cupboards. They were mostly bare, except for a few jars of jam that Jester had bought from Paisley’s shop, and a half-eaten cheese wheel in the little larder near the back door.

This was how I found myself on Coiner’s Way at lunchtime. After stopping by Paisley’s store to have lunch with her, I headed to the general store, where I bought cuts of beef specially prepared by Joe Phillips, who was a master-ranked butcher, so that they would keep in the larder for seven days. I also bought carrots, onions, and potatoes with a similar shelf life, as well as rice, dried beans, and a few jars of sauces.

Back at the cottage, I put these in the kitchen cupboard and larder, leaving Jester a little better stocked than before. Sure, it left me out of pocket. But then, Jester had bought me lunch a couple of times while I had been working here, and he’d served me an endless amount of coffee, tea, and lemonade. Besides, this was starting to feel less like a job for a customer, and more like a favor to a friend.

With my stamina as full as the kitchen cupboards – that was, not quite full but less empty than before - I finished using Detect Enchantment on the remaining upstairs rooms, and the attic.

Nothing. I still wasn’t finding anything at all.

Downstairs, I made a cup of coffee and slumped onto the living room couch. As a lover of all kinds of foods I had a very accommodating palate, but defeat sure was a sour thing to taste.

What is it about this place, I wondered?

It was dark by the time I got home to the craftstead. Sunhampton was a beautiful place to live on summer evenings. The air felt just right so you could wear a thin shirt and not feel too cold or too hot. Taverns and cafes placed tables outside their shops and served cold beers and hot food in the open air. Families, couples, and friends all walked lazily down Coiner’s Way. Outside the town, crops grew tall and proud in the farmer’s fields, including the Tattersall’s farm where their hard work was just starting to bear fruit. Or vegetables, in their case.

But the best place of all to spend a summer night was the craftstead, where the wind breezed with a light touch, and the grass that surrounded the yard gave off scents of nature and goodness. Birds sang soft, contented songs from their trees, and critters made gentle rustlings through the undergrowth as they searched for food.

When I got back, I found Cooper, Chris, Paisley, Jace Porter, and Lee Hunter gathered in the yard. But there was another guest, too. Janey Morgan had made a visit, which I was surprised by. Usually, I could tell whenever Janey was coming to visit from how hurriedly Cooper went around the house tidying up, and by the way his excitement grew as the day approached.

“Here he is!” called Cooper. “You’re lucky we didn’t start without you.”

“Start what?”

“Grub’s almost ready.”

Cooper had dragged a metal grill into the yard, and he had already cooked burgers, sausages, and steaks on it. On either side of the grill were two barrels, one filled with pale ale from the King’s Head, and another with cider that Mr. Porter had brought back from Tarrin. He was thinking of buying a small brewery there, he explained, and the owner had given him the barrel to take home so he could sample their goods.

Making a quick count, I saw that we were one chair short of the seven that we’d need. Chris had already brought out five chairs from the kitchen dining table and another from the living room, so I headed into the workshop to grab a stool.

Joining everyone, it was only minutes until I was sitting there with a full plate of delicious food, grilled to an almost artificeric perfection by Cooper. Chris and Paisley had dragged their chairs together so they sat shoulder to shoulder, as had Cooper and Janey. Sure, friends could sit so close to each other, no doubting it. But to me, this was a fairly bold statement that they weren’t only friends. As if anyone in Sunhampton hadn’t guessed already.

“How’s business, Mr. Porter?” asked Lee Hunter.

“Fine.”

Jace had never quite thawed to Lee after his small feud with Paisley and me, in what seemed like a lifetime ago. This was despite Lee gifting him meat from his hunts from time to time.

“Uncle Jace doesn’t mind eating it, though,” Paisley had told me.

Plates were emptied and then filled again, and then filled for a third time, in Chris’s case. The seven of us worked our way through the barrel of pale ale, though we didn’t touch the cider much after we’d all taken a sample.

“I don’t think I’ll be proceeding with the deal,” said Jace. “The stuff tastes like vinegar. I won’t sell a product I don’t believe in.”

“Quite right, Unc,” said Paisley.

Chris shrugged. “I don’t mind it.”

As the birds talked to each other from their nests, the seven of us chatted away, too. Barely any of it was worth remarking on, just as the easiest, most enjoyable conversations sometimes aren’t. But there wasn’t a single word I would have missed. It made me grateful that I had a place like this and people like them. There was a time, after all, when I slept in the servants’ quarters in a huge, draughty manor, and my only conversations were with the friendly, yet busy, carriage drivers and house staff that worked for my stepfather.

The evening wound on, leaving us in the slow but sure way a cloud in a pure blue sky might. Not fast, but so consistently that you were surprised when you looked up at the sky and realized it was gone.

“I better be going,” said Lee Hunter. “Up early tomorrow. My thanks, Mr. Cooper. Nice to meet you, Ms Morgan.”

Cooper stood up. “Before you go, Lee, stay a minute. I’d like to tell you all something.” His voice had ever so slightly taken on the twang it got when he’d drank a beer, or six.

A hush fell on us, and anticipation gathered around our little gathering like the breeze that blew over the yard. Janey, I noted, was holding Cooper’s hand. Paisley and I exchanged a glance, and she arched her eyebrows.

Here it comes, I thought. Announcement of the news that just about everyone in Easterly knows by now: you guys are an item.

Cooper held his beer glass high. “A toast, if I may. Janey and I are getting married!”


Chapter 16

Chris, Paisley, and I were in the Sunny Café eating a cooked breakfast. Chris had opted for what Spruce Wilkinson, the owner, had nicknamed ‘The Chris Special’. This consisted of three sausages, four rashers of bacon, three eggs, fried mushrooms, baked beans in tomato sauce, and a side of buttered toast. Paisley wasn’t feeling great after drinking too many beers the night before, so she just got brown toast and marmalade. She didn’t blame it on the beer, of course. She told us that the cold she’d recovered from must be making a reappearance. I had ordered a glass of water for my sore head, a coffee for my weary brain, and a bacon and sausage sandwich to hopefully set me up for the day.

The café was busy this morning, with all but one table taken up. The whir and hiss of a tinkered coffee machine came from the kitchen over at the back, where Spruce Wilkinson was trying to make hot drinks, cook breakfasts, and take his customer’s gold, all at once.

“So…” began Paisley. “About last night.”

Silence. None of us knew what to say, so I guessed it fell to me.

“I’m happy for him,” I said.

“Oh, yes.”

Chris nodded. “Sure.”

“Of course, it’s maybe…” I said.

“A little soon?” said Paisley.

“Way too soon,” added Chris.

“I suppose it’s his business. And he’s happy. It’s just, how long have they been together?”

Paisley took a testing bite of her marmalade toast. Judging by how she didn’t take another, I guessed the test hadn’t gone well. “I suppose he’s known her for a long time. That’s why he sent you to her to learn Simple Alchemy, wasn’t it?”

I nodded. “They go back years.”

“Then that’s different, isn’t it? They’re not strangers.”

“Yeah, I know. It just feels a little weird, the whole thing. Good, but weird.”

“It’ll just take some getting used to, I reckon,” said Chris. “You know. If Janey moves in, and Cooper is happy all the time. That’ll definitely take some adjusting to. The other day, I caught him singing to himself.”

I liked the rare glimpses we got of the new, happier Cooper. In truth, any doubts I had weren’t really about Cooper and Janey. Maybe my brain phrased them that way at first to make them more palatable. But I guessed what I really worried about was the idea of change. Of maybe Cooper not wanting a novice and a town crier hanging around. That he might ask me and Chris to leave the craftstead.

“The craftstead’s a big place, right? I said. “Big enough for four people.”

Paisley laughed. “So that’s what this is about, is it? Look, Lewis. I knew Mr. Cooper a little before you did. And I had heard of him before I met him, too. Folks used to avoid saying morning to him in case they got a face full of grouchiness. Since you came to live with him, he’s been different.”

“Yeah. He eats actual meals, for one thing. Before we started sharing cooking duties, he had the worst diet,” I said.

“Not just that. He likes having you around.”

I nodded. “You’re right. I know you are. Hey, why don’t we get them an engagement gift? Or better still, I can make one. Something artificed that they’ll really enjoy. I’ll do it using my own skills and my own gold. I’ll even source the miodes and stuff myself.”

Paisley idly dipped a teaspoon into the sugar bowl and then tipped two heaps into her lemonade. Stirring it, she said, “If you do that, Chris and I can get him something together.”

Chris smiled. “From both of us?”

“Sure, why not?”

All artificery projects start in one of three ways. Either the artificer themselves has an idea of what they want to make, a customer places an order, or they are set a task by their master or teacher. Of the three things, I liked the second one the best. Customers often knew what they wanted yet didn’t know much about artificery. This gave me something to aim for while still having a little creative leeway.

My least favorite thing was having Cooper assign me something, usually because I knew that there’d be some kind of lesson in it that I would have to spend a while looking foolish before I learned. Then, in the end, all that waited for me was for Cooper to give a critique and let me know where I had gone wrong.

This project was the worst of both worlds. Not only did I not have a request from a customer to work from, but my customers were Cooper and Janey. She was just as bad as him when it came to harsh feedback.

It’s the thought that counts, I told myself. I’m putting in a lot of effort to make them something, and that’s all anyone can ask for.

I had always been awful at choosing gifts for people, and I knew I’d need Paisley’s help. Especially with a gift for Cooper, who she seemed to somehow know better than I did. Unfortunately for me, Chris and Paisley weren’t around today. They had gone to Portnowslwick, a town famous for its theatre. They were going to see a play written by a playwright Paisley liked, and though they’d offered me a ticket, I said no.

Instead, I wandered around Coiner’s Way, going at a slow pace and stopping to look in the shop windows as I passed them. I’d hoped to get some inspiration for a gift I could make for Cooper and Janey, but so far, I was drawing a blank.

What do they both like? Or what do they need?

Passing by Paisley’s store, I saw Phillip Brownhill standing behind the counter. She’d told me that he was minding the store while she and Chris went to Portnowslwick, but it still seemed strange to see him there instead of at the manor.

“Afternoon, Phil,” I said.

“Can I help you, sir?” he said.

“It’s me. Lewis. You know, I visited Paisley when she was sick?”

“Oh, if you say so.”

Why does this guy never recognize me?

“Strange question for you,” I said. “If you were making someone an engagement gift, what would you make?”

Phillip leaned forward on the counter, arms crossed, and thought about it. “Well, I do enjoy making model ships inside bottles. Galleons, caravels, carracks. Mr. Porter says I should sell them at the market, but no. People won’t want to buy my tat. I’m merely a hobbyist.”

“Those sound really interesting. I’d like to see them sometime.”

“Well, thank you.”

“Now, what about if the gift was for a master artificer and a master alchemist? See, I’m an artificer too, and I was thinking I’d make them something. But nothing I could make would match up to what Master Cooper could do by himself. Ah, maybe I’ll just buy a gift.”

“I started making model ships when I was a boy,” said Phillip. “My grandfather taught me. He was a model maker by profession. For the longest time I wanted to be one, too, but I don’t have the patience to do it all day, every day. In any case, nothing I could ever make, no ship I could put together would ever have been as good as my grandfather’s. Yet when I made him a small schooner for his seventy-fifth birthday, do you know what he said?”

“No.”

“He said, ‘This is terrible, Philly. The rigging looks like a drunk spider made it.’”

“Oh,” I said, slightly crestfallen at the outcome of the story.

“But do you know what? From that day on, my little ship found its place in the cabinet where he kept his favorite models. Right on the top shelf.”

It was a good thing that I had the key to Jester’s cottage. Since Janey and Cooper were at the craftstead and only left to go for walks or head into town for food, I didn’t have much time to work on their gift without them knowing. So, I had bundled up my tools and headed to the cottage, where I would labor on my present in secret. I doubted Jester would mind, and in any case, I would clear up after myself. Not that I could really make the cottage look any worse.

Inspiration for my gift had, in fact, come to me from watching Cooper and Janey return home from one of their walks. I had just happened to be at the edge of the yard, when I heard Cooper drunkenly singing. Peering down the hill, I watched with amusement as the pair of them staggered home. Far from being a good influence, Janey seemed just as bad as Cooper was, and the air rang with the sound of their song about a drunken goblin who was trying to find a wife.

Soon, my amusement turned to something else. About halfway up the hill, Cooper had to stray off the path and stop by a large boulder and catch his breath.

He’s struggling with the damned hill, I thought. I keep telling him to just make an artificed cart, but he’s too proud to admit that he needs…oh.

That was it! An artificed cart that the pair of them could use to go to town and back. Forget that I might well be enabling yet more drunkenness from two masters who ought to know better – this was it! This was the idea!

The first step was to design the cart, which I was able to do in my room, sitting on my bed and scribbling in my crafting notebook with the glow of the lamp on the table beside me highlighting the vehicle as it took form on the page. The full moon outside my window kept me company as I made one design, scribbled it out, then made another. A soft breeze tested the window frame but didn’t shake it, and soothing cricks and chirps came from all around the craftstead.

By the time I started to feel sleepy, I had mostly finished my design, and I added the last touches the next morning over a pot of coffee. With that done, I needed to procure the necessary wood, metal, tinkerer parts, and miodes.

That, it turned out was the snag.

Determined to do this completely by myself without using Cooper’s materials to make his own gift, I soon learned that I just didn’t have enough gold. There were going to be some complex miodes in play for the cart, and my coin bag was already protesting. That was okay, though. I was an artificer – if I needed gold for materials, then I could just earn some.

And so, before Cooper and Janey had even woken up, I got ready and left the craftstead, heading out of Sunhampton and following one of the rough walking paths east of the town. The path, named Traitor’s Cross, soon spilled onto a road that cut through the countryside, which I followed past six farmhouses that, although they were neighbors, seemed to enjoy keeping a healthy distance from one another.

My journey took me through Traitor’s Woods and then, finally, to Jim-Joe Eckersley’s house and workshop. The reclusive timber merchant’s home was well constructed, no doubting that, but boy, was it a mess. Jim-Joe wasn’t just a timber supplier but also an expert ranked builder, and he expanded his home as he saw fit. The problem was that his tastes kept changing, which meant there were several styles at work. Today, the furthest eastern end of the property was a construction area, with a timber framework erected there to mark a new extension.

Jim-Joe invited me in, leading me through his house and then his adjoining workshop, and finally, to the small, box-like room where he dealt with customers. There was a desk littered with invoices and dark ring stains from mugs, and the faint smell of pipe tobacco suggested a habit that he hadn’t quite beaten yet. Coffee was simmering in a pot set on an artificed heating sheet on a table next to the wall. He poured a cup for me, one for himself, then sat down.

“Ooooh,” he wheezed, as he creaked his way down onto the chair.

Jim-Joe was a short man with skin as tanned as the hickory he sold, and crafter's muscles that had, so far, resisted the advancements of age. His knees hadn’t been so successful, and the act of sitting in a chair had pained him to the point that he needed to rub his aches away as we spoke.

“So you’re a novice now, are you?” he said, making a circular massaging motion on his knees.

“Yes, Mr. Eckersley. I’m working at the craftstead.”

“I was surprised, you know, when Cooper took on an apprentice. It’s not his way. Still, I suppose we all change as we get older. I’ve been thinking of sending a letter to Hattersdale. Got a nephew who lives there, y’see. I wonder if he might be interested in…well, time’s not getting slower, is it? An old geezer like me can’t keep running a business forever.”

“I reckon you’ve got a few years left in you. Maybe four, if you’re lucky.”

Jim-Joe grinned. “I remember the first time you came here. Looked like a sheep sent into a wolf’s den, you did. Remember how I refused to sell anything to you?”

“Until I threatened to let Master Cooper know about it.”

“Aye, well, I can afford to be exclusive in who I supply. Perks of building up a reputation, you see. Pickiness is one of the good things about success; you don’t have to sell to just anyone. The customer is rarely right, that’s my motto, and I won’t have dealings with people I don’t like the smell of no matter how much gold’s in their pouch.”

“Does that mean you didn’t like the smell of me, at first?”

“Ah, come on, lad. A young apprentice turns up at my door when I’m in the middle of a busy season? What am I supposed to do? Anyway, how is old Cooper?”

Jim-Joe was the same age as Cooper, if not a little older. Through my dealings with Cooper, his suppliers, and his friends, I had learned that old people like referring to people the same age as them as old. Maybe it was a way of deflecting, as if by noting that someone else looked - or was- older than them, the attentions of Old Man Time turned elsewhere for a while.

“He’s…well…he’s better than ever, Mr. Eckersley.”

“Really?”

I took a sip of my coffee and nodded. “Let’s just say his life’s taken an interesting turn.”

“New project, is it? I tell you, that man will die with a hammer in his hand.”

“Not a project,” I said. “I probably shouldn’t say.”

Jim-Joe leaned forward, eyes sparkling with a mixture of slyness and interest. “He’s got a girlfriend, hasn’t he? Old Cooper’s found himself someone to share his misery! Tell me I’m wrong. Go on. You can’t, can you? Well, who is it?”

“Master Cooper wouldn’t like me talking about his business.”

“Ah, well, then,” said Jim-Joe. “I suppose I should tell you that I can’t sell you any timber today. My stock’s all tied up. Can’t even give you a single piece.”

“Really Mr. Eckersley? This again, just because I won’t gossip?”

“Sorry you had to come out all this way.”

I sighed. “I suppose that Master Cooper and I will need to find a new supplier.”

Jim-Joe wagged a finger at me. “You tried that before, lad, and it worked. But not this time. You and I both know old Cooper isn’t going anywhere else. Us oldies, we don’t like change, and a new wood supplier is a heck of a change.”

“I’m not going to gossip about Master Cooper,” I said. “But I didn’t come all the way out here just to leave with no supplies. I suppose, if you guessed who Master Cooper was seeing, then I wouldn’t be gossiping.”

Jim-Joe eased his way out of the chair. Then, standing up but half-bent over, he rubbed his knees for a few seconds. This seemed to tease some life into his legs, allowing him to make slow circles around the room while tapping his chin in thought.

“Hmm. The fact I might be able to guess who it is means that I know them,” he said. “It must be someone from our past. Someone both of us know. Am I on the right track?”

I shrugged. In truth, I suspected that Cooper and Janey wouldn’t mind Jim-Joe Eckersley knowing about their engagement, since it wasn’t a secret. But spreading the word wasn’t my job, and I still didn’t want to be seen as a gossiper.

Jim-Joe continued. “Three-eyed Sally? No, no. She moved to Little Forking. Hmm. What about that lady we once knew…the one who was in charge of the lumber mill…”

Listening to Jim-Joe mutter to himself about all the women he and Cooper had known over the years was like being given an illustrated book about my master’s past. I heard about the girlfriends Cooper had once had. The women he failed to woo, the ones who tried to woo him, and those who he had a brief dalliance with before things fizzled out.

“Of course, there’s always Janey Morgan,” said Jim-Joe. “No, no. Not Janey. Things didn’t…”

“Didn’t what?” I said.

“Ah! Now who’s the one looking for gossip? I’m right, aren’t I? Old Cooper and Janey have finally got it together.”

“Maybe. Maybe not.”

“Don’t ever take up playing Tittler’s Twist, lad. You’ll lose the shirt off your back with bluffing skills like that.”

“I know Master Cooper and Janey go back a long way,” I said. “I sort of got the impression there was something there, but I don’t know what happened.”

“Janey’s father happened. Got sick, and Janey broke things off to look after him. Never seen Jack looking so heartbroken in all the years I’ve known him. Is it really her, then?”

I nodded. “I don’t want to see Master Cooper get upset again.”

“No, no. Don’t worry about that. The thing with Janey, it wasn’t her fault. She was just as upset as him. But it couldn’t be helped. If they’re together now… Well, lad, time has a way of tying up loose ends. Come on, now. Tell me what timber you need, and we’ll get you sorted.”

Stocked up on wood supplies, I headed to Jester’s cottage later that afternoon. There, I set up an impromptu workstation in the backyard so I could artifice things to sell at a market. I didn’t want to do it at the craftstead because if Cooper took an interest in what I was doing, he might somehow unravel the whole thing. Cooper had the kind of instincts that would have made him an excellent detective or interrogator, and I didn’t want him to sniff out any part of my little conspiracy.

At least I had a co-conspirator to rely on. Paisley had already agreed to come to a couple of markets with me, and she had excitedly checked her merchant’s almanac to see which ones we could both attend. There was a small crafter’s market at Jerkin’s Farm next weekend, as well as the usual mid-week market in Full Striding.

“Hey! I can get Phillip to cover the store, and we can work the market there. We could surprise Chris!” she had said.

“Doesn’t Mr. Porter mind you using his staff member to watch your shop?” I asked.

“Uncle Jace barely has enough work at home to keep Phillip around. He’s away so often, and all, that we just don’t really need him. But Uncle Jace won’t even think about letting him go. Honestly, it’s the only time I’ve ever seen him waste gold. Well, apart from that sweater he bought me for my birthday last year? Do you remember it? Ugh. Still, it’s the thought that counts.”

“It’s the thought that counts,” I agreed.

After checking my gold, I had enough left over after my visit to Jim-Joe Eckersley’s to buy some simple miodes. Not enough for the miodes needed for a cart, but that was okay. The whole point here was to make a few simple artificed things that I could sell at the market, and then I would have enough gold for what I needed.

To get started, I placed the five miode pool containers on the workbench. These were as basic as you could get; some minor transmogrifying miodes, some self-motion ones, and a few other types. They were from fourth-rate spell scrolls, which meant that their pale color reflected their weakness, like a glass of water with only a tiny drop of cordial dropped into it.

But not for long, I thought.

Activating Evolve Enchantment, I set about using my ability to improve them. This was a neat artificer’s trick, and one which some mages hated. It meant that we could buy their cheap spell scrolls and get much more powerful effects from them than should have been possible.

Unlike the last time I had used it, my Evolve Enchantment was level three now, which let me work on more than one miode at once, and greatly improved my success rate. After several tries there were some failures, sure – more than one miode disintegrated when I used my ability – but far more successes.

By the end, I had upgraded the miodes to roughly the equivalent of ones disenchanted from a third-rate spell scroll. Not only that, but I had leveled my Evolve Enchantment ability from three to four. A quick check of my skills gave me some very pleasing news.

I only need to level up one more ability in Simple Enchantment to get level five! And then, I’m only one skill tree level away from Intermediate Enchantment!

With my miodes upgraded, I did the same for the timber I’d bought from Jim-Joe Eckersley. I had opted for a range of timbers: some beech, birch, hickory, and some rather nice chestnut. Jim-Joe supplied good timber, but there was always room for improvement. Using ‘Upgrade’ from my Simple Craft and Forge skill tree, I soon had the pieces of timber looking perfectly planed and sturdy enough to be used on almost any project.

With the miodes and materials ready, all I needed to add was my artificeric creativity. That was always the fun part.

“And just around this corner is the yard,” said a voice.

I froze like a burglar caught with my hand in the safe. Footsteps came my way, and soon, three people walked into the yard. One of them, a half-orc wearing a smart but tight fitting suit, walked a few paces ahead of two women, a blonde and a brunette. The women were similarly smartly dressed, wearing suits that made me guess they worked in an office somewhere.

They stopped walking when they saw me, and the two women exchanged looks. I suddenly felt guilty, as if I wasn’t supposed to be there. Jester had given me a key, and all, but technically that was so I could work on solving the lamp issue.

Lessons from Toby and the Five Fiends came to mind now. If you want to look like you belong somewhere, then just act like it. Over act, actually. The more confident the better.

“Can I help you?” I said.

“Does Mr. Hugill know you are here?” asked the half-orc.

“Jester asked me to do some work on the cottage. Does he know you’re here? Who are you, anyway?”

The half-orc adjusted his tie. “Lerion Lancaster, of Lancaster and Penn. Mr. Hugill has given me permission to show people around his property in his absence.”

So he’s really selling up, then. I knew that he was, of course. He’d told me that. But I supposed I’d thought it might happen way into the future. I sort of liked visiting Jester and spending time here at the cottage, so it’d be a shame if he had to leave.

Being honest with myself, there was something else at play, too. I really wanted to know what kind of artificery was used in the lamp, and I strongly suspected it tied into the cottage. If I didn’t find out before Jester sold the place, it’d be like having an itch that I couldn’t scratch, yet one that lasted for the rest of my life.

I briefly considered telling the two women that this place was haunted, in the hope it might scare them away. That wouldn’t be fair to Jester, though.

“I suppose you’re here to complete some of the maintenance,” said Lerion, though there was a touch of hesitance in his voice, as though he were looking for reassurance more than stating a fact.

“I’m here to rob the place, actually. Thought I’d set up my worktable here in the yard, and then store stuff here while I look through the house. Would you mind giving me, say, thirty minutes? I should have all the valuables stolen by then.”

The two women laughed. Lerion allowed himself only a half-smile, and the look in his eyes suggested that part of him actually believed me, that I really was here acting as the slowest, least stealthy thief in the whole of Easterly.

I was going to have to tell Jester that I was using the yard as a workshop, of course. Lerion was bound to mention it. I hoped he wouldn’t mind when I explained it was for Master Cooper and Janey.

“We’ll just…you know…in there,” said Lerion, nodding at the cottage.

“Don’t mind me,” I said.

Throughout the afternoon, Lerion came and went with five prospective buyers while I worked in the yard. I couldn’t tell from any of their faces what they thought about the cottage. It was definitely a fixer upper, I knew that much. A house perfect for someone who wanted a project, but not if you wanted a place with all the home comforts taken care of and ready for you to enjoy.

When evening settled over Sunhampton, it became too dark for me to work. Unlike at the craftstead, Jester’s yard didn’t have any artificed lamps that activated when the sun set. With my labors over for the day, I made a check of the token texts that had been building up all afternoon, trying to get me to read them.

Artificing a whole bunch of things to sell at the Jerkin’s Farm crafter’s market had leveled my Enchant ability to twelve and my Upgrade Enchantment from three to five. This was enough of a push to get the boulder rolling down the hill, where it smashed through my skill tree level barrier.

'Simple Enchantment’ skill tree leveled up to 5!

- Success odds of all abilities increased

- Crafting Stamina increased 

Not a bad day’s work, I reflected as I swatted at the little night flies that were buzzing around my head. I’d artificed a bunch of things to sell at the market, and gone up a whole level in my Simple Enchantment skill tree. It was as good a time as any to call it a day.

I packed up my tools, folded up my workbench, and then stored all the things I’d made in an outhouse at the far end of the yard. Paisley and I were going to hire a cart for our market, so the things I’d made would be fine here until then. There was no sense heaving them all the way through the town, up the hill, and to the craftstead.

Finally, with my stomach protesting that I was two hours late for dinner, I made a quick check that all the cottage doors were locked, then headed home.


Chapter 17

If someone challenged me to define picturesque, I might just take them to Jerkin’s Farm so they could see it for themselves. It was a place that seemed to attract sunlight like a magnet, as if even on the most glorious sunny day it managed to be brighter than everywhere around it. Their cows, sheep, and even a few llamas grazed contentedly in their fields, while the various orchards scattered around lent a sweet smell to the air. It was a stark contrast to the run-down, neglected Tillwright farm, but it also served as an inspiration for what it could, and surely would be, when the Tillwright family’s hard work paid off.

This was a working farm, but there were more merchants and shoppers than farmers in sight today. Carts and wagons were parked in a fenced off patch of land, while a huge spread of grass was given to the many stalls and tents that traders had set up to sell their wares from. One tent, over by the far eastern corner, was already my favorite. A husband and wife caterer team had set up a hog roast stand, and the delicious scent of their meat carried through the air, giving me the treat of already knowing what I was having for lunch.

“Secured us a good pitch,” said Paisley. “Over by the hog roast folks. See it?”

“Oh, Paisley. You don’t know what you’re doing,” I said, shaking my head.

“Huh?”

“How am I expected to focus on selling stuff, when all I’m gonna be thinking is, how long until lunch?”

She laughed. “Leave the selling to me. You’ve done your job already…I hope. What did you bring us to sell?”

Approaching the pitch that Paisley had paid for, I saw that she’d already set up our stall. On it were a few things from her store; handmade scarves, jars of dried herbs she’d sourced from a local forager, and beautiful paintings of Sunhampton and its surrounding pastures, painted by a local artist named Amanda Smethwick. A wooden sign beside the stall displayed the name we’d always used when we worked markets together: ‘Lewis Crafter and Paisley Porter - Makers and Merchants of Fine Goods and Tools’

“Let me grab the cart, and I’ll show you what I made,” I said.

We’d rented a small, four wheel cart from Rez Buzzwell, who owned the Buzzwell Livery near Sunhampton. For a decent price, which Paisley had negotiated, we got not only the cart but a horse named Blue Mike, who had transported us and our goods all the way here without a single neigh of complaint.

I directed Blue Mike and the cart over to our pitch. Unhooking the horse from the cart, I paid one of Farmer Jerkin’s children, who loved market days on account of all the tips they earned, to take him over to their stables for the day.

“Alright,” I said, standing next to the cart. “We have jewelry boxes that not only keep things safe, but can also appraise jewelry for you. The security miodes are on the outside, and I used evaluation miodes on the inside. Mages use them to decipher spell scrolls, but combining them with the jewelry boxes made them work on bracelets and stuff, instead. I wanted to use a third miode to make the boxes polish whatever we put inside, but I didn’t want to take the risk. I’m not at that level of working with three miode types yet.”

Paisley was giving the appearance of actually being interested in my artificery talk. “No?”

“It’s such a small item, and my Enchant ability is still kinda low, that I didn’t want to damage it. The more miode types you use on something, the more chance it’ll break. On a large surface area, it’s not so bad. But something small? That’s too intricate for three miode types. At least, for me. You see-”

“Lewis, I’m trying really hard here. But whenever you and Mr. Cooper start talking about artificery…”

“Sorry. Anyhow, that’s one thing. I have a few crafter’s chests for storing more things inside them. Pretty standard artificery. Then there are my ever-burning candles – they might work well in your store – and self-adjusting belts that can fit anyone no matter their…uh…waist size.”

“What’s under the sheet?” asked Paisley.

She was pointing at a sheet of canvas at the back of the cart, which bulged with the strange shapes of what was underneath. Like a stage magician revealing a trick, I yanked the sheet away.

“Coat stands,” she said.

“Coat stands that dry whatever you hang on them!” I said. “But not only that. Oh, no. It doesn’t end there. They’ll also clean your coats, too. I figured posh people would like them in their vestibules.”

“You don’t have to be posh to have a vestibule, Lewis.”

“I never saw a poor person with one. Lastly, I made these beautiful things right here.”

Reaching into the cart, I took out a box filled with bars of soap.

“Oh. Soap,” said Paisley.

“Not just soap. All you need to do is hold the soap and say a fragrance out loud, and the soap will take on that scent! Great, huh? I had to use a little Simple alchemy for that.”

Paisley picked up a bar of soap. “Lavender.”

At first, nothing happened, and I wondered if my artificery and alchemy had gone astray. I had tested the bars, of course, but that didn’t stop me from doubting myself. But then, the scent of lavender reached my nostrils, competing with the aroma of hog roast.

“These are fantastic, Lewis. I think we’re going to do well today. I’ll go get us a coffee, and you can start unloading. Fair?”

“Fair,” I agreed.

I was also feeling optimistic about our day ahead. Back when I was a lowly apprentice, I had worked in many markets where I barely even sold a screwdriver. That was until I met Paisley, who could sell cheese to a cow. Added to that, I had worked hard on my skills and made better products, and our sales increased. We were a great team, and today would be a great day.

At least I thought so. That was, until the merchant who’d rented the stall next to us showed up. He had a long, black beard that sported flecks of grey in it. His brown coat reached all the way to his ankles, and was capped by a generously sized hood. If ‘mystery’ was a smell, he would have reeked of it. It wasn’t any particular thing that he did, more just a general air that seemed to follow him. I watched, feeling strange tremors of alarm in my stomach, as he started unloading things from a small chest.

First came a whole dining set with chairs and a table. Then an array of jars. Some of them were giant jars, the kind that people sometimes used to store their loose coins in. Next came a bookshelf, and finally, a bunch of what looked like blacksmithing tools.

The fact that he pulled all of this from a small box meant there was artificery at play. Not just that, but pretty high level artificery. I could create a box that held way more than it should, but not to this capacity.

Maybe he just bought the box. Anyone can buy an artificed box if they have enough gold.

Finally, he took out a sign from his box. Raising it up in the air, he jammed the spiked end into the ground and twisted it so it stood up firmly on its own. The sound of the thuds in the soil were like hammer blows on the coffin of my optimism, each one jarring my brain as I read his sign.

James Trafford – Expertly crafted goods from an expert artificer.

Seeing me staring, James nodded at me. His gaze fell over our stall, and he took on the kind of look I’d usually see on Master Cooper’s face when he evaluated my work. As an expert-ranked artificer, he would know at first glance that my things were artificed. He wouldn’t be able to see the miodes without his goggles, of course, but the more a person works with miodes, the more they develop an inner sense of their presence.

“Oh. This is a little awkward, no?” he said, in a not entirely unfriendly voice. “Sorry. I wouldn’t have set up my stall so close to yours if I knew what you were selling. Only, I got here late. Always late, that’s me. I’d be late for my own funeral. Anyway, old Jerkins said there was only one spot left, so here I am.”

“It’s okay,” I said, feigning a confidence I didn’t feel. “Nothing wrong with a little friendly competition.”

“Competition, is it? I like the sound of that. Let me guess,” he said, his gaze once again sweeping over my goods, “You’re an apprentice, no? Did your master send you here to sell his cast off stuff? I remember when my master used to do that.”

My ego stung a little. I didn’t know if he was being honest or just trying to needle me. “I’m a novice. These are all my own creations.”

“Oh! Then you’ve done well. Very passable craftsmanship.”

Paisley arrived back with our coffees, singing a tune almost under her breath. She looked up just as she reached us, and her stare fell on James Trafford’s sign. She put her hands on her hips.

“It’s not good practice to set a stall right next to someone selling the same types of things.”

“Sorry. But I was late. I’d be late for my own wedding. And old Jerkins, he told me-”

“That this is the only spot free,” I said, finishing his sentence.

“Can’t blame me for that, can you?” said James.

Paisley frowned. “Well, I sort of can. You said it yourself; you were late. But I suppose there’s no law against you selling the same kind of things.”

James rested a hand on his artificed table. “I wouldn’t say they’re the same. These are expert goods crafted by an expert artificer.”

“Yeah? Well, you don’t have a fully classed merchant with you, do you? So we’ll see who sells the most.”

Paisley would have put all her effort into selling things even on a normal day. When it came to parting people from their gold she saw it as a sport, and she was the most dedicated athlete around. As the day’s trading began she immediately flicked a switch in her head, turning from ‘mostly nice’ Paisley into ‘your gold is mine, you just don’t know it yet’ Paisley.

For a while, we kept even with James. He sold two giant jars, Paisley sold half a dozen of our soaps. Then she managed to convince a passing shopper to pay for not just one but two of her paintings, which James responded to by getting a generous amount of gold for a set of his blacksmith tools.

Mid-morning heralded the arrival of a light drizzle. Two of Farmer Jerkins’ older children, a teenage boy and a girl, headed to either side of the market area, where they began winding wooden winches. A pavilion, previously unseen, spread over the market area and protected shoppers and traders alike from the weather. The patter of the rain on the pavilion roof met with the babble of chatter from shoppers, traders, hagglers, and even a juggler who was performing at the far end of the market space, collecting coins in a bucket between each of his performances. In fact, the only person in the whole market who wasn’t making any noise was a mime artist, who set up shop near the juggler and made a pantomime of trying to juggle invisible pins. Soon, the juggler and mime artist almost came to blows when the juggler accused him of trying to put him off. The mime artist offered no defense.

It was around this time that James dealt us a body blow. Displaying a tongue so silver I could have stored it in my artificed jewelry box, he managed to get a rather hurried looking woman to buy his dining set.

“Self-cleaning,” he boasted to her, “And it’s artificed to keep your plates warm. Not only that, but it’ll shrink to a quarter of its size, if space is a concern.”

Three miode types. I couldn’t compete with that. Well, I suppose maybe I could have. A long shot, but possibly. But it certainly would have taken me lots of attempts, and a high likelihood that I was successful in artificing two miode types, only to destroy them when I attempted a third.

Paisley, having just failed to sell one of my jewelry boxes to a man who walked past with two sheepdogs, slumped down into the seat next to me. She gave James a glare. “He’s the worst type of merchant,” she said.

“Is he using his skills unfairly?” I asked. “Is he scamming people?”

“Worse than that.”

“What is it?” I said, intrigued at what kind of scheme James was running, and wondering whether we could use it to have him thrown out of the market.

“He’s letting his goods speak for themselves. How are we supposed to compete with that? He’s an expert craftsman. No offense or anything, Lewis. He’s come to the market with a sword, and we only have a butter knife.”

“Have you been taking compliment lessons from Master Cooper?”

“Oh, you know I’m not being mean. It’s just that his goods are better than ours, and he’s charging less. I don’t know how. He must have a damned good supplier for his materials.”

On any other day, she wouldn’t have been so glum. It had actually been a decent morning, by most standards. Paisley had made some sales, and with the afternoon still stretching out before us, there was every chance we’d sell all of our things. Yet, she wasn’t happy. James had managed to goad her competitive side into making an appearance, and that meant she could sell water to a flame monster and she still wouldn’t be happy if James beat her.

I remembered how downbeat I’d been at my early markets in Sunhampton and how she’d pepped me up. Maybe it was time for me to do the same for her.

“Tell you what,” I said. “I’ll go get us a couple of hog roast and stuffing sandwiches, and then we’ll think about how we can beat this guy.”

“I’ll go. I could use a break,” she said.

Paisley stood up, then held out her hand. Reaching into my coin pouch, I pulled out enough gold for the sandwiches. She closed her fist around the coins and then headed off, grumbling to herself.

As I thought about what to do, something surprising happened. James, who hadn’t had a customer for a while now, approached me.

“Do you think you could mind my stall?” he said.

People say never to look a gift horse in the mouth. Well, this horse had its jaws wide open and was showing me its teeth.

“Sure. Never hurts to help a fellow trader.”

“Thanks. Where are the toilets? Oh, never mind. Over there by the farmhouse. Why’d they put them so far away, do you think? Never mind, I won’t be long.”

I watched James thread his way through the market, avoiding a shopper here, a shopper there. He briefly paused by a stall filled with various plants, before heading off in the direction of the farmhouse.

Now I found myself alone with all of James’s things. His jars, tools, and the bookshelf. Standing so close to them, I thought I felt an inner stirring in response to their artificery, but it was hard to trust such a feeling. It could just have easily been my stomach rumbling because I was hungry.

Paisley soon returned with two trays, in each of which was a hog roast and stuffing sandwich, with a side of pickled beetroot. She’d also bought a tea for her, a coffee for me, and two glazed pastries for dessert.

Seeing me at James’s stall, she said, “Turning traitor, are you?”

“He just asked me to watch his things while he went to the toilet.”

“You serious?”

“Well, when you’ve gotta go, you’ve gotta go.”

“No, I mean…Lewis. Look! When the manager of a bank leaves the vault open, you’re supposed to rob it. It’s almost the law.”

“I really don’t think it is,” I said.

“Lewis, we can destroy this guy. Smash his jars. You can disenchant his stuff. Turn the bookshelf into a regular old shelf. You can insult customers when they walk past, and they’ll think you’re James’s employee.”

I would have laughed, had I not seen how serious she was. I knew what I was dealing with now. This wasn’t Paisley; this wasn’t even a Paisley who badly wanted to win. This was the darkest side of my friend, the side that rarely, ever came out, but when it did, it was scary. The last time I’d seen her like this was at the craftstead, when Master Cooper had taken all her winnings in Tittler’s Twist by bluffing her.

“We aren’t going to do any of that,” I said.

“All’s fair in business.”

“Oh, so if Mrs. Blue broke into your store and threw paint all over your scarves and shirts, you’d just shrug?”

“Ugh,” she said, the sound almost bestial. She took a huge bite from her sandwich and chewed it, then swallowed. “Fine. Are you going to eat your sandwich or what?”

“Yeah, just one sec.”

The opportunity, as I saw it, wasn’t to sabotage all of James’s products, but to learn from them. This was high level artificery, and trying to study it would surely give a boost to my skills. If I could use Identify Enchantment on them, it would be a good way to level the skill I needed for Jester’s lamp.

But what if I broke something? I already knew that was possible. Making a crack on Jester’s lamp wasn’t great, but it wasn’t really a disaster, either. Whereas if I damaged any of James's things, I’d have to pay for them. That would make it pointless even being here, since making gold was the whole point.

I blew out a defeated breath. No, I was just going to have to forget it. It was a nice idea, but not worth the risk.

“Thanks for that,” said James.

I hadn’t even noticed him approaching. He wore the look of a man who had relieved a long-standing urge to pee. In his hand, he carried a little paper bag with steam coming from it. Opening it, he took out a sandwich.

“There’s a lovely woman selling beef and horseradish sandwiches,” he said. “Just over there, near the tanner stall. I love beef and horse radish. It’s always been my favorite.”

I held up my tray. “Hog roast.”

“Thanks for looking after my stall. I half wondered if you might sabotage it. You know, urinate in one of my jars or something. But you don’t look the type.”

I laughed. “If only that had occurred to me.”

“I did notice you looking at my things strangely, though.”

I was about to explain that there was nothing in my glance, and that I had better join Paisley at our stall. But an idea made me stop. Here was an experienced artificer, one who wasn’t named Cooper. What’s more, he was going to be here all day. I could almost have slapped my own forehead. What had I been doing all day? I shouldn’t be competing with him. I should be learning from him.

“Truth is,” I began, “I thought about using Identify Enchantment on your stuff. All your products are way beyond anything I could make, and if I could just identify one or two of your miode types, I’d get some pretty good experience.”

“That, and you’d break them.”

“I thought so.”

“Well, thank you for watching my things, and a double thank you for not smashing them.”

James hadn’t caught the hint that I wouldn’t have minded a little help. But the thing about hints is that they’re stupid. What’s the point in hinting at something, if you can just use your words and ask? Hints only had a place in crossword puzzles, and even those annoyed me. I just couldn’t do them.

“Is there any way of identifying complex artificery without risking damaging the item?” I asked. “I know that leveling up is the broad answer. But what about if there’s something I really need to identify before I have time to level up?”

“Just ask your master to do it. Most novices work with their masters after they pass their apprenticeship. I’m assuming that’s the case for you.”

“That’d be the easy way,” I agreed. “It’d save me a whole load of time, in fact. But the thing about my master is, he’s not exactly the helpful type. Well, maybe he is, in his own unique way, but he’s also really critical. And he doesn’t trust me, either. Ever since I passed my apprenticeship…what? What’s with the grin?”

James chewed his mouthful of beef and horseradish and swallowed it. “Sorry. I’m not laughing at you, Phillip.”

“Lewis.”

“Lewis. I’m not making fun of you. It’s just that you remind me exactly of myself when I passed my apprenticeship. Although, I was a few years older than you, actually.”

“Remind you, how?”

“Nothing specific. I don’t know. Just…how you are. And my master was the same as yours by the sounds of it. Samwell Smithson. Heard of him?”

I shook my head.

“You’ll appreciate learning from a master like that one day, Billy.”

“Lewis.”

“It might seem harsh now, but getting you to work things out on your own is what will give you true artificeric knowledge.”

“I know. Most days, I really do know that. But if I’m struggling on a project and ask him for help, only for him to tell me to find the answer myself, it’s difficult to appreciate it in the moment.”

“Master Smithson and I used to have the almightiest rows,” said James. “At one point, he terminated my apprenticeship. It all worked out, though. What exactly where you looking to identify?”

I told James about Jester’s lamp and its three miode types. When I’d explained to Paisley and Chris about it, they’d made a show of being interested, but artificery wasn’t their thing. James, however, was following every word like a hawk tracking a mouse.

“Very strange,” said James. “Very, very strange. Have you tried non-artificeric methods of identification? Us artificers are sometimes guilty of looking for miodes when a simple scrap of paper might solve the problem.”

I nodded. “Jester looked through all his aunt’s old stuff. There’s no bill of sale, nothing at all relating to the lamp.”

“What about her as a person?”

“Jester didn’t know much. She was a seamstress by trade, at least until she turned forty. Then she ran for the council in Stow, where she won a seat. When she hit retiring age, she moved to Sunhampton and lived there until she died. I know she loved books; there were boxes and boxes of them in the spare room. She was also something of a loner and didn’t leave the cottage much. People thought she was pretty secretive.”

“Why don’t you bring the lamp to the artificer’s guild in Port Vesta?” said James. “I’ll have that thing identified before you can sing ‘The Goblin Wants a Wife.’”

It was so tempting. It really was. But it all went back to that old thing about gaining skills. If I wanted to be a long distance runner, how would getting a cart ride to the finish line help my training? If I asked James to figure out the lamp, that was all I’d be doing. I’d have earned nothing, and this whole thing would mean even less than nothing.

This was what being an artificer was all about. Our path was sometimes a hidden one, but we used our skills to clear the way, and our journey was all the better for it. I was bound to get all kinds of strange projects during my career, and if I didn’t solve them myself, I’d never build up the skills to become a master.

“Thanks,” I said, “But I’ll keep working at it. My Simple Enchant skill tree is almost intermediate. Maybe when it levels, my Identify Enchantment ability might be strong enough.”

“That’s the right answer,” said James. “Now you better go. Your friend looks like she’s trying to set me on fire with her stare.”

After lunch, the clouds parted and sunlight shone down, so the Jerkins teenagers worked the winches and removed the pavilion roof. Soon, four wagons filled with shoppers arrived, and the market was so busy people hardly had room to walk.

Hours passed as I watched Paisley sell our things. It was like witnessing an artist hard at work on a masterpiece. A few bars of artificed soap here, a jewelry box there. She always had a knack for being able to speak to a person and find out what they needed. Sometimes, all it took was a single glance. But was she truly finding out what they needed, I wondered, or telling them what they needed? I guessed that ambiguity was part of the mercantile art.

Soon, the crowd began to thin. People carried heavy bags and boxes back to their wagons and carts, where their drivers had waited all day. Sometimes with a book, other times just a pipe or a packed lunch. The shoppers climbed up into their transport and then, with a flick of reins, their drivers set their horses into motion and carried the cartloads of passengers down the long, winding road away from Jerkin’s Farm.

Paisley didn’t rest until the very last shopper had left the market. Many of the other merchants had already started packing up, but she always said that the last twenty minutes or so of a market were when most of the impulse buys happened.

Finally, with the market empty of people looking to spend gold, I began loading our things onto the cart. This was an easy and joyous task, since we’d sold everything except a single bar of soap.

“You were amazing today,” I told Paisley.

She smiled, but then said, “I can only sell what I’m given. A merchant can sell a poor product once, but not all day, and not a full stall’s worth of them.”

“We ought to do more of these,” I said.

“We should,” she agreed. “Better head back. The roads will be getting dark.”

“I’ll go find Blue Mike.”

Just before we left, I went to say bye to James. He had already packed up his stall and was just putting his sign back into his artificed store box. Just before he did, he took out a cloth from his pocket and wiped the spiked end that had been sticking into the mud all day.

“We sold all our things,” I said. “Not sure where that leaves us with our competition.”

James smiled. “That was just for your friend, Terry.”

“Lewis.”

He smiled wider. “I know, I was just joking with you, that time. But your friend wanted a competition, so that’s what I gave her. I wasn’t really bothered. For me, it’s all about the satisfaction of making my artificed things. Take joy in the process and not the results, Lewis, and you’ll never have an unhappy day of crafting in your life. Best of luck with your lamp.”


Chapter 18

After settling our stall costs and paying extra for returning the rented cart and horse a few hours later than agreed, Paisley and I split the remaining gold. I had almost earned enough for the miodes I’d need to artifice a self-moving cart for Cooper and Janey, but I was still a little short.

Now came the time to do the thing I often dreaded: actually spending my coins. Parting with coins from my pouch sometimes felt like I was parting with my soul. I guessed it was from the year I’d spent traveling Easterly alone with hardly any gold to see me through. That year had taught me lessons that went deep. Still, even though I wasn’t a merchant like Paisley, I at least knew the principles of spending to accumulate. Taking the profit from the Jerkin’s Farm craft fair, I put half of it aside and used the other half to buy some more materials and miodes.

For the next few days, I worked in the backyard of Jester’s cottage, making some things for us to sell at the Full Striding market next week. We were going to go on Monday or Tuesday, depending on when Paisley could get Phillip to watch her store for her.

“He moans about it,” Paisley told me, “But he keeps asking me if I need him to help. He does it in this weird, clearly forced voice. Like, ‘I suppose you’ll be wanting me to help in that store of yours soon, no doubt.’”

“Maybe he likes having something to do. You said yourself that Jace doesn’t have much work for him.”

“If I was Phillip, I’d just leave. I love him, he’s a lovely man, but some people just have no drive.”

“He gets a steady wage and he lives in a manor. Who’d give that up?”

When the weekend arrived, Jester sent a note with the Hattersdale – Sunhampton mail cart telling me that Mr. Jenkins had landed a big client who needed his books accounting straight away, so he was going to be stuck in the office for the foreseeable part of his life. Since the half-orc real estate agent didn’t work on weekends, this left me with the cottage yard to myself.

I worked almost non-stop, with only brief breaks to head back to the craftstead to have dinner with Chris and Cooper. When Cooper asked where I’d been spending all my time, I just shrugged and said, “You know. Here and there.”

“Good answer,” said Cooper. “Glad you’ve learned the lesson.”

“What lesson?”

“Same one I learned when I was your age. When one of your elders asks what you’ve been doing, be as vague as possible without outright lying. That’s almost a type of artificery in itself; the art of cloaking your words with no meaning. ”

My weekend passed this way, and by the time Sunday evening arrived, I was exhausted. This time, Chris accompanied me to the cottage, where I showed him what I’d made.

“This is an artificed water pump,” I said. “It’ll pump water at the exact temperature you want. This thing here’s a needle and thread kit for mending clothes. Obviously, self-working. I made a few of those sets.”

“What’s in the box?” asked Chris.

“What do you think it is?”

Chris walked over to the small box and peered into it. “Looks like…oh. It’s just some leftover wood.”

Inside the box were three rectangular sheets of timber, which could be used as floorboards. But as an artificer who valued efficiency as much as creativity, I hadn’t just left a few sheets of wood unused.

“There are two miode types in play here,” I told Chris. “One of them is transmogrify. The other is a speech-lock miode. Any ideas what they do?”

“I know transmogrify means to change something? Disguise it? Do the floorboards turn into a different color?”

I picked up one of the sheets and held it for Chris to see. “This is actually a safe.”

He scoffed. “What? No way.”

“Seriously. It’s a money safe, but the transmogrify miodes make it look and feel like a floorboard. Then, the speech-lock miode makes it so you can only access it by saying a password.”

“So you can lay this down in your house like a normal floorboard?”

“Sure. Like I said, it looks and feels like a floorboard. You can even walk on it. But if you say the password, you can put gold inside, or take it out.”

“What if the house burns down?”

“Ah,” I said, feeling unashamedly smug. “That’s where Simple Alchemy comes in. I used a fire-resistant treatment on it. Besides, if whoever buys it uses it to store gold, they should be fine. It has to get pretty damned hot to melt gold, I think. I can’t remember its exact melting point. Don’t tell Janey that, though. She’d have me memorizing tables again.”

“This is all good stuff, Lewy. I’m sure it’ll sell. Which market are you doing next?”

Paisley and I planned on covering the Full Striding market, in the city where Chris worked. We wanted to surprise him at lunchtime, so I couldn’t tell him where we were actually going.

“Oh, you know. Here and there.”

“Right,” he said. Then, picking up one of my artificed floorboard safes, he added, “I still can’t believe you made a safe look like a floorboard. It even feels like a piece of wood. Makes me a little worried, actually.”

“Worried?”

“Sure. What else is out there, looking like one thing but actually being another? Feel like I can’t trust anything. What if this cottage isn’t really here?”

Lightning struck me, sudden and powerful. Not the kind of lightning that would make my boots smoke, but a flash of inspiration in my mind that made the hairs on my arms stand up and my brain start running in all kinds of directions.

Suppose that a part of the cottage is artificed with transmogrifying miodes. Maybe the lamp artificery can be used to undisguise whatever it is. Hmm. But I’d still have to identify the artificery first, then figure out how to use it.

Putting my possible insight about the lamp and the cottage to one side, I showed Chris a few more of the remaining oddments and trinkets I had crafted with the scrap timber, copper, and iron I had left over.

“That should be enough for any market. Also leveled my Enchantment from twelve to thirteen,” I added, “And my Upgrade Enchantment’s gone from five to seven. I’m so close to the Intermediate Enchantment skill tree that I can almost grab the branch and pull myself up.”

“You’ll be the first of the three of us to hit intermediate in anything,” said Chris.

“Not if Paisley has anything to say about it. I think she’ll get there first. I just don’t dare actually tell her that. The minute she sees it as a competition, she’s already won.”

“So you’re sort of competing against her, without her knowing?”

“Not competing, Chris. And not without her knowing. But yeah.”

“Right,” said Chris.

“You’re going to tell her, aren’t you?”

“Well, as her boyfriend, I’m morally obliged. Also as a town crier, it’s in my nature to share news. Especially the secret kind.”

“Don’t ever become a lawyer or a priest,” I said, laughing.

Rangers in Easterly have a saying that goes something like, ‘The best planned routes can often go astray.’ Our market plans were no exception. Phillip couldn’t mind Paisley’s store until Wednesday, so we decided to go to Full Striding then.

On Tuesday evening, however, we learned that the market would be closed the next day after a trader of exotic arachnids had accidentally let some of his products loose. Not only that, but it was his most poisonous species that managed to evade him, and the subsequent panic had the other traders demanding that something be done.

How did a situation that the market authority tried to carefully manage become a panicked situation? Because a certain apprentice town crier learned of it, and he made a tour of various plazas in Full Striding’s eastern quarter to tell people the news.

“Don’t you feel bad for causing all that alarm?” I asked Chris.

“I didn’t cause anything. It’s not like I let the spiders loose, Lewis. All I did was report the facts. I don’t sensationalize like the people at the Full Striding Chronicle. I just tell people what happens. It’s not my job to filter the news based on what I feel people can handle. That’d be patronizing.”

It wasn’t until Thursday evening that the team of mages and arachnologists declared the market safe. In turn, Chris relayed this news to the people of Full Striding, and the market was reopened.

Paisley and I worked the market on Friday morning, making a healthy amount of sales. As planned, we surprised Chris at lunchtime, catching him just as he was about to leave Pennymerchant’s Square, after a busy morning of shouting the news.

“What are you guys doing here?” he said, a wide, beaming smile spreading on his face.

“Working the market. Thought we’d buy you lunch.”

“This is so great! Come on. I’ll take you to my favorite deli.”

After lunch at the Whistlestop Deli, Paisley and I returned to the market, while Chris had to go meet Louisa Rackingshaw at the Full Striding city library. He didn’t know why she wanted to see him today, but it wasn’t unusual for him to catch up with his master once or twice per week.

By the time the market’s closing bell was rung, Paisley and I had sold three quarters of our products. It hadn’t been as successful a day as at Jerkin’s Farm, but we made a decent profit. After meeting Chris at the town crier office, the three of us paid our fare on the commuter wagon and headed back to Sunhampton.

“Thanks for meeting me for lunch,” said Chris. “Gets a little tiring, traveling here every day. It was nice to see you guys. You know, break up the day a little.”

“Anytime,” I said.

“How did the market go?”

“Good.”

“Terrible.”

Paisley and I looked at each other, each of us challenging the other to explain the reasoning behind our judgments. Not that it was really needed; Paisley would never be happy unless she sold everything, whereas I was just glad to make a profit. And besides, I had gotten to spend the day with my pals while being paid for it. Could I really have asked for more than that?

Working two markets had finally earned me the gold I needed to buy my miodes. I visited a small village called Larking, where there was a little shop called ‘Steve’s Spell Scroll Shop’. Master Cooper bought all of his spell scrolls from Steve – unless he heard of a mage college selling lots of third-rate ones for cheap prices – and since I was working for Cooper, Steve added me to his ‘preferred customer’ list, too. Steve had never turned someone away, but he did offer preferential prices to his oldest customers.

Unlike Master Cooper, I didn’t use Steve for all of my spell scrolls. His shop was simply too far to travel to every time I needed miodes. So, for any spell scrolls with basic miodes, I shopped locally. For rarer ones, I came to Steve.

Steve was in his seventies, according to Cooper, but you wouldn’t have thought it to look at him. He was a big believer in using alchemic treatments, and often went to visit a master alchemist in Llwyn to get a face peel that stripped away his wrinkles. Not only that, but he kept himself in as good shape as he could with physical exercise, and he had a fairly healthy diet.

“Ah, young Lewis. I heard on the grapevine that you passed your apprenticeship.”

“That’s right. Those grapes are pretty talkative, huh?”

“Well done. Always a proud moment in a person’s life. What can I do for you?”

Steve and I discussed the miodes I’d need for a self-moving cart. The artificery was actually fairly simple, though simple didn’t mean cheap. After visiting Steve’s shop and then a quick stop by a timber merchant’s store to buy some high quality wood, I was almost cleaned all out of the gold I’d allocated to buying materials.

As a thrifty person, except when it came to food, I never liked having an empty coin pouch. Today, though, I found that I didn’t mind all that much. In fact, I was more excited than anything. I couldn’t wait to show Cooper and Janey their gift.

On Saturday, Jester traveled to Sunhampton, where he found me hard at work in the backyard of the cottage. I had already used my Craft skill from the Simple Craft and Forge skill tree to make the cart itself. I wouldn’t say it was the most beautiful piece of crafting, but the framework was there. It was a cart. It had wheels, and a space at the back for Cooper and Janey to sit. I could always varnish the wood and give it a lick of paint when I was done artificing it.

“Ah, Lewis. You’re…making a cart,” said Jester. He dropped his backpack onto the ground. I was pleased to see it was one of the backpacks from Paisley’s store. On his previous trips here, Jester had always brought a hefty suitcase with him. The backpack made things much easier.

“I hope you don’t mind,” I said, and explained how I needed to work on the cart in private.

“Fine by me. I’ll have to charge you, though. What are the rates for renting out a workspace?” he said, with a grin.

This weekend, Jester planned to tackle the black mold in the upstairs rooms. He’d bought a mold removal spray from an alchemist in Hattersdale, who’d promised him that one layer of spraying would do the job.

While he got busy in the cottage, I strapped on my artificer’s goggles, grabbed my artificer’s hammer and miodes, and got to work on the cart. After Disenchanting the spell scrolls I bought from Steve to get their miodes, I then used my Evolve Enchantment ability to juice them up a little.

Next came the placing of the miodes. I’d tap the cart wheels with my hammer to open up invisible holes for the miodes, then painstakingly place each self-moving miode one by one. I made sure to go slowly, wanting the artificery to be as good as I could possibly make it. I was sure it wouldn’t match up to Cooper’s standards, but I hoped he wouldn’t look a gift horse in the mouth. Even Cooper wasn’t ungracious enough to criticize the workmanship of a gift. At least, I hoped not.

At lunchtime, Jester walked out into the yard and declared that he was going to the Sunny Café to get lunch. He asked me if I wanted to sit outside the café with him, but I regretfully declined. I was on a roll with the artificery, and I didn’t want to stop until it was finished.

The afternoon wore on. Clouds gathered overhead and threatened rain, but then left, their threats proving to be empty ones. Finally, with sore eyes and even sorer fingers, I placed the very last miode on the cart.

But my work wasn’t done there. As a final flourish, I used Upgrade Enchantment to boost the effectiveness of the whole artificery. My first few tries were unsuccessful, and I worried that if I kept going I might even damage the miodes. Gathering all my focus, I made one last attempt.

I held my breath.

“Come on…come on…”

Seeing my ability finish its task, I let out a relieved lungful of air. This time, it worked, though not quite in the way I had planned. I’d hoped to simply make the miodes more durable, so that the cart could move for longer distances without needing to replenish.

Instead, my unpredictable Upgrade Enchantment gave the miodes a speed effect, meaning the cart would move faster. I wasn’t too unhappy with the result. Cooper was an impatient guy, after all, so I guessed he’d appreciate being able to travel down the steep hill from the craftstead faster.

Finally, I wiped the sweat from my forehead and did a few stretches to ease my aching limbs. Then, refreshed, I stood back and admired my handiwork.

Item artificed: Self-moving cart

A two seater cart that will move by itself, without the need of horses to pull it. Works over short distances, with time needed between trips for the artificery to replenish.

Suddenly, my token bracelet began to vibrate. I rolled up my left sleeve and looked at it, only to see that my Simple Enchantment token was changing. The metal seemed to grow a little thicker, and it took on a deeper gold color. Reams of token text seeped out from it, gathering in front of me like a swarm of friendly bees.

Upgrade Enchantment leveled to 8

Evolve Enchantment leveled to 5

[Simple Enchantment skill tree]

Your Simple Enchantment skill tree has leveled up to Intermediate!

New level: Intermediate Enchantment Level 1

- Crafting stamina greatly increased

- Effectiveness of all Enchantment abilities greatly increased

- Ability to work with 3 or sometimes 4 miode types gained

A rush of happiness flooded my brain. Suddenly, I felt like I had drunk five ales at the King’s Head and had instantly fallen into the ‘sing a song about a goblin and his wife’ level of merriness. Forgetting myself, I climbed straight onto the cart and danced on it, not caring that someone might see me or that even the birds in the trees surrounding the yard seemed to be mocking me with their chirps.

It was then, as I was dancing, that Jester walked into the yard. Catching me strutting, he stopped and stared, clearly confused at the sight before his eyes.

“Is this some strange part of artificery that you didn’t tell me about?” he asked. “Some kind of artificer’s version of a rain dance?”

“Jester, my friend,” I announced, “We’re going to the King’s Head for a beer. Right now.”


Chapter 19

The next morning, my head felt like someone had put it on a blacksmith’s anvil and started pounding it into shape. Bleary eyed, I got out of bed and headed downstairs, where I found Cooper cooking bacon and sausages in the kitchen while whistling the unmistakable tune to ‘The Goblin Wants a Wife’. Janey had gone back to Brunswick, but that didn’t seem to have dampened his clearly good mood.

“Gods,” he said, looking at me. “Look at the state of you.”

“Ugh.”

“Ah. I know that word all too well, my young novice. Roughly translated, it means, ‘I had too many beers at the King’s Head last night, Master Cooper.’ Well, there’s only one cure. Sit down and have something to eat.”

One half of a sandwich and a cup of coffee later, I felt less troll-like and more like a human, or at least the approximation of one. After finishing cooking, Cooper had joined me, eating two sandwiches and drinking two coffees.

“So?” he said. “What was your celebration in aid of?”

I had been looking forward to telling Cooper my news. In fact, the pleasure of doing so seemed to wipe away my hangover almost entirely. Avoiding explaining exactly which project had leveled up my Enchant skill, I announced that I was no longer sitting under the shade of the ‘simple’ skill tree.

Cooper got to his feet and, to my utter surprise, gave me a hug. He squeezed way harder than I’d expected from a man of his age. Releasing me, he said, “Well, that calls for a celebration. Tonight. Invite young Paisley and her uncle to the craftstead. We’ll have a king’s banquet.”

Though he was delighted with my progress, that didn’t mean he’d go easy on me. He’d just taken on four new artificery projects, and my advancement to Intermediate Enchantment meant he felt like he could trust me with one of the tougher ones.

“Villa Turner needs a grandfather clock that reads out the time in her grandfather’s voice,” he explained. “Her grandmother isn’t well, bless her, and she’s getting forgetful. The clock needs to read out the time, and remind her when to take the tonics that damned Healer Brown has prescribed to her. Villa says it will make her grandmother more comfortable if her husband’s voice reads out the time and everything else. I already bought the spell scrolls that we’ll need, so you should be able to finish it…in no time.”

Cooper laughed at his own pun, which I felt was inexcusable behavior, then left the room, still chuckling to himself.

While I worked on the clock, Cooper got busy with a project of his own. Despite having three other customers' orders to finish, I soon discovered that he was actually spending his time making plans for his and Janey’s wedding. He treated it with as much care as he’d put into his artificery, planning everything down to the most minute detail.

“Rolls and Dough and the Sunny Café are going to work together to cater for us,” he told me. “I already worked out a deal with Spruce. Mrs. Grant is a different story. The woman could coax gold from a dragon.”

“Need any help?” I asked.

“Just get on with the clock. That’ll be help enough. Thanks, lad.”

I was excited and proud that Cooper was finally trusting me with tougher projects. At the same time, an inner turmoil coiled its way inside me like a snake slithering under a fallen log and making a nest.

Leveling up my Enchantment skill tree to Intermediate had, according to the token text, greatly increased the effectiveness of all my abilities under that tree. This meant that my Identify Enchantment ability was much, much better. All I could think about as I worked on Villa Turner’s clock was that I wanted to be working on Jester’s lamp, instead. It was just possible that I might finally solve it.

Focus, I told myself. Take my time and do the best possible job. Mess this project up, and Cooper won’t trust me with any more.

So, with all the discipline my now hangover-free mind could manage, I forced myself to work slowly and carefully. My labors on the clock took longer than expected; by that evening, I still wasn’t finished.

When the sun set, Chris returned home from work. Not long after, Paisley and Jace arrived with two bottles of wine from Jace’s cellar, and Cooper once again got out the grill and set it up in the craftstead yard. Soon, the nighttime air was filled with the aromas of delicious honey glazed beef and spiced chicken wings, as well as charred peppers, onions, and eggplant. Beers were poured, gossip and jokes exchanged. It was a cozy night with people who were as comfortable with each other as frogs and lily pads or bees and petals, and our only regret was that, on nights like this, the gods of time didn’t do us a favor and simply take a break for a while.

Finally, as the evening wound down, Cooper raised his mug of beer.

“To Lewis Cooper,” he said. “Proud member of the Intermediate Enchantment club.”

“To Lewis!” came the chorus of replies.

I finished the clock two days later. After submitting it to an inspection by Cooper – “Hmm, it’ll do” – I loaded it onto the small cart that Cooper used to transport things down the hill. This was a simple pull cart, with room for goods on the back but nowhere for people to sit. Its base was once artificed to make the load feel lighter, but years of use had worn the miodes down, and Cooper had never replaced them. Why would he, now that he had a novice who would pull the cart for him?

Not long now, and I can give him the artificed cart. No more cart pulling for me.

Villa Turner, a mid-twenties woman who worked two part-time jobs at the Sunny Café and at the general crafter’s goods store, was delighted with the finished project. She offered me a cup of cider and a piece of cake, which I politely declined since I had somewhere to be, as well as a tip for my hard work, which I just as graciously accepted.

Finally, I found myself unburdened, and my first act as a free man was to head over to Jester’s cottage with the lamp. The afternoon was darkening now, and it lent a somewhat sinister look to the old house. The windows were dark, and shadows seemed to stare out from them. The air was muggy and strangely still, as if it was waiting for something.

Undeterred, I used the key Jester had given me and headed inside. As soon as I walked through the door, I noticed how different the place smelled. The old aroma of mold was gone, and not because pots of dried petals were masking it. It seemed that Jester’s cleaning efforts and mold removal spray had worked.

Sitting on the couch in the living room, I placed the lamp on the coffee table. I could have done this at the craftstead, of course, but I felt sure my identification attempts would work today, and I felt equally certain that they were tied into the cottage. So, I wanted to be here when I was successful.

“Alright, then,” I said. “Here we go.”

I paused. Now that the moment was here, a part of me almost didn’t want to do anything. It was as though solving the mystery might…what? Bring an end to the project? Be completely underwhelming? What if it turned out the two unidentified miodes did something so minor, so boring, that it hadn’t been worth the effort?

Now I’m just being silly. What am I going to do, just never identify them?

Holding my breath, I used Identify Enchantment. The lamp seemed to vibrate slightly. A flinch of fear took hold in me, and I expected the crack on the lamp to widen, and perhaps spread so that the lamp itself just fell apart.

But instead, nothing at all happened.

“Damn it.”

Part of me wanted to hold back. To level up Identify Enchantment again, then level it some more. To keep leveling it until there was absolutely no doubt in my mind that it would work. But that could go on indefinitely. I might be a sixty-year-old man, still reluctant to use my ability on the damned lamp even after Jester had long ago forgotten about it.

Getting a grip over the anxious part of my brain, I used Identify Enchantment again. This time, token text spiraled out in front of me.

Miode enchantment identified: Unlock.

The thrill of success was strong but short lived, as I stared at the token text and took in its full meaning.

“Unlock?”

I couldn’t believe it. Unlock and lock miodes were commonplace for an artificer. We used them to create artificeric locking doors, jewelry boxes, or safes. I had worked with them in the past. There was no way that they should have needed an Intermediate Enchantment skill tree to identify.

This just gets stranger and stranger, I thought. I went outside into the yard and used the water pump to fill a flagon of water. I stood there a while in the darkness, trying to clear my head. I’ve often found that when answers aren’t coming, the best thing to do is stop reaching for them.

And then, as I finished my water, the answer arrived as promptly as a commuter cart from Full Striding. Two facts were undeniable: the unlock miodes were simple, yet I had still needed to level up to Intermediate Enchantment in order to identify them.

This meant that whoever had artificed the lamp had gone to the effort of making their miodes incredibly difficult to identify. What this, in turn, meant was that although the miodes unlocked something, the lamp’s artificer didn’t want that ‘something’ to be easily discoverable.

Putting this to the back of my mind for a moment, I focused on the lamp again. There was still one more miode type to identify, after all.

Miode enchantment identified: Untransmogrify.

Mysteries on top of mysteries. Not only was the lamp artificed to unlock something, but its secondary purpose was to remove some kind of illusion. Somewhere, almost definitely in this cottage, there was something that wasn’t quite what it seemed, and the lamp was the thing that could…shed a light on it.

Great. Cooper infected me with his puns, I thought.


Chapter 20

Jester returned to Sunhampton the following weekend, this time to paint the upstairs rooms in the cottage now that he’d removed all the mold. He’d chosen a bright blue paint that I found questionable but kept quiet about, since Paisley had often told me I had the worst taste in clothes. Maybe that extended to paint colors, too.

We met at the King’s Head tavern, where Cooper’s self-serving artificed system had been installed. Now, resting on each table was a paper menu. A master copy was kept somewhere in the tavern, which Zakariya Spencer could update. A change on the master menu would update all of the others through the mystical – if you were a layperson – power of artificery.

“How does this work?” asked Jester.

“You never used an artificed menu before?”

“All the taverns I’ve been in are old fashioned and artificery free.”

“I doubt they were completely artificery free. You’ll find artificery everywhere when you know how to look for it. Besides, the best artificery doesn’t just announce itself. We’re a subtle breed.”

“So I’m discovering,” said Jester.

“Anyway, just choose what you want and say it out loud, followed by ‘Confirmed’. The menu will relay it to Zakariya in the kitchen.”

“And how does the food get here, if it’s self-serving?”

“Cooper artificed a bunch of serving trays on top of wheeled tables. They’ll bring the food out to you,” I said.

“I feel sorry for his serving staff having to find new jobs.”

“What, you mean Clyde, just over there? And Stacey dishing up over at that table? The system just helps Zakariya keep on top of things when it’s too busy, and takes a little of the load from the serving staff.”

Jester ordered a bowl of three bean chili and a dandelion cordial, while I opted for spaghetti with garlic and tomato sauce and garlic bread, accompanied by a mid-priced red wine from Pastures Green, a local vineyard. I wasn’t much of a wine drinker, really, but the artificed menu insisted that it went well with the dish. I guessed that Zakariya had discovered his new system wasn’t just convenient, but he could also use it to upsell things. Paisley would have been proud.

“How’s work?” I asked.

Jester pushed his chili around his bowl using his fork. I had never seen someone with a bowl of delicious chili in front of them looking so glum. “Terrible.”

“Bad client?”

“No, they’re fine. My heart just isn’t in it. Mr. Jenkins has started noticing, I think. He keeps visiting me at my desk, checking my books. It’s overbearing, to tell you the truth. But, I don’t know. I just can’t bring myself to go to work with a smile anymore.”

Although I wanted to empathize, I had to admit I found it difficult. Sure, some artificery projects could be tiresome, but I never, ever got bored of my work. I just couldn’t imagine what it was like to hate your profession. I knew I was extraordinarily lucky in that.

“I have some good news for you,” I said. “I’m halfway there with the lamp.”

Jester leaned forward, chili fork poised in his hand, and listened as I explained how the lamp was artificed to not only unlock something, but to dispel some kind of illusion, as well.

“The only thing is, I don’t know what.”

“Can’t you just…I don’t know… activate the artificery?”

“There’s no visible means of doing that,” I explained. “It means that the lamp probably has to be near something specific in order to trigger it. An artificeric anchor. Now, as I figure it, that anchor must be in the cottage somewhere. Only, it’s disguised. Probably with even more artificery. It’s like a safe that I made to look like a floorboard. Something in the cottage isn’t what it appears to be, I’d bet your life savings on it.”

“Not your own?”

“I’m confident, but I’m not foolish.”

“Ah. So what now?” asked Jester.

“I need to use Detect Enchantment to uncover whatever it is. Only, I already tried that too many times to count. I’ve hit a skill barrier, and the only way around it is to level up my Detect Enchantment ability, or maybe even my whole Simple Disenchantment skill tree.”

We talked about this and that as we finished our meals. Jester asked me what kind of gift he should buy Cooper and Janey for their wedding. While I had used my skills to make them a gift, he didn’t think they would be delighted with him offering to use his accountancy talents on their financial records.

“Maybe a set of towels,” I suggested. “You know. ‘Mr. and Mrs.’ ones.”

“You don’t have much experience in gift buying, do you, Lewis?”

“Hey! I’m generous enough. I’m just awful at it.”

“I might need to buy new towels for myself,” said Jester. “In fact, new everything. You know, what with me moving into the cottage.”

I set the half-eaten piece of garlic bread I was holding down on my plate. “You’re moving to Sunhampton?”

He nodded. “I am.”

“When did you decide that?”

“Five minutes ago,” said Jester.

“Uh…what?”

“It’s been on my mind for a while now, Lewis, but I suppose I haven’t actually acknowledged it. But the fact is, I’m sick of Hattersdale, sick of working for Mr Jenkins. I find myself watching the clock every day, wanting time to tick by so the weekend can arrive and I can journey back here. That’s no way to live, just wishing my life away.”

“What will you do for money?” I asked.

Jester sucked in his cheeks as he thought. “I suppose I’ll take a commuter cart to the office until I find something else. Your friend Chris does it, after all, so it must be doable.”

“It is, but he doesn’t like it.”

“Well, it won’t be forever. Perhaps I can find something locally. Or maybe I could become freelance. There are lots of businesses here. I’m sure that some of them will be glad to have their finances accounted for. I’d hazard a guess that more than half of them are doing their accounting themselves, and are paying too much or too little tax.”

“This is…this is great! This calls for a celebration. How about the King’s Head?”

“We’re in the King’s Head right now.”

I nodded. “Sure. But we’re going to stay in the King’s Head, and I’m buying you a whole jug of their finest beer.”

Leveling my Disenchantment skill tree from Simple to Intermediate was going to take a lot of work. I was only level two right now, and what’s more, I only had two abilities on that tree.

Previously, upgrading my Enchantment skill tree had been made a little easier by the fact I had four different abilities to work on, so I could spread out my leveling up. Whereas with Disenchantment, all I had were ‘Disenchant’ and ‘Detect Enchantment’. I could work on those, sure, but the higher an ability’s level, the harder it was to reach the next one.

After thinking about it, I decided to do a rare thing and actually ask Master Cooper for advice. I found him in the workshop, totaling up sums on a sheet of paper. This was Cooper’s system for his business accounts – that is, he didn’t have one. He sometimes made an effort to keep track of sales and expenses, and there was even a box in one of the spare rooms full to bursting with scraps of paper. It wasn’t what you’d call organized, not by a long shot.

Peering over his shoulder, I saw that he wasn’t recording artificery expenses, but trying to organize finances for his wedding. There was a long list of things, including catering, rental of a pavilion, a band, a new suit, and dozens more.

“A juggler?” I said. “I thought you hated jugglers?”

He dropped his pen. Without turning around, he growled, “What have I told you about looking over my shoulder?”

“I don’t think you’ve ever mentioned it.”

“Well, I don’t like it. And anyway, the juggler is for Janey. She likes the damned fools.”

“Weddings are an expensive business, huh?” I said.

“They’re a damn sight easier to afford for people who don’t have novice artificers and apprentice town criers eating all their food.”

“Chris and I pay our way.”

Cooper muttered something unintelligible. I had learned long ago it was best not to ask him to repeat such utterings.

“Sorry if this is a bad time, but I was hoping to ask you something, Master Cooper,” I said.

He swiveled around on his stool to face me. “You’re using your ‘I’m such a polite novice’ voice, so I’m assuming it will be something I don’t like.”

“No, not at all, Master Cooper. I merely noticed that my Simple Disenchantment skill tree is lagging behind, and I wanted to level it up. I was wondering if you had any projects that need something disenchanting?”

Cooper stood up and crossed the workshop, heading over to a workbench set against the wall. There, he opened a drawer and took out a thick, red book. In it were all the projects, past and present, that he’d finished or was currently working on. In this area of his business, at least, he did keep good records. For Cooper, petty things like income and expenses were just barriers that took time away from the craft that he loved.

Running his finger down the page, he frowned. “No, nothing like that at the moment. Sorry, lad. I think you’ll have to find some disenchantment work of your own.”

A master artificer would never struggle for work. That was known throughout Easterly. But a novice? Well, that was completely different. Novices in any class found it tough to get people to trust them with anything but the simplest of jobs. That was the reason many stayed working for their masters until they reached at least the journeyman ranking.

My problem was that my master didn’t have any suitable work right now, and in order to level up my Simple Disenchantment, I couldn’t rely on easy jobs. I needed something that would put my ability through the forge, and in doing so, strengthen the metal.

Since people knew me in Sunhampton and I had at least something of a reputation, even if part of my reputation was enjoying time in the King’s Head too much, I decided to start there. First, I headed to Coiner’s Way, where I visited every single shop and asked if they had any artificeric things that needed their miodes removed from them.

“No, sorry, lad.”

“I have a broom you can use to sweep my floor if Cooper isn’t paying you enough.”

“If I could afford artificery, do you think I’d want the artificery removed?”

Such were the responses I got from the tailor shop, Mrs. Blue’s cobbling workshop, and the myriad of other stores that made up the little street. I supposed the last one had a point, in a way. Artificery could be expensive, and most people wouldn’t pay for some artificery, only to later get it removed.

Then again, there was definitely a need for Disenchantment, otherwise it wouldn’t have formed a core part of an artificer’s skills. Primarily it was useful to the artificers themselves in trying to salvage miodes from one project to use on another. But there were also times when artificed items behaved oddly or even in a troublesome or dangerous way, and they needed their effects stripping from them. Similarly, some merchants made a living buying old houses and warehouses and their contents at auction, and would employ an artificer to strip the miodes from anything they had bought so they could sell them separately and, sometimes, make more coin.

When the lovely, lazy day known as Sunday rolled into Sunhampton, it found me at the general trader’s market, where I’d set up a stall. There was nothing on it today, however, except a sign that I had painted.

“Hey, Lewis! Didn’t expect to see you here.”

“Hi, Paisley.”

Paisley approached with her merchant’s satchel slung around her shoulder. “Uncle Jace sent me into town to buy some expensive wine. He has guests coming over. Some kind of deal. I don’t know, he’s being very sneaky about it. Anyhow, what’s this?” She read my sign out loud. “Lewis Cooper Artificery Services: I will detect enchantments or disenchant unwanted effects.”

“I figured I would open a rival business to Master Cooper’s,” I said. “Run him into the ground. Then, when I’m known as the best artificer in Sunhampton and he’s penniless, I’ll wait for him to go bankrupt and buy the craftstead from him.”

“Ah, spoken like a true mercantile apprentice,” Paisley said, in a tone that didn’t quite indicate whether she was joking or not. “Would you evict him?”

“Naturally.”

“Nah, you don’t have the kind of stomach it takes to do that. Me? I’d find it easy. But I won’t do it, because I like old Cooper. What are you actually doing here?”

“I need to work on a couple of specific skills, and Cooper doesn’t have any projects lined up that are suitable.”

“Isn’t there a bunch of crap at the craftstead that you can disenchant?”

I shook my head. “Cooper would go crazy if I started doing that. You know what he’s like about his projects. There were a few old things that I could use it on, but I burned through those a while ago.”

“Why not just artifice something, then disenchant it straight away?” asked Paisley.

I showed her my token bracelet. “The tokens don’t like it. It’s hard earning experience that way. Kinda like you selling something to yourself. It’s not true experience.”

“Why is life so tough on us novices?”

I leaned forward on my stall counter, nudging the sign slightly. Paisley straightened it up. I asked her, “What are you doing later? Should we go for a beer, maybe?”

“Oh, I’d love to. But Chris is taking me to meet his folks.”

I grimaced. “Bet you’re looking forward to that.”

“Actually, I am. Adults love me. They like my seriousness and my drive. When I was a kid, I always felt more comfortable around grown-ups rather than the boys and girls my age.”

I thought back to my conversation with Jace, and how he’d asked me if Chris was a ‘serious fellow’. Maybe Paisley had a point.

“Well, better get on. Good luck,” she said.

“Thanks, Pais. Good luck with Chris’s parents.”

If looks were worth a silver coin each, I’d have ended that market day with enough for a steak dinner and a mug of ale at the King’s Head. But that was all I got, unfortunately - the occasional glance from shoppers as they passed my stall. Not a single person approached me. I didn’t know whether nobody needed my specific artificeric services that day, or if they just didn’t trust me on account of my age. For the sake of my ego, I chose to believe the former.

The next morning, I was at a loss about what to do. I’d tried asking Cooper, and I’d tried offering my services at the Sunhampton market. I guess I could do the same thing at a bigger market, say Full Striding, but I might get all the way there just to have the same kind of unsuccessful day.

To try and tease a solution, an idea, anything from my brain, I took a walk through town, soon finding myself in sight of Jester’s cottage. There, I saw a huge cart with a white canopy parked up by the front gates.

Hurrying over, I was just in time to see a man and a woman unloading boxes from the back. The man held a box filled with books, while the woman’s box contained a lamp and three pairs of men’s hiking boots.

A dull feeling settled in my stomach. They looked like they were moving into the cottage. Had Jester changed his mind and sold it? Surely not. He would have told me, or sent a letter on the mail cart or something. Yet, what were they doing here?

“Hey,” I said.

The man gave a slight nod. The woman set her box down. “Can I help you?”

“Just wondered what was going on? This is my friend’s cottage.”

“Ah. Mr. Hugill.”

“Right,” I said.

“He paid us to move his things here from Hattersdale. We need a hand, if you fancy earning a silver?”

One silver coin to help them unload the whole cart and take stuff into the cottage? They must have been joking. “No thanks,” I told them.

“Well, then. We’re busy. So…”

I left the pair to their work and walked past the cottage and then to Smithson’s Row. Now, my steps felt a little lighter, and the day seemed brighter. The news that my friend was already making arrangements to live in his aunt’s cottage buoyed my spirits, and this in turn seemed to oil the cogs of my mind a little. There was something I had been forgetting.

When I had passed my apprenticeship, I had automatically earned membership to the artificer’s guild. I hadn’t been there yet, since I was focused on working in Sunhampton, and besides, the guild was a day’s travel away. But maybe it was time to pay them a visit.


Chapter 21

Master Cooper agreed to give me a full week of leave to go to visit the guild, but only if I worked hard and got ahead of myself in my projects. When I told him he hadn’t currently assigned me any projects, he nodded at the wheelbarrow filled with third-rate spell scrolls, which I had been neglecting.

“Finish them by the end of the week, and you can have some time off to visit the guild.”

I might have faced many challenges in leveling my skills to the appropriate heights, but one thing I didn’t need to level up was my work ethic. For the next few days, I worked morning, noon, and night to disenchant the spell scrolls, stopping only for the occasional break to eat, pee, or just let my crafting stamina recover. Sometimes two of those things at the same time.

Spell scroll after spell scroll fell victim to my ability, and soon, I had filled more miode pool containers than I could count. I even had to go buy some extra ones from the general crafter’s supply store in town, where the owner had a small corner display dedicated to artificery supplies.

“Hey,” said Mr. Rowntree, the owner of the store. “You’re Cooper’s lad, aren’t you?”

“I’m a novice working at the craftstead, yes.”

“Thought so. Pay up, and get on your way.”

“What’s with you two?” I asked. “What’s this grudge all about?”

“You just tell Cooper that I’ll take his novice’s coins, but he’s still not welcome in my store. Choose something, and don’t linger. And I’ll be watching those hands of yours!”

I didn’t have time to be getting involved in one of Cooper’s many grudges, so instead, I just got on with my work. Hours and hours of it. Eventually, like a drowning man spotting the shoreline, I soon glimpsed the promised land of the bottom of the wheelbarrow. This still left a while for me to go, however, and I was exhausted and sick of the sight of spell scrolls. I was even, for the first time, becoming bored with an aspect of my artificeric work.

Just as my motivation was flagging late one evening, I heard footsteps entering the workshop. I looked up from my workbench and blinked into the glow of the light from the lamp nearby. Just across from me, in the workshop doorway, were Chris and Paisley.

Chris held up a plate with food on it, while Paisley had a mug of something. “You missed dinner,” she said.

“Why are you guys all miode-shaped and weird-looking?” I asked.

Chris shook his head. “Cooper said you’ve been working non-stop.”

“He said I can’t have leave to go to the artificer’s guild unless I finished the spell scrolls,” I said.

Chris scratched his chin. “Yeah, about that. He…uh…was joking. He said you’re entitled to vacation leave without having to finish projects. Only, he let the joke go too far, and he didn’t know how to tell you. So he cooked dinner and made me bring this to you.”

“So I didn’t have to sit here Disenchanting all day?”

“No. He should have told you, but you know Coops.”

I was too tired to even get mad. Too tired, too hungry, and too concerned that right now, my friends’ heads looked like giant miodes.

Chris placed the plate in front of me. On it was a beef and ale pie with perfect golden pastry, a side of glazed carrots, and a crescent of fried potatoes. Next to it, Paisley put down a mug of warm tea.

“Thanks, guys,” I said. I immediately cut into the pie and shoved a forkful of the delicious gravy filling into my mouth. Then, without swallowing yet, I made noises that were intended to be an invitation for them to sit down. When these didn’t work I switched to gestures, and they took the seats next to me. Finally, I chewed my food and swallowed so I could form actual words.

“How was the visit to your folks?” I asked.

Chris grimaced.

“That bad?”

Paisley elbowed him. “He’s sulking because his own parents like me more than him. They said things like, ‘Why didn’t we have a daughter?’”

I swallowed another forkful of pie. “Wow. That’s mean.”

“Ah, they were only kidding. Right, Chris?”

“You don’t know my parents,” he replied. “The odds of that being a joke were fifty-fifty.”

The two of them kept me company while I finished my dinner and drank my tea. Paisley told me about the visit, and how she really got on well with Chris’s father, but that his mother seemed to not truly thaw to her.

“You just have to give her time,” I said.

“I know. I’ll win her over.”

Hearing about people’s parents always came with a tinge of sadness for me. I had never known my father, and my mother had died over a year ago. When she was gone, my stepfather had just stopped talking about her, as if she never existed, and I didn’t get along with my stepsiblings well enough to broach the subject with them. I guess that meant I had just never really spoken about it with anyone.

Sometimes, though, she’d pop into my memory like a friend making a visit. Maybe a happy memory of watching her up on stage with the Five Fiends. She never played the comedy characters, but she always got the most laughs from how she could tease humor from even the worst of the jokes Toby wrote for her. Or maybe it wouldn’t be a memory that visited me but a question, something like, ‘What would Mom think if she saw this?’

I think she’d have approved of my life. She’d have liked Paisley and Chris, and she would have absolutely loved Cooper. Surprising, maybe, but true. His grumpiness, his sense of humor. They’d have been great friends. I think my choice of artificery would have surprised her, but she would have encouraged me to go for it. To do my best.

“Okay, Lewis?”

“Sorry, yeah. Just tired. I’m gonna finish up the rest of these scrolls and then I’ll join you guys in the house.”

“But Master Cooper said he was joking.”

“I know. But nobody tries to swim the channel, only to stop just when they see the shore.”

One benefit of artificing so many scrolls was that I had teased one last level up from the simple, repetitive work. It had taken hundreds of the scrolls, but emptying the wheelbarrow had vaulted my Disenchant ability from four to five, leaving me one level up away from upgrading my Simple Disenchant skill tree to level three. I knew that from now on, however, such simple work would have no chance of leveling me up again.

As a way of apology for his joke that went on too long, Cooper said he was going to pay me a full two weeks' extra wages, as well as covering the cost of my cart ride to Port Vesta and the price of a guild dorm room throughout my stay there. When Chris pointed out that gold didn’t solve everything, I politely explained that, actually, this offer did kinda solve it. Paisley agreed that Cooper’s compensation was adequate to the harm he’d caused me.

Two mornings later, I was ready to leave. Cooper saw me off at the edge of the craftstead yard, patting me on the back and telling me, “Don’t let the artificers at the guild teach you bad habits. And don’t meet a girl in Port Vesta. That’s way too far to be traveling back and forth.”

“I’m going there to level up my Disenchantment, nothing more.”

“You’re focused. That’s good, lad. I like it. But don’t be too focused. There are also a few nice taverns in Port Vesta.”

Chris and Paisley walked down the hill from the craftstead with me. Paisley talked the whole way about a brewery near Sunhampton that was expanding into a range of exotic cordials, and she was thinking of selling bottles of it in her store.

“I’ll have to get some free samples first, though,” she said. “Like my Uncle Jace does.”

“Is it the same brewery he almost bought?”

“The cider one? Ugh. No. No way.”

We parted at the town gates, with Chris making me promise that I would write to him. I told him I would only be away for a week, but he still insisted. In truth, I think he was so used to living with me and Cooper that we’d sort of become fixtures in each other’s lives now. When any one of us was gone from the craftstead for any longer than a night or two, the place felt strange, like it was lacking something. It was the same when Cooper went to visit Janey, though the thing that usually was lacking then was him telling Chris and me how lazy we were, and how it was one of our turns to feed the wolfhounds and then feed Cooper himself.

“Alright,” Paisley said, as we parted. “Have fun, and don’t get any stupid ideas of working at the guild full time, or anything.”

The artificer’s guild in this part of Easterly was a full day’s travel north, to the seaside city of Port Vesta. The sea air was notoriously good for mana and miodes, which was why so many mages flocked to another seaside resort named The Cove. But where The Cove was a home for retired mages looking to have fun, Port Vesta was a much more serious place.

My first impression as the cart driver pulled up by the Port Vesta cart station was that I was in the wrong place. Thanking the driver and stepping off the cart, I found myself looking at a walled city with huge towers and spires behind its tall defenses. There wasn’t a single ship, pier, or port in sight, and the sea was nowhere to be seen. Then, I heard the cry of a seagull as it flew overhead, and I knew the cart driver hadn’t just taken a wrong turn. The sea was out there, probably on the other side of the city. And the walls? Well, seaside settlements likely used to get raided all the time.

Walking through the city, I felt simultaneously isolated yet hemmed in. Crowds of people hurried this way and that, some of them barely making the effort to avoid walking straight into me. This made me yearn for the freedom of Coiner’s Way, where I could have strolled while swinging my arms out and still not gotten close to an accident. Such a crowd of people made me feel lonely, if that was even possible. Like they were all a part of this city and I wasn’t, and that even worse, everyone who I walked by knew that was the case.

When was the last time I was in a place as big as this? I wondered. Full Striding was a city, but it didn’t feel like one. It was almost like Sunhampton except it had just grown and grown, while Sunhampton had stayed the same.

What about Little Pipestone?

Ah, that was it. I’d once visited a place called Little Pipestone with the Five Fiends. Boy, that was a place with an ironic name. It was a city that could have swallowed a person up. Thinking back, it had felt to the young me exactly the same way Port Vesta felt now.

“Excuse me, sir?” said a voice. It belonged to a teenage girl a few years younger than me. Smartly dressed, she was standing outside a seafood restaurant just to my right. “Would you like a table for one?”

“No thanks,” I said.

“We’ll give you the one person discount. And a free order of fried scampi.”

“Thanks, but I have somewhere I need to be. Say, do you know where the artificer’s guild is?”

Having realized she wouldn’t be able to convince me to take a table and hence had no hope of earning commission, her tone dropped to a less polite, but still vaguely warm, one. She pointed north. “Just follow the long road. That’s called Vesta’s Way. Cuts all the way through the city. Walk along it far enough, and you’ll see the guild.”

The girl wasn’t the only person to call for my attention as I followed her advice and headed up Vesta’s Way. Other teenagers tried to get me to take a table in the many restaurants at the side of the road. Traders tried to get me to enter their shops, tavern staff attempted to get me to have a drink at their establishments.

The road was so long that I began to doubt the girl’s advice was genuine. Its busy feeling didn’t let up, either. I began to feel very uncomfortable there, and soon pined for the quiet streets of Sunhampton.

Finally, I saw the artificer’s guild on a street called Limerick Row that cut east from Vesta’s Way. The guild was set out in a pentagon shape, with what looked like five separate buildings on the outside, each of them connected by passageways to a central structure. The building’s architecture was as extravagant as I had expected for a guild dedicated to artificers, though the stonework was sorely in need of repointing and maybe a blast of water to get rid of the green stuff that had grown on it.

In the guild’s reception area, I soon learned the reason for its pentagram-like structure. The reception area and guild common room were in the center building. The five structures on the outside were each dedicated to the five basic skill trees of artificery: Craft and Forge, Disenchantment, Enchantment, Tinkering, and Alchemy.

“Excuse me,” I asked a receptionist who was sitting behind a long, oak desk and using an ink stamp on a stack of papers, slamming it down on one sheet after another.

“Can I help you?” he said.

“I was looking for the Disenchantment building.”

“Passageway A, right over there. Just follow it.”

“Thanks.”

I had never been somewhere with so many artificers all in one place. There were artificers of all ages, all races. Artificers at every imaginable level of advancement. Some were smartly dressed and barely glanced at me as I walked past, while others gave me a smile or at least a nod of acknowledgment.

When I reached the Disenchantment building, I pushed open the double doors, only to be hit by the overwhelming scent of miodes. Cooper had told me that the smell presented differently to different artificers. To some, it was a rusty smell, almost like blood. For others, it was a thicker sort of scent, like the atmosphere after a heavy thunderstorm had just ended. This was how it seemed to me.

Above all that, though, there was a sense of something else. I had a vague feeling that here, in this guild, I was going to learn something special about my craft.


Chapter 22

“Sorry, but I can’t help you. I have too many pupils as it is. If you would like to fill in this form, I will add you to the waiting list.”

The artificer’s guild employed several instructors for each base discipline, and this was the kind of response I received from each of them. There were four instructors dedicated to Disenchantment, but they were overworked, underpaid, and just couldn’t help me.

Similarly, the guild also had an artificed job board updated by their receptionist team, which listed freelance work for guild members. A member of the public could visit the guild and place a work order, which the receptionists would then add to the list. Right now, there were six jobs that needed an artificer’s disenchantment skills, but their minimum requirements were for artificers ranked journeyman and above.

I didn’t want to believe that I had traveled all this way for nothing, but the evidence was there in front of me. The failure stung, and not just because of my wasted time. My mind also treated me to images of me heading all the way back to Sunhampton and the craftstead, only to tell Cooper that I had returned without a hint of an increase in my skills.

Heading to the common room in the center of the guild, I soon found myself sitting alone at the end of a table, nursing a mug of Miode Mild, the most popular beer that their tavern served. This tavern, like the King’s Head, boasted a self-serving system. Unlike the tavern back home, there wasn’t a single barman or serving person in sight. Though I could appreciate the artificery involved in such a system, it had a slightly impersonal feel to it. At the King’s Head, I always enjoyed making small talk and even sharing gossip with Wendy or Luke, who worked behind the bar. Here, there wasn’t much chance of sharing jokes or rumors with the guild tavern’s artificed menus.

It wasn’t all bad, though. All around me were my fellow artificers. Some of them were my age, and they gathered in groups and laughed and joked while they drank beers and ate hot lunches. More serious artificers sat alone with books spread out in front of them, making notes in their crafter’s notepads. While the city of Port Vesta had made me feel lonely in its busy streets, here I felt, in a strange way, that I was among my own people. Fellow students of our glorious craft, practitioners of the artificeric art.

“Well, look who it is,” said a voice.

Looking up from my mug of beer, I saw James Trafford. He was wearing the long, black robe that he had sported back at Jerkin’s Farm, and he had a bundle of papers tucked inside the crook of his arm.

“Mind if I sit?” he asked.

“Go ahead.”

He settled into the seat across from me. An artificed menu slid across the table and into his hands. Behind him, a self-serving, wheeled tray rumbled past with twelve mugs of beer on it. Its motion was smooth, and not a single drop was spilled from the many mugs set on top. Suddenly an artificer stepped into its path, but the trolley deftly wheeled around him and continued its journey to a nearby table.

“I’ll have a mug of Miode Mild and a chicken and mushroom pie,” said James.

“Good choice. But you have to-”

“I was talking to the menu,” answered James, in a friendly tone.

“Oh, right. Of course you were.”

The menu flew out of his hands and across the table, out of sight. James set his bundle of papers down on the table and drummed his fingers on the top of them.

“You’re a long way from…Sunhampstead, was it?”

“Sunhampton,” I answered. “And don’t I know it.”

“You don’t like the city, then?”

“I guess I’m finding out that I’m more of a country guy at heart.”

“Ah. Me too. Seaside towns are…well, they always stink of fish, don’t they? And those damned gulls. Once, I was eating a tray of fried potatoes outside, and one of the cheeky animals swooped down and stole one.”

I laughed. “I guess there’s no danger of that in Sunhampton.”

“What’re you doing here, if you don’t mind me asking?”

I took a sip of my beer. “Remember the lamp I told you about?”

“The lamp…”

“Three miode types.”

“Ah, yes! You were struggling to identify them.”

“Well, I did that,” I said, noticing a touch of pride in my voice. “Only, I think they only work with an artificeric anchor somewhere in my friend’s cottage. I need to detect the anchor first, and my Disenchantment skill tree is only ranked simple.”

Nodding along, James said, “So you thought you’d visit your guild and get some help, only to find every single instructor in the damned place is busy. Does that sound right?”

“You never told me you were a psychic.”

James smiled. “One doesn’t need magical powers of forethought to know how things work around here.”

Soon, a serving trolley delivered James’s beer and pie to him. Only, this trolley wobbled as it reached him, and James had to grab his beer before it spilled. “They cut down on the maintenance crew,” he explained. “This place is underfunded, if you can believe that. That’s why they only have half the number of instructors that they used to have, too.”

“It really was a wasted trip, then,” I said, feeling glum.

“Well, depends on how you see it.”

“I definitely see it like that.”

“You could think that way, certainly. Or, how about another way of looking at it? If all the instructors are too busy to help a novice, then why not try getting assistance from someone who is currently working towards his instructor’s qualifications?”

“Where could I find someone who…” I began, before the realization hit me. “You?”

James nodded. “My artificery skills more than meet the requirements to pass on my knowledge, but the guild has a strict qualification policy for its instructors. I have to earn three badges, and one of them is to successfully help five different artificers rank up one of their skill trees. As it happens, I have already done so for four lovely students. That leaves space for one more. That still doesn’t guarantee the guild will accept me as an instructor, of course. Especially with my…methods. But this little arrangement will help you and help me. So what do you say?”

Since James Trafford wasn’t an official guild instructor yet, he hadn’t been allocated his own office. This meant that if he was going to help me level my Disenchantment skill tree, we’d have to have our sessions in places like the common room. James disliked this and coveted his own office, but I felt the opposite way. I was used to studying in a more informal environment back at the craftstead, so a stuffy teaching room didn’t appeal to me. Besides, what could be better than studying for something while drinking a delicious mug of Miode Mild?

“Now, the classic way of leveling skills is to practice, practice, practice,” said James. “Over and over again, until the level ups fizzle out and each one becomes a grind, and finally the apprentice is so sick of artificery that they begin to wonder if this is the profession for them. Only, that’s an outdated teaching format, if you ask me. That’s part of the reason the guild officials are a little reluctant to grant me my qualification. I see things a little differently to them, and people don’t like change.”

“Not even artificers? Our whole discipline is about changing things.”

“Especially artificers,” said James.

“So what makes your approach different?”

“I don’t believe that it is the quantity of our efforts that help us level faster, but the quality. I like to think of our skills as muscles. Lifting the same weight over and over again will result in strength gains, yes, but they’ll soon begin to tail off as your muscles – your skills – grow accustomed to them. I believe that the quickest, most effective way to get stronger is to constantly increase the stress you put your muscles under.”

I thought back to the third-rate spell scrolls, and how disenchanting hundreds of them had only resulted in a couple of level-ups, at most. James was right; such monotonous work had certainly made me question my vocation, even if that was just a brief feeling. Plus, if I ever wanted to level up by disenchanting third-rate spell scrolls again, I would probably have to work through thousands of them the next time.

“That makes sense,” I said.

“My question to you,” said James, “and one I ask all my students, is: are you prepared to suffer?”

“You’re not going to throw me in a dungeon or anything, are you?”

“Lewis, my friend, by the end of our time together, you might wish that I had.”

That afternoon, James led me out of Port Vesta and to a nearby quarry. Here, quarry workers used to blow apart the quarry walls using alchemical powder, and then heap the resulting debris into carts. It had probably once been a loud, busy place, but the quarry operations had shut down seven years ago. Now, our words seemed to echo in the cavernous pit.

Today, James wasn’t wearing his usual long, black robe, and instead was dressed in a black shirt with his sleeves rolled up, and a pair of stained, torn trousers. Brown boots reached up past his ankles, the sides scuffed and the toecaps worn. While he wore a leather satchel slung around his shoulder, he’d made me carry a box all the way here which looked similar to the one he’d used at the crafter’s fair to store his items in.

“You might be wondering why I brought you here,” he said.

“Well, the thought did occur to me. But I assumed you’d have good reasons, Master Trafford.”

He smiled. “I’m not your master, Lewis, just your temporary teacher. You don’t need to use all that silly official language here. I like your discipline, though. Master Cooper has taught you well.”

James opened his artificed box and began taking things out from it. First came what appeared to be a rather random selection of items: a lute, a giant cooking pot, and a necklace. Next, he pulled out a bracelet which resembled the token bracelet on my wrist. It had two slots on it.

“Take off your token bracelet and put this on, please.”

This made me feel strange. No crafter ever took off their token bracelet. Not even to take a bath. The idea of doing so evoked feelings of nakedness in me. Noticing this, James said, “Disobeying me already, Lewis?”

“No, of course not.”

I took off my bracelet and put it in my pocket. Then I patted my pocket, as if my mind needed reassurance that my bracelet was still there.

“Put this on, please.”

He handed me the two slot bracelet, which I put on my wrist. Again, this was a peculiar feeling. Wearing someone else’s bracelet felt what I imagined it must be like for a person to try someone else’s spectacles.

“Your four-slot bracelet is handy, because you can have several different skill tree tokens in it. But we aren’t worried about your other skill trees today, only Disenchantment. That’s one of my first theories of leveling, Lewis. Focus. Complete, utter focus on one skill tree. Please set your Disenchantment token in the bracelet.”

Reaching into my pocket, I took my Disenchantment token from my own bracelet, and set it in the one James had given me.

“Very good. Now use this.”

He handed me a token. It was colored like rust, and etched on its surface was a set of weighted plates, the kind a warrior or barbarian might use to build their muscles.

When I set the token in the bracelet next to my disenchantment token, something strange happened.

Disenchantment skill tree effectiveness reduced by 95%

My first instinct was to remove the token like a person might swat away a wasp. It felt alien to me to use a token that eroded my skills. I even found my fingers reaching for it.

“Patience, Lewis,” said James. “You have to trust me. Now that we’re ready, it’s time to start disenchanting things. First, you need to know that you won’t receive any token text while wearing this bracelet. Understood?”

“Got it.”

“See the lute, the pot, and the necklace? I’d like you to simply remove their artificery.”

Normally, before disenchanting an artificed item, I would use Identify Enchantment to get a clear picture of what the artificery actually did, and how many miode types were present.

But without my Enchantment skill tree token set in my bracelet, I couldn’t do that. It wasn’t that all my skill was inside my actual token, otherwise losing a token would mean losing your skills. It was more that the tokens acted as prisms of focus. A person with poor eyesight could still see the blurry, vague forms of words when they weren’t wearing their spectacles. They didn’t suddenly go completely blind without them. All the same, I felt like I had lost my artificer’s sight.

“How many miode types am I working with?” I asked.

“Can’t you tell?”

“Not without my Enchantment token. I can’t use Identify Enchantment.”

James gave me a knowing look and seemed about to say something, but then fell silent. He simply stared at me, as if urging me to answer. When I didn’t, he carried on.

“Very well. There is only one miode type in each item.”

“Easy,” I said.

Removing one type of miode was something an apprentice who had only just earned the Simple Disenchantment skill tree could do. Sure, it would take them many tries and might even result in utter failure the odd time. All the same, even my modest level five Disenchant ability would do the job easily.

James took a chair out of his artificed box and sat on it. I waited, but a second chair apparently wasn’t forthcoming, so instead I settled onto the dusty ground with the lute in front of me.

Reaching into my inside pocket, I took out a small, artificed cloth pouch. From it I produced my disenchantment fork, artificer’s goggles, and artificer’s tongs.

First, I put on my goggles and switched to a half-miode lens, casting a hazy film over my view of the quarry. Focusing on the lute, I struck it with my disenchantment fork.

Nothing happened.

“Uh…what?”

This was the most basic of artificer’s actions, using a fork to disturb an item’s miodes and making them float out of their well-set places. I had never, ever failed to do it. Yet, nothing was happening.

“The bracelet,” James reminded me.

Ah, right. The token he’d made me use had greatly reduced the strength of my Disenchantment skill tree. Right now, rather than boasting a level five Disenchant ability, I was the equivalent of level one. Perhaps even lower, heading down into the dark depths of decimal places.

I struck the lute again and again, and still nothing happened. Not a single miode left its position. Yet, at the same time, my crafting stamina had bottomed out almost completely. That shouldn’t have been possible. It was the equivalent of running for ten seconds at an easy pace and getting out of breath.

Setting the fork down, I lifted my goggles and wiped my eyes. The quarry was a dusty place, and I must have trapped some stone debris inside my goggles when I put them on.

“Finished already?” asked James.

“My stamina’s gone. Using the fork should barely have touched it.”

“Muscles don’t grow stronger without resistance, Lewis.”

And so that afternoon soon passed with me waiting for my stamina to replenish, then using the fork again in a cycle that seemed to have no end. I could hardly believe that such a simple, bread-and-butter piece of artificery was so hard for me. It made me wonder if James was even serious about teaching me, or if this was some sort of strange experiment he had tricked me into taking part in.

As darkness began to settle over the quarry around us, James stood up. I thought he might be ready to end our work for the day, but instead, he took out an artificed lamp and set it atop a pole that he’d also taken from the box. The hazy orange light barely touched the quarry, casting only dim illumination on me and the lute.

Finding my inner resolve, I grabbed the fork and tried again. Again. Again. On my fourth try, a miode suddenly left the lute and floated an inch in the air. I was so surprised by it that I barely had time to reach for my artificer’s tongs to grab it before the miode was quickly drawn back into its old spot on the string instrument.

“Damn it!”

James, who was also wearing a pair of artificer’s goggles, said, “Too slow.”

“Thanks.”

“Don’t get testy, Lewis. You wanted to learn. You can always go back to the guild and fill out a form and find yourself on an instructor’s waiting list if my methods aren’t good enough for you.”

As if to punish me even more, James took out a sandwich and began eating it. I ignored both him and my hunger pangs, focusing once again on the lute. Then, fork in hand and tongs ready, I tried again.

It took me all of that night to Disenchant the lute, a job which would previously have taken me an hour even if I was deliberately working slowly. James finally took mercy on me after that, and we headed back to Port Vesta, where I found relief in the dorm room I had rented at the guild. The bed wasn’t as comfy as my own back at the craftstead, but I was so tired it felt like I was lying on a bed fit for a king.

The next day, and the one after that, we once again went back to the quarry. Next, I worked on the cooking pot, and then the necklace. By the evening of my third day in Port Vesta, I had earned the accomplishment of disenchanting three paltry items. I reckoned that even someone without the artificery class, someone who just decided to hit the lute with a spoon and hope for the best, might have accomplished the same.

Finally, with the lute, cooking pot and necklace all disenchanted, James allowed me to put my own token bracelet back on. I hurriedly fished it out of my pocket and snapped it over my wrist, feeling like a part of myself had been returned to me, but also knowing that it was stupid to think that way about a piece of metal.

As soon as I closed the bracelet clasp, something happened. Something strange, something that filled my stomach with a warm glow and seemed to rid me of the tiredness in my bones.

Disenchant ability leveled from 5 to 13!

Simple Disenchantment skill tree leveled to 3!

I was so astounded that I had to read the token text again, and then a third time. I wondered if I was so tired that my brain was lying to me, giving me hallucinations of level ups that couldn’t be possible.

James seemed to read the look on my face. “Ah. The penny’s dropped, has it?”

“I can’t…this isn’t…”

“Your eyes aren’t playing tricks, Lewis.”

“Eight level ups from disenchanting three measly things?” I said. The wonder in my voice made my tone come out strange and almost high-pitched, but I didn’t care. “My whole skill tree just hit level three!”

James clapped his hands. “Now you see why I am so confident in my methods. Resistance, Lewis. That’s the key to growth. ”

I stood up, bursting with energy. “Get me more things to disenchant! We’re wasting time! I’ll hit intermediate before the end of the day!”

Laughing, James said, “Not so fast. Look at the bracelet I gave you.”

The token with the weights etched onto it was now blank. Taking it out of the bracelet, I was surprised to see it simply disintegrate into ash. I watched the little flecks float away across the quarry, carried by the breeze.

“Can I have another?” I said hurriedly, then realizing my tone might sound rude, I added, “Please?”

“I’m afraid not. Now we come to one of the limits of my method, Lewis. I have never been able to get such a token to work on the same student twice. It just doesn’t seem to happen no matter what I try. I’ve visited so many token makers that they’re sick of the sight of me, but the result’s always the same.”

Crestfallen, I petulantly kicked a loose rock, sending it skittering across the ground. My dreams of an intermediate ranking in Disenchantment had seemed so close, there for me to simply reach out and grab. Now, night had fallen on the dream, just as it had settled upon the quarry around us.

“Don’t worry,” said James. “I’m like one of those magicians you see at parties. My sleeves are big, and I always have something else tucked inside them. You might be ready for my next method.”


Chapter 23

On the morning of my fourth day in Port Vesta, James led me out of the city’s northern gate and to one of its seven beaches. There, I saw a vast spread of golden sand, on which tourists were reclining on deck chairs while watching their children build sandcastles. Beyond the sand was the sea, so calm it almost appeared like a sheet of blue velvet. A long, wooden dock stretched out from the beach, and all along it boats and ships were moored up by thick coils of rope. Men and women ambled along, some carrying nets and others holding baskets filled with fish. The air carried with it the smell of the fish, along with the saltiness of the sea.

I stood for a moment, appreciating the feeling of the sun on my face, enjoying the gentle murmurs of the waves lazily making their way to and from the shore. How had I spent so long in a seaside city, yet hadn’t even visited the beach yet?

Today, James was wearing a thin t-shirt that showed off his pasty, tattooed arms. He’d rolled his trousers up to his knees, and on his feet were sandals that displayed his hairy toes for all the world to see. After finding a spot away from the sunbathing families, James took out a vial of white sun cream and rubbed it over his arms and legs. Then, he passed it to me.

“Don’t take chances with the sun, Lewis. Most folks leave Port Vesta either as red as lobsters, or covered in soothing cream to ease the burns they were stupid enough to get.”

The sunlight in Sunhampton, despite our town’s name, was never as potent as it was here in Port Vesta, not even on the hottest summer day. So, not wanting to leave the beach with either of the afflictions James had described, I quickly smoothed the white paste on the uncovered parts of my arms, as well as on my face and neck.

“You missed a spot,” said James, nodding.

“Right. Thanks. So, what’re we doing today?”

“Eager! I like it. There was a moment in the quarry when I thought you might just quit.”

“If I could study under Master Cooper for a year, there’s nothing that can stop me from learning.”

“We’ll see about that. Give me your token bracelet.”

“Again?” I said. “I thought the weight token wouldn’t work a second time?”

“It won’t. Hand me your bracelet.”

Once again uncomfortable with the idea, I nevertheless took off my token bracelet and handed it to James. He put it in his pocket. With my bracelet hidden from sight, he reached into his other pocket and took out a book, which he tossed to me.

Catching it, I read the title. ‘Mrs. Mabel and the Mystery of the Endless Staircase.’

“Mysteries aren’t really my thing,” I said. “Apart from ones concerning artificed lamps.”

“You aren’t going to be reading anything. I will be – I’m on book three of the Enchanted Troll series. The book you’re holding is artificed, Lewis. I’m surprised you didn’t sense it. In any case, its miodes allow the book to store not just one novel, but the entire series of Mrs. Mabel’s Mysteries. She’s a real card, I tell you.”

“I’m guessing I need to disenchant it?”

James nodded.

“But I don’t have my bracelet or my tokens,” I said.

“A person might eat with their hands when they don’t have a fork.”

My glance once again fell to James’s pocket, where I knew my bracelet was safely tucked away. Gripping the book, it suddenly felt heavy in my hands as though it had a second artificery that made it gain weight. I knew, however, it wasn’t the book that was the problem, but the feeling of weariness that had settled on me. Not just weariness, though. Something else. Uncertainty, perhaps?

Great. Now I’m uncertain about whether I feel uncertain.

“I can’t disenchant anything without my tokens, James. They’re a focus of-”

James interrupted me, his voice suddenly sterner than I’d ever heard it. “They’re a blindfold over your eyes. Nothing more. If you want to carry on stumbling around in the dark then that’s up to you, but I won’t be joining you in your fool’s errand.”

Sighing, I settled down on the sand. This, at least, felt much nicer than when I had sat on the quarry’s stony ground. Feeling like this was a wasted enterprise, I nevertheless took my disenchantment tools from my artificed pouch and placed them on the sand. Nearby, a lone boy building a rather extravagant sandcastle eyed me curiously for a second, before returning back to his architecture.

Staring at the book, I picked up my disenchantment fork, but then just as quickly set it back down again.

“I don’t even know what I’m doing.”

James, who had again produced a chair for himself – this time a deckchair – rolled his eyes. “I’ve spent the last couple of days watching you disenchanting things.”

“I know, but-”

“The word ‘but’ is always the start of an excuse. If you’re going to make those, then I have better ways to be spending my time.”

“But without my tokens…”

James spoke in a voice that was an imitation of mine, except much more high-pitched and whiney. “’But James, I can’t do anything without my precious tokens.’” To complete his mockery, he lifted his hands to his eyes and pretended to rub tears from them.

The effect was so ludicrous that I couldn’t help laughing. This, at least, lifted some of my sense of impending defeat from me. Alright, if he’s going to be like that, I’ll just have to prove him wrong.

Holding the disenchantment fork, I struck the book lightly. Predictably, my goggles didn’t treat me to the sight of miodes floating from its surface. Nor did I see them the second or third time. At least now, the weight token wasn’t draining my stamina.

“Keep going,” urged James.

Holding the fork, a tool I had used countless times, I found myself experiencing a kind of artificeric existential crisis. What was an artificer without their tokens to focus their skills, I wondered? What good was any class without those little coins set inside a bracelet? If you drained all the water from a river, was it still a river or just a dry, empty bed? But without the river bed, where would the water even go?

It struck me then that I had never, in all my artificeric work, taken a second to just pause and try to experience what it actually felt like to use my skills. The thoughts I had, the feeling of my abilities leaving me and being put to use. All that I knew was that right now I had this vague sense of absence, of something that had been taken away from me.

I know that my skills haven’t gone anywhere, I told myself. The tokens merely focus them. So why do I feel like they’ve disappeared completely?

Not wanting to even think about defeat, let alone admit it, I used my disenchantment fork again and again, draining my crafting stamina a little each time but still getting nothing to show for it.

All around me the beachgoers and the fishermen and women got on with their day. Boats floated gently to the dock, and people climbed down from them, laden with baskets that boasted of actually having results to show for their efforts.

As for me, I didn’t catch even the tiniest artificeric fish. The morning ticked by as I carried on my efforts, and still nothing happened. Across from me, the boy building a sandcastle stood up. Then, he suddenly lost his footing and fell down onto his sandcastle, destroying his work. His face turning red, he pounded the sand with his fist again and again, before standing up and kicking what remained of his work until there was no trace of the grand castle that he’d once built.

I know how you feel, my friend.

James snapped his book shut and stood up from his deckchair. “Let’s go get some ice cream,” he said cheerily.

He led me across the beach and towards the dock. I trailed after him, knowing full well that I must have looked like a kid who was having a tantrum. The worst part was that I couldn’t help myself. If Cooper had been here to see this, he would have laughed. Paisley would have made fun of me for two weeks straight, and I’d have deserved it.

That was enough to shock a little decorum into me, so I straightened up my posture and joined James, matching his pace as we headed toward a wooden stand by the edge of the dock, where a vendor was selling ice cream.

“Ah, good morning, my friends,” said the suntanned man, the four gold rings on his fingers glinting in the light. “What can I get for you?”

“What are you having?” James asked me, adding, “My treat.”

We took our ice creams to a nearby bench on a wooden promenade close to the dock, wisely deciding that ice cream and sand weren’t a very good alchemical combination. James had opted for strawberry twist, while I had chosen two scoops of vanilla and mint.

“Where do you think you’re going wrong?” he asked me.

I thought about it, but the truth was that I had no clue. Rather than ridding me of my blindfold, as he put it, it felt like all he’d done was tie it more securely around my eyes. I searched my brain for even the hint of an answer, but it scurried away like the crabs that were scuttling over a mound of black rocks over by the dock.

“Can’t you give me a clue?” I asked.

“If you’re lifting weights, as we discussed, how would it help your muscles if I simply picked one of them up for you?”

“You’re beginning to sound like Master Cooper more by the day.”

“I’ve never met him, but he sounds like a wise man.”

“That’s one way of looking at it. Let me ask you something. Why doesn’t anyone else use weight tokens?”

James shrugged. “Some masters do. The guild frowns on them, though, and that means many artificery masters also frown. They’re like chicks following the mother duck when it comes to listening to the guild.”

“But why, if they’re so useful in leveling up? I mean, if they spent more gold on it, they might find a way to allow the tokens to work twice. Seems like they’re holding themselves back.”

James said, “People don’t like change, Lewis. The old methods are like a well-kept pathway. They’re tidy, free from rocks. You won’t get lost, you won’t stumble over a stone and hurt yourself. Whereas anything new, well, it’s like finding a shortcut, except the way is blocked by trees, brambles, and huge boulders. Every path starts out that way until someone decides to grab their tools and start cutting back the branches and breaking the stones apart.”

I wondered how Master Cooper would feel about James’s methods. He’d never ever mentioned the existence of weight tokens. Then again, he never visited the guild. He barely ever left Sunhampton except recently, to visit Janey. He was a master, sure, but on attaining his mastery he’d cut himself off from the wider world, making a nest lined with his own learnings and never daring to leave it in search of a bigger, better one.

As much as I respected him as an artificer and loved him as a person, I wouldn’t end up like him. I wanted to learn from him, sure. But I also wanted to be more like James. Traveling Easterly, seeking out new methods, and trying new ways to push myself and my craft.

I realized I had been holding my breath while I was thinking about all of this, so I let it out. But not only that; I had neglected my ice cream, and some of it had dripped onto my sleeve.

Even with this newfound insight, I didn’t feel any closer to solving today’s problem. I was confident now that there was something in James’s method, but I couldn’t quite see it.

Looking around, my gaze fell on a father and his daughter a few paces away on the promenade. The little girl, who I guessed was four or five years old, was sitting on a pedal bicycle. It was small and painted blue, and the back wheel had two smaller, stabilizing wheels fixed to it.

“Alright, here we go,” said the father.

He gently pushed the bicycle and the girl pedaled furiously, keeping her balance thanks to the wheels on the back. Behind her, the father clapped his hands, his face a picture of joy painted from the cheapest yet best paints he could buy, those concocted by a mixture of grand love and everyday things.

Seeing it, I couldn’t help just a trace of glumness. I was never one for feeling sorry for myself. Not often, at least. But I’d never had a father to teach me how to ride a bike. My mother could have done it, of course, but she was always busy in rehearsals, learning her lines, or more often than not, spending her evenings in the tavern.

Stop dwelling, I thought, aware that I was annoying myself.

The father rejoined his daughter, ready for another short cycle forwards. Only this time, he sneakily reached down and removed the stabilizing wheels from the bicycle. Making sure his daughter hadn’t noticed, he told her, “One more practice, then we do it for real.”

“Yes, Daddy.”

He gave the bicycle a push, and once again the little girl peddled. The bicycle began to wobble without its stabilizers and looked like it might topple over. The father rushed forwards to catch her. But then, her momentum carried her forward, and she cycled down the promenade, with her father running close behind.

Good for her, I thought to myself. Pretty sneaky teaching method, though. If she’d realized she didn’t have the stabilizing wheels…

The truth hit me like a fist in my gut.

I quickly and greedily finished my ice cream, then stood up. Without even waiting for James, I headed back to our secluded spot on the beach.

My next attempt at using my disenchantment fork failed, just like all the others. I thought about my tokens again, and wished I was wearing my token bracelet. But then, I thought about the girl on the bicycle. She hadn’t known the wheels weren’t there, yet their absence hadn’t made her fall off the bicycle, had it?

Closing my eyes, I held the fork tightly in my hand. I breathed in and out. I pushed my thoughts away and asked all my doubts to leave me alone just for a little while. Go get yourselves some ice cream, I told them. The sounds of the waves seemed louder now, the smell of salt and fish stronger in the air.

A peculiar feeling began to take hold of me, starting from my chest and slowly spreading outwards. But soon, I realized it wasn’t a strange feeling at all. It was the same one I’d felt so many times before when using artificery, only I had never paid attention to it, never allowed myself to feel it.

Here we go.

I struck down with the fork, and this time, my artificer’s goggles treated me to the sight of a single miode leaving the book’s surface.

When I had disenchanted the book without using a single token, James wasted no time in giving me a set of self-sharpening chef’s knives to work on. As the afternoon drifted away, I disenchanted one thing after another, soon amassing a pile of now-ordinary objects next to me. In a final piece of tokenless artificery, I removed the miodes from a simple bucket, one that was artificed to help kids – and adults, I guessed – build stronger sandcastles.

Finally, as the afternoon sun said goodbye, James handed me back my token bracelet. I put it back on, but this time without the sense of urgency and vague feeling of anxiety that I’d had in the quarry. Now, it honestly felt no different than if I was putting on a tie or a pair of boots.

With my bracelet secured, token text drifted in front of me.

Disenchant ability leveled from 13 to 16!

That evening, James and I had dinner at a restaurant near a beach on the other side of the city. It was, of course, a seafood restaurant, and this meant that many of Port Vesta’s stray cats had chosen it as a prime begging spot. I guessed that the owner had long ago stopped trying to shoo them away. At least they were less annoying than the gulls, anyway.

James had changed into a loose shirt and slacks. Despite his efforts, the sun had penetrated his layer of suncream and a pinkness had spread over his face. His arms, similarly burned, had begun to peel. Somehow I had mostly avoided such a fate. Rather than wonder how, I simply thanked the gods of sunlight and suncream alchemy for taking pity on me.

“Do you understand why you leveled up so quickly today?” he asked me.

“Sure. It was the same as with the weight token. Only, this time the weight wasn’t actually in a token; it was the absence of one.”

“Very good,” he said, spearing a prawn with his fork.

“There’s a problem, though,” I said.

James gave me a look that very much said he already knew what the problem was, but was happy for me to tell him, nonetheless.

“My crafting stamina is completely shot,” I said. “And it’s been hours now, and it still hasn’t come back. Not even a little.”

“You won’t be crafting for a while now,” he said.

“How long?”

“A day, most probably. It’ll only get worse the more you use tokenless artificing. For some reason, the act of working that way hits us deep in our artificeric souls. It’s so draining that you can see why it isn’t taught anywhere, and rarely ever used.

“Worse still, the next time you do it, your stamina will take two days to come back. Then four, then eight. Hence why the guild doesn’t like me teaching it as a leveling up method. Still, at least if you ever find yourself without your tokens, you’ll know what to do. Now, why don’t you take tomorrow off, and do a little sightseeing?”


Chapter 24

The next day, while I waited for my crafting stamina to replenish, I followed James’s advice and spent a while seeing the sights of Port Vesta. Then, bored with the city and its crowded streets, I whiled away the afternoon on the beach, this time enjoying being there without having to disenchant anything. Though if there was a way to disenchant the fishy smell from the air, I would definitely have tried.

I didn’t see James all that day or the evening. He had a date with someone he’d met at the beach while I was working, and I didn’t expect that he’d be stopping by the guild today. That evening, I had a few beers in the common room, and then went to bed in my dorm to go to sleep, ready for some leveling up the next day.

The next morning, however, James wasn’t waiting for me in the common room, as he had been for the last few days. I ordered a cooked breakfast and a coffee and sat at a table while I waited for him. An hour went by, and he still didn’t show up.

By now, my crafting stamina was full again and I was damned if I was going to waste time sitting around. So, using some of the two weeks’ worth of wages Cooper had given me as an apology for his joke, I visited a shop on Vesta’s Way. There, I bought a few of the cheap, artificed trinkets that tourists always thought would be the perfect things to take home with them so they could remember their stay. Things like a model fishing boat that would sail around on its own when you put it in water, a few artificed bucket and spade sets, and other artificed junk.

In my dorm room, I spent most of that day conducting some tokenless artificery. This time, though, I didn’t touch my Disenchant ability at all. It was already level sixteen now, and even using James’s method, future level ups would be slow. My Detect Enchantment ability, however, was only level five, and this made it fertile ground for leveling up.

So, removing my bracelet, I remembered my lessons from the day before yesterday, and I did some tokenless artificery. The day wore on and my crafting stamina wore down. The feeling was like a heavy weight in my gut, something akin to hunger but much deeper, hitting some core place deep inside me that reached further than my gut, deeper than my bones, and straight into the center of my artificer’s self.

And then, my stamina collapsed entirely like the proverbial camel who had just been asked to carry one piece of straw too many. Lying on my bed, I unwittingly fell into a deep sleep that carried me through all the way into the morning.

“Hey! Wait up!”

The voice from outside the dorm room woke me, and it took me a second to realize it was just someone walking down the corridor outside my room. As I waited for my brain to fully wake, I listened to the passing chatter outside my dorm, and enjoyed the glow from the sunlight sneaking in through the small window across from my bed.

A quick check of my stamina showed that it was still completely empty, and I knew that this time, it would take two days for it to recover. James was right; this was no way for an artificer to work. Yet the results couldn’t be argued with. Through my efforts, I had taken my Detect Enchantment ability from five all the way to twelve.

“Holy hells,” I said, still unable to believe the novelty of such a gain. “James is a genius.”

Not only was my Detect Enchant skill much, much better, but the accumulation of all my work at the quarry, the beach, and here in my dorm room had taken me to level four of my Simple Disenchant skill tree, and then straight to level five. I was so, so close to Intermediate that I could taste its sweet nectar.

The only problem?

My crafting stamina wasn’t going to be up and running for two more days. And if I leveled this way again I’d have to wait four days, then eight, and so on. Just like with the weight token, James’s methods were effective, but not scalable.

With me unable to do any crafting, there was no point in hanging around in Port Vesta. I decided that I would head back home, but first, I wanted to find James and thank him for all of his help.

For most of that day, I checked the guild common room, the teaching rooms, the beach, and even the quarry. There was no sight of my teacher, and I didn’t know where he was staying, either.

Doubling back to the guild, I again came up empty. Starting to worry, I even knocked on the doors of some of the artificery instructors who’d been too busy to teach me. One of them, a woman named Clara Tunbridge, didn’t know where James was, but assured me that she’d seen him earlier that afternoon walking down Vesta’s Way, whistling to himself and looking like a person who wasn’t in any kind of danger or trouble at all.

“His head was in the clouds, as always,” she told me. “You’d be better not getting involved with the likes of him.”

“The likes of him?” I said.

“Well, there’s a reason the guild is holding back on granting him his badges.”

“He’s a great teacher, and he’ll have his badges soon enough. Maybe you and the other instructors ought to listen to him every once in a while.”

Finally, for the first time during my trip here, I actually did admit defeat and accepted I wouldn’t be able to thank James Trafford for his help. Leaving the guild, I walked down the long, central road that led out of Port Vesta, paid for a seat on a commuter cart, and headed back to Sunhampton.

Returning to my sleepy town tucked in a small pocket of Easterly was like waking up on a Sunday morning with sunlight streaming through the windows, a pleasant breeze blowing on my face, and the smell of a delicious breakfast wafting up from the kitchen. Not even a favorite pair of slippers artificed for maximum softness could be more comfortable. The minute Sunhampton loomed into sight I had the urge to pay the driver, climb down from the cart, and sprint all the way home.

When I got back to the craftstead, Cooper actually looked pleased to see me. In fact, I walked through the door to find him cooking on the stove. The table in the kitchen was set with two plates, and he’d even tidied the place up. When my eyes fell on a tea towel that had been neatly folded into a square shape, I wondered if this was actually the real Cooper.

“Is Janey visiting?” I said.

“No, lad. You and I are going to have a meal together. I was worried you’d get back later than you said and all this would go to waste, but here you are.”

He seemed almost...nervous. I doubted that could be true, yet there was something in his manner that told me to trust my gut, that Cooper really was nervous about something.

After dishing up two bowls of casserole and placing them on the table, he slid into the chair across from me. In the center of the table was a jug of wine, a pitcher of ale, and a clear jug of water.

“You’re wearing your best shirt,” I said.

“I am.”

“What’s going on, Master Cooper?”

“Nothing. Can’t I make an effort every once in a while? Drink?”

“I’ll have…let’s see…think I’ll have a beer,” I said.

“Good choice. I don’t know why I bothered buying the wine, to tell you the truth. I certainly wasn’t going to drink it. How was Port Vesta?”

I was hesitant to tell him about my time with James, since I wasn’t sure how he’d react to me learning under a different instructor. Then again, what did he think I was going to do at the artificer’s guild? But even if this didn’t bother him, what would he say about James’s methods? I was almost certain that he wouldn’t approve.

All the same, there was no way I could tell him about my level ups while employing the, ‘just say a bunch of vague truths’ method that I usually used when I didn’t want to go into detail about something, without outright lying.

So, first I told Cooper the good news that my Simple Disenchantment skill tree was now level five, and I was close to earning the Intermediate ranking.

“Cheers!” said Cooper raising his glass. I clinked mine against it. “I remember it wasn’t so long ago when you walked in here, smelling like you’d slept in a barn, not knowing your artificery from your arse.”

“I actually had slept in a barn. And I really didn’t know anything about artificery.”

“Look at you now. What level was your skill tree when you left here the other day? Level two? That’s a bloody steep jump in a week, Lewis. How the hell did you manage that?”

Here came the moment I had been dreading. I remembered what James had said about how most artificery masters and instructors clung to the old ways, and that they eyed anything new or innovative with not just suspicion, but downright loathing in some cases.

It was that thought that made me decide to tell Cooper exactly what I’d learned under James, and how I’d learned it. After all, how ridiculous was it that artificers, of all people, didn’t like innovation?

“…and then I spent a while in my dorm room using Detect Enchantment, until my stamina gave out and I reached level five.”

My explanation had been a hurried one, filled with strays into the wrong avenues of discussion thanks to my nervousness. Why I should be so nervous, I really didn’t know. Or then again, maybe I did. If I really thought about it, I was forced to admit that out of anyone in my life, Master Cooper’s opinion meant the most to me. Chris and Paisley came a close second, but Cooper had taught my craft. He’d taken me into his home when I didn’t have one. He’d even given me his surname. I owed Cooper everything. Every little thing I had, he’d played at least some part in me getting.

So why was I such an ass about him not giving me better projects to work on?

The Lewis that had complained so much about that seemed like a Lewis from long ago, a sort of distant cousin of mine who I shared similarities with, but ultimately was much different from now.

Cooper broke me from my thoughts.

“Tokenless crafting, eh?” he said.

“Yes, Master Cooper.”

I eyed him, trying to gauge how he felt. If I had a Detect Thought ability, now would have been a time to use it. As if to amplify the tension, Cooper took his time pouring himself another glass of beer.

Finally, he looked me in the eyes. “I’m proud of you,” he said.

If I’d had some beer in my mouth, I might have spat it out in surprise. Instead, I just said, “Proud?”

“Yes, proud. Look at you, Lewis. You’ve earned Intermediate on your Enchantment skill tree, and you’re almost there on Simple Disenchantment. Not long now, and you’ll be not a novice, but an initiate. I know I haven’t been around as much as I used to be. And when I am around, I’m busy with Janey, or the wedding, or just with work. You’ve never complained. Not once.”

“Well…”

“Okay, you’ve complained a few times. You’ve grumbled even more than that in your head, I don’t doubt. But even with all that, you’ve done your work here and you’ve been leveling your abilities, and you’ve even found time to work on some kind of secret project.”

“You know about that?”

Cooper smiled. “I don’t know what you’re working on specifically, but I know you’re up to something. It’s the Master’s Prerogative, my lad. ‘Always know what your novice is doing, and then pretend that you don’t have a clue.’”

I was stunned into silence. I had been so sure that Cooper wouldn’t like James’s way of teaching, yet he hadn’t even mentioned it. All he’d been concerned about was the fact that I had leveled up. My mistake, I realized, was in putting Cooper in the same box as the artificers in the guild who frowned on James’s ways. Cooper was nothing like them, not at all. I felt like a heel for even thinking it.

“Now,” said Cooper. “There’s something I wanted to ask you.”

He finished his beer and then reached for the pitcher to pour another one.

“That’ll be your third, Master Cooper.”

“Ah, damn you. Damn Healer Brown. Damn Janey, too.”

“Damn us to hell,” I agreed, “For the sin of wanting to keep you healthy.”

“It was better when I had nobody here who cared for me.”

He said this as a joke, but like a flea hitching a ride on a rat, it came with it a touch of hidden sadness.

“Wow,” I said, “You’ve skipped past merry Cooper and straight to maudlin Cooper. Are you sure you’ve only had two beers, Master?”

Cooper shook his head, though I could tell it wasn’t in answer to my question. It was more like he was shaking off whatever feelings were stirring inside him.

“Lewis, I know I’m a cantankerous old arsehole sometimes. I goad you, I bark orders, I criticize your work too harshly. Though in fairness, sometimes you submit some bloody awful artificery to me. But beneath it all, you know that I appreciate…that I…well…”

“I know, Master Cooper.”

He took a deep breath. “I’ve been thinking, and talking to Janey, then thinking some more. I suppose the short of it is this: will you be my best man at my wedding, Lewis Cooper?”

He couldn’t have surprised me more if he’d told me he was selling the craftstead and leaving Sunhampton to become a juggler. In fact, I found myself searching his face looking for the slightest hint of a grin that would mark this as a joke, but his face was as serious as I’d ever seen it.

“Me? A best man?”

“Aye. That’s only the name of the role, mind you. You’re not the best man in Easterly. You’re a bloody good one, though. I’d be honored if you would accept, Lewis.”

The decision I made came from not just my head or my gut, but also from my artificer’s core, all three parts of me meeting in instantaneous agreement.

“Of course, Master Cooper. I would be proud.”

Cooper’s tension left his wrinkled face and his eyes seemed to sparkle like miodes. His whole posture relaxed as if some weight had lifted. I couldn’t believe that simply asking me a question had caused so much tension to coil up in him.

“Why don’t you have half a beer?” I said. “I won’t tell.”

“Half? You’re so generous, Lewis. Perhaps I should return the favor. As a little gift for being my best man, I want you to come to the workshop tomorrow afternoon.”


Chapter 25

The next morning, I got up extra early so that I could catch Chris before he left for work. We had breakfast together in the kitchen, though mine was mostly just coffee. Although I’d forced my mind to wake up as early as Chris, my stomach hadn’t followed suit and I didn’t think I could eat anything just yet. Chris had no such issues, quickly finishing a bowl of honeyed porridge and three slices of buttered toast.

After I had finished telling him about Port Vesta, I asked him, “Anything happen while I was away?”

He drummed his fingers on the side of his empty porridge bowl. “Cooper was acting weird…someone threw an egg at Greg Rowntree but he doesn’t know who did it…oh! Your pal is at his cottage.”

“Jester?”

“Paisley and I bumped into him at the Sunny Café.”

“I better go and see him,” I said. “Nothing else?”

Chris shrugged. “Nope. You know Sunhampton.”

“Well, about Cooper being weird…”

I told Chris about how Cooper had asked me to be the best man at his wedding, and how that might explain any strangeness that Chris had detected in his behavior around the craftstead.

“Nervous?” asked Chris.

“Me? I’m not the one getting married.”

“You’re giving the best man’s speech, Lew! That’s the whole reason anyone ever goes to a wedding, to hear the best man tear the groom apart. In decades to come, when people talk about Coops and Janey getting married, they’ll judge the day on how your speech went.”

“I think you might be exaggerating a little there. Besides, I learned a bunch of stuff about public speaking from the Five Fiends. A little speech doesn’t bother me.”

“I don’t mind giving you some pointers, too. You know, since my whole class is about shouting news to lots of people.”

I smiled at my friend. “That’d be great. Thanks, Chris.”

When Chris headed off to work, I washed and got dressed. Since I hadn’t done any laundry from my Port Vesta trip yet, I had to wear one of my older shirts, one which I had relegated to ‘workshop use only’, and which sported a whole bunch of artificeric and alchemic stains.

It also meant that my bedroom smelled of sand and salt, conjuring memories of sitting in the sand, tokenless, and trying to disenchant things. It wasn’t the worst memory, really. Now that I thought back, it had been nice to be working in the sun, then sitting on the promenade for a while and eating ice cream. A guy can’t ask for more than that.

A quick walk down the steep hill and then through Coiner’s Way – slowed down only slightly by Lee Hunter who stopped to have a chat with me – took me to Jester’s cottage, where smoke was rising from the chimney stack. Near it, three crows perched on the roof, watching me with their beady eyes.

I was used to just using my spare key to walk into the cottage, but I wasn’t going to do that when I knew that Jester was home. I knocked on the front door and waited.

“Lewis,” said Jester, opening the door just a crack as though he was the guardian of an ancient tomb. His hair was messier than I’d ever seen it, and I was sure I detected the smell of beer from the night before on his breath.

“Chris told me you were in Sunhampton.”

“Uh…come in. Sorry about the mess.”

It soon transpired that Jester was hungover. This, coupled with him being in Sunhampton on a weekday, didn't add up to the ingredients for a pleasant dish. Taking pity on him, I switched around the rules of hospitality and made a pot of coffee in the kitchen.

“Cooper swears by a raw egg dropped into a glass of fizzy water,” I said from the kitchen, as I brewed up.

“Ugh. No thanks.”

I stirred milk into our coffees and tinked the spoon against the cup. “That’s probably wise. Cooper swears by a lot of things, and they aren’t always right.”

In the living room, he took the couch, while I sat on the adjacent one-seater chair. “Thanks,” said Jester, taking a cup of coffee from me.

“Everything okay?” I asked.

“Fine, fine.”

“You definitely look like someone who’s loving life.”

“I…it’s fine.”

“Come on, Jester,” I said. “What’s up? I’m sure whatever it is, it can’t be that bad. Or if it is that bad, well, it can’t hurt to talk about it.”

“Really, Lewis. It’s fine.”

Jester might as well have been holding up a mirror, because I saw so much of myself reflecting back right then. After my Mom died I had barely spoken to anyone about anything even vaguely beyond the trivial. Every time someone asked how I was I’d answer on instinct with, ‘I’m fine.’ Even a couple of years on, I was the same. I knew that, like me, Jester had also lost his mother and hadn’t known his father.

It was like the pair of us were leaves clipped from the same branch. I’d always wondered what it might be like to have a brother or sister, someone who could relate to everything. My stepsister and stepbrothers didn’t count, since they hadn’t given a rat’s ass about me.

How would I be acting in his place, if something was wrong? I wondered. If he kept asking me to tell him, I wouldn’t like it.

That made my mind up. “So, I don’t know if Chris and Paisley told you, but I was in Port Vesta last week,” I began.

Jester seemed too distracted to pay attention to me recounting my trip at first, but by the time I mentioned James and our day at the quarry, I knew he was listening. Soon, I reached the end of my story and told him about my journey home.

“I’ll get us another coffee,” I said.

“Thanks,” answered Jester, a little perkier.

When I returned, he took the coffee cup with thanks, and then leaned back into the couch, sighing. “It’s all gone wrong, Lewis,” he finally said.

“What has?”

“This.” He gestured to the living room.

“So the place is a little run down. We can fix it up.”

“No,” said Jester. “Not that. I was working through Aunt Sheila’s finances. She didn’t leave many records behind, but I found a box in the attic filled with old correspondence. Oh gods, Lewis, it’s a mess.”

“Cheer up! You sound like someone died.”

“Someone did – Aunt Sheila!”

“Oh. Right. Sorry.”

“No, it’s fine,” said Jester, “It’s sad, of course, but I didn’t really know her. But here’s the thing. I was working through her documents when I saw a letter of debt. A big one.”

“Printed on large paper, or…”

He managed a tiny smile at this. Probably the correct size of smile that my joke merited, if I was honest. “A big debt, Lewis. Bloody humongous. And then I saw another. I did the maths, and it turns out that there is no way to settle her estate without selling this place.”

Hearing this, my crest well and truly fell. “You can’t stay in the cottage? But those were her debts, not yours.”

“It’s the law. A deceased person’s estate must settle all outstanding debts, even if that is by sales of assets. This place is just about the only thing she left behind.”

“Just how big are these debts? I once helped Master Cooper with his financial problems…”

“More than a few markets or projects will solve, Lewis. But thanks anyway.”

Heading back to the craftstead, my mind turned over Jester’s problem again and again, browning each side of it like it was meat on a spit. Even when I had properly cooked the problem in my mind, I still couldn’t find anything to serve it with. That is, I didn’t have a single idea that could help.

Jester had said that the estate’s creditors wouldn’t accept any kind of payment plan, which meant it had to be paid in full. Jester himself had no assets except for the cottage, and despite being an accountant, he was a poor money saver and hadn’t built up a nest egg.

By the time I reached the craftstead, I felt glummer than a dog who’d just dropped his favorite chew toy into a lake. My mood wasn’t helped much when a voice called out.

“Hey! Sad sack! Get your arse over here!”

I joined Master Cooper in the workshop, where he had set a huge black chalkboard against one wall. Rather than his scruffy crafting clothes, he was wearing a shirt that, even if it hadn’t received the touch of a hot iron had at least been within sight of one. He completed this with a dark grey waistcoat fastened across his belly by two buttons. They were working hard, those buttons. If I was an engineer, I’d have quickly identified them as a potential point of failure. Still, he looked smart and almost fashionable. In his hand, he held a long, retractable pointer.

This was a strange sight, but the weirdness didn’t end there. On the workbench facing the chalkboard was a notebook, two pens, a clear pitcher filled with water, and a couple of glasses next to it.

“Master Cooper, what’s this all about?”

“Thank you for joining me, Novice Cooper,” he said. “You’re just in time for your lecture on miodes, their detection, and their disenchantment. Take a seat and open your book.”

I couldn’t help the smile that I felt on my lips. “But what-”

“I have my methods. You know that. I like you to work things out for yourself. But there’s also a time when a master needs to impart his knowledge, I suppose, and not just expect his student to find their own answers. What’s the point in me amassing a lifetime of artificeric craft and barely teaching you a word of it? So this is my present to you, Lewis. For being my best man, I’ll stop expecting you to learn absolutely everything yourself, and I’ll just teach you something.”

Master Cooper picked up a stack of papers from the work counter near to him. I couldn’t read what was on them, but I recognized Cooper’s handwriting.

Cooper cleared his throat nervously. “Right. So, how are miodes detected? Well, that question first brings us…”

His first lecture lasted for three hours. Though Master Cooper started out nervously, his passion for his craft soon overrode that, and it seemed to me that he lost all sense of time. Similarly enraptured by the things he told me about artificery, I also forgot that the afternoon always becomes night, and that the world carries on aging regardless of whether you pay attention to it.

Soon, I had filled fifteen pages of the notebook that Cooper had given me. The next morning, I filled ten more, and a further twenty pages that afternoon during his third, and final, lecture on the subject.

“And that’s about everything I know about detection and disenchantment,” said Cooper.

I had learned so much and taken so many notes, that rather than feel clearer on the subject, my head actually felt busier. He’d taught me a lot during his lectures, but if you’d asked me right then to name a single thing, I couldn’t have.

“Do you have any questions, Novice Cooper?” Cooper asked, still using his ‘strict lecturer’ voice he’d affected over the last day and a half.

“Yes, I do have one, actually.”

“Go on.”

“This was absolutely fascinating, Master Cooper. Really, it was. But it hasn’t seemed to have translated into experience on my tokens.”

“Well, it wouldn’t,” he answered.

“No?”

“This isn’t practical experience, Lewis, and that’s how an artificer advances. Even if you employ fancy methods like James Trafford, it still all boils down to practice. However, learning the theory is important, as it seeps down into your artificer’s core. Read your notes back tonight. Then, forget about them completely. Go have lunch with Paisley. Throw an egg at Greg Rowntree.”

“Was that you?” I said. I knew that he and Cooper had a grudge, but I would never have expected such poor behavior.

Well, maybe I would.

“Of course not. Throwing eggs, at my age?”

“Right. Sorry. So I just need to try absorbing the information.”

He nodded. “And then, you’ll find that it works its way into your crafting. You won’t feel different, but the difference will be there all the same. Knowledge is sneaky like that.”

Following Cooper’s advice, that evening I retired to my bedroom early and sat at my desk reading my notes by candlelight. There was no need to use candles, of course, since we had lots of lamps in the house. But somehow, it just felt more student-like to learn that way. As though I was in some old, artificer’s college.

The next day, Paisley, Chris, Jester, and I had breakfast at the Sunny Café. Chris had booked a day off work, and Phillip Brownhill was minding Paisley’s store. In the café, we tried our best to help Jester forget about his troubles. They wouldn’t go away, of course, but there was nothing wrong in him taking a brief respite from them.

“Why don’t you work in my shop for a while?” suggested Paisley. “It might clear your thoughts.”

“You’re just looking for some free labor,” said Jester.

“Me? I would do no such thing.”

At lunchtime, I headed back to the craftstead. Waiting for me in the workshop were dozens and dozens of Cooper’s old artificery projects from the spare rooms, all piled up on the workbenches and the floor. There were pots, pans, chairs, jars, shirts, socks, tools, picture frames, and almost any other piece of tat or junk a person could think of.

“Having a clear out, Master Cooper?” I asked.

He sighed. “I’ve amassed the biggest trove of artificeric rubbish in the whole of Easterly,” he said. “I don’t know why I’ve clung onto all these things.”

“They’re your projects. You’re proud of them.”

“Proud? I don’t know about that, Lewis. I suppose I kept them because…well. Let’s just say those artificers at the guild aren’t the only ones who cling to the past. Onto the old ways. If Janey is going to live in the craftstead, she’ll need space for her things, too. I can’t have all my junk cluttering up the place.”

“So you’re going to sell them?”

“No, Lewis. What I’d like is for you to disenchant them all.”

“But that would remove their value,” I said.

“Oh? Did Paisley suddenly join us without me realizing? Yes, I suppose they’ll be worth less if you remove their artificery. But what they lose in gold, I hope they’ll make up for in your advancement, my lad. Your experience. Now it’s time for you to actually use everything I’ve taught you over the last couple of days. Otherwise, what was the point?”

With a pot of coffee and my disenchantment tools ready, I began my labors. For each item, I first used Detect Enchantment. Then, when I was successful, I used my artificer’s fork and tongs to remove the miodes one by one. As Cooper had promised, my crafting felt different this time, bolstered somehow by the theory he had taught me. It seemed to give a hint of added strength to my work, as though his words, and the notes I had taken, actually had an artificeric effect on my mind and my muscle memory.

I worked solidly for four days, stopping only to sleep and to have meals with Cooper and Chris. I was so focused on it that I even forgot that my name was written on the craftstead chore schedule, though neither Chris nor Cooper reminded me of it. I felt slightly bad that they were picking up the slack, but each piece of disenchantment brought me closer to leveling up, and this feeling was so overwhelming that I soon forgot about my other obligations.

Finally, feeling tired and starting to see miodes even when I closed my eyes, I disenchanted the last item. This was an old cupboard that Cooper had artificed long ago, which could hold ten times the amount of things than should have been possible. With its miodes removed, I set down my tools and finally let my token text unfurl before my eyes.

Detect Enchantment ability leveled up to 17!

Disenchant ability leveled up to 19!

Simple Disenchantment skill tree leveled up to intermediate!

New level: Intermediate Disenchantment Level 1

- Crafting stamina greatly increased

- Effectiveness of all Disenchantment abilities greatly increased

- Detect Enchantment accuracy and area of effect greatly increased!


Chapter 26

A wild horse couldn’t have galloped to Jester’s cottage faster than I did that day. I arrived to find the cottage windows darkened, and no smoke rising from the chimney. After knocking on the front door and waiting as patiently as I could, I concluded that Jester wasn’t there. I couldn’t remember if he had gone back to Hattersdale or not; he might have mentioned it when we had breakfast at the Sunny Café, but my mind had been filled by a fog of Cooper’s lectures.

Using my spare key, I let myself into the cottage, where a sad sight awaited me. All the possessions that Jester had shipped here and started to unpack were back in their boxes, no doubt for him to have them taken back to Hattersdale when he sold the house.

Despite this hint of sadness in the now-mildew-free cottage air, I felt excitement stirring in me. As the proud owner of an Intermediate Disenchantment skill tree, I felt it was finally time to learn what that damned lamp did.

Holding my breath, I paced around the living room, using my Detect Enchantment ability.

But just as before, nothing happened.

Not to be deterred, I headed upstairs, and once again cast my artificer’s gaze around every room. Again, no secrets revealed themselves to me.

After all this, it still isn’t going to work?

Defeat seemed to sag my spirit. It lent a weariness to my bones, and made me doubt that I had even made any progress in my skills at all. In the living room, I slumped onto the couch and ruminated over my defeat, preparing myself to just tell Jester that I couldn’t do it. That I couldn’t tell him what the lamp actually did, and it was time to just ask Master Cooper to solve the mystery.

But then, a deeper voice spoke up inside me. A voice that talked in a rich tone, one bolstered by my deep artificer’s core, one that remembered all the lessons I had learned ever since I was an apprentice and had come to live with Master Cooper.

I stood up. Taking in the living room, my gaze falling over every inch of it, I used Detect Enchantment once again.

This time, a swirl of red light gathered in front of me, sweeping through the room before settling on one, small spot in the corner. It hovered just above the carpet.

Kneeling beside it, I couldn’t help a gasp of surprise.

Enchantment discovered: Artificed trapdoor.

Robbed of its secrets, I saw that the little square of carpet now had a metal handle protruding from it. Wasting no time, I tugged on the handle. At first, it wouldn’t budge, so I pulled harder and finally, the trap door lifted up, revealing a set of stone stairs that led down underneath the cottage.

“Just what exactly were you hiding, Aunt Sheila?” I said aloud and then hoped with all my heart that I didn’t actually hear an answer.

Grabbing a lantern from the kitchen, I hurriedly went down the stairs. Then my inner caution told me to go slowly; the last thing I wanted was to topple down them and lie there in the darkness until Jester next showed up.

Following the stairs, I soon came to a long hallway where there was a taste of dust in the air. The stone walls were so tight that it gave the hallway a cramped feel as though there wasn’t enough air to breathe. Fixed to the walls were artificed lanterns, which I activated one by one as I passed them. The passageway went straight and then took a turn, before straightening out again.

There, I came to a stone wall. A dead end. A full stop to my journey, a guardian blocking me from discovering further secrets.

Or, that is what it would have been, had I not possessed the artificed lamp.

I took Jester’s lamp out from my crafter’s satchel. Now, in the presence of what was clearly its anchor, the artificery finally worked. First, the untransmogrify miodes plied their trade, dispelling the illusion and turning the stone wall into a door. Next came the unlock miodes which provoked a clicking sound, followed by that of several bolts unlatching. And then, the door slowly crept open.

Voices from somewhere behind me made me jump. Suddenly, my excitement seemed to desert me, leaving me with the cold knowledge that I was in a dimly lit passageway deep under the cottage.

I heard footsteps above me, and then the steps seemed to get closer, followed by the voices. Soon, I knew that they were in the passageway with me.

I turned around, lantern in hand. I held it out in front of me, only to see Paisley and Jester at the end of the stone corridor. My relief was sudden and strong, and a warmth spread through my chest at the sight of my friends.

“Lewis!” called Jester. “This is…”

I proudly displayed the lamp. “This is the mystery solved,” I said. “Or almost.”

The newly revealed door led to a single room filled with stuffy air that hadn’t had escape or ventilation in years. The floor was made from stone, though someone had added a wool rug in the center to give it at least something of a homely feel. This was about as effective as waving a cocktail umbrella at a thunderstorm. Lining the walls were four huge bookcases, each of them containing hundreds of books. Near one shelf was a desk with various papers, pens, and a cup resting on it, but no indication when they were last used. If there was a hint that this room had been visited in the last few years then I sure couldn’t see it. I guessed that even Aunt Sheila had left it alone. It gave me a feeling of abandonment, or of something having been forgotten. Maybe given time, care, and hard work, this could have made a cozy little hideaway, but right now it felt like a crypt whose threshold we weren’t supposed to have crossed.

“This is what your aunt was hiding,” I said. “Right here under the cottage.”

“So the lamp was a key?”

“I suppose it was, in a way. But only an artificer could have told you where the lock was. Well, that, and your aunt, I suppose. She would obviously have been able to see it since she must have paid for the artificery.”

Jester rubbed his face. I was delighted to see that the novelty of the moment seemed to have, temporarily, at least, banished some of his stress. That was just one of the wonders of artificery, I guessed. Our craft had the ability to make people forget everything and get lost in their amazement.

“But all of this for some books?” he said.

“Well, I guess your aunt really loved reading.”

Paisley, standing by one of the bookshelves, had already begun taking the books from their places and inspecting them. Holding one, she blew the dust off it and inspected the cover intently. “Not just books, Jester. Some of these are rare. And some of them are first editions! Take this one – it’s worth a few hundred gold just on its own!”

“How can you possibly know that?” he asked, in a voice that said he wanted to believe her, but couldn’t afford to let himself only to have her proven wrong and get his hopes dashed.

“Because I’m a merchant,” answered Paisley. “Appraising things is one of my many, many talents.”


Chapter 27

After asking Phillip to mind her store for the day, Paisley set about appraising all of the rare books in Aunt Sheila’s hidden collection. All told, there was a small fortune hidden down there beneath her neglected cottage. Not a large fortune, but at least enough for Jester to satisfy the estate’s creditors without having to sell the cottage itself. Not only that, but there was a small amount left over. Just enough for him to quit his job in Hattersdale, and rent a small, one-room office on Coiner’s Way, where he intended to become a freelance accountant.

“To think,” he said, all of his stresses now completely gone. “I’ve spent my working life looking over my client’s books. And now it’s Aunt Shiela’s books that got me out of Mr. Jenkins’ office.”

Not long after Jester had paid his deposit and taken possession of the keys for his very own office, we had a celebration at the Craftstead. This, however, was a joint celebration.

“You’re now looking at a novice town crier,” Chris told us proudly when he returned home from work one day.

Paisley gave him a hug so tight it would have left a grizzly bear gasping for breath. My hug was a little more modest, and Cooper contented himself with giving Chris a pat on the back.

“So the rumor thing went well?” I said. “I mean, of course it did, or you wouldn’t have passed your apprenticeship.”

The smile Chris had been wearing when he returned to the craftstead still hadn’t faded, and it showed no signs of weakening as he explained how his class-earning project had gone.

Back when we had visited the Full Striding market to gather rumors, Chris had bumped into Zakariya Spencer. Chris’s Rumor and Lore gathering ability made him sense that Zakariya was holding onto a secret, one that he was excited to tell, yet couldn’t.

“I coaxed it out of him,” Chris told us. “He wanted to tell someone anyway, so it didn’t take much. It turns out that the landlord of the King’s Head is opening a second tavern in Full Striding. The King’s Arms, they’re going to call it. I got them to agree to let me announce the news. So, I waited until a busy night at the main plaza in Striding, rang my bell, and announced that a new tavern would be opening soon.”

Now that he was a novice town crier, Chris was free to leave Louisa Rackingshaw’s employment and find work elsewhere. Over the next few weeks, however, this proved to be tricky. He wanted something closer to Sunhampton so that he didn’t have to take the commuter cart to work every day.

“The problem is most local towns already have a town crier. And our line of work, it’s kind of a ‘job for life’ deal. Most criers don’t leave their post unless they have to.”

Paisley and I took many trips with Chris, visiting every town, village, and even hamlet in a ten-mile radius of Sunhampton. Sometimes Jester joined us, though he was often busy visiting shops and businesses, cold calling at their doors to try and gain them as clients.

No matter where we visited, we still returned home without even a hint of a job lead for Chris. His initial happiness at earning his class began to wear off, replaced by a sense of defeat, of the inevitability of him having to stay in Full Striding.

One evening, Cooper, Janey, Chris, Paisley, Jace, and I were having dinner at the craftstead. Cooper had been forced to craft a new, bigger table for the kitchen, since our old four-place table was getting cramped these days.

It was a nice meal with nice food and nice people, and time passed in that pleasant way it does when people who like each other get together. Then, just as the evening was winding down, Jace tapped Chris on the shoulder.

“You’ve been working hard to find a job, I gather,” he said.

Chris, who always affected a slightly nervous tone when speaking to Paisley’s uncle, replied, “Yes, sir.”

“Come on, Chris. No need for sirs in Cooper’s kitchen. I wanted to have a word with you, actually. I have connections in a little town a few miles west. Perentee. You know of it?”

Chris nodded. “We visited just last week.”

“Well, it seems they have a town crier position opening up.”

“What? They said-”

Jace nodded. “I know what their mayor told you. The truth is, Chris, he discounted you because you’re a novice. But I have a few…business interests…in their town. Let’s say I was able to persuade him to give you an interview. That’s all it will be though – you’ll need to pass it on your own merit.”

“Well, thank you very much sir…Jace.”

“Mr. Porter will do, I think.”

“Thank you, Mr. Porter.”

“You’re a serious lad, Chris,” said Jace. “I can tell. I like serious people.”

Chris’s prospective new job wasn’t the only thing that changed in our little town. Not long after that, Jester landed his first client – a certain Master Jack Cooper.

“My accounts are a mess,” Cooper told us. “Janey says it makes her frustrated even thinking about them. Where she thinks she earned the right to criticize my business dealings, considering how many times she’s changed the name of her shop…”

Janey good-humoredly glared at him.

“Well, anyway. Jester is going to take a look at my books. See if he can’t put them straight.”

Jester wasn’t the only person to start a new business in Sunhampton. Phillip Brownhill announced to Jace and Paisley that he was giving notice to terminate his employment at their house. He was, he explained, going to take all the model boats and ships he had made and start selling them at the market. If they were successful he would make more, and then take his crafts further afield, visiting the other markets dotted around Easterly.

“A new business,” said Jace. “That takes courage. I’m proud of you, Phillip. There will always be a place for you here at the manor, however. Not that I think you’ll need it. Still, there’s nothing wrong with a safety net.”

One day, I was hard at work in the workshop, when there was a knock at the door. Standing there was Connor Perry, Sunhampton’s postmaster. He didn’t usually make deliveries himself, but his delivery boy, Leeroy Trudgehill, had been offered a job as assistant postmaster in a small office in Brunswick. Until he got a replacement, there was no hope of Connor resuming his easy, behind-the-counter job at the office.

“Letter for Lewis Cooper,” Connor said, holding up an envelope. “Says ‘Artificer’ on the front, too.”

After thanking him with as much grace as I could muster given my building excitement, I sat down on a stool and held the letter in my hand.

“Artificer Lewis Cooper,” I said aloud, enjoying the sound of the words. There weren’t many people in Easterly who’d ever write to me, much less ones who knew I was an artificer. Tearing open the envelope, I eagerly read the letter inside.

Dear Artificer Lewis Cooper,

It has come to the attention of the Artificer’s Guild of Port Vesta, due to a letter from a Master Artificer Jack Cooper, that you have satisfied the requirements for the ranking of ‘Initiate.’ 

Enclosed is a class token befitting your new rank. We at the guild would like to wish you luck in all your future artificeric endeavors.

Inside the envelope was a class token. This was bigger than my skill tree tokens and couldn’t be used in a token bracelet. It was really just for show, existing merely to stroke a crafter’s ego. I clutched it tightly in my fist, more than glad to have my ego stroked.

But that wasn’t all.

Inside the envelope was also a smaller, handwritten note.

Dear Lewis,

Hope you don’t mind that I sneaked this little letter into the envelope before it left the guild. Congratulations on becoming an Initiate! I enjoyed our brief time together as a student and teacher. I hope that when I develop new methods, you won’t object to us resuming our working relationship.

P.S. - Apologies for disappearing on you. My date went rather…well… and we ended up taking an unexpected trip. Very rude of me, but I’m sure you’ll understand. All’s fair in love and artificery, and all that.

Until next time, 

Your friend, 

James Trafford.


Chapter 28

We couldn’t have asked for a better day for a wedding. The sun was exceedingly generous in the rays it sent down on the craftstead, where a busy few days of work for all of us had resulted in a place fit for Janey and Cooper to tie the knot. A huge, white pavilion covered the craftstead yard, and Jace Porter had kindly donated his team of gardeners to tidy up the greenery and plants that skirted our little home.

Outside the pavilion, Spruce Wilkinson and Mrs. Grant had set up their separate catering tables, while Chris and I, wearing suits we bought from the tailor shop in town, did our best to make sure everyone always had a drink in their hand and knew where they needed to be.

And so, on a beautiful Sunhampton afternoon, Janey and Cooper got married, witnessed by the town’s residents whom Cooper liked well enough to invite as well as some of Janey’s cousins, her younger sister, and a few of her friends from back home.

With the ceremony done, I had to deliver my best man’s speech. Although I had told Chris that I wasn’t nervous about it, it actually made me feel tremors of anxiety on the day. Spurning Chris’s suggestion of taking some courage in the form of beer, I got up to the stage when it was my turn and did my best to embarrass Cooper, flatter Janey, and wish the couple many, many years of happiness.

“And if you’ll please raise your glasses,” I said at the end, “Here’s to the happy couple.”

“The happy couple!” replied a chorus of guests.

With the boring, official stuff - as Cooper and Janey both described it – over, the afternoon ceremony turned into an evening party. Soon, even more Sunhampton residents arrived. These were the ones who weren’t invited to the day ceremony, yet they didn’t bear a grudge about that. In fact, many of them were happy to skip what they also described as the boring parts, and instead enjoy free food from the Sunny Café and Rolls and Dough, as well as beers and cordials from the brewery which Paisley and her uncle had recently jointly invested in.

The strangest guest at the wedding was Greg Rowntree, owner of the general crafter’s store in town. When he showed up I half thought that he might have gatecrashed the event, but he explained to me that Master Cooper had sent him a short note, telling him that maybe it was time to end their little feud since he couldn’t even remember what it was about, and that he’d be glad if Greg came to the craftstead to help him celebrate.

“Truth be told,” Greg said to me, “I forgot what we were bickering about a long time ago. It’s nice to bury a hatchet that I can’t even remember buying. I’m sorry if I snapped at you the last time you were in my shop.”

“Don’t worry about it. You and Master Cooper are more alike than you think,” I said.

It was no exaggeration to say it was one of the best days of my life. It felt completely different from the small, cold ceremony when my mom had married my stepfather years ago. Back then, I had been able to tell, even on what should have been a happy day, that my stepfather and his family hadn’t really wanted me there.

But not so with Jack Cooper and Janey Morgan-Cooper. Later into the evening, I found my old master – no, my friend - sitting alone at the edge of the craftstead, staring at the steep hill that sloped downwards, his gaze dwelling on the town of Sunhampton below.

“How are you feeling, Jack?” I said. “How’s married life?”

“Hey! Less of the Jack. You’re still only an initiate.”

I smiled. “It’s been a great day, Master Cooper.”

He put his arm around my shoulder. “Aye, lad. It has. And there are many more to come. My honeymoon, for instance. Now, if only I didn’t have to walk all the way down this bloody hill to get to the cart station.”

“Yes, about that. I…uh…made you something.”

“Oh?”

“It’s a cart, Master Cooper.”

“A cart?” said Cooper.

“It’s artificed, of course. I built it myself. No more walking down the hill for you.”

A wide smile grew on Cooper’s face, and he squeezed my shoulder tightly. “Maybe we’ll make an artificer of you yet, lad.”

Thanks for reading Small-Town Crafter Book 2 and visiting Sunhampton with me! I’m releasing book 3 very soon, and it’s available for pre-order on Amazon. You can find it here:

US – https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0CG4FSW21

UK – https://www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B0CG4FSW21

cover.jpeg
' (A LOW-STAKES COZY UUTRP®)

TOM WATTS





page-map.xml
 
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   




