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 Chapter 1 
 
    As I got off the bus and walked the last few blocks to my apartment, I breathed a sigh of relief. It was finally Friday, and the weight of the week seemed to be carried off by the Bay Area’s temperate autumn breeze. Look, I liked my job. I’m good at it. I’ve always enjoyed problem-solving and had a knack for locating the weaknesses in a given system, and as a network security specialist for Flamel Solutions, I got to put my talents to good use. Still, a guy can only take so many inane office parties, and after nearly twenty minutes of feigning polite interest, I was looking forward to a weekend away from it all.  
 
    The trees along the sidewalk shivered in a gust of wind and shed their fiery-toned leaves over me as I passed. I smiled as I brushed a few out of my hair. It never got very cold here, but I was glad that the heat of summer had passed. If the weather held up, I thought I might head over to one of the hiking trails. It would be nice to stretch my legs after a week behind a desk. 
 
    Laughter and the excited shouts of one of my neighbor’s kids carried to me as I neared my apartment building. Halloween wasn’t for another week, but the kids must have convinced their parents to let them wear their costumes early because a dragon and a fairy were chasing each other across the brown patch of grass between the buildings.  
 
    When I passed, the little girl stuck a sparkly wand out at me and said with great fervor, “Alakazam!” before her brother pulled on her wings, and she ran off again with a shriek. I caught their mother’s eye from where she sat on the steps to watch her kids play and gave her a friendly wave. 
 
    That was all normal, but as I made my way up the three flights of concrete steps to my apartment, I began to get a strange feeling like more was about to change than the seasons, but I dismissed it as I took out my keys and unlocked the door. 
 
    My place was alright. It’s a snug single-bedroom that had smelled faintly of gym socks since before I moved in. It took about three months and thirty different air fresheners to realize that it was a permanent fixture, but I did get a nice view of the bay from my balcony, the rent was good for the location, and I’d made it a home.  
 
    The thing was, I lived alone, so I wasn’t expecting to walk in and find a runway model examining my PlayStation controller.  
 
    At least, I assumed the woman was a model. She was stunning, the kind of person words like “statuesque” and “immaculate” had been invented to describe. It wasn’t just her beauty, though, that made her look like she belonged more on the set of some kind of photo shoot rather than standing in the middle of my apartment next to my frayed, second-hand sofa. It was that she wore what had to be either a Halloween costume or some new vogue fashion. Her tan skin contrasted with a flowing white gown that was cinched at her slender waist by a thick belt that looked like real gold inlaid with pearl in a complicated, swirling design. Matching rings adorned her fingers, and strands of gold were braided into her long silver hair. She had some prosthetics on her ears that made them look pointed, like an elf from a fantasy movie.  
 
    Not a lot catches me off guard. Growing up, I was able to figure out where my parents hid my Christmas presents by the time I was seven. In school, I always knew when teachers were going to give pop quizzes. I figured out that my friends were going to throw me a surprise party for my birthday last year three weeks in advance.  
 
    Still, there was no way I could have seen it coming when this strange, gorgeous woman smiled at me like she’d been expecting me. “Ah, Gabriel, there you are.” 
 
    “You... know my name?” I asked, frozen as the door swung shut behind me. I was sure I’d never seen this woman in my life. I definitely would have remembered someone who looked like her, but apparently, she knew me.  
 
    I realized at that moment that since I’d had to unlock the door when I’d come in, the woman must not have broken in that way, and since my apartment was on the third floor, that ruled out the windows. She could be the previous tenant who still had her old key, but that didn’t explain how she knew my name.  
 
    She cocked her head slightly like she found the question amusing and her smile broadened. “I know everything about you.” 
 
    The reasonable response to a statement like that upon finding a stranger in my apartment would have been to call the police, cancel my credit card, and change my locks, but instead, I asked, “How? And how did you get into my apartment?” The only thing I could think was that my friends had signed me up for some sort of prank show. Were they hiding somewhere now, watching me from hidden cameras? 
 
    “I possess knowledge and skills beyond mortal comprehension,” she replied as she set down the PlayStation controller. “However, how I came to be here is not nearly so important as why I am here.” She raised her eyebrows knowingly. “And I assure you, my presence here is not part of a ruse. I come on an errand of grave importance.” 
 
    That response raised more questions than it answered, but for a reason I couldn’t explain, something about the woman put me at ease. Her voice was so calm and assured, I almost felt as though I was the one intruding, and the longer I stood there, the more I felt somehow lighter, optimistic.  
 
    “Gabriel,” the woman paused and gave me a knowing look, “you are special.” 
 
    I blinked as I tried to sort through the rapidly growing list of questions in my mind. “Uh, thanks.” 
 
    She stepped forward, and her gown fluttered behind her. Suddenly I was glad I’d tidied up the previous day, as though making a good impression on the woman who had broken into my home was the most important part of this interaction.  
 
    “You don’t understand,” she said kindly as she stopped before me. This close, I could smell her perfume, but I couldn’t identify it. It was light and airy, what I imagined sunshine would smell like if it had a scent. “You have a gift, and your actions could shape the future of an entire world. I am Theira, the Goddess of Luck. I come to you now in answer to a prayer, and I can grant you everything your heart desires.” 
 
    I must have nodded off at the work party. This was some weird dream. 
 
    “It isn’t a dream, Gabriel,” Theira said patiently as if she’d read my mind again. “I’m quite real.” 
 
    I stared at her. Her eyes were silver, like her hair, and completely mesmerizing. The only thing I could think to say was, “I didn’t pray to you.” 
 
    The goddess smiled. “No, it is another’s prayer that I would answer, but I need you and your gift. You possess an ability that many believed to be lost in my world, a powerful magical talent.” 
 
    “Magic?” I echoed. “Um, look, I’m flattered, really, but I think you have the wrong person.” 
 
    “Your powers are untapped in this world,” Theira replied, completely self-assured. She extended her hand toward me. “Take my hand, I can show you.” 
 
    She seemed so confident in me, and I realized suddenly that I didn’t want to let her down. I took her hand and the instant that my fingers brushed hers, something surged through me like an electric current, but it wasn’t painful. It felt good. More than that, it felt right. My senses seemed sharper, my mind more alert, as though for the first time in my life I was actually awake. 
 
    I noticed then that Theira was glowing. Literally. A halo of silvery light shone around her body, and the same light seemed to gather around my hand as she held it. 
 
    Then she let go, the light faded, and the feeling dissipated as quickly as it had arisen, and I was surprised by the intensity of the regret that I felt when my hand fell back to my side.  
 
    “That is just a glimpse,” the goddess said. “Your true power cannot be unlocked in this realm.” 
 
    This realm. She’d mentioned “her world” before like she wasn’t from this one. It seemed insane, or at least part of me still thought it should have. 
 
    “There is precious little magic left in this world,” Theira said, “but I can take you to Astaris where you can fully access your power, and if you lend your aid to the ones who prayed to me, I will see that you are rewarded.” 
 
    My thoughts reeled. A self-proclaimed goddess from a magical realm was in my apartment, and she wanted my help. Okay. Supposedly, I had magical powers. Except, I had felt it, hadn’t I when she’d touched my hand? If that part was real, why not the rest of it?  
 
    “It’s a lot to take in, I understand,” the goddess said gently, “but I’m afraid the situation is rather urgent. Will you come to Astaris?” She held out her hand to me again. 
 
    I stared at her hand and thought about what I would be leaving behind. My dad had died a few years ago, and I didn’t have any other family that I was close to. I didn’t have any pets, not even a houseplant. My friends, my job, this apartment... was I willing to trade all of that for the power Theira had shown me and the reward she’d promised? 
 
    I ran my hand through my hair. I’d always felt like something was missing, like there had to be more to my mundane existence. This could be it. I swallowed and nodded. 
 
    “I’ll go with you,” I said at last, and I took the goddess’ hand. 
 
    I expected the light again and the rush of power, but instead, there was a deep wrenching sensation in my gut like my intestines were being yanked out before I was enveloped in darkness. I couldn’t see anything or feel Theira’s hand. I swayed and nearly lost my balance, and when I stepped forward to catch myself, it wasn’t the faux-wood of my apartment that I stood on but what felt like cobblestones.  
 
    Gradually, spots of light came into view and bled together until I found myself looking down a dim, desolate hall. The walls and floor were stone, like a medieval castle, but the place was clearly long abandoned. Sections in the wall and ceiling had crumbled away, and weak light filtered through the breaks in the mildewed stone. 
 
    I took a deep breath of the cool, moist air as I gathered myself. Theira was nowhere to be seen, but she must have meant to take me here, goddesses didn’t just lose people. At least, I hoped not. The strange thing was, I still felt the way I had when she’d held my hand for the first time, powerful and somehow complete.  
 
    Then, from behind me, an astonished voice whispered, “Gods of the Vales.” 
 
    I whirled around and nearly crashed into the woman who had spoken as she stood abruptly, one hand clutched around a pendant that hung from her neck. We stared at one another for a moment, and I quickly took in her bright red hair, long, pointed ears, and battle-worn armor.  
 
    For her part, the elf seemed just as amazed to see me, and she looked me over with scrutinizing hazel eyes before she gave a relieved sort of laugh and shook her head. “Gods,” she said again. “Theira...” Suddenly, she dropped to her knees again and quickly muttered what I guessed was a prayer, though I couldn’t understand all the words she said. 
 
    I didn’t want to interrupt her, but I didn’t know what to do then, and as I looked around for an answer, I realized we weren’t alone. 
 
    Just beyond the reach of the light, I could make out the figure of another woman who stood and watched us with her arms crossed. Her dark armor blended almost perfectly with the shadows, and she appeared to be wearing some sort of horned helmet over long silvery-white hair. At that moment, she turned to look down an adjacent hall and called out, “Maruk, get over here. The choir girl actually did it.” 
 
    The redhead shot her an annoyed look as she finished her prayer and stood again, but when she turned back to me and tucked a lock of short hair behind her ear, she smiled. 
 
    “Hi,” I said as I looked from one woman to the other. “I’m Gabriel. You mentioned Thei--” I stopped short as a hulking figure came into view. 
 
    He had to be close to seven feet tall, each of his muscular arms as thick around as I was, and two long, curved tusks protruded from his lower lip. Like the elf, he wore plate armor scored across with the marks of many battles, and he had a massive shield strapped over one arm. He turned, his heavy brow bent in a frown as he peered into the gloom at me, and as I was trying to decide which of the rocks at my feet would make the best weapon, he said in a cut-glass accent, “Dear me, Aerin, it worked.” 
 
    The elf grinned proudly. “I told you it would.”  
 
    I stared at the three of them. These must have been the people Theira had told me about, the ones who had prayed to her. She wanted me to help them, but I couldn’t guess what she expected me to do.  
 
    The trio looked... well, ragged. In the feeble light, I began to notice more signs of battle than the damage to their armor. All three were dirty and sported numerous scrapes and bruises. I noticed that Maruk cradled the pieces of a second shield in his arm and wondered what could have cleaved the steel in half like that. The woman in the shadows ran her fingers repetitively over the tattered fletching of the few arrows she held, and despite her relieved expression, there were shadows under the elf woman’s eyes. Whatever they had been through, I wasn’t sure I was the one to help. 
 
    The elf smiled at me. “I’m Aerin,” she said, then indicated the other woman and the orc in turn, “and that’s Lavinia and Maruk. We’re the Shadow Foxes.” 
 
    I frowned. “Shadow Foxes?”  
 
    The corner of Aerin’s mouth twitched. “Our guild,” she added, and her tone indicated that she thought this should have been obvious.  
 
    “Right,” I said. Magic, elves and orcs, guilds. My life had become a fantasy game. “What do you... do?”  
 
    Aerin opened her mouth to respond, but Lavinia scoffed and answered for her as she returned her meager supply of arrows to her quiver. “We stand around in rotting castles talking instead of saving our guild,” she said. Then she stepped forward into the light, and I realized that what I’d taken to be a horned helmet were actual real horns. A few reddish scales shimmered where the base of the horns met the tan skin of her forehead, and as she looked me over with fiery red eyes, more scales on her cheekbones caught the light. “The gods sent you to help us, right?” she said. She sounded unimpressed. “What do you do?” 
 
    I wasn’t sure how to answer. Theira had said I had some kind of power, but she hadn’t explained what it was or how I was supposed to use it. Before I could say anything, though, Aerin spoke for me. 
 
    “You shouldn’t doubt the gods, Lavinia,” she chided, and when she looked at me again, there was an excited gleam in her hazel eyes. She reached out and put her hands on my arms as she guided me under a shaft of light. “I didn’t see it right away, but--” She broke off and nodded to herself as she regarded me, then her broad smile was back. “His aura is colorless. He’s a manipulator.” 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 2 
 
    Aerin’s statement meant nothing to me, but it had a profound effect on the orc. Maruk put one enormous hand over his heart and murmured something I couldn’t quite make out, a name, maybe.  
 
    Lavinia, however, still wore a skeptical expression and looked from me to Aerin with one brow arched. “That’s impossible,” she argued. “They went extinct ages ago.” 
 
    Aerin looked ruffled. “I’m sorry, Lavinia, did you read his aura?” she shot back. “Theira delivered him to us, so there must be some in hiding.” Then her face broke into a grin as she turned to me again and her eyes sparkled. “An actual manipulator in our guild…. Just think of all the bounties we could take now! We are going to be so rich!” 
 
    Lavinia rolled her eyes. “Focus, Aerin.” 
 
    “Right, right. First the mission, then the riches.” The elf turned to me with a hungry gleam in her eye. “Where did Theira find you?” 
 
    “I’m from California,” I answered. 
 
    Aerin raised her eyebrows as she cast a glance back at the other woman. “See? The Mage Academy doesn’t know about California.” 
 
    “You don’t know about California,” Lavinia replied drily, but Aerin ignored her.  
 
    “Are there other mages there?” she asked me. “Other manipulators like you? The land must be very rich.” 
 
    She looked so hopeful that I hated to be the bearer of bad news, but I knew it wouldn’t do any good to lie to her. “No,” I said. “There’s no magic where I’m from.”  
 
    I had expected Aerin to be disappointed, but her reaction was even stronger than I’d anticipated. She looked downright horrified.  
 
    “No magic?” she asked quietly, and there was something like pity in her voice as she reached out and took my hand. “That must be awful.” 
 
    I shrugged. “It’s not so bad,” I said. “We have penicillin and the internet, so...” 
 
    Lavinia frowned at me. “But you do know how to use your magic, right?”  
 
    I didn’t even know what real magic was. Aerin had called me a manipulator, but that clearly meant something different to these people than some sort of Vegas-style card tricks.  
 
    “I’ve never done magic before,” I admitted as I met Lavinia’s red eyes. “I’m a fast learner, though. I know you said the manipulators died out, but I’m sure I could get the hang of it if I read a couple of books on the subject.”  
 
    Aerin bit her lip. “Right, you’re from California, the land of no magic. You wouldn’t know...” She looked quickly to Lavinia and Maruk as if she would have preferred for one of them to answer instead. When they didn’t, she went on, “The manipulators didn’t simply die out in these lands, they were all hunted down and executed by the Mage Academy, and all the books and scrolls were destroyed so that no one else could try to learn from them. Every once in a while, a child will be born who has the inclination, but they’re killed before their powers can develop. There hasn’t been an adult manipulator in centuries.” 
 
    As she spoke, my stomach twisted into a knot. “Why would the Mage Academy kill other mages?” 
 
    “Manipulators aren’t like elementalists or healers,” Aerin explained. “Y-they’re considered dangerous because they can control mana and create powerful illusions.” 
 
    Lavinia crossed her arms. “And because a few of them went insane, tried to take over the world, make themselves gods, and practically killed every living thing.” 
 
    “Uhhh, that sounds bad,” I said.   
 
    “Ignore her,” Aerin scoffed. “No one knows if those legends are true or not.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” the horned woman said with a casual shrug. 
 
    “The Mage Academy has used people’s fear ever since to justify killing manipulators and controlling elementalist mages and healers,” Aerin continued. “Most people know it isn’t right, but no one can stand up to them.” 
 
    “So I’m in danger?” I asked. I wished Theira had mentioned the genocidal maniacs before she’d dropped me off here, wherever the heck ‘here’ was.  
 
    “We wouldn’t turn you in,” Maruk assured me.  
 
    “Theira wouldn’t have sent you here to die,” Aerin said, her expression resolute. “She’ll watch over us.” She unclasped the chain of the pendant she wore and held it out to me. “But just to be safe, you should probably wear this. It’s enchanted, it’ll keep anyone else from seeing your aura as I did.”  
 
    I took it. It looked like real silver, and it shone even in the dimness of the ruins. The pendant was a four-pointed star, and I noticed that Aerin had the same design on her armor. 
 
    “It’s the symbol of Evarun, the God of Life,” the elf said with a hopeful smile. “Now you’ll have two gods looking out for you.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said, and I returned her smile as I fixed the chain around my neck. There was, of course, still the problem that I had no idea how to use my powers and apparently, there was no way for me to learn.  
 
    “Is there a God of Arcane Knowledge that could train me?” I asked. I’d meant it somewhat as a joke, but Aerin’s expression was grave when she answered. 
 
    “None you’d want to invoke,” she warned, but then her tone brightened slightly. “The Mage Academy couldn’t have found every copy of all those old books, so I imagine we’ll find some. Besides, at its core, magic is about intention as much as it is about action and knowledge. Basic spells at least will be pretty intuitive.” 
 
    “You’ll figure it out,” Lavinia said. “Now can we get on with it? We got our mage and a guild to save, and that wraith isn’t going to kill itself.” 
 
    “Lavinia is right,” Maruk said as he shifted the broken shield in his arm, his expression nervous. “It’s getting late, and I would prefer not to fight a malevolent interdimensional phantom in the dark.” 
 
    Aerin nodded to them and then turned to me. “I know you just got here, but it would be better to do this while we still have the light. Are you ready?” 
 
    By the state of their weapons and armor, I wasn’t sure even they were ready to go, but I nodded anyway and hoped that Theira and Evarun really did have our backs. 
 
    Lavinia led the way down another dank, crumbling hallway, deeper into the ruined castle. Here and there, signs remained of the building’s former inhabitants: scraps of a frayed rug, the rotting remains of a broken wooden stool, a faded portrait that hung crooked on the wall, its face burnt out. Motes of dust drifted in the air, illuminated wherever a break in the walls or ceiling let the late afternoon light in, and gradually the smell of mildew was replaced by a drier, stale odor. There was no sound except the metallic clinks of Maruk and Aerin’s armor as they moved and the soft tread of all of our footsteps, and I wondered if my new companions weren’t speaking on purpose, or if they simply had nothing to say. 
 
    As for me, I was burning with thousands of questions. It wasn’t as though Theira had given me a travel brochure, she’d barely told me about my powers. I had to wonder why not, given that she obviously had meant for me to use them to help Aerin, Lavinia, and Maruk. Maybe she’d wanted to and couldn’t for some reason, or maybe I was meant to figure it out myself, but I supposed it didn’t really matter why she’d kept that information from me. She was gone now, and I had no way of contacting her.  
 
    After several minutes, I decided to venture a question. Lavinia was several paces ahead, and Aerin had taken up the rear, so I turned to Maruk, who was closest.  
 
    “So, why are we trying to kill this wraith?” 
 
    He averted his eyes and tugged on the strap of his shield. “Well, one could say that our guild isn’t in the best straits at the moment,” he replied.  
 
    Ahead of us, Lavinia scoffed. “Yeah, one could say.” 
 
    “We need the bounty for killing this wraith to be able to pay off our debts and keep our charter,” the orc went on.  
 
    “It sounds like you’ve been having a hard time,” I replied. 
 
    Maruk nodded solemnly. “Ever since we lost Thom. He was our leader and a truly talented fire elementalist.” Then he dropped his voice and nodded toward Lavinia. “He was with Lavinia.” 
 
    From the way the archer’s shoulders tensed up, I guessed that she’d heard Maruk anyway, but she decided to not say anything.  
 
    “All the guilds have at least one mage,” Maruk explained. “It’s nearly impossible to get on without a healer and an elementalist these days.”  
 
    “I hope I can help,” I said sincerely, and the orc smiled. 
 
    “Heads up,” Lavinia called suddenly as she nocked an arrow to the string of her bow. Before I could even see what she’d been aiming at, she’d loosed the arrow, drawn another two, and let them fly with one pull. From somewhere in the darkness came a high-pitched shriek. 
 
    Maruk rushed forward to join her with his shield raised, and I got a glimpse of something large and hairy as it moved in the gloom.  
 
    Aerin touched me lightly on the arm as she came up behind me. “Looks like rats. They’re ugly, but not too much trouble.” 
 
    The twangs of Lavinia’s bowstring mingled with a chorus of shrieks and thuds that sounded too heavy to have come from rats.  
 
    Soon Lavinia was out of arrows, and as she darted forward to retrieve those that she had shot from the corpses while Maruk swatted aside more of the creatures with his shield, I realized that Aerin’s description of the rats as “ugly” was an understatement. Actually, calling the things “rats” was an understatement. 
 
    The smallest of them was the size of a bulldog, and where patches of the rats’ matted gray fur had fallen off, their skin was bright red with infection and covered in sores. Their beady black eyes reflected back what little light there was in the hall, and their long muzzles tapered down to hairless snouts crusted with mucus and yellow incisors that jutted out from their jaws. It was difficult to make them out in the shadows, but I figured there had to be over a half dozen of them.  
 
    One leapt almost five feet into the air at Maruk, and the orc whacked it aside with a sweep of his shield. It let out a gargled cry as it hit the wall, but then it rolled to its feet and charged again with a furious squeal.  
 
    Aerin swung at it with a short, spiked mace that I hadn’t noticed before and struck a blow to its head. The rat fell with a heavy thump, but I could hear more pattering feet from around the corner. Lavinia cursed as she pulled the last of her arrows free and opened one of the dead rat’s sores in the process. Foul-smelling pus spurted from the wound, and I clasped my hand over my mouth and nose as the stench made my stomach lurch.  
 
    More rats swarmed around the corner and bounded over the bodies of their fallen brethren toward us. Aerin and Maruk held them off with mace and shield while Lavinia took them out with arrows, and gradually, the corpses began to outnumber the rats that still attacked us until only three remained. 
 
    The largest scurried toward Lavinia, and the archer reached back for another arrow but closed her fingers around empty air. Her eyes went wide, and she looked around for help, but Maruk and Aerin were preoccupied with the last two rats. 
 
    Lavinia’s eyes met mine, and I realized that I was the only one who could help her now. 
 
    Of course, I was a mage, wasn’t I? Aerin had said using my power would be intuitive, but I was at a loss. Suddenly, I remembered my neighbor’s daughter and her glittery wand. Mind over matter, or magic, right?  
 
    Manipulators were supposed to be able to create illusions. Maybe I could cast a spell that would scare the rat away. I swallowed and hesitantly reached out my right hand toward the rat. Should I say something? I focused on the faint green glow of the rat’s eyes as it made to leap at Lavinia and willed it to see something else, something that would frighten a diseased monster-rat... like a monster-dog. I had no idea if what I was doing was right, but I kept the image of a giant, snarling dog in my mind and hoped. 
 
    Then it was like someone had flipped a switch. The dim hall became a little brighter, and the rush of energy that I had when Theira had first taken my hand filled me again. It wasn’t as strong as before, but it was unmistakable. Points of light stood out against Aerin, Maruk, and Lavinia’s chests, and there were fainter spots on the rat’s bodies as well, except, I noticed, not in the dead ones. 
 
    The rat that I had been targeting froze in its tracks when the light erupted, then abruptly flipped around with a terrified squeak and stumbled over the corpses behind it as it attempted to flee. It made it only a few steps before one of Lavinia’s arrows, no doubt freshly pulled from one of the dead, pierced it clean through its beady eye, and it slumped down among the rest. Then the hall was silent again, save for our breathing. 
 
    The smell of blood, pus, and the dead rats’ festering wounds mingled with the stale scent of dust as we gathered ourselves. 
 
    “Anyone catch a bite?” Aerin asked as she returned the mace to her belt. “There’s no telling what sort of infections these things were carrying.” 
 
    Maruk’s nose wrinkled as he shook some greenish pus off the toe of his boot. “Disgusting vermin. No, I wasn’t bitten, thank you, Aerin.” 
 
    “Watch it, you’re splashing that around,” Lavinia said sharply as she stepped past the orc to collect her arrows.  
 
    “You alright, Gabriel?” Aerin asked as she turned to me.  
 
    “Yeah, thanks,” I replied, distracted. Those points of light I’d seen on the others had faded slightly, but they were still visible and glowed steadily right over the solar plexus. I noticed that even now, Aerin’s light was slightly brighter than those of the other two. I couldn’t see anything like that on myself, and I wondered what it meant, although I knew that it must be part of my powers.  
 
    Lavinia returned her arrows to her quiver. “Then let’s get going, we’re losing daylight. The wraith is supposed to be in the tower ruins just ahead.” 
 
    As we picked our way over the heap of rat corpses and continued down the hall, the air began to feel colder, and there was a quality of stillness to the whole place, as though the old castle was holding its breath. When we reached the tower which was now merely a low pile of moss-covered stones arranged in a circle, the setting sun had turned the forest beyond the ruins gold, and the chill of the coming night was in the air. 
 
    Lavinia marched out to the center of the space and a single circular stone that remained to show that there had once been a stone floor where there was now only grass.  
 
    The rest of us followed, and as we approached the stone, I saw that a sigil of some kind had been carved into it and smeared with ash. I didn’t recognize the markings, but nonetheless, the sight of it made the hair on my arms stand up.  
 
    Lavinia looked at each of us in turn, her full lips pulled into the first smile I’d seen from her. “Let’s summon a wraith.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    Lavinia retrieved a pouch from her belt and tipped a small amount of fine, black powder into her cupped hand.  
 
    “Alright,” she said, “this will draw out the wraith and anchor it here. Remember the plan. Maruk will keep its attention while I attack it. Aerin, stay back and keep an eye on Maruk.” She paused and turned to me, and I guessed that she was just now thinking about how I factored in. “You-- I don’t know, do mage stuff.”  
 
    “Right,” I said, “mage stuff. Got it.” I’d been successful with the rat, but I didn’t think the same trick would be as effective against a wraith. At least this would give me an opportunity to see what else I could do with my magic.  
 
    Lavinia poured the powder out onto the stone and smeared across the surface. At once, the sigil began to glow with an eerie purple light, and Lavinia backed away as she drew her bow and fitted an arrow to the string.  
 
    Maruk frowned and hefted his shield on his arm, and Aerin waved to me to follow as she stepped back a safe distance from the stone as well. The elf’s face was so pale that I could make out each of her freckles even in the deepening twilight, but her expression was determined. 
 
    Before I could move, however, there came a rattling sort of hiss from the stone that sent a chill down my spine, and without really meaning to, I turned to stare at it. Part of me knew I should move, but I couldn’t look away from the glowing sigil. The light flickered softly for a moment, then abruptly flared up in a ripple of purple flame while the hiss rose in pitch to a piercing wail. With that, the spell was broken, and I clapped my hands over my ears as I staggered back to where Aerin stood. 
 
    Then something began to materialize within the flames. The first thing I could make sense of was the creature’s back, gray corpse skin pulled too tight over a row of vertebrae. The wraith was hunched over and curled in on itself, and its skeletal arms were crossed like a mummy’s while its bald head lolled against its chest. As I stared, the thing began to move, and my blood turned to ice in my veins.  
 
    The wraith stood slowly and unfolded its arms, and the shriveled ligaments of its joints strained. It rolled its head up to reveal a grotesque face, half tattered flesh and half exposed bone, and I saw then that it also had a light within its chest, a faint speck of purple nestled within its ribcage.  
 
    Scraps of rotted cloth still clung to the creature’s shoulders, as ragged as its flesh, and in the low light, I caught a bit of gold thread. I guessed that it must have been the remains of some burial garment, and I wondered who the wraith had been before it became the monster that I saw before me.  
 
    The wraith’s head twisted from side to side, and I realized it must be seeking a target right before its empty sockets landed on me. It didn’t have eyes, but somehow, I could feel its gaze on me, anyway. It reached out toward me with its skeletal hand, and the light in its chest glowed a little brighter. That light spread along the vestiges of the creature’s veins through its chest, down its arm, and into its hand until its gray palm gleamed purple. While I stood there and stared, I became aware of a noise that grew louder as the light grew brighter, and what had started out as a high-pitched hiss soon became a whine that made my head pulse. For a moment I was transfixed by the light and the noise and that abysmal stare, but then self-preservation kicked in and reminded me that I needed to do something, be it flight or fight.   
 
    I started to move just as a jet of light arched out from the wraith’s open palm, but before I had taken half a step, Maruk lunged between us and raised his shield to block the blast. The light hit the metal with a sharp crack, scattered outward in a shower of purple sparks, and the giant orc was compelled to take a step back, his shield still up and steady. 
 
    Movement in my periphery caught my attention, and I turned as Lavinia drew her bow and shot an arrow at the wraith from her place near the crumbling tower wall. The arrow plunged deep into the creature’s eye socket, and the wraith let out a rattling howl as dark blood spurted from the back of its skull where the arrowhead punched through the bone. Then the monster whirled away from the orc to face the archer full-on with the fletched end of the arrow still protruding from its socket.  
 
    Lavinia’s attack had obviously made the wraith angry, but it didn’t appear as though a headshot was enough to take it down. I supposed it had more magic than those rats to keep it alive, or rather, undead. If it was animated by magic, though, maybe my ability to manipulate magic could have more of an effect against it.  
 
    As the wraith reached out toward the archer, the purple light began to flow down its arm again, and the whine started up to accompany it. The sound almost sounded like the piccolo section of a marching band slowly crescendoing into a warmup, so I steeled myself and focused. 
 
    I recalled what Aerin had said about magic and intent. She’d also told me that manipulators could control mana. Was that the light I was seeing? I couldn’t be sure, but I knew that I didn’t want the wraith to unleash another attack. When the purple light coursed into the wraith’s outstretched hand and the piercing whine sounded, I raised my hand as well. Power buzzed in my veins and I thought, Stop.  
 
    The wraith’s hand filled with light as before, but then, instead of arching out at Lavinia, the light faded abruptly, and the noise cut off like a record being ripped off its turntable. In the same instant, the wraith flinched violently, as if it had been struck by some invisible force. 
 
    A surge of pride and excitement swelled in my chest. I had actually done it. I had stopped the monster from using its magic. 
 
    From across the battlefield, Lavinia’s head whipped toward me, her brows furrowed in an incredulous frown. She opened her mouth like she wanted to say something, but before she could, the wraith vanished from its place above the rune-marked stone and appeared behind her.  
 
    The excitement I’d felt at preventing the wraith from attacking Lavinia was replaced by an acute sense of dread as I realized what had happened. Lavinia had said the creature would be anchored over that stone, but obviously, it had managed to break the bounds somehow.  
 
    Maruk stepped back in shock at the wraith’s sudden disappearance, and Aerin began to call out a warning, but it was too late. 
 
    I had expected the wraith to try another magical attack and prepared to stop it, but instead, it clawed at the archer with one gnarled hand.  
 
    Lavinia cried out as the creature’s nails dug into her bare shoulder. The horned woman stumbled away from it, but as she did so, she pulled her bow around for another shot at the wraith. 
 
    Aerin cursed and started to run to meet her, but Lavinia shouted, “Stay with Maruk!” as she took aim at the wraith and let her arrow fly. Before the arrow could reach the creature, however, it vanished again.  
 
    A chill creeped up my spine, and I whirled around to find myself face-to-rotting-ribcage with the wraith. The smell of decaying flesh filled my nose, and I could hear the thing’s rattling breath. A spike of fear shot through me, and without thinking, I struck out at the wraith with my fist. My hand punched through the tattered skin of its torso, and the old bones caved in beneath my knuckles. 
 
    The wraith seemed as shocked by what I’d done as I was, and for a beat, neither of us moved. Lavinia recovered more quickly, however, and the trance over us was broken as another of her arrows pierced through the wraith’s slack mouth.  
 
    It howled and lashed out with its cracked and yellowed nails at me since, unfortunately, I was the closest opponent and it probably wasn’t too thrilled to have my hand buried in its chest.  
 
    I barely managed to pull my hand free and stagger back out of the way as Maruk charged forward to engage the creature again. “It wasn’t supposed to be able to teleport!” he called back as he stepped in front of me and blocked the wraith’s next attack. A shower of purple sparks rained down over us as the magic bolt struck his shield. 
 
    “Aerin bought the dust, blame her,” Lavinia retorted as she drew back her bowstring for another shot. “I told you that guy was a fraud.” 
 
    “He offered me a really good discount for it!” Aerin replied helplessly.  
 
    “Yeah, no wonder, because it’s fucking useless,” Lavinia growled. Her statement was punctuated by the twang of her bowstring, and another arrow pierced the wraith’s forehead. 
 
    The creature shrieked, and the thin layer of skin that still clung to its skull began to shred off in tatters that glowed as they dissolved into the air before it teleported away again.  
 
    “Stay on it, Maruk,” Lavinia commanded. “We’ve almost got it.” 
 
    “What do you think I’m trying to do?” the orc grumbled as he followed the wraith which teleported once more when it saw him coming.  
 
    I realized that if it was going to keep teleporting, we could be here all night chasing it around. I didn’t want that, and while I wasn’t sure if I was able to interrupt its teleportation the way I’d interrupted its attack, I was going to find out.  
 
    The wraith had evidently decided to give itself some breathing room because it reappeared as far as it could get from any of us. It didn’t seem as eager to attack now, either, but I knew it would move again once Maruk got to it. I focused on the point of light that glowed within the creature’s chest and raised my hand as Maruk neared it, his shield ready.  
 
    Stay there, I thought, and a surge of warm power shot from me like a hunting eagle.  
 
    The wraith’s form flickered as Maruk drove his shield forward to bash it in the chest, but it didn’t teleport, and the orc’s shield hit it with a sickening crunch. The wraith let out a terrible, rasping cry as its skin frayed off its skeleton and its bones cracked and then dissolved into light. Within seconds, only the tattered rags of its ancient garments remained. As they fell into a moldy heap on the grass, Maruk bent to retrieve them. 
 
    He brought them over to where Aerin and I still stood, his mouth stretched in a relieved smile around his tusks, and Lavinia shouldered her bow as she joined us.  
 
    “Told you we could take this one,” the archer said confidently, though she was still panting slightly. “No problem.” 
 
    “Easy for you to say, you weren’t the one who had to chase after it,” Maruk snorted, but then his scoff turned into a relieved laugh, and Aerin and I laughed too.  
 
    “I saw what you did with the wraith,” Aerin said, and she touched me lightly on the arm. “Way to go. How’d it feel?” 
 
    “Good,” I replied. “Great, actually.” When I had used my power against the wraith, I’d gotten the same sense as when Theira had first shown it to me, like I was finally complete.  
 
    Lavinia cleared her throat. “Right, thanks for that,” she said quickly.  
 
    “No problem,” I answered. 
 
    Aerin turned to her. “You’d better let me have a look at that scratch, then we can see if that old ghost left behind anything valuable.” 
 
    Lavinia knelt in the grass so that Aerin could assess the wound on her shoulder. Four long, bleeding welts stood out against her skin, which was blotched angry red and deep purple. I was surprised the wraith could have done that sort of damage with just a scratch, but I supposed magic might have been a factor even in its physical attacks.  
 
    I expected the elf to pull out a roll of bandages, maybe a salve, but instead, Aerin placed her hands on Lavinia’s back on either side of the wound and muttered something under her breath. 
 
    Suddenly the light in Aerin’s chest began to glow brighter, and exactly as I’d seen the magic course through the wraith’s body, golden-hued light began to flow down the elf’s arms and into her hands. Instead of the hissing whine that I’d heard when the wraith had attacked, however, the sound that accompanied Aerin’s magic was gentle and melodious. 
 
    As I looked on in amazement, the red and purple welts faded and the wounds closed themselves, and within moments, there was no evidence at all that Lavinia had been hurt.  
 
    Aerin stepped back, and Lavinia stood and gave her an appreciative nod which seemed to me like a fairly casual reaction to such miraculous healing. Of course, I realized, magic wasn’t new to any of them.  
 
    “You’re not hurt, are you, Gabriel?” Aerin asked then.  
 
    I blinked. “No. No, I’m alright, thanks.” 
 
    “Maruk?” 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong with me that a bath and a glass of Château Fèvre won’t fix,” the orc replied, and Lavinia cast him a sly grin.  
 
    “I don’t know about that,” she said. 
 
    Maruk gave her a cold look. “I pity you, you know,” he said importantly. “You have no appreciation for the finer things in life. If you would let me show you a little culture--” 
 
    “Oh, keep your culture.” Lavinia waved him off. “Let’s see what loot the old guy left for us.” She set off toward the sigil-marked stone that the wraith had come from while Maruk shook his head and breathed a long-suffering sigh.  
 
    Lavinia began to scuff her boots in the dirt and grass, apparently in search of something, and Aerin and Maruk soon followed suit. I scanned the ground around me and wondered what exactly they were looking for and if I should start kicking around as well when Aerin called out, “Over here!”  
 
    She grabbed hold of a thick iron ring lost in the tall grass and grunted with effort as she pulled it up. A moment later, a tearing of roots and a sharp creak echoed through the air, and Aerin nearly fell back when the trapdoor suddenly swung open.  
 
    I followed as Maruk and Lavinia joined Aerin at the door. I could see the top of a ladder, the wood gray with age and cracked in places where it had begun to rot, but about a foot down, the rest of the ladder and the cellar beyond were lost in darkness. An odor like stagnant water wafted up from below. 
 
    “I think I shall let the three of you scout around down there,” Maruk announced. The crinkle in his short, upturned nose gave away the primary motive behind his decision, but I wasn’t sure the entrance was wide enough to accommodate the orc’s enormous shoulders, anyway.  
 
    Aerin threw him a teasing smirk over her shoulder. “Stay if you want,” she said, “but if I find any fancy belt buckles down there, I’m keeping ‘em.” 
 
    Maruk looked put-out but waved the elf away. “Go on, then, I don’t want to be here all night.” 
 
    Lavinia tested the first rung of the ladder with her foot. “Aerin, you better go first.” 
 
    Aerin frowned. “You mean I get to go first into the creepy, smelly dungeon? How generous of you, Lavinia.” 
 
    “I meant because you’re the smallest,” the archer replied, arms crossed. “If the ladder seems too weak for you, come back up, and we’ll figure out another way down.” 
 
    “Fine,” Aerin said as she stepped up to the edge of the cellar entrance. She tested the old ladder carefully for the first few steps, but she didn’t get very far before even her bright red hair disappeared into the gloom. We could hear the soft clink of her armor as she continued her descent, and then finally there was a small splash, followed by a noise of disgust from the elf that echoed off the cellar walls. Gold-tinted light blossomed up from below, and I could see the top of Aerin’s head about twenty feet down, as well as a layer of standing water. 
 
    When Aerin turned her face up to us, her eyes sparkled in the light. “There’s good stuff down here, come on!” 
 
    Lavinia slung her bow and quiver off her shoulder, handed them to Maruk, then followed Aerin down the ladder. She jumped the last few rungs, and there was a splash followed by an indignant cry from Aerin. 
 
    “Watch it!” the elf yelped. 
 
    “Ugh, it smells even worse down here,” Lavinia said.  
 
    I wasn’t particularly eager to wade through six inches of foul water, but my curiosity at what lay beyond won out, and I followed my new companions down the ladder. A few of the rungs sagged slightly under my weight, but fortunately, they held. Lavinia was right, it did smell worse down here, and the air was cool and damp. I gritted my teeth as I stepped carefully into water that reached well above my ankles and soaked my socks through my boots immediately.  
 
    Aerin’s mana glowed as it had when she’d healed Lavinia, but now the light was collected in a sphere suspended above her palm that she used to light the small space. Arranged around the room on tables and shelves that kept everything safely out of the floodwater, weapons, armor, and other valuables gleamed in the warm golden light.  
 
    Aerin moved forward to scrape a few gold coins that were scattered across one of the tables into a pouch while Lavinia made for the collection of weapons, from which she took a long dagger and a leather and velvet quiver filled with long, dark arrows.  
 
    I found myself drawn to the shelves stacked with books and scrolls, and I wondered how they had survived with all this moisture in the air. Maybe there was some sort of enchantment that protected them from the mold. I scanned the titles along the spines, many of which were decorated with silver and gold embossing. They were beautiful, but I didn’t recognize the language on half of them or the alphabet on the other half, so I had no way of knowing which might be useful to me. I chose a thick tome at random and balanced it against my arm as I opened it.  
 
    Rows of text were written in a flowing script alongside a vibrant illustration of a woman and a dragon in a forest. I carefully turned a few more pages, but they bore similar illustrations. I guessed it was a storybook, or perhaps, considering where I was, a history book, but in any case, it clearly wasn’t the grimoire I’d hoped for. 
 
    I unfurled a few of the scrolls next, but as far as I could tell, they were all legal documents of some sort. I returned them to the shelf and tried not to feel too discouraged. Just because I didn’t find the magical instruction book I needed right away didn’t mean there were none to be found anywhere.  
 
    When Aerin sloshed over to me a few minutes later, she wore a merry grin and a new pair of armored gloves. Slung over her shoulder was a sack almost as large as the elf was tall. The canvas was strained against the bulk of its contents, and I figured Aerin must have managed to stuff nearly half the goods in the chamber into the bag. I couldn’t imagine how she was able to carry it. 
 
    She glanced over at the books. “Anything good?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I confessed. “I can’t read most of the titles.” 
 
    The elf held up the light to scan the books with more care and her thin brows crinkled into a frown. “Most of these are in Caaldirian. Wonder what they’re doing here,” she said, almost to herself. Then she shrugged. “They’re not much use to either of us, they’re only books about Caaldirian history and economics. You can take them to sell if you want, but I doubt anyone between here and Ovrista will be very interested. They wouldn’t be worth the pain to lug around. Come on, see if you want any of the old guy’s armor.” 
 
    Since Aerin’s standards for what was worth taking seemed fairly liberal, I decided to trust her judgment and leave the books behind. As I followed her over to the metal mannequins that displayed sets of armor, I realized that if this was some sort of burial chamber, something was missing. 
 
    “Shouldn’t there be a body?” I asked, and as I did, I thought I felt the same clammy chill as I had when the wraith had appeared behind me. 
 
    Aerin glanced back at me, eyebrows raised. “Here? No, this isn’t where he was buried. That was looted a long time ago. Some mages figured out how to trap the wraith so they could take what they wanted without all the bother.” She sounded bitter about that, but then she grinned. “The old guy was smart though, he didn’t keep everything in one place. We heard there might be some things worth taking left here, and we’ll get a bounty for destroying the wraith.” 
 
    The armor looked finely made, but it was all heavy plate metal and looked like it would be too big for me. I would have to buy something when we got back to... wherever it was we were going back to. I would need armor meant for a mage and new clothes that were less conspicuous than my khakis and button-down. I was about to go check out the weapons when a dark hooded cloak caught my eye. As I pulled it from the display, I was surprised by how lightweight the fabric was, and it ran over my hand like water. It would at least solve one of my problems by helping me stay disguised until I’d gotten some new clothes, and I could tell it was valuable. I decided that I could sell it later to buy a cheaper replacement along with the other items I needed and draped it over my shoulder. 
 
    When I turned back to the weapons racks, Lavinia had obviously been picking them over, and she handed me a heavy silver-plated shield when I approached. 
 
    “Uh, thanks,” I said.  
 
    The corner of the archer’s mouth quirked up. “It’s for Maruk,” she explained. “See anything you want?” 
 
    I looked over the display of swords, maces, and other instruments of destruction, but I couldn’t say any of it appealed to me. “Do mages usually carry weapons?” I asked. 
 
    “Mages are weapons,” Lavinia replied. She selected a modest-looking dagger in a sheath from the collection and handed it to me. “But it helps to have some back-up.” 
 
    I nodded as I took it and strapped the sheath around my waist. “Thanks.” 
 
    “Ready to go?” Aerin asked. “This smell is starting to make me dizzy.” 
 
    “Let’s get out of here,” Lavinia agreed, and we made our way back up the ladder into the cool night where Maruk waited. 
 
    I gave him the shield and earned a wide smile in return. He strapped it to his free arm and tested its weight. “Very nice,” he said. “Although I do hope that smell won’t stick.” 
 
    “You use two shields?” I asked as I looked at the orc. I’d thought he’d simply replace the one he’d been using, not use both. “That seems... unconventional.” 
 
    Before I had even finished speaking, I saw Aerin and Lavinia urgently shake their heads behind Maruk, but the orc drew himself up proudly.  
 
    “Well, I’m not a barbarian,” he replied solemnly. 
 
    “I’m not sure I follow,” I said as I gestured at him. “What does the second shield have to do with that?” 
 
    Maruk sniffed and adjusted his armor in a self-important way. “Some of my brethren might delight in excessive violence, but I do not,” he answered. Then he scoffed. “I mean, have you ever tried to get blood stains out of suede?” 
 
    I blinked back at Maruk as he looked down at me with his eyebrows raised. Evidently, that was not a rhetorical question.  
 
    “Uh, no,” I admitted. 
 
    “It’s impossible,” he informed me.  
 
    Lavinia drew her hand in a slicing motion across her throat in a clear signal that she wanted me to stop, but my curiosity was overwhelming.  
 
    “So you never use weapons?” I asked. “I mean, what if you need to--”  
 
    Maruk cut me off. “To do what? Decapitate someone? Raid a village? There’s more to life, you know, and more to me. I may be an orc, but I can appreciate the finer things. I am here to provide protection for my friends, and I can accomplish that perfectly well without a blade.” 
 
    “Sorry,” I said quickly, “I didn’t mean to suggest--” 
 
    Maruk was on a roll, now, however. “My parents wanted me to carry on the family traditions, of course. Pillaging, plundering, fashioning armor from the bones of our victims, you know, but it was all just so dreadfully unsanitary.” His tone became wistful. “I wanted to pursue the arts, to study music and philosophy, but the closest thing we had to that back home were sea shanties and crude jokes.” 
 
    “Your family are... pirates?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Maruk said. “They’re quite infamous across the Ibarin Sea, they have a whole fleet. My mother hoped that giving me my own ship to command would inspire me to take up the business, but I couldn’t possibly spend the rest of my life sacking port after port, so I decided to join a guild to get them off my back. Of course, they still think bounty hunting is rather tame, but it’s the best compromise we could have made.” 
 
    I blinked. “Right, um, of course. So if they’re pirates--” 
 
    “They’re not giving us a cut of their loot,” Aerin cut in. She sounded disappointed. “Maruk wanted to make his own way in the world and do the honorable thing.” 
 
    “I was going to ask if we should be worried about law enforcement or something,” I corrected her.  
 
    “No, at least not around here,” Maruk answered. “And we’re getting by just fine, Aerin, earning our own money.” 
 
    The elf rolled her eyes, but before she could say anything in return, Lavinia interrupted her. 
 
    “You two can stand around arguing all night if you want, but I’m going inside to make camp,” she said. “We’ll leave for Ovrista first thing in the morning.” 
 
    “Hang on,” Aerin called after her, “help me carry this.” 
 
    Lavinia didn’t bother even to turn around. “Oh, no, you wanted to take all that junk, you have to carry it back.” 
 
    “It’s not junk!” Aerin insisted as she hefted her sack over her shoulder and trailed after Lavinia. “These are all valuable relics!” 
 
    We found a room inside the castle that was rat-free and had walls that were mostly still intact and set up for the night. Before it had even occurred to me to wonder if I was going to be left sleeping on the floor, Maruk gave me an extra bedroll and blanket that he’d packed. I wondered if they had brought spares because they’d anticipated that I would join them or if these had belonged to their old mage. In any case, I was grateful to have them. The day’s events had caught up with me, and I was exhausted.   
 
    Evidently, the others felt the same way. None of us spoke much as we arranged our bedrolls on the stone floor, and I fell asleep almost as soon as I’d laid down. 
 
    I slept deeply while visions of goddesses and wraiths flowed through my dreams. When I awoke to the gentle light of dawn with my cloak bundled up under my head, it took a moment for me to remember where I was, and then, somewhat unexpectedly, I realized I was relieved to find out that it hadn’t all been a dream. 
 
    Aerin was curled up in the corner to my right, only a wisp of red hair and a single pointed ear visible from her cocoon of blankets, and Maruk snored softly against the wall opposite. Lavinia was already awake, and she sat cross-legged with her bow across her lap while she rubbed something onto the string, and she glanced up at me when I sat up. 
 
    “You talk in your sleep,” she said.  
 
    I couldn’t tell if she meant that as a criticism or not, so I said, “Sorry. Did I wake you?” 
 
    “No,” she answered without looking up from her work.  
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    Then her red eyes flicked up to me, but I couldn’t read her expression any more than I could her tone, and I wondered if I had somehow offended her, but then she merely dipped her finger into a tiny pot and continued to massage the bowstring.  
 
    “You have to wax the string to keep it from fraying and keep the water out,” the archer answered as she set a stopper in the pot and returned it to her pack. 
 
    I shifted so that I could fold up the blanket Maruk had given me. “Well, you obviously know what you’re doing,” I said. “You’re a really good shot.”  
 
    “I know,” Lavinia replied simply, but I caught a hint of a smile cross her face. She had a strange, but alluring, alien beauty. Her face was made of sharp lines that accented her horns and the scales on the side of her throat. Her red eyes were perfectly almond shaped with long eyelashes. If I had to guess what she was, I’d think she was some sort of lizard-human crossbreed, but I didn’t know if asking her about her race would be polite, so I decided to let it come up organically in a future conversation. 
 
    “How did you learn to shoot like that?” I recalled the several rats she’d taken down with arrows clean through their eyes. 
 
    “Imminent starvation is a great motivator,” came the reply. Lavinia was silent then for several seconds as she continued to work the wax into the bowstring, and I thought she wasn’t going to say anything else when she went on. “My parents died when I was young, left me a bow and not much else. I didn’t have the money to buy food or arrows, so I learned to make every shot count. When the humans and elves started letting ladonae like me into their archery competitions, I made a name for myself.” She grinned. “They didn’t like that.” 
 
    “Ladonae?” I asked. 
 
    Lavinia gestured to her horns. “Dragonkin.”  
 
    “I take it that your kind isn’t much loved,” I said. 
 
    “You don’t have our people in California?” she asked. 
 
    “No,” I replied. “You are the first one I’ve ever seen, and I’m impressed.” 
 
    “Impressed?” she asked as she raised a silver-white eyebrow. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said with a shrug. “You are amazing with your bow, you seem very clever, and you look beautiful-- uhhh if you don’t mind me saying so.” 
 
    “You are strange.” Her red eyes stared at my face for a few moments as if she was trying to see if I was lying. 
 
    “I’m not from around here, and I like to call it like I see it.” My heart pounded against my chest. I couldn’t remember the last time I told a woman I thought she was beautiful, but I figured that this was a new life for me, and I could afford to be honest.  
 
    “Hmmm.” She looked down to her weapon, set the bow aside, and wiped her hand on the leather of her boot. “After a while, they stopped letting me compete in most places. They made up some bullshit excuse about ladonae having unfair ‘natural advantages.’ The truth is, I was simply a good shot, and they were just sick of some orphan kid kicking their asses all the time. Anyway, that’s when I joined the Foxes. Most of the guilds wouldn’t accept a ladona, they didn’t care how well I shot, but Thom took me in, and I’ve been here ever since.” 
 
    Just then, Aerin stirred and sat up, her red waves in disarray. “What time is it?” 
 
    The sun had barely risen and was still low on the horizon, but Lavinia said, “It’s late. We need to leave soon if we want to make it back in time.”  
 
    She stood and shouldered her bow and her new quiver before she crossed the room and nudged Maruk with the toe of her boot. “Enough beauty sleep, Maruk, let’s go.” 
 
    The orc grumbled and swatted at Lavinia’s boot, but then he sat up as well with a heavy sigh and rubbed his eyes.  
 
    We packed quickly, especially given that we had relatively little to pack, and a few minutes later we found ourselves out in the open air. I had glimpsed the surrounding forest from the tower ruins before we had summoned the wraith, but I was still struck by the full sight of it now. Many of the trees were familiar, oak, ash, hawthorn, but here they still had all the vibrancy of spring, and they seemed sharper somehow, as though the world here was more in focus than where I’d come from.  
 
    Tall grass and wild hedges surrounded the ruins, but in the distance, I could see a narrow dirt path. That was where Lavinia led us as we set off. Despite what she’d shared with me earlier, the archer didn’t seem up to talking now, and Aerin and Maruk weren’t fully awake yet. I still had hundreds of questions, but I supposed they could wait a little longer. Still, I couldn’t stop myself from wondering what lay ahead for me.  
 
    In truth, I was excited, and the sense that I’d recovered some sort of sense or power that I’d been missing had only grown stronger since Theira had brought me here. The goddess had sent me to help this guild, but she’d also said my actions could shape the future of this world. I still didn’t know exactly what she might have had in mind for me, but I looked forward to finding my place here. 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 4 
 
    Gradually, the sun rose into the cloudless sky and the narrow dirt track that we followed north widened into a dirt road. I reasoned that we had been walking for about an hour, but once we had left the ruins behind, there were no signs of civilization. The thick forest stretched on along either side as far as I could see, shady and tranquil. I enjoyed the walk and the weather, but I hoped I might start to get some answers to my questions. 
 
    “So, uh, where are we?” I asked. “I mean, what is this place called?”  
 
    The differences between this realm and Earth were less pronounced once we were out on the open road. Of course, my companions weren’t human, and I was pretty sure that the giant dragonflies I’d glimpsed on the roadside actually had humanoid bodies, but the landscape and weather could have made me think I was backpacking across Southern Europe.  
 
    “There are different names in different languages, of course,” Aerin answered, “but we call our world Evreas. This region is called Ocloara, and we’re going to Ovrista. It’s a city-state near the western coast and the region’s major economic and cultural hub. That’s where the main charter office is for the region’s guilds, as well as the Arcane University Tower, the Mage Academy’s official headquarters in Ocloara.” 
 
    “Who is in charge there?” I asked. Aerin had mentioned the Mage Academy before, but no rulers. 
 
    “Ovrista has a governor, but that’s mostly a figurehead position that someone from one of the old, wealthy families takes up.” Aerin shrugged. “There’s a council, too, but everyone knows the governor and the council do whatever the mages tell them. So to answer your question, the person who’s really in charge is the Academy’s Arch-Mage in Ovrista, Eamon Maderel.” 
 
    The person who, presumably, would have me executed if he found out about my powers. That was hardly a comforting revelation. I frowned. 
 
    “How did it come to be that the mages gained so much political influence in Ovrista?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s not just Ovrista,” Lavinia answered with a sidelong look. “You couldn’t start a knitting club around here without a mage trying to control it.” 
 
    “There are kingdoms and confederations with their own official governments, but as an institution, the Mage Academy is recognized throughout Evreas,” Aerin explained. “Naturally, the higher the concentration of mages there is in an area, the more regard people have for the Academy, but the only groups who ever deny the Academy’s authority outright are criminals and some of the smaller nomadic tribes.”  
 
    She hesitated for a moment before she went on, her brow bent in a frown. “It was mages. Well, elementalists mostly, who stopped the rogue manipulators from taking over the world. The war was devastating, but when the manipulators finally fell, they left behind a pretty big vacuum of power. The Mage Academy was more than willing to step in, and since most people saw them as heroes at the time, they didn’t face much opposition.” 
 
    “It sounds like their popularity has waned since then,” I remarked. 
 
    “Yeah, that started right around the time they stopped giving a shit about everyone who wasn’t a mage,” Lavinia replied. 
 
    “Come on, Lavinia, that’s not fair,” Aerin chided. “The Academy only accepts mages, of course, but they do a lot to help everyone and use the mana they collect for public projects and services.” Suddenly the elf’s eyes widened and she stopped. “Oh, shit.” 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. The abrupt change in Aerin’s demeanor worried me, especially given that we were talking about mages. 
 
    “You’ll be expected to register at the University in Ovrista,” Aerin answered. “All mages are required to contribute a percentage of our mana each month to the Academy in order to legally practice magic. You couldn’t live in the city or be part of a guild if you didn’t.” Her brow bent in a look of intense concentration. “Of course, you shouldn’t go anywhere near the Mage Academy.” 
 
    Lavinia and Maruk had stopped as well and looked at the healer expectantly.  
 
    Then Aerin’s expression brightened again. “So we’ll just have to keep you hidden. You can stay at home, where you’ll be safe. No one has to know you’re a manipulator, no one has to know you’re a mage, no one even has to know you’re in the city.” 
 
    “Aerin, that’s ridiculous,” Lavinia said bluntly. “You can’t just lock him in the attic.” 
 
    I looked between them. “Uh, yeah, I don’t want to be locked in an attic,” I said. I didn’t want to be discovered by the Mage Academy, either, but Aerin’s plan seemed a bit extreme.  
 
    “He’s a manipulator, Lavinia,” Aerin protested. She wrapped her arms protectively around me. “He is the most valuable asset I- uhhh-we have. With Gabriel in our guild, we could rake in bounties we wouldn’t have even been able to afford looking at before, but we can’t do that if he’s dead.” Her tone was firm. “It’s decided, when we get to Ovrista, he’s staying at the Den where he’ll be safe.” 
 
    “Eventually someone will notice that we have a mage in our guild again,” Maruk pointed out. “Then they’ll report us, Gabriel will be taken to the Academy, and we’ll be charged with harboring a fugitive manipulator.” 
 
    “Besides, it’s just as dangerous out here as it is in the city,” Lavinia added. 
 
    I supposed she meant that as a reason that I shouldn’t be locked away, but Aerin’s face paled and she gripped my arm tighter. “Gods, you’re right. He could be attacked by a wild animal or be struck by lightning or-or stub his toe. If anything happens to him, we’ll lose so much money.” The elf held me out at arms’ length and looked me over and checked that I hadn’t broken any nails. “You’re not hurt, are you?” 
 
    I gently pushed her away. “I’m fine, Aerin. Lavinia and Maruk are right, though, I can’t just stay hidden all the time.” I didn’t want to, either. “Obviously we’ll need to be careful, but it sounds like it might be better for me to hide in plain sight. Is there a way that the Mage Academy would be able to tell that I’m a manipulator without testing me?” The pendant Aerin had given me disguised my aura, but I didn’t know how I would be able to conceal my power. 
 
    Aerin seemed to be fighting the impulse to examine the insides of my ears, but finally she stepped back. “No,” she said finally. Then she opened her mouth to say something else, but I cut in before she could start ranting about some other peril to my wellbeing. 
 
    “So I could just disguise myself as another type of mage for legal reasons, right?” I asked. 
 
    Aerin didn’t look happy to admit it, but she said, “No one will be able to tell what type of magic you use through the tithing process. There is an initial form to turn in, so we would have to lie on that, but there are so many mages in Ovrista that they don’t screen everyone individually anymore. It could work.”  
 
    “Better than stuffing him in the attic,” Lavinia said. She turned on her heel and began walking again, and the rest of us followed, though Aerin trailed reluctantly behind.  
 
    “Is it, though?” the elf said. “Maybe we can hide him from the Academy but what about everything else? What if he gets crushed by a boulder?” 
 
    Lavinia groaned. “You’re a healer, Aerin.” 
 
    “I can’t heal him if he’s dead!” Aerin protested. 
 
    I put my hand on the elf’s arm. “It’ll be fine,” I assured her. “Really. I’ll be careful.” She didn’t look entirely convinced, so I decided it might be best to try to redirect her focus somewhat. “Maybe you can tell me more about how magic works here, so I can be prepared.” 
 
    “You really don’t have any magic where you’re from?” Aerin asked. The way she said it, it was like I had told her we didn’t have sunshine. 
 
    “No,” I replied, and Aerin shook her head in amazement.  
 
    “So none of the guilds where you’re from have mages?” Aerin frowned. “Or healers?” 
 
    “Oh, well, we don’t have guilds,” I said. 
 
    Aerin laughed. “No, really,” she insisted. “How do they manage like that?” 
 
    “We really don’t have guilds,” I replied. “I mean, there used to be fraternities of merchants and craftspeople and some religious groups like that, but that was hundreds of years ago. It’s not something people do anymore, and even back then, no one ever went on quests....” I trailed off when I realized Aerin, Lavinia, and Maruk had all stopped and were staring at me.  
 
    Aerin’s eyes were alight with fascination. “But then how do you maintain a stable economy?” she asked as she squinted at me. “What is your civilization like without magic?” Suddenly her face fell, and she looked at me with dawning fear. “You do have civilization, right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said as I held up a hand placatingly. “It’s really not so bad, I swear.” 
 
    Aerin didn’t appear to be entirely convinced, but the three had recovered from their shock enough to begin walking again. 
 
    “Magic is rare among us orcs anyway,” Maruk said as he lifted his chin. “Perhaps Gabriel’s people were able to learn from the orcs in his world.” 
 
    Given the reaction I’d just gotten, I wondered if maybe it would be better to wait until everyone had sat down to reveal the rest of the horrors of Earth, but then I noticed that Maruk was looking at me expectantly. 
 
    “Er, actually, where I’m from everyone is human,” I told him. 
 
    His pale blue eyes went wide, and Aerin gave a little gasp. Only Lavinia didn’t react, and I supposed that was because I had already told her that there weren’t ladonae in my world earlier.  
 
    Finally, Maruk asked in a nervous breath, “What happened to all the others?” 
 
    “There were always just humans,” I replied. “Orcs and elves were just characters in stories.” 
 
    Maruk frowned deeply, and I wondered for a moment if I had offended him when he sniffed and straightened up his armor. “In that case,” he said, “I’m glad I was the one to give you your first impression of my people.” 
 
    “Your world sounds very strange,” Aerin said vehemently, “but I’m sure you’re going to love Ovrista.” 
 
    “How far away is it?” I asked.  
 
    “We won’t get there until around midday tomorrow,” she answered. “We’ll pass through a few towns on the way, and we can sell some of the stuff we picked up, we usually get better prices along the road than in the city.” 
 
    “Oh, we should stay at that charming inn in Kassal tonight,” Maruk said. He sighed with dramatic weariness. “I long for a decent night’s rest on a mattress that isn’t stuffed with straw.” 
 
    “Do you want to explain to Milton why we don’t have his money when we get back?” Aerin asked him. “We have to pay off our debt.” 
 
    “And we have to sleep somewhere,” Lavinia pointed out. 
 
    “We should stay at the Limping Dog again,” the elf said, her tone assertive.  
 
    Maruk wrinkled his nose. “I detest that place,” he scoffed. “Last time we were there, everyone kept giving me funny looks for being an orc.” 
 
    “Everyone was giving you funny looks because you smelled like the Duchess of Nelm,” Lavinia countered. 
 
    “Well, one of those ruffians liked that cologne enough to steal it from our room in the middle of the night,” Maruk retorted. 
 
    “Right, shame about that,” Aerin said, but when she caught my eye, she gave me a conspiratorial wink.  
 
    We walked all day along dirt paths, through groves of green spring trees, and over small brooks with idyllic stone bridges. I wanted to spend more time talking to my companions, but the three of them were quiet during the journey, and the pace they kept ensured that I almost didn’t have enough air in my lungs to talk, even if I wanted to. I ended up exhausted, and I couldn’t have cared less where we stayed by the time we made it to Kassal. That evening, I just wanted to sleep.  
 
    “You’re still getting the hang of your powers,” Aerin told me after I’d collapsed onto one of the mattresses in our room at the Limping Dog, a shoddy roadside inn and tavern. It was more cramped than cozy, the gray blankets itched, and I could hear the shouts of the patrons in the bar downstairs even from here, but now that I was finally off my feet, I didn’t have anything to complain about. 
 
    “You can expect to be pretty worn out at first,” the elf went on. “Stay here and rest, we’ll go sell the rest of this stuff and see if we can get you some new clothes. Don’t worry, you’re not missing anything exciting.” 
 
    Part of me wanted to go with them and explore the town, but I was half asleep as it was, so I nodded.   
 
    I didn’t wake up until it was time to set off for Ovrista the next morning. Aerin had gotten some spare clothes for me, a plain white cotton shirt and dark trousers, but she assured me that I could buy some more items for myself once we reached the city.  
 
    “I can go with you to the shops when we get there if you want,” she said as I pulled on my boots, “I’m really good at haggling.” 
 
    I smiled at her. “Thanks, I’d appreciate that.” 
 
    The morning passed pleasantly, and there was some cloud cover to provide relief from the sun as we made the last leg of our journey. Around mid-morning, there were enough carts pulled by various beasts of burden, some recognizable to me and some strange, that we were compelled to walk in the grass alongside the road instead of on it, and as the day progressed and we neared the city, the packed dirt was replaced by a paved street. The forest thinned, and hills began to dot the terrain. As we crested one such hill, there was Ovrista, spread out before us.  
 
    A magnificent tower covered in panels of shimmering glass reached up into the sky, surrounded by a wide circular park. The city’s streets radiated out from it like the spokes of a wheel past innumerable rows of buildings, and the river that I’d sometimes glimpsed from the road flowed down to cut a path through Ovrista’s northern section. Even at this distance, I could spy the dots of carts and carriages moving in an orderly fashion along the road before us into and out of the city like lines of ants and the crowd gathered outside the gate. 
 
    What surprised me, though, and drew my attention even more than the tower was the enormous wall that marched along the edge of the city. It was a formidable structure of gleaming white stone, and guard towers stood at intervals along the top. I remembered what Aerin had said about the civil war, and I wondered if the wall had been built during that time, to keep people like me out. I put up the hood of my cloak and drew it tighter around my shoulders as we made our way down the road toward the gates. 
 
    Maruk must have sensed my unease because, a moment later, I felt the weight of his large hand on my shoulder.  
 
    “Don’t worry,” he said. “There are so many people down there, no one will pay you any mind. Besides, you have the good fortune to be traveling with an orc and a ladona. Lavinia and I tend to draw the eye, even here.” 
 
    I smiled. “Thanks, Maruk.” 
 
    I felt somewhat less assured, however, when we finally reached the gates, and I saw why there were so many people gathered there. Multiple guards stood by on either side and watched people as they filed through. Occasionally they would draw someone aside and ask questions before they let the person pass, during which time the rest of the line was held up.  
 
    “What’s going on?” Aerin asked aloud. I wasn’t sure if it made me feel better or worse that she hadn’t expected this. 
 
    “Some new bullshit from the Mage Academy,” an old woman groused next to us. Her face was sun-weathered and wrinkled, and she had a large burlap sack slung over her bent back. “You know how they get, all uppity about rumors.” 
 
    “Rumors of what?” Lavinia asked, and she exchanged a worried look with the orc man and elf woman. 
 
    “How should I know?” the old woman answered. Then the line moved forward, and she shuffled ahead while she grumbled something about mages. 
 
    “Hmmm,” Aerin hummed as she looked at me. “It’s probably nothing, and my amulet will help hide your aura, but maybe wear the hood of your cloak up.” 
 
    “Alright,” I said. There was no way that anyone in the Mage Academy could know about my powers, was there? I had only just gotten here, this couldn’t have had anything to do with me. Still, if the Mage Academy were already on guard for another reason, I would have to be even more careful.  
 
    I put my hood up, relaxed my shoulders, and made my expression neutral. I knew that the easiest way to infiltrate a system was to appear as though you already belonged there. I just had to look confident, like I was just another ordinary traveler and hope that the pendant Aerin had given me really could conceal my aura. 
 
    There were only a few people before us in line then, the old woman with her sack, a surly looking man with a cart and cages of creatures that resembled chickens but had long, lizard-like tails and scraps of cloth tied over their eyes, and a young couple in sweeping silver robes. The guards waved them all through, their expressions slack with boredom. The noon sun was hot overhead, and there were sweat stains on their collars. They looked as though they’d been out here all morning, and I was sure they’d rather be anywhere else by now. Hopefully, I could take advantage of their weariness and slip by unnoticed.  
 
    I stayed close to Aerin, Maruk, and Lavinia as we passed through the gate, and I thought we’d made it without incident when one of the guards called out, “Hang on, you four there, with the orc.” 
 
    Maruk rolled his eyes as the four of us turned back, and Aerin approached the guard with a friendly smile. 
 
    When she faced him, her eyebrows shot up. “Wait, you’re Brennen, right?” she asked. 
 
    The guard looked her over with watery eyes and scratched his stubbly chin. “Yeah.” 
 
    “It’s me, Aerin!” the elf said cheerfully. “We were in the same training program, but I dropped out halfway through to join a guild.” She pursed her lips. “Don’t you remember? We practiced sword fighting techniques together.” 
 
    The guard frowned. “Err, right.” 
 
    “So what’s going on out here?” Aerin asked casually.  
 
    The guard shook his head. “Mage Academy wants guards at the gate,” he replied. His tone suggested that he also wondered why he had to be out here. “Looking for something.” 
 
    Aerin raised her eyebrows. “Really? What are they looking for?” 
 
    The guard shrugged. “They just said to look for anything suspicious.” His watery eyes flicked over to the rest of us. “What are you bringing in?” 
 
    “We got a bounty, that old wraith up at the Kildon Ruins,” Aerin answered. “You know, the country up that way is so beautiful. If you haven’t been, you really should try to make the trip--” 
 
    There was a shout from somewhere in the crowd behind us. “What’s the hold-up?”  
 
    The guard wiped the sweat off the back of his neck and wearily waved us on, and Aerin skipped ahead with a gleam in her hazel eyes. 
 
    “I didn’t know you were training to be in the guard,” Maruk commented when we were out of earshot. 
 
    “I wasn’t,” Aerin replied with a grin.  
 
    “Then how did you know that man’s name?” I asked. 
 
    “I heard his partner call him before we went through,” she answered.  
 
    I was impressed she’d lied so convincingly. “That was quick thinking,” I said. “Thanks.” 
 
    Aerin’s grin broadened. “It’s what I do,” she replied. “Now let’s collect this bounty and get something to eat. I’m starving!” 
 
    We stayed on the main street as we made our way deeper into the city toward the park and the tower of glass. I was glad I had guides because it would have been all too easy to get lost in a place like this. The buildings were all stacked three or more stories high, and if any of the streets were marked, I couldn’t see where. The best that I could say was that we were currently in some sort of market district. The lower levels of the buildings we passed sported wide windows to display the merchandise offered by the shops within, and as I passed, I saw everything from books to baked goods to, in one particularly memorable storefront, jars of pickled animal parts, apparently for use in alchemy.  
 
    Vendors hawked their wares on the streets as well and offered ‘buy three, get one free’ discounts on assorted trinkets or arranged carts full of fresh produce. We passed by the man I’d seen earlier at the gate with the cages of strange chickens and learned from the sign he’d set up that they were, in fact, basilisks. He glared at me when he caught me staring, and I wondered what sort of person raised basilisks… and what sort of person bought them. 
 
    Eventually, we left the shops and the vendors behind, the crowds thinned considerably, and the architecture became grander. Unlike the mishmash of colorful shopfronts, the buildings here were of a mostly uniform design, all elegant white stone and curtained windows.  
 
    “Are these the guild halls?” I asked, amazed. They were certainly fancier than I’d expected. 
 
    “No, these are apartments for some of Ovrista’s wealthier citizens,” Maruk said. “They are beautiful, aren’t they? These people know how to live.” He sounded wistful. 
 
    “They don’t like it when we come through this way,” Lavinia added with a smirk, “but it’s faster than going all the way around, and you’re less likely to get robbed. The guild halls are scattered throughout the city, better guilds can afford to stay in nicer areas, but we’re going to the charter office first to collect our bounty. It’s just across the river from the Arcane University Tower.” 
 
    The Mage’s Tower was no less beautiful or less imposing the closer I got to it. At first, I had thought the glass panes might be windows, but as we walked along the edge of the circular lawn that surrounded the structure, I realized that they were actually mirrored panels and reflected the surrounding city from hundreds of angles. Perhaps the design was meant to be artistic, but if I was being honest, it sort of creeped me out. It gave me the sense that I was being watched, and I was glad when I finally put it behind me. 
 
    A wide pedestrian bridge spanned the river before us, and across I could see a building clearly marked “Charter Office.” When Lavinia had mentioned it, I’d imagined something small and unassuming, a place meant purely for function, like a DMV office, but that wasn’t what I saw. The charter office looked more like a small palace, set on a sweeping green lawn lined with flowering hedges, the wide, white roof supported by stately columns.  
 
    As we crossed the bridge and made our way up the road toward it, I saw that the paving stones were marked with crests and names, which I realized must be those of each of the city’s resident guilds. There were more than I expected, even in a city so large, and I had to wonder if they were all active, or how many were there to represent guilds that no longer existed.  
 
    When Lavinia opened the enormous double-doors into the office, I felt more like an imposter than I had even at the gate. For the first time since we’d come into the city, we were surrounded by people who looked like us… at least, more or less. Everyone was dressed in some sort of armor, and many others were laden with the spoils of their latest quests, just as we were. I pulled my cloak a little tighter around my shoulders, feeling conspicuous without any other gear.  
 
    People clustered in groups all around as they laughed and shared stories, and I began to pick out signs of allegiance on their gear. The members of one guild all wore matching cloaks with brown fur ruffs which I thought must be sweltering in this heat. Another group had full uniforms of unique armor to distinguish them from the other guilds, and each of the members wore the same self-important expression. I caught the eye of one of the young men as I passed, and he turned away and pretended he hadn’t seen me. All the better that I didn’t make an impression, though, I supposed. 
 
    Aerin cut through the crowds with surprising ease as she led us toward a line of desks, and I did my best not to lose her. When we reached the desks, she fished the rags we’d retrieved from the wraith from her pack and set them before the clerk, a small man with small spectacles perched on his small nose.  
 
    He regarded the moldy, frayed fabric with open distaste and peered at Aerin with narrowed eyes. 
 
    The elf was undaunted. “The Wraith of Kildon Castle,” she reported, “for the Shadow Foxes.” 
 
    The clerk’s lip curled. “Cutting it rather close, aren’t we?” he asked in a somewhat reedy voice as he prodded the rags with a narrow iron bar. At the metal’s touch, the fabric briefly glowed purple, just as the wraith had. 
 
    “We made the deadline,” Aerin asserted.  
 
    “Barely,” came the reply, but the clerk took the rags and scribbled something onto a slip of paper, which he slid across the top of the desk to Aerin. Neither of them said anything else by way of goodbye. 
 
    “We’re set for another month,” Aerin said as she folded the slip of paper and tucked it into her pack. “We can drop our gear off at the Den and get something to eat.” 
 
    That sounded good to me, but as we started to make our way back toward the door, a young man in a dark blue scarf stepped into our path, flanked by six other people, each wearing a matching scarf.  
 
    “Did I just hear that the Foxes took out the Wraith of Kildon Castle?” he asked. His smile looked fake, and there was a haughty look in his bright blue eyes. “How’d you manage something like that?” 
 
    “It really wasn’t that difficult, Ren,” Lavinia replied as she stepped forward, her red eyes narrowed. Even though her glare wasn’t directed at any of them, several of the others in blue scarves stepped back with nervous expressions, and the corner of Ren’s mouth twitched. “Of course it helps if your guild isn’t made up of a bunch of sniveling--” 
 
    “We really should be going,” Maruk interrupted as he pushed Lavinia behind him. He smiled in a placating way at Ren and turned back to Lavinia with what was clearly a warning look.  
 
    She met it with a withering glare of her own, but Aerin took hold of her arm and began to guide her toward the doors. I was quick to follow, but then a hand on my shoulder stopped me, and I turned to face Ren. 
 
    “You’re new.” Maybe it was my nerves, but it sounded like an accusation. “Where’d they pick you up?” 
 
    I said the first thing that came to mind. “Kassal.” 
 
    One of the member’s of Ren’s guild snorted derisively, and Ren grinned. “Yeah? And what do you do?” 
 
    I knew that I couldn’t tell the truth, but my mind was blank.  
 
    “Worried he’s an air mage, Ren?” Lavinia taunted. “Concerned you might have some competition?”  
 
    Ren’s grin faded, and he glared at Lavinia. “Anytime you Foxes want to go head-to-head with us, Lavinia, you just let me know,” he replied stonily, then he and his guild swept off toward the desks, and I quickly followed Aerin, Maruk, and Lavinia outside. 
 
    “What were you thinking?” Aerin hissed at Lavinia, her hand still wrapped tightly around the other woman’s arm. “We’re still paying off that fine you got us last time you tried to pick a fight in the office.” 
 
    Lavinia wrenched her arm away. “He wouldn’t have done anything. Ren’s too much of a coward,” she muttered testily.  
 
    “You shouldn’t have provoked him,” Maruk warned, “or said anything about Gabriel being a mage. We need to figure out a cover for him.” 
 
    “What? It’s not like I said he’s a manipulator,” Lavinia shot back.  
 
    Aerin rolled her eyes. “Look, if you want to pick fights, don’t do it with the guy who already wants to see us lose our charter.” 
 
    “Whatever,” Lavinia replied. “Let’s go home.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    ‘Home’ ended up being almost all the way back by the gate, in a part of the city that seemed to be constructed entirely of back alleys and dark corners. The buildings with their old and crumbling facades seemed to leer over the narrow streets. The streets, in turn, were uneven and puddles of foul-smelling water were gathered in the divots despite the lack of rain. While part of me was glad that we weren’t going to be too close to the daily chaos of the market, it was almost too quiet here, and I found myself peering into the shadows every time I heard the clatter of a pebble or creak of a door. More than once I caught someone peering back.  
 
    At last, we came to a small pub set between an apparently abandoned locksmith’s studio with a broken window and a dimly lit curio shop with a collection of dust-covered items on display. The pub itself, the Magpie, according to the faded sign, looked pleasant enough. Unlike most of the surrounding buildings, it looked well-cared for, and a cheerful glow shone through the windows.  
 
    “We’re on the top floor,” Aerin explained. “We call it the Den. Well, we don’t, but Nesta always does, and the name kind of stuck.” 
 
    “Who’s Nesta?” I asked.  
 
    “She owns the Magpie,” Aerin replied. “We couldn’t afford the rent for one of the proper halls, but Nesta lets us stay on the top floor here.” 
 
    With that, Lavinia pulled the door open, and we filed inside. 
 
    The interior of the pub was snug and homey. Multiple lanterns cast a warm orange light over the clusters of worn wooden tables and chairs carved with images of magpies. A stone hearth stood against the far wall before a sitting area with a frayed rug, and I could see the staircase that led to the upper stories off in the corner. An assortment of bottles stood along the shelf behind the bar above a cluster of wood barrels, and although it was only late afternoon, there were already a few patrons seated on the stools.  
 
    A golden-haired young woman who I supposed must be Nesta was tending the bar, but she wiped her hands on her apron and came over to us when we entered. 
 
    “I hope you have my rent,” she said, her expression stern. 
 
    Aerin smiled in her friendly way. “We missed you, too, Nesta,” she said as she dropped a small purse into the woman’s open hand.  
 
    Nesta weighed the purse in her hand before she tucked it into her pocket. Then she looked us over, hands on her hips, and seemed to notice me for the first time. At once, her expression softened, and she swept back a loose strand of golden hair behind her ear.  
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry, dear,” she said quickly. “Are you here for a drink?” 
 
    “He’s with us,” Lavinia answered. 
 
    I held out my hand. “My name is Gabriel.”  
 
    Nesta took my hand with a warm smile. “And you’ve joined this lot? I hope you know what you’ve gotten yourself into.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure how to respond, but Aerin said, “We’re going to get Gabriel settled in. Do you think you could make us some of that fish stew?” 
 
    Nesta fixed her with a look. “I do have other, paying customers to attend to, Aerin,” she said firmly, but Aerin was already pushing me toward the stairs. 
 
    “Thanks, Nesta!” she said.  
 
    “I’ve only got eel today,” the barkeep called after us. Then she muttered something I couldn’t make out as she turned back to the bar.  
 
    On the next floor up was a landing and a shut door, but Aerin guided me up to the third floor to the small apartment that served as our guild hall. 
 
    “Welcome home,” the elf announced.  
 
    There were only two rooms off the central space, one of which seemed to be more of a repurposed closet with a curtain in place of the missing door. The other had only a wooden bed frame and a bare mattress, and I wondered why it was empty when every other corner of the apartment was taken up.  
 
    It wasn’t difficult to guess who had claimed each space. The largest bed obviously belonged to Maruk. A plush, decorative rug had been spread beneath it, and the nightstand next to it was stacked with books, a candle, and a pair of wire spectacles. A thick, fringed curtain hung on a rail set above the bed so that the orc could block off his section of the room for privacy. 
 
    Lavinia moved past me to the other bed, which was tucked against the corner beneath the large, circular window on the far wall. She’d made no effort to decorate the space, and even the blanket was plain wool, but there was a stand where she mounted her bow and quiver and a trunk at the foot of the bed where she stored her pack and other belongings.  
 
    Across from Lavinia, a hammock piled with blankets and furs hung from the ceiling beam. A few books and assorted trinkets lay scattered across the low table next to the hammock, and beneath the table was a small box with a large padlock. Aerin dropped her pack unceremoniously onto the table with the rest of her things and knelt to open the box, which she unlocked with a key on a chain around her neck before she deposited the rest of the money we’d earned and turned to me. 
 
    “Gabriel, you can take Thom’s old room,” the elf said. It was only logical, but there was something hesitant about Aerin’s voice nonetheless, and I noticed that she looked to Lavinia for confirmation even as she said it. 
 
    If the archer had any objections, however, she didn’t voice them or even meet Aerin’s eyes as she continued to unpack her things, so I went into the adjacent room and set the bundle of my old clothes and the blanket I’d borrowed from Maruk on the bare mattress. It was just as well that there was no other furniture because the room was barely large enough for the bed. The walls were bare, and there was no sign of the room’s previous occupant, not even a stray sock, and I couldn’t help but wonder what Lavinia, Aerin, and Maruk had done with their old guild leader’s belongings when he’d died. 
 
    Suddenly Aerin appeared in the doorway, and her usual smile had returned. “We’ll need to head to the market to get you some things, but dinner’s almost ready, and it’s not a good idea to wander around here at night. We’ll go first thing tomorrow, alright? I’ve got a spare pillow you can borrow.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I replied, “that’d be great.” 
 
    There wasn’t much left for me to do, but just then, Nesta called up that the stew was ready, and we went back downstairs to eat. With evening coming on, there were a few more patrons in the bar now, but they hardly looked up at us as we made our way to a table in the back and sat down. I supposed they were used to seeing Aerin, Lavinia, and Maruk here, and I blended in now that I had new clothes.  
 
    Nesta had already set out helpings of stew for each of us in wooden bowls. I had never eaten eel before, but the bright red broth and smell of the spices reminded me of the menudo my dad used to make on Sundays. I tried a bite and found the eel meat to be somewhat chewy, and while it didn’t have much of a flavor on its own, Nesta had added a perfect complement of spices, peppers, and onions. The taste of the food reminded me how hungry I was, and I had nearly finished the entire bowl before I looked up and realized that Aerin was grinning at me.  
 
    “Gabriel likes your stew, Nesta,” she called over to the barkeep.  
 
    My cheeks warmed, and I sat up a little straighter as Nesta came over to the table.  
 
    “It’s great,” I said, and Nesta smiled. 
 
    “Let me get you some more then, dear,” she said with a light touch on my shoulder as she took my bowl. Then, with a pointed look at Maruk, she added, “It’s nice to have someone around who appreciates my cooking.” 
 
    Maruk sank a bit lower in his seat. “Suggest a different marinade one time, and you’ll never hear the end of it,” the orc grumbled when Nesta was out of earshot. 
 
    “Maruk still hasn’t learned that his tastes are outside of our price range,” Aerin told me, though loudly enough that the orc could hear. 
 
    “You think everything that isn’t free is out of our price range, Aerin,” Lavinia replied. “We’ll finally scrape together enough coin for a real guild hall and you’ll insist we stay here because the rent is better.” 
 
    Aerin pursed her lips, and I sensed an argument was about to break out, so I cut in. “So, how many other guilds are there?” 
 
    “Oh, there are hundreds,” Aerin replied as she settled back into her seat. “They’re not all based in Ovrista, of course. Guilds are respected all over, but most are based out of the major cities. That’s where the real money is, anyway, so the city guilds are larger and more prosperous.” 
 
    “How big do they get?” I asked. I remembered seeing six other people with Ren at the charter office, which would make his guild almost twice the size of ours, and some of the other groups I had seen had even more people. 
 
    “Around ten is average,” Aerin answered. “There used to be guilds with hundreds of members and they drove all the smaller guilds out of business. Then they started trying to negotiate bounties, get higher prices for hauls and all that, and since they had a monopoly, no one could really do anything about it. It got so bad that the chancellor revoked their charters and forced them to disband.” 
 
    Then Aerin leaned forward and her hazel eyes glittered. “Rumor has it the Arch-Mage didn’t like that,” she said. “Those big guilds had a lot of Academy-trained mages, after all.” 
 
    “Why would the Arch-Mage care about that?” I asked. 
 
    “Mages look out for mages,” Lavinia said as she leaned back and propped her boots up on the table. “Imagine you’re Maderel or one of those other stuffy assholes. You put out a bounty to collect some old spellbooks, and maybe the warriors that pick them up decide they can get a better price for them on the black market. You don’t get your books, and worse, maybe some rogue mage does.” 
 
    She held up a finger. “But if you send a mage, one who’s loyal to you, one that you’ve been teaching since he was a snotty little kid, you know you’re going to get those books. And then when that guild takes other bounties, you’ve got someone who’s keeping an eye out for things that might interest you - treasure, magical items, information. 
 
    “The guilds are supposed to be independent, so no one would own up to it, but everyone knows all the alumni from the Academy stay right in the Arch-Mage’s pocket even after they leave. The Arch-Mage planted a few of his pets in some of these massive guilds and was getting a nice cut of the profits they brought in. According to the rumor, anyway.” 
 
    “I didn’t realize the Arch-Mage had that much influence,” I said. 
 
    “Told you,” Lavinia said, one brow arched. “They’re in charge.” 
 
    “Apparently there was some sort of spat between the Arch-Mage and the chancellor back then,” Aerin went on, “and the Arch-Mage prevented the government from imposing an official cap on how many members a guild is allowed to have. So there isn’t a real rule, but most guilds nowadays don’t accept more than twenty members, give or take.” 
 
    “Were all the mages in the other guilds trained at the University?” I asked. 
 
    “Most of them, but not all,” Aerin said. “There are a few elementalists in Ovrista who got their training elsewhere, but most opt to attend some lessons at the University here anyway. It’s a good school. As for healers, we usually receive specific training in the temples, the Mage Academy tends to cater to elementalists.” 
 
    I frowned at my spoon. I already knew formal training wasn’t going to be an option for me, but I couldn’t help but wish I could have some sort of instruction.  
 
    “I know it’s probably a long shot,” I started, “but if those other elementalists were able to be trained elsewhere, do you think there might be someone outside of Ovrista who could train me?”  
 
    Maruk and Lavinia dropped their eyes, and Aerin bit her lip.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Gabriel,” she said as she reached across the table and took my hand, “but you really are the only manipulator we know about. If there are any others left, they don’t want to be found.” 
 
    “You don’t need them,” Lavinia said confidently, and when I met her eyes she gave me a slight smile. “You helped us with that wraith without any training at all - which reminds me, it’s time we celebrated our victory.” 
 
    We stayed downstairs after dinner to do just that.  
 
    After a few drinks of the strange, slightly sweet alcohol that Lavinia ordered for all of us, I was laughing more than I had in a long time while Aerin and Maruk acted out stories of past misadventures and one particularly unpleasant encounter that the orc had had with a gnome.  
 
    “We were staying the night in this little town, and we booked two rooms at the inn,” Aerin began with a grin. “Maruk won the coin flip, so he got to have a room to himself.” She looked over to Maruk to continue. 
 
    The orc shook his head, but he smiled, and after a moment, said, “So, after dinner, I went up to my room--” 
 
    “--not your room,” Lavinia added with a smirk. 
 
    Maruk folded his napkin on the table in front of him and cleared his throat. “There was a slight mix-up,” he explained, “and I accidentally entered the wrong room. Anyone could have made the same mistake.” 
 
    “Hardly,” Lavinia cut in. “The door was locked, you had to break in.” 
 
    “I thought it was stuck,” Maruk insisted. 
 
    “And what did you make of it when you saw someone else’s things laid out inside?” Aerin prompted, her eyes sparkling merrily. 
 
    Maruk sniffed. “I thought for once we were staying somewhere that offered decent amenities.” 
 
    “He really looked at a trunk full of some gnome’s clothes and thought it was meant for him,” Lavinia told me. 
 
    Maruk gave me a beseeching look. 
 
    “It didn’t tip you off that they were too small?” I asked. 
 
    “I appreciated the gesture,” Maruk replied defensively. “The inn was run by humans, I didn’t really expect them to cater to someone of my stature.” 
 
    “You sure that bottle of wine you ordered at dinner didn’t have anything to do with it?” Aerin teased. 
 
    Maruk shot her a glare. “In any case, it was an honest mistake and hardly worthy of the sort of treatment I received.” 
 
    “When the gnome that had actually rented the room came back, he couldn’t wake Maruk up,” Aerin explained. “At least, not until he dumped a pitcher of water on his head.” 
 
    Maruk frowned. “It wasn’t water.” 
 
    Lavinia snorted, and Aerin doubled over in a fit of giggles, and after a few moments of struggling to retain a stern frown, Maruk began to laugh as well. 
 
    When the last of the patrons began to take their leave, we thanked Nesta for the meal and returned to our apartment. I was tired, but not as exhausted as I had been the previous night, and I had genuinely enjoyed spending the evening with Aerin, Lavinia, and Maruk. They had an easier sort of friendship than I’d had with my old friends, better humor, and more trust. I was glad Theira had sent me to them, and I hoped I would be able to help them.  
 
    I must have slept late into the next morning because when I awoke, the mid-morning sun was in the sky and the rest of my companions were already dressed when I shuffled out of my room. Aerin and Maruk had forgone their armor for more casual clothes. Aerin wore a maroon tunic and tan leggings, and Maruk wore an embroidered vest over a shirt with wide sleeves. Lavinia dressed more or less in the same clothes she’d worn the previous day, though she’d left behind her bow and archery gloves. 
 
    “Oh good, you’re up,” Aerin said when she saw me. “We’ll head to the market whenever you’re ready. There’s a basin and a pitcher with fresh water in there if you want to wash up.” She gestured with a tilt of her head toward the curtained-off room that I had taken to be a closet before. 
 
    I slipped inside and found as promised the pitcher and basin on a stand beneath an old mirror. I splashed some water on my face and ran my fingers through my hair to tame the bedhead before I looked in the mirror and nearly jumped back in shock.  
 
    My eyes were blue. 
 
    When I blinked, my ordinary face was looking back at me, brown eyes, brown hair, a little bit of stubble from the last few days, but nothing unusual. Still, I could have sworn that for a second there my eyes had been glowing blue. I rubbed my eyes with the heels of my hands, but nothing else happened. I was still a bit groggy, maybe a little hung over, it was probably just my imagination. I shook off my nerves and pushed aside the curtain to join the others. 
 
    “Ready to go?” Maruk asked. If he had noticed anything different about me, he didn’t give any indication of it. 
 
    “Ready,” I replied.  
 
    “We can get breakfast in town,” Aerin said as we filed down the stairs and out into the cool morning air. She handed me a small leather pouch. “This is your share of the profits from the wraith bounty, don’t lose it.” 
 
    I tied the pouch to my belt and moved my cloak to cover it. “Thanks.” 
 
    “I finally have enough to order a pair of boots from Bouchard’s,” Maruk said with a wide grin as we took the winding streets up toward the market district. “He made the most gorgeous pair of white boots for the chancellor, and now everyone is absolutely rabid for them.” 
 
    “White?” Lavinia scoffed. “Are you planning on abandoning us to join a theater troupe?” 
 
    The orc rolled his eyes. “I wouldn’t expect you to appreciate Bouchard’s artistic genius, Lavinia,” he replied testily. “The only thing you care to spend money on is that bow.” 
 
    “That bow has saved your life a few times--” Lavinia started, but Aerin cut her off. 
 
    “Oh, lay off it, you two,” the elf groaned.  
 
    We turned a final corner and the main street we’d taken the previous day stretched out before us again. Thankfully, the market wasn’t as chaotic as it had been before, but there were already numerous vendors out with their carts and people running errands or browsing along the storefronts. Now that I was no longer travel-weary or quite as worried about being identified, I was able to look around and appreciate the market more.  
 
    Most of the people I saw were humans or elves, but every now and then I would pass by someone with tusks or scales, and I dropped a few copper coins into the upturned hats of a pair of dwarves who sat on the street corner and plucked the strings of an instrument that I didn’t recognize.  
 
    I peered through the windows of a bookshop that was stacked floor-to-ceiling with volumes, and the storybook on display in the window was enchanted so that the illustrations moved along with the tales they depicted. Another shop boasted the newest model of some sort of device constructed of brass fixtures and glass orbs that apparently was used in alchemy. I knew it was nothing I needed, but I couldn’t help but be fascinated, nonetheless. The longer we were there, the more I realized there was to see, and I probably could have spent the entire day marveling at it all.  
 
    My clothes might have helped me blend in, but there must have been something about me that suggested I was a tourist because the vendors and shop owners were quick to offer me all sorts of discounts that Aerin denied just as quickly. I wasn’t in danger of throwing my money away on anything frivolous, but I was glad to have her along, anyway, especially since she was able to talk the man who sold me some leather arm braces into cutting his price by a quarter. Still, as the day wore on, the pouch Aerin had given me grew noticeably lighter as I purchased more clothes, some books about magic and Ovristian history, and other necessary items for myself.  
 
    “Gabriel and I should stop by the University Tower to submit our tithes,” Aerin said when we met Lavinia and Maruk back on the street.  
 
    Aerin’s expression suggested that she’d been hoping the others wouldn’t remember that aspect of our plan, and I couldn’t say I was much more thrilled by the prospect of going to the Mage Academy, either. Even so, I knew that there was no way around it, so I nodded in response, and the four of us made our way through the market toward the sparkling tower. Lavinia and Maruk opted to wait outside while Aerin and I submitted our tithes, and now that I once again stood beneath the imposing shadow of the great glass-covered tower, I couldn’t blame them for not wanting to come in. 
 
    As Aerin and I walked up the wide, white stone path to the main entrance of the Arcane University Tower, the coil of apprehension in my gut was only made worse by the sight of my own reflection in the hundreds of mirrored panels that decorated the outside of the structure. I couldn’t say why, exactly, but it somehow made me feel as though I were being drawn in, about to be caught like a gnat on flypaper, but maybe that was just my nerves.  
 
    I tilted my head back to look at the higher stories. Instead of reflecting the sky and the tops of the buildings as I’d expected, the panels even several stories up seemed to be angled so that they would reflect the street and the people on the ground, and I only ended up looking into my own face again. I wasn’t sure how that worked given the shape of the tower, but perhaps magic was involved. In any case, I kept my eyes on the street in front of me until we were inside. 
 
    For an academic building, the Mage’s Tower certainly didn’t look like one. If anything, the wide circular room I entered with Aerin resembled the lobby of a hotel, or maybe a museum. Eight wide windows spaced at even intervals around the tower let in the daylight, and I realized that some of the panels on the outside of the building must have been two-way glass. Or, considering where I was, enchanted somehow. The floor was tiled in purple-gray marble and polished so thoroughly that it was just as reflective as the outside of the building, and I had to wonder why the mages here seemed so preoccupied with mirrors.  
 
    There were only a few other people in the room, two elves and a human, seated in the plush chairs by the windows where they conversed quietly amongst themselves. They glanced over at us when we entered but then went back to their own business without a second look, for which I was grateful.  
 
    I tried not to meet anyone’s eyes and kept my expression neutral. I knew we stood a better chance of pulling this off if we didn’t draw undue attention to ourselves. That would have been a bit easier, of course, if Aerin weren’t so fidgety. I could feel the waves of nervous energy coming off her as we crossed the lobby, and she kept looking around as though she expected the Arch-Mage himself to pop up behind us. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Gabriel,” she muttered through a strained smile. “Everything is going to be just fine, you don’t need to be nervous.” 
 
    “I’m not nervous,” I said. I was, a little, and slightly more with Aerin acting the way she was, but one of us needed to keep our wits. 
 
    Aerin didn’t appear to have heard me. “Really, this is just a formality.” Her voice had a sing-song quality. “No one will even notice us.” 
 
    I remembered how easily she had lied to the guard at the gate the day before and wondered how she could be so unhinged now. I supposed mages were more difficult to fool than guards, and we were in the belly of the beast here, so to speak, but that meant it was that much more important that Aerin regain her composure.  
 
    I stopped and put a hand on her shoulder. “Hey, seriously, are you okay?”  
 
    Aerin laughed nervously. “What-what would make you think I’m not okay? I am perfectly okay, Gabriel,” she said, loudly enough that the mages by the windows shot us a look.  
 
    I kept my voice down and made it as calm as I could. “You’re kind of freaking out, Aerin. Do you think we should do this separately?” I didn’t want to face the mages alone, but I was beginning to wonder if it might be better that way. Aerin wasn’t being exactly subtle. 
 
    “You’re freaking out!” she shot back, then bit her lip. “Sorry. I’m okay. I’m okay. I’ve just never committed perjury before, that’s all.” 
 
    “It’s going to be fine,” I told her. 
 
    “Right, of course. I know that.” She nodded. “I know that.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said, although I wasn’t quite convinced. “Let’s go.” 
 
    The center of the lobby was dominated by a twelve-foot tall steel statue of a man in long robes. His right hand was raised, and there was a lit brazier in his cupped palm, so it appeared as though he had actually summoned fire. The statue’s face was set in a serious expression, and I felt as though his stern eyes were following me as Aerin and I passed. On either side of the statue, two grand staircases led to the upper floors. The banisters had an intricate, twisting design, and the thick runners that protected the marble steps were embroidered in silver thread with what appeared to be star charts and constellations, but Aerin took us past the stairs to the single, towering desk at the back of the room. 
 
    A young man with ruffled, sandy hair sat behind the desk and leaned his head on his wrist as he pored over a large book. More books and other documents surrounded him, and I wondered if he was a receptionist or a student. Perhaps he was both, but in any case, he didn’t even look up at us until Aerin cleared her throat. 
 
    “My friend here is new to Ovrista, he needs to register with the Academy, and we’re both going to submit our tithes,” she said cheerfully. For a moment, it seemed as though she’d managed to rein in her anxiety, but when the mage looked up, Aerin went on loudly, “He’s an elementalist. He does all kinds of elemental magic-well not all kinds, of course, just the one-the one kind. His kind, because he’s an elementalist. Everything is fine with him. He’s really excited to give his tithe.” 
 
    My stomach was in knots as the man’s watery brown eyes moved slowly from Aerin to me, but then he dropped his gaze back to his book and tapped another of the volumes that lay open on the desk and contained what appeared to be a registry.  
 
    “Sign here,” he told me in a bored drawl. “Legibly.” 
 
    I took up the quill that stood in a stand by the book and wrote my name on the first available line. 
 
    “For ‘Affiliation’ you’ll put our guild name,” Aerin said with painfully forced levity, “and of course, you’re an elementalist...” She cut a quick glance to the receptionist, but he was still absorbed in his book. 
 
    I filled in the information in the corresponding spaces and returned the quill to its stand.  
 
    The young man’s eyes flicked over to the registry, and then he looked at me. “Your official documents will be sent to you via your guild within three days,” he recited with obvious disinterest. “You are required to bequeath ten percent of your mana per month to the Academy per the price of admission and membership.” His waved his hand as he went back to his book. “Up the stairs and to the left.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, but the man didn’t respond or show us any further acknowledgment as we turned from the desk and started for the stairs. 
 
    “See? I told you, no trouble at all,” Aerin said with a slight tremor in her voice. “They don’t suspect a thing.” 
 
    “Right,” I said. “Uh, Aerin, I don’t mean to be rude, but maybe you should stop talking.” 
 
    She blinked and then nodded rapidly. “Yes, good idea. That’s a good idea, Gabriel. I should--” 
 
    “Aerin.” 
 
    She bit her lip and nodded again, but didn’t say anything else as we headed up the first set of stairs. 
 
    I only glimpsed the hall lined with countless doors as Aerin ushered me through the first on the left as the receptionist had instructed. The room we entered had the same marble floor and dark wood furniture as the lobby, but the attendant who awaited us behind the desk there was a stern-looking woman with streaks of gray in her black hair. She almost looked like a statue the way she sat so rigidly at the desk, but as she waited, she drummed her long fingers on the surface of another registry book and her eyes narrowed slightly when she saw us. 
 
    She didn’t waste any time. “Names?” she asked in a clipped tone. 
 
    “Vanynor, Aerin,” Aerin answered. She was still practically vibrating with anxiety, but at least she had managed not to launch into another speech about me being an elementalist. 
 
    The woman flipped through the tome before her and made a mark on one of the lines. Then she stood and walked over to a silver-and-glass instrument that stood on a tripod by the desk. I had never seen anything like it. A large glass orb was suspended between several metal bands which were etched with foreign symbols and writing.  
 
    Aerin joined the woman before the instrument and placed her hand on the surface of the glass ball. As soon as she did, the light of her mana began to flow from her chest down her arm through her palm to collect inside the orb, but the sound that accompanied it wasn’t the gentle musical notes I’d heard when she’d used her magic before. Instead, it was more like the sound of water going out of a drain, and for some reason, it made me nervous. I watched as the light in her chest faded until the stern-faced woman nodded and Aerin stepped back.  
 
    “Initial here,” the woman instructed. 
 
    Aerin scratched her initials on the page where the attendant had indicated, and then it was my turn. The woman’s sharp black eyes met mine.  
 
    “Your name?” 
 
    “Gabriel,” I answered quickly. “Er - Vega. Gabriel Vega.” 
 
    “He’s new,” Aerin said with a wide smile.  
 
    “I just registered,” I added quickly, before Aerin could say anything else. 
 
    The woman looked from me to Aerin with a sour expression, and I couldn’t tell if she was annoyed with us, specifically, or if she just always looked as though she’d just stepped into a puddle and soaked her socks, but she said nothing as she flipped through the book to the back and wrote my name on a free line before she walked over to the metal instrument again. 
 
    Aerin had assured me before that there was nothing to worry about, but her anxiety now was somewhat infectious, and my gut twisted up as I approached the device and my thoughts buzzed. Would it hurt? What if it didn’t work since I was a manipulator? What if it did work but it gave me away somehow? Aerin had said it wouldn’t, but if all the manipulators were killed, how could she be sure? 
 
    The woman cleared her throat and pulled me from my thoughts, and I offered her a placating smile as I placed my hand on the glass as Aerin had. She didn’t smile back. 
 
    Immediately, I heard that sound again, like water going down a drain, but this time, I felt the pull against my mana as it was drawn into the orb. It felt like the air was being sucked out of my lungs, and my heart began to beat faster. Dark spots clouded at the edges of my vision and a sudden wave of nausea threatened to overwhelm me, but I couldn’t move. It was as though an electric current held me rooted in place while this thing sucked the life out of me. Nerves turned to fear and I could only form one thought: I didn’t want to do this.  
 
    As soon as I’d thought it, the draining sound quieted and I felt the pulling sensation lessen.  
 
    The woman frowned, and when I met Aerin’s eyes, she looked scared shitless. As soon as I saw the elf’s expression, I knew I’d done something wrong. Had I interrupted the process somehow? How was that even possible? 
 
    The woman leaned forward and adjusted some of the metal bands on the instrument, her brow pinched.  
 
    I wanted to walk away, to leave and never set foot in this place again, but I knew that wasn’t an option, so I swallowed and tried to relax.  
 
    I felt the pull again and heard the draining sound swell in my ears in competition with the hammering of my heart, but after a few more moments, the woman nodded and I was allowed to step back. 
 
    She adjusted the bands on her instrument again and then turned her sharp eyes to me, and I wondered if she guessed that I’d had anything to do with the device’s malfunction, but after several long seconds, she merely sniffed, muttered something about a lack of funds for modern equipment, and led me back to the desk with the registry book. 
 
    “Initial,” she instructed me.  
 
    My hand shook slightly as I penned a G and a V onto the line next to my name, but then Aerin took my arm and guided me back out into the hall.  
 
    “Are you alright?” the elf asked. She still had her hand wrapped around my arm, and her eyes were wide with alarm. “You look pale.” 
 
    My mouth was dry, but I didn’t feel as though I was in danger of passing out or anything, so I nodded. 
 
    “The first time is a little weird for everybody,” Aerin said. “You get used to it.”  
 
    I wasn’t sure I wanted to get used to it, but I was in no mood to argue right then, so I just nodded again, and Aerin gave me an encouraging smile. 
 
    “Some food will help,” she said, and for her part, she seemed significantly calmer now that we were on our way out of the tower. “Let’s go find Lavinia and Maruk.” 
 
    “Okay,” I sighed as I felt my tense muscles start to relax. 
 
    “See? Nothing to worry about! They had no clue.” The beautiful elf woman laughed. 
 
    “Uhh, you seemed pretty concerned in ther--” 
 
    “Pffft!” she scoffed. “I was fine, and wasn’t at all worried about losing the best money-making asset that any guild in the entire world would have killed to have-- oh look! There are our friends!” 
 
    The others were waiting on benches outside the University Tower, and they stood when Aerin and I approached. 
 
    Now that we had taken care of all our necessary shopping and errands, Maruk insisted on going to that cordwainer’s shop that he had mentioned earlier. It was closer to the city center than the shops that we had been visiting, which I learned by now meant that it also generally catered to a higher class of customer. The crowds thinned, and our small group became somewhat more conspicuous among the richly clad pedestrians that looked down their noses at us when they deigned to glance in our direction. I didn’t really care, but I noticed that Maruk stood up a little straighter and smoothed back his hair whenever someone looked over at him. 
 
    If we were getting snobbish looks out on the street, they nearly turned into outright glares once we entered Bouchard’s. The doorway was low and narrow, clearly designed with humans in mind, and Maruk had to duck awkwardly to get through.  
 
    The rich smell of leather and polish hit my nose at once, but when I looked around the shop, it wasn’t the rows of boots that caught my eye, but the group of people in matching blue scarves who stood and spoke to the old man behind the counter. It was that guild from yesterday and the mage Lavinia hated, Ren.  
 
    “Maybe Lavinia, Gabriel, and I should wait outside--” Aerin started to suggest, but Ren had finished his conversation, and his face spread into another of those false smiles when he saw us.  
 
    “Well, I didn’t know Foxes came to places like this,” he said. He cast a glance to Maruk, who was forced to duck his head slightly due to the height of the ceiling. “You’re a long way from that ratty little tavern by the wall.” 
 
    Aerin preemptively put a hand on Lavinia’s arm. “We got a good profit from the wraith,” the elf said. “I don’t see why that concerns you.” 
 
    Ren turned his blue eyes on her and crossed his arms. “I’ll tell you why it concerns me, Red,” he said. “See, we were talking, and we think that even with your amazing new mage friend from Kassal, you shouldn’t have been able to take that wraith.” 
 
    “I guess that explains why you Stewards aren’t known for your intelligence,” Lavinia replied with a level glare. “Unlike you, we actually get results when we take a bounty, but you’re still looking for that enchanted medallion, aren’t you? Didn’t you take that bounty two months ago?” 
 
    Ren’s hand curled into a fist as he glared back. “Like you’d do any better.” 
 
    “Afraid to find out?” Lavinia sneered. 
 
    Ren was silent for a moment, and I kept my eye on his clenched fist, worried he might throw a punch, but at last, he just said, “Let’s prove which of us is the better guild, then. A bounty went up today to retrieve an artifact from the Shadow Delves. If you get it first, I’ll give you the rights to the medallion bounty, too, but if we win, you hand over your charter and disband your guild.” 
 
    Before any of us could say anything, Lavinia raised her chin and stuck out her hand. “Deal.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    “Have you completely lost your mind?” Aerin demanded. We stood on the street outside the shop where Aerin had dragged Lavinia out by the arm as soon as Ren and his posse had left. “You can’t just make that decision for us! Gods, Lavinia, ever since Thom--”  
 
    “Aerin--” Maruk interrupted in a warning tone.  
 
    The elf rounded on him. “You can’t possibly agree with this!” This block may not have been as crowded as the other section of the market, but Aerin’s outrage was turning the heads of the passersby. 
 
    The orc looked supremely uncomfortable, his brow bent in a nervous frown as he looked around. “We can discuss it back at home,” he said in a low voice. 
 
    I was surprised when Aerin turned to me, obviously wondering if I would back her up. I wasn’t sure how I felt yet about the deal Lavinia had made, but I knew it wouldn’t help to cause a scene here.  
 
    “Maruk is right,” I said with a glance to the orc, “we shouldn’t talk about it here.” 
 
     Aerin looked betrayed, but when she realized she was outnumbered, her shoulders slumped, and she let out a frustrated sigh. She said nothing else, but she hung back slightly while Maruk led our small party back through the market. Lavinia wasn’t up to talking either, but I could sense the tension between the two women like an electric charge in the air.  
 
    I considered what had just happened. Obviously, Lavinia and Ren had some sort of history, and I guessed that the animosity between them had to do with more than simple competitive rivalry. Maybe it had something to do with Thom, since Aerin had mentioned their old guild leader, too. I could only speculate about that, though, and I didn’t think now was the best time to ask, so I focused instead on what Lavinia’s deal would mean for us.  
 
    We had entered a race to collect a bounty, and it was a race we had to win or else we’d forfeit our guild. This was all still so new to me, but it seemed like we’d done well against the wraith, well enough, at least, that Ren had felt threatened by our success. His guild, the Stewards, Lavinia had called them, had almost twice the people that we did, but that wasn’t necessarily an advantage, but I didn’t know enough about the bounty in question or Ren and his guild to judge our odds beyond that.  
 
    At last, we reached the Magpie and shuffled up the stairs to our apartment. Despite her earlier outburst, Aerin didn’t seem inclined to reignite the discussion and dropped into her hammock in stony silence while Lavinia stood by the door with her arms crossed. 
 
    I exchanged a glance with Maruk, who looked as though he’d rather be anywhere else, but then he said with some hesitation, “I suppose we ought to discuss what we’re going to do now.” 
 
    “It’s a little late for that, don’t you think?” Aerin snapped. “Lavinia already took it upon herself to wager our charter.” She shot a glare to Lavinia who pointedly ignored it. 
 
    “Couldn’t we just contact Ren and renegotiate?” I asked. “It’s just a bet, right?” 
 
    “Honor is important among the guilds,” Maruk explained with a shake of his head. “If it seems like we’re trying to go back on our agreement, it’ll look like we’re unreliable or cowardly. I have no doubt Ren is already spreading the news to the other guilds. Our reputation would be damaged if we refused to follow through on the original terms.” 
 
    It still seemed imprudent to me to favor our pride over our charter, and my hesitation must have shown on my face because Maruk went on. 
 
    “Most bounties are posted in the charter hall for any guild to try to claim,” he said, “but sometimes specific guilds with good reputations are offered the rights to a bounty directly, and they usually pay better than those that are publicly available. If we want to have a future, we can’t really afford to lose face on this.” 
 
    So we didn’t have much of a choice. Aerin’s anger made more sense to me now, but I knew that getting upset wasn’t going to help. “Okay, so let’s figure out what our next step is,” I said, careful to keep my tone neutral.  
 
    Aerin leaned forward with a frown. “I think Lavinia owes the rest of us an apology first.” 
 
    Lavinia glared into the empty air in an obvious effort to avoid eye contact with any of us, but after a few tense seconds, her red eyes cut to me, then Maruk, and finally Aerin, and she blew out a short sigh through her nose. “Alright, I’m sorry,” she said quickly. “I was angry at Ren, but I shouldn’t have made the bet without asking you.” 
 
    “No, you shouldn’t have,” Aerin agreed as she swung out of her hammock and came to stand with the rest of us, “but we’re in this now, so we’d better get to work. For all we know, Ren and the Stewards are already preparing to leave the city.” 
 
    “I’ll go to the office to pick up a copy of the bounty information,” Lavinia offered.  
 
    “I’ll go with you,” Maruk said, and Lavinia nodded. 
 
    “The cave network in the Shadow Delves is hundreds of miles long and infested with unholy things,” Aerin said with a shake of her head. “No doubt that’s why Ren picked that bounty. We’ll need to get some maps that show the safe passages.” She cast me a glance. “Gabriel and I can look for some while you two go to the office.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” I agreed.  
 
    “We can do this,” Lavinia said confidently. “We’re the better guild, and we’ll prove it.” She stuck out her hand in a fist, and Maruk put his fist on top of hers, and then Aerin and I followed suit.  
 
    After Lavinia and Maruk had left, Aerin and I flipped through some of the books I had bought to see if any of them mentioned the Shadow Delves, but all we found was a brief mention of the caves in a chapter about salamanders in a book about magical creatures. According to the book, a rare species of salamander could be found in the northeastern part of the caverns, but the author strongly advised against venturing beyond the underground pools where the salamanders lived lest one fall prey to the more dangerous beasts that made their homes further down. There were some illustrations of wyrm-like creatures surrounded by bones and spiders as large as full-grown men, but little other information besides the warning.  
 
    “I wouldn’t have expected much,” Aerin said when I closed the book. “Maps of the Shadow Delves are rare since they’re so dangerous to travel through.” 
 
    I frowned. “Don’t people make copies?” 
 
    “We did at first, but due to magical forces and cave-ins and that sort of thing, almost all the older maps are useless now. The routes have changed. It won’t be easy to get our hands on a recent copy, but I have an idea of where to look first. Let’s go.” 
 
    I set the book on the edge of my bed and followed Aerin’s lively steps back downstairs and outside. I expected her to turn left on the way back toward the market, but instead, she went right past the locksmith’s shop and into a part of the city I hadn’t seen before.  
 
    Mismatched buildings crowded in tight on either side of the narrow cobbled street, and their old frames leaned forward so much that the overhangs of their roofs almost touched in places and left only a thin strip of sky between them to provide any light. Tepid water swelled over the confines of the gutters, and I was careful to pick my way over the numerous puddles of it in the road as we passed, though Aerin maintained a quick pace.  
 
    “Where are we going?” I asked after a few minutes when the view didn’t change. I trusted Aerin, but all of these places appeared to be abandoned. Cobwebs clustered in the eaves and there were no lights that I could see through any of the windows.  
 
    The elf threw a mischievous sort of grin over her shoulder. “The black market,” she said. “Don’t mention it to Maruk, though, okay? He doesn’t think we should ‘befoul our good name by associating ourselves with criminals.’“ Her imitation of the orc’s accent was uncanny. “It’s not like I make a habit of it, but the Shadow Delves have been pretty much abandoned by the government and higher society. The only people who go down there now are the ones with nothing to lose, so we have a better chance of finding a good map here.” 
 
    “Got it,” I promised, and I crossed my heart.  
 
    Aerin’s grin faded slightly. “Just, uh, you know, keep one hand on your money,” she advised. 
 
    Aerin led me another few blocks down, then we turned into a narrow alleyway crowded with broken barrels that spit us out into the black market. The whole space was set up in what had been an empty lot but was now covered in tarps and carts laden with merchandise. It was easily as crowded as the shops this morning had been, but by the look of it, there were no permanent fixtures here. I suspected that the entire black market could vanish into the surrounding streets in a matter of seconds if an alarm were to be sounded.  
 
    For the most part, there didn’t seem to be much of a difference between the items that were sold here and elsewhere, at least to my eye, and I wondered what constituted contraband in this world. One vendor measured out pouches of bone powder on a scale, another displayed lengths of colorful fabric which he claimed were imbued with various enchantments. There were animals here, too, dragons the size of Chihuahuas with little muzzles over their noses, plump toads covered in warty, mustard-yellow skin that called out in reedy croaks, and in one large, gilded cage, a striking red bird with a long, peacock-like tail that I guessed was a phoenix.  
 
    Aerin wove through the throng to a small cart tucked into a corner that was attended to by a small man with large, pointed ears that sprouted from either side of his head and a small, pug-like nose. Unlike many of the vendors who appeared to more or less sell one type of thing, be those alchemical ingredients or enchanted housewares, his cart was full of a seemingly random collection of objects, and he hadn’t even bothered to put up a sign to advertise his wares. 
 
    “Skinner, you’re looking well,” Aerin greeted brightly.  
 
    The vendor flashed a toothy grin. “If isn’t my favorite elf,” he said. “Got anything for me today, Aerin?” 
 
    “Actually, my friend and I are looking to buy,” Aerin replied with a nod to me. “We need a map to the Shadow Delves.” 
 
    Skinner’s patchy eyebrows went up. “Oh, you too?” 
 
    Aerin frowned. “What do you mean, ‘us too?’“ 
 
    I could guess, however, and I was sure Aerin could as well. We knew who else might be looking for a map. 
 
    “A mage came by earlier asking around for maps to the Shadow Delves. Real prick, nose all turned up the whole time he was here. I didn’t have any, but I think he got one from Travers.”  
 
    Aerin pursed her lips.  
 
    “I do have some documents on Ender Caverns if you’re interested,” Skinner offered, but Aerin shook her head.  
 
    “Not now, but thanks,” she said. She sounded dejected.  
 
    “Maybe this Travers person has more copies,” I suggested. “We could at least ask.” I knew Aerin wasn’t just worried about actually getting ahold of the maps though. The race had begun, and it looked like Ren was already in the lead.  
 
    The elf nodded and waved farewell to Skinner as we picked our way over to another vendor, a tall, dark-haired man with an eyepatch over his left eye. He didn’t seem as excited to see us as Skinner had, and in fact, he met us with a silent glare when we approached. 
 
    In an attempt to mitigate his foul mood, Aerin put on one of her friendly smiles. “I heard you had maps to the Shadow Delves,” she said.  
 
    The man’s eye flicked from Aerin to me warily. “Might,” he replied gruffly, “but not for you.” 
 
    “Why not for us?” I asked, confused. 
 
    “We can pay a fair price,” Aerin insisted by my side. 
 
    The man crossed his arms. “Was warned about you. Heard you pay well and then the money disappears the next day.” 
 
    “Who told you that?” Aerin demanded. 
 
    “Mage who came through here,” Travers replied. “Said to expect you and said you’d try to double-cross me.” 
 
    “And you’re just going to believe him?” Aerin asked. “Come on, you don’t even know him. I have a reputation--” 
 
    “Yeah, I know you,” Travers interrupted. “You’re that fast-talking elf, and you don’t have any business with me so you’d best be moving along.” 
 
    Aerin opened her mouth to protest, but the vendor held up a hand before she could get a word out. “Go on,” he growled, “before I make you leave.” 
 
    I could feel Travers’ glare against our backs even as we turned away and moved off into the crowd. 
 
    “That bastard!” Aerin kicked a rock, and it hit one of the dragon-seller’s cages. The tiny dragon inside began to shriek and writhe around, which excited the others around it until all the dragons were hissing and rattling their cages. The vendor shot us a dirty look, so I guided Aerin quickly back toward the alley.  
 
    “You don’t think anyone else here might have a map?” I asked when we had some relative privacy.  
 
    Aerin shook her head. “Skinner would know, and he’d have told me,” she said helplessly.  
 
    I stared at the grimy cobbles beneath our feet and considered our options. “Maybe we can get someone else to buy the maps for us,” I suggested.  
 
    Aerin leaned against the wall and tucked a strand of red hair behind her ear. I’d thought it was a good idea, but she didn’t seem to agree. “No one here would do it as a favor, and they can smell desperation a mile away, they’ll just try to take advantage. We’ll still need to buy food and other supplies for the Shadow Delves, so we can’t afford to pay anyone off to get the map for us on top of Travers’ price for it.” 
 
    “There has to be a way,” I said, as I stared into her eyes. Neither of us said anything for a few moments, but then she opened her mouth. 
 
    “Well…” she started, and then her eyes lit up. “We might be able to trade up to the map. I have a pair of enchanted gloves that this elf, Tobias, has been trying to buy from me forever. Now, he wouldn’t trade them for the map directly, but I know his guild just took a bounty for this old warlock who had a bunch of books about dragons. If he gives us a few of those, I could trade them to a merchant I know in exchange for one of her potion recipes--” 
 
    Just then, someone behind us cleared their throat, and Aerin and I turned at once to face a bright-eyed young woman. She looked quite out of place against the dull gray backdrop of the alley. Her hair was pure white and tied up in a colorful scarf, and she wore a fringed turquoise shawl over her shoulders and a long, patterned skirt that brushed over the stones. Beaded bracelets ran almost halfway up her tan forearms, and her pointed ears were pierced in multiple places.  
 
    “I couldn’t help but overhear, you need a map?” Her accent didn’t sound like anything I had heard so far in this world, but her voice had a pleasant, musical quality to it.  
 
    Aerin looked her over warily. “To the Shadow Delves,” she confirmed. “Do you have one?” 
 
    The stranger frowned sympathetically, but there was still a cheerful sort of light in her eyes, which I noticed were violet. “I’m afraid not, but I would be willing to buy the map for you in return for a small favor.” 
 
    Aerin and I exchanged a look.  
 
    “What kind of favor?” I asked.  
 
    The stranger smiled at me. “Well, you’re obviously adventurers. What I would ask is not unlike the usual sort of bounties you’d collect, I’m sure. There’s a creature that resides in the Diru Wilds called the Dovar-cu, and its blood is a highly potent alchemical ingredient. If you bring me back a vial of the blood, I’ll trade the map for it.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows at Aerin in silent question. I didn’t know if this was the sort of thing we should run by Lavinia and Maruk before we agreed to it or not, or if we could even trust this stranger.  
 
    I guessed Aerin was considering that as well because she regarded the other woman with an appraising frown for a few seconds.  
 
    “I haven’t seen you around here before,” Aerin said. “Who are you?” 
 
    “My name is Magdalena,” the stranger replied. If she was offended at all by our wariness of her, she didn’t show it, and her smile remained friendly. “I’m an alchemist from Morelia, I’ve only just moved here.”  
 
    I was surprised when Aerin turned to me. “What do you think, Gabriel?” 
 
    If these maps were as important as Aerin said they were to our success, possibly even necessary to our survival, it seemed like a fair trade, and it was simpler than Aerin’s other plan. My only concern was how much time we could afford to spend on this mission.  
 
    “How far is the Diru Wilds from here?” I asked. 
 
    Aerin ran a hand through her hair. “Just over a day’s walk.” 
 
    So assuming we left first thing in the morning and found the Dovar-cu right away, that would put us about two days behind Ren, at best. That was a pretty substantial head start, but it didn’t seem as though we had any other way of getting our hands on a map.  
 
    I glanced to Magdalena, who awaited our decision patiently. I didn’t get the sense that she was trying to cheat us, more that she needed our help as much as we needed hers.  
 
    “I think we should do it,” I said finally.  
 
    Aerin nodded in solemn agreement. “We’ll get you the blood,” she said. 
 
    Magdalena clapped her hands. “Wonderful! Bring it here to the market, and you’ll have your map.” She shook Aerin’s hand and then mine, and without further farewell, she slipped into the crowd and disappeared.  
 
    Aerin watched her go with a frown and turned to me. “Did she seem sort of strange to you?” she asked hesitantly.  
 
    “Three days ago, I met a goddess who told me I had magical powers and transported me to another world, so my threshold of amazement is pretty high right now,” I admitted. Nothing about Magdalena had really stood out to me more than anything else I’d experienced lately.  
 
    Aerin gave a surprised little laugh and shook her head. “Right, sorry, it’s just... I don’t know, I keep forgetting you’re not from here. I feel like--” She broke off and looked quickly out at the market, her cheeks tinged with a blush.  
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “You’re probably going to think it’s ridiculous,” Aerin protested as she waved me away.  
 
    “I promise I won’t,” I said. “What is it?” 
 
    She met my eyes again, and her blush had reached her ears. “You being here with me, with all of us feels so natural, like it was meant to be.” Now that she had started talking, she didn’t seem able to stop, and her words came out in a nervous rush. “I don’t know what sort of gods you have in California or if you believe in destiny or anything like that, but I don’t think Theira chose you by chance. I think you were always meant to come here. Lavinia doesn’t believe in fate, and maybe you think it’s silly, too--” 
 
    I sensed that she was beginning to spiral somewhat and stopped her. “I don’t think it’s silly,” I said honestly. “Actually, since I got here, I’ve been thinking the same thing.”  
 
    Aerin looked startled. “Really?” 
 
    I smiled at her. “Really.” 
 
    Aerin smiled back and smoothed out her tunic, then gave her head an abrupt shake as she seemed to come back to herself. “Uh, we should go back and tell Lavinia and Maruk about the Dovar-cu and the blood and everything,” she said quickly.  
 
    “Do you think they’ll object?” I asked. Now that we’d made the deal, I wondered how similar our arrangement with Magdalena was to Lavinia’s competition with Ren. Should we have waited to consult the others? 
 
    Aerin seemed to have guessed at my reservations. “This is different,” she insisted. “We need the map, and this is the only way we can get it. They’ll understand that.” 
 
    I hoped she was right as we slipped back out of the alley and made our way through the winding streets back to the Magpie. The early afternoon heat had passed away, and the air was cool beneath the long shadows of the old buildings. Although the sun had yet to set, I could see the rising moon through the narrow strip of sky above us.  
 
    Aerin followed my gaze upward. “That’s the moon,” she said. “It’s like the sun, but you can only see it at night.” 
 
    “Uh, yeah, we have that where I’m from,” I said with a laugh. 
 
    Aerin stopped and turned pink all the way to the tips of her ears. “Of course you do,” she groaned as she ran a hand over her face. 
 
    Impulsively, I reached out and took her hand, and she blinked in surprise.  
 
    “It’s okay, I appreciate that you’re trying to make me feel welcome here, Aerin,” I told her. “A lot of this is really strange to me.” 
 
    Aerin laughed nervously. “Well, maybe I should just let you ask questions,” she said. “I’ll answer as best I can.” 
 
    We began to walk again, still hand in hand. Now that I had the opportunity, I wasn’t really sure what to ask first. “How many gods do you have?” 
 
    “Me, personally, or how many are there total?” she asked. 
 
    “Both.” 
 
    “I’m officially devoted to Evarun,” she answered, “but I pray to Theira and Yotria regularly, too. Yotria is the goddess of wealth and a patron to merchants. There are thirty-eight elven gods, but both humans and elves pray to them. The humans used to have a lot of gods, but lately, around Ovrista, they just worship two, Astria and Otrein. Ladonae don’t tend to be religious, but some of them convert. I’m not sure about orcs, you’ll have to ask Maruk. As for everyone else, it depends on where you go.” 
 
    I remembered her skill in the market when she mentioned Yotria. “Were you a merchant before you joined the guild?” 
 
    “My parents were,” she answered. “We were from a small village out east. They wanted me and my sisters to take over the family business, but I wanted to travel. Joining a guild seemed like a good way to do that, so I came to Ovrista.” 
 
    “Do you miss them?” 
 
    She thought about that for a moment. “Sometimes,” she admitted, her voice low. “I’d like to visit sometime, but I wouldn’t go back permanently. I’m happy here.”  
 
    She turned to me suddenly with a concerned look. “I made a choice, but you got swept up in all of this. Are you... I mean, do you like it here?” 
 
    “Theira asked me if I wanted to come,” I told her with a reassuring smile, “and I’m glad I did.” 
 
    By then, we had reached the Magpie, and we untangled our hands before we went inside. As evening set in, the tavern was already filling up, and we waved at Nesta as we headed up the stairs. 
 
    Lavinia and Maruk had already returned, and they looked up expectantly when Aerin and I walked in.  
 
    “There you are,” the orc said. “We passed through the market on the way back thinking we might run into you, but we couldn’t find you.” 
 
    “Oh, you must have just missed us,” Aerin said quickly.  
 
    “Did you get the map?” Lavinia asked, one brow arched.  
 
    “We know how to get it,” Aerin replied.  
 
    Lavinia frowned. “What are you saying, Aerin?” 
 
    “We met an alchemist who will trade us the map for some ingredients she needs,” the elf answered. “We just have to go to the Diru Wilds to pick them up.” 
 
    “She didn’t want, I don’t know, money?” Lavinia asked. 
 
    “Obviously if she wanted money, I’d have just bought the map,” Aerin said testily as she dropped into her hammock. It creaked gently as it swung. “Look, it won’t be much trouble. We can leave first thing tomorrow and be back the next evening.” 
 
    “We’ll have more money for supplies,” Maruk said with an appealing look to Lavinia.  
 
    Lavinia looked to me, and I realized she was waiting for my input as well. I shrugged. “I think it’s a good trade,” I said.  
 
    The archer pursed her lips and leaned back on her bed. “Alright then,” she said, “We’ll head out first thing in the morning.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    We were up the next morning before the sun rose while Ovrista was still shrouded in a chilly mist and the streets were quiet. Nesta saw us out and gave each of us a freshly baked roll studded with nuts for breakfast on the road as we left.  
 
    We saw no one until we reached the main street, and then we passed a few vendors with their carts who came into the city early to get the best spots in the market and a pair of fishermen who were coming back from a nearby lake with their catch. 
 
    We had brought enough food for a few days just to be safe, but Lavinia had mapped out the most efficient route we could take through the wilds to reach the Dovar-cu’s river. She determined that if we took a detour through a section of the forest instead of following the road, we could cut our journey almost in half. If Maruk or Aerin had any objections to that slight change in our plans, they were too tired to voice them, and as for me, I didn’t see any harm in the idea. We had packed light, so if a short hike through the woods could save us time, I had no problem with it. 
 
    As we left the great walls of Ovrista behind and started for the forest to the south, the sleepy quiet of the city was replaced by a chorus of birdsong and the dew-covered grass glittered in the light of the rising sun. The air was fresh, sweet, and invigorating, and despite Ren’s attempt to sabotage us yesterday, I felt hopeful now. Our guild was smaller, but that meant we could move more quickly, and now that he thought he had the advantage, Ren might not be in much of a hurry.  
 
    I slung my pack over my shoulder and retrieved the slip of paper Lavinia had given me with the details of the Shadow Delves bounty. I had already studied what little information we had been supplied with when I’d read it over the previous night, but I wanted to commit it to memory, just in case. It wouldn’t do for us to go through all that trouble only to return with the wrong items. Thankfully, while it seemed as though there were several languages used in Ovrista, the bounty documents were written in an alphabet and language that I understood. I couldn’t say how, exactly, since I knew it wasn’t English, but I supposed that Theira had gifted me with some knowledge of the common tongue when she’d brought me here. 
 
    The paper showed simply that it was an open bounty for any guild to claim, and that the treasure we needed to bring back to fulfill the bounty would be located in the northwestern section of the cavern network. There was a map that showed where the entrance to the Delves was but, of course, no map of the caves themselves. Finally, there was a written description and a drawing of the chest we were meant to find as well as a list of the various artifacts that it contained, all of which had to be delivered in order to fulfill the bounty. I reviewed the drawings and the list until I was sure I had memorized all of it, down to the decorative design on the chest’s heavy padlock, then folded the paper and returned it to my bag.  
 
    By then, the sun had truly risen, and the road had taken us to the edge of the forest. Maruk and Aerin had perked up at last and chatted quietly behind me while Lavinia set the pace a few steps ahead. She’d been her usual quiet and determined self all morning, but I noticed that there was something subtly different about her now that we were away from civilization, a slightly more relaxed set to her shoulders, like she felt more at home here beneath the swaying green canopy of leaves than in Ovrista’s streets. I remembered what the beautiful dragon-woman had told me that first morning about how she’d been rejected by humans and elves throughout her life, and it made sense that she would be more at ease out here.  
 
    Suddenly the archer stopped and turned back to us. “We should break off here,” she said, “and head southwest toward the river.” 
 
    The forest on either side looked exactly the same to me as it had the last few miles, but Lavinia sounded confident that this was the best place to make our detour, so I didn’t object. 
 
    Now that he was fully awake, however, Maruk seemed less agreeable to the plan and eyed the undergrowth warily. “Are you sure this is a good idea? The roads were built for a reason after all.” 
 
    Lavinia frowned. “Oh, come on, Maruk,” she said, “don’t get cold feet now. I know exactly where we are. There’s nothing out here but rabbits and squirrels.” 
 
    “We don’t have any time to waste,” Aerin added. “This way is faster.” 
 
    The orc looked between the two of them and then, beseechingly, to me.  
 
    I shrugged and glanced to Aerin. “I agree, we should take the shortcut.” 
 
    Maruk sighed. “Very well, let us trample through the wilderness like mindless savages without a care for the condition of our clothing, hair, or footwear, then,” he grumbled as he adjusted his pack on his huge shoulders. 
 
    “See? I knew you’d come around,” Lavinia chuckled, and then she moved as silently and easily through the undergrowth as she had on the road. I went next, and although I tried to follow Lavinia’s path exactly, I lacked the ranger’s natural grace and had a harder time in navigating the twisting roots and clumps of ferns in my way. Aerin and Maruk followed after, and by the sound of it, the two of them were having an even more difficult time than I was. Every now and then, Maruk would mutter something under his breath about treacherous vines or ticks, but he carried on nonetheless. 
 
    The forest grew denser the further we got from the road, but even with the shade provided by the thick canopy overhead, my shirt soon clung to my back because of the sweat, and I couldn’t imagine how Aerin and Maruk must feel in their armor. I was grateful when we reached a small clearing and stopped for a rest, but while the rest of us sat in the grass and passed around a canteen of water, Lavinia paced and consulted her map.  
 
    “Two more miles to the river from here,” she reported with a glance over her shoulder at the three of us. A small smile quirked up at the corner of her mouth. “If you think you can make it.” 
 
    Aerin poured a bit of water into her cupped hand and splashed it over the back of her neck. Instead of responding to Lavinia, she turned to me with a tired smile.  
 
    “Ignore her,” she said, loudly enough for Lavinia to hear. “She thinks she’s being funny and forgetting that she shouldn’t tease the person who heals her.” 
 
    I accepted the canteen when Aerin offered it to me and took a drink. Between the warm sun overhead and the steady drone of insects all around, I wouldn’t have minded a nap right here in the grass, but I made myself stand instead. 
 
    “Speaking of healing,” I said, “how dangerous is this Dovar-cu?” One of the books I picked up the day before was an illustrated guide to many of the magical creatures in the area, but when I checked last night, it had no mention of the creature Magdalena has sent us to find. 
 
    Aerin shrugged. “I’ve never seen one, only heard stories growing up,” she answered. “They say it’s as big as a pony and has rows of sharp teeth and glowing eyes, but that’s just the sort of thing parents tell their children to keep them from playing in the river alone, you know? It’s probably some kind of water rat.” She stood and stretched. “Nothing we can’t handle, anyway.” 
 
    Maruk got to his feet as well. “Ah, wonderful, more rats. I really didn’t see enough of them at Kildon.” 
 
    “Let’s just get this over with so we can get that map,” Lavinia said. 
 
    As before, the archer took the lead through the forest while the rest of us trailed behind. I wasn’t sure exactly how far we had gone though I didn’t think it had been two miles when Lavinia stopped short and swiftly and silently drew her bow and nocked an arrow. When she looked back at us, the light in her red eyes was intense.  
 
    “There’s someone up ahead,” she mouthed.  
 
    It took several seconds for me to make out the vague shape of a person far ahead through the trees as they were clothed in robes of mottled green that blended almost perfectly with the surrounding foliage. To my surprise, they hadn’t appeared to have noticed us yet, though, except for Lavinia, we hadn’t been exactly stealthy.  
 
    Lavinia crept forward again with her bow at the ready, and after a moment, I followed as quietly as I could.  
 
    We had only gone another few yards when the stranger turned to us. Their face was covered in a sort of mask fashioned from the skull of a deer, and a mass of willow branches hung about their shoulders like hair, and the light of their mana glowed purple in their chest.  
 
    Although I couldn’t see the person’s face, there was no question that they had seen us, and I could see the rigidity of fear in their posture as they took in our weapons, but after a few tense seconds, they raised one hand in greeting.  
 
    Lavinia kept her fingers on her bowstring as we made our way over to the stranger. I wrapped my hand around the hilt of my dagger beneath my cloak, but as we approached, the stranger lifted their mask and smiled at us. The man beneath the mask had a long, pale face and a scraggly brown beard. Waves of unruly brown hair shot through with streaks of gray fell around his shoulders, but there was something distinctly youthful about his green eyes.  
 
    “Well met, travelers,” he said warmly, and he spread his hands in a gesture of greeting. The willow branches attached to his mask trailed on the ground as he did so, and I realized that the dark soil had been turned up all around him like he’d been kicking it up. “It’s unusual to see anyone out here, much less...” he trailed off as he searched for an appropriate description, “adventurers such as yourselves,” he finished finally. 
 
    “I was thinking the same thing,” Lavinia replied. She didn’t return the man’s smile. “Who are you?” Her gaze flicked over the dozens of tiny mounds of earth behind the man. “What are you doing out here?” 
 
    “My name is Allowen,” the man answered patiently. “As for what I am doing--” His smile became somewhat sheepish, “--I lost something around here some time ago. A ring. It belonged to my late wife. I’d hoped I might find it at last, but it seems such good fortune alludes me.” 
 
    “You lost a ring out here?” Aerin asked with a suspicious frown. 
 
    If Allowen noticed the elf’s wariness, however, he didn’t show it. “I live nearby,” he explained. “This used to be my wife’s favorite place to gather berries. She insisted they grew sweeter here than anywhere else in the forest. I thought perhaps I might have lost the ring when I visited a few days past.”  
 
    His brow bent in a mournful expression, and he sighed. “It appears I was wrong, but how may I help you four? If you’re lost, I’d be more than happy to show you the way back to the road.” 
 
    “We’re not lost,” Lavinia replied. “What’s with that mask?” 
 
    For the first time, the man seemed startled by her abruptness, but his smile was quick to return. “Ah, that’s nothing more than the superstitions of an eccentric old man. It’s meant to keep the puca away. I am sorry if I frightened you.” His eyes flicked to Lavinia’s bow and the arrow that was still trained on him. “If you’re not lost, perhaps there’s something else I could help you with?” 
 
    I didn’t know what a puca was or if a mask like that could effectively keep it away, but Lavinia lowered her bow and relaxed her arm.  
 
    “We’re looking for a Dovar-cu,” the archer replied. “There’s supposed to be one around here.”  
 
    Allowen looked pleased. “There is indeed. The river isn’t far from here, but you must have traveled far, and that’s an elusive little beast. Why don’t you come back with me to my home first? You could rest for a spell, and I believe I have something that could help you lure your quarry to shore.” 
 
    “Thanks, but we are on a deadline,” Aerin replied. “Time is money, money is gold, gold is great, blah, blah, blah. Anyway, I think we’d better just go to the river.” Her tone was oddly forceful, and Lavinia gave her a curious look.  
 
    “To do what, simply wait for the thing to show up?” the archer asked. She turned back to Allowen. “We could use the bait if you have it.” 
 
    “And I wouldn’t mind a cup of tea,” Maruk put in, “if you’d be so kind.” 
 
    “Of course, of course,” Allowen said. “Follow me.” 
 
    Lavinia and Maruk fell in behind the man at once, but Aerin grabbed my arm before I could join them. She let them get a few steps ahead and then lowered her voice to an urgent whisper. “He’s not who he says he is.” 
 
    “What?” I whispered back. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “He was lying from the start, about his name, about what he was doing out here, and about helping us.”  
 
    He had seemed friendly enough if a little strange, but the conviction in Aerin’s voice put me on edge. 
 
    “How do you know?” I asked. 
 
    “I can just tell,” Aerin replied. “People’s auras... they look different when people lie.” 
 
    “You are probably great at cards,” I whispered back to the redhead as I studied the old man’s walk. I’d already guessed he was full of shit, so I felt vindicated at Aerin’s words. 
 
    “I would be, except I get all nervous when I think about losing money and then everyone knows I’m lying,” she hissed. “Anyway, we shouldn’t trust him.” 
 
    “I don’t,” I replied. 
 
    By then, Maruk had realized we weren’t following and glanced back at us, his eyebrows raised. 
 
    I waved him on. “What’s the plan? We can’t simply go with him.”  
 
    “I said we should just go to the river,” Aerin answered. Her voice was strained with obvious annoyance. “Look, he might be dangerous, there are a lot of rogue mages that hide out in the wilds. I didn’t think we’d come across any of them this close to Ovrista, but we need to be careful. We can’t attack him outright without knowing who we’re dealing with.” She bit her lip. “Just keep an eye on him, alright?” 
 
    I nodded, and we jogged to catch up to the others.  
 
    Allowen fixed us with another smile. “Careful, now,” he said kindly. “I’d hate for any of you to get lost out here.”  
 
    He led us through the trees to a small cabin nestled in a clearing. The rough-hewn wood planks and the thick carpet of moss that covered the roof made the structure seem as though it had grown up out of the ground like the trees around it. There was a little garden plot on one side of the cabin where neat little rows of freshly planted vegetables were arranged carefully in the rich, dark earth, but on the other side was a different type of plot. Stone grave markers of varying sizes stood solemnly in rows of their own, some only a few inches high, some almost as tall as a man, and I realized with a twist of unease in my gut that the earth before several of them appeared to have been freshly tilled.  
 
    Allowen was all smiles as he opened the door and ushered us inside, but my hand was slick with sweat around the hilt of my dagger. It took several seconds for my eyes to adjust to the dim light inside the cabin, but what I saw when they did wasn’t any more comforting than the darkness had been.  
 
    A few things were normal. A small stone hearth was set into the back wall, four chairs surrounded a wooden table in one corner, and a bed was tucked against the opposite corner. Shelves lined the walls, half of which were full of books and clusters of colorful glass bottles and dried herbs. The other half of the shelves were full of bones. Bleached pristine white, they almost glowed even in the gloom, and they seemed to be arranged according to some kind of pattern. Several skulls stared back at me, some animal. 
 
    Some human.  
 
    I knew Lavinia had seen them too when she whipped around and aimed an arrow at Allowen, who still stood on the other side of the threshold, her eyes wide with alarm and anger.  
 
    “You’re a rogue mage!” she snarled, and she didn’t wait to let her arrow fly. 
 
    Allowen was a hair faster, however, and slammed the door closed between us just in time. Lavinia’s arrow shivered as it stuck into the wood. That was the end of Aerin’s plan to try to figure out what he was, then.  
 
    Lavinia drew another arrow and shoved the door open with her shoulder as the ends of Allowen’s tattered green robes disappeared around the corner of the cabin toward the graveyard. Lavinia cursed and began to run after him while Maruk, Aerin, and I rushed back outside. 
 
    Maruk struggled to strap his shield over his arm while Aerin called for Lavinia to stop, but the archer ignored her and shot another arrow. That one, at least, must have found its mark because there was a howl of pain from around the corner.  
 
    “Go, I’ll keep an eye on you,” Aerin told Maruk after she helped him fix the strap of his second shield.  
 
    The orc nodded and edged along the wall to the corner of the cabin, and Aerin and I followed. When I looked out across the grave markers, Allowen was nowhere to be seen, but there was a broken and bloody arrow lying in the grass by one of the taller stones about twenty feet away from where I stood. 
 
    “Coward!” Lavinia shouted at the mage before she spared an urgent glance to Maruk.  
 
    Shield raised, Maruk slipped around the corner and started for the gravestone while Lavinia moved around to the other side.  
 
    I was about to move out from the relative shelter of the cabin wall myself when I saw Lavinia’s eyes go wide. She loosed her arrow and shot another two in quick succession, and I heard Maruk grunt as something collided with his shield. She didn’t take her eyes off her target, but she called out to me, her voice urgent.  
 
    “Gabriel, we could really use your help over here!” 
 
    When Lavinia had said Allowen was a mage, I’d expected that meant he would be launching magical attacks as the wraith had, but when I looked around the corner again, I realized that wasn’t the case.  
 
    Allowen had moved from the cover of the gravestone and was now surrounded by a guard of six walking corpses. He wasn’t a mere mage, he was a necromancer, and as the dirt trickled off of their bodies, I saw that they were in varying states of decay. Two were so rotted that the remaining tendons and tatters of flesh barely held them together, but those that were fresher were no easier to look at with their dull, waxen skin. One was covered in the scars of some sort of pox, half of its face gnarled and misshapen, and another stumbled around its own intestines as they swung freely from the gaping slash across its abdomen, but despite their differences, each of the corpses’ eyes glowed with the same purple light of Allowen’s mana. 
 
    Three stood as human shields around Allowen while the other three swarmed Maruk, and it was everything the orc could do to keep them at bay while Lavinia shot arrow after arrow into them. The steel seemed to have little effect, if any, against the undead, and the dragon-woman couldn’t seem to get a clear shot off at the man who controlled them. 
 
    Aerin cursed behind me, but then I felt her hand on my shoulder. “I’ve got your back,” she whispered.  
 
    I had to do something, but Allowen wasn’t casting like the wraith. While the corpses had been reanimated by his mana, they seemed to move now of their own accord, and I wasn’t sure I could influence them the way I had with the wraith.  
 
    I’d have to focus on Allowen, then, and stop his magic somehow.  
 
    I raised my hand out to the mage, and as soon as I did so, he locked eyes with me and raised his own hand. His palm was completely red, and streams of blood ran down his wrist and arm from where I guessed Lavinia’s arrow had struck him. 
 
    One of the corpses that guarded him turned and fixed its glowing eyes on me, and a chill ran through my entire body as it detached from its company and began to shamble over to me.  
 
    “I got it,” Aerin said as she drew her mace and moved in front of me to meet the corpse. “You deal with Allowen.” 
 
    The necromancer’s eyes narrowed, but before he could make another move, an arrow from Lavinia punched through the soft tissue of one of his corpse guards and nearly struck him. Only nearly, but it distracted him at least.  
 
    The blood rushed in my ears as I focused again. Maybe he wasn’t casting, but I’d been able to stop the wraith from teleporting, hadn’t I? I should still be able to control his magic. I swallowed and willed his control over the corpses to break.  
 
    At that moment, Aerin drove her mace into the head of the corpse Allowen had sent to attack me, and it crumpled into a heap on the ground as its skull caved in beneath the blow. It didn’t get up again, and when Allowen noticed, his eyes widened with alarm as he looked first to Aerin and then to me.  
 
    The necromancer’s face twisted into an expression of disbelief and then terrible rage. He raised his bloody hand again, and all of a sudden, the three corpses that had been assaulting Maruk swung about as one and began to march toward me.  
 
    As soon as the zombies took a step, Maruk grabbed one and slammed it against the cabin wall while Aerin swung her mace at another. Lavinia was still trying to get a shot at Allowen between his remaining two guards, and the third corpse advanced unhindered. Its jaw was slack, and its lips were stained with dark blood. One of its eyes was missing, and a swarm of wriggling maggots now occupied the socket.  
 
    I staggered back as bile rose in my throat, but I forced myself to tear my gaze away from the corpse and focus again on Allowen. He was the one with the magic, he was the one I could fight. 
 
    Stop, I thought.  
 
    The corpse kept coming, and only a few feet away now, I could smell the putrid odor of its rotting body, but I kept my eyes locked on Allowen’s. 
 
    Stop, I commanded. 
 
    I could feel the force of Allowen’s mana like a flame, strong and bright, within him and within the corpses he had reanimated. I knew I had to snuff that flame out, but Allowen was powerful, and he knew what I was now. He wouldn’t go down easily. 
 
    Sweat trickled down my temple as I closed my hand into a fist and visualized the light in the mage’s chest being extinguished within it. I wasn’t sure if it was my imagination or not, but I thought I could feel the heat of it against the skin of my palm, hotter and hotter as I forced my fist closed. 
 
    Suddenly the necromancer made a choked sort of sound, and all five of the corpses fell to the ground as the purple lights in their eyes blinked out. A heartbeat later, one of Lavinia’s arrows entered Allowen’s skull right between his eyes, and he dropped as well.   
 
    I let out a shuddering breath and finally looked away. The maggot-eyed corpse lay at my feet, dead again, one arm stretched out as if to grab me. I kicked its hand away and joined Lavinia, Aerin, and Maruk as they picked their way over the corpses toward Allowen’s body. Lavinia pulled her arrow out from between his eyes and a sprinkle of blood speckled across his face.  
 
    “Dead wife’s ring,” she scoffed, “what a load of bullshit. I wonder what he was really digging around for out there.” 
 
    Aerin frowned at the corpses that surrounded us. “Maybe some more old friends,” she suggested. She shuddered and then turned to me. “Good work, Gabriel. We’d probably be one of these things if you hadn’t stopped him.” 
 
    Maruk made a disgusted sound in his throat at the idea, and Lavinia grinned.  
 
    “Thanks, manipulator,” she said as she clapped me on the shoulder. “None of us had to see what Maruk would look like all rotted to bits. Let’s go see if this asshole left anything useful behind.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    It seemed wrong to leave all the bodies lying around, but we had no tools with which to bury them again and very little time to spare anyway, so that was what we had to do. I reasoned that, at least, whoever these people had been, they were finally at rest without Allowen to control them, and that had to be worth something.  
 
    While Lavinia and Maruk checked for valuables, Aerin and I looked over the books and various alchemical ingredients in Allowen’s cabin to see if there was anything that might be useful to us. Aerin ended up taking a few of the bottles from the shelves and put them in her pack, and I took two spell books that I had found among the old necromancer’s collection, as well as a thin, battered grimoire that appeared to be of Allowen’s own making. After what I’d just seen, I was somewhat hesitant to look inside. The last thing I wanted right now was a detailed guide on how to magically revive the dead, but I knew there were probably instructions on other types of magic inside as well. I couldn’t leave it behind when I had so little to go on already, so I stuffed it into my pack with the others and decided to look through it later.  
 
    “Be careful with those,” Aerin warned as she watched me. “No doubt the Mage Academy has banned those, you don’t want to get caught with illegal spell books.” 
 
    “Right,” I said. “I’ll keep them hidden, thanks.” 
 
    Aerin chewed her lip. “And, well, it’s not only the Academy you should worry about,” she added. “Those books are probably full of dangerous spells and dark magic.” 
 
    “Worried your golden goose will get injured?” I chuckled. 
 
    “Well, that yeah,” the elf woman said with a smirk, “but I also like you. I mean. You are going to make us a mountain of gold, but… yeah. You are… uhhh. Just be careful. Okay?” 
 
    “I will, I promise,” I replied, and her cheeks turned a bit red as I stared into her emerald eyes. 
 
    Lavinia and Aerin moved on to the small kitchen area, and we turned to find the big man examining a fur that Allowen had hung up on the wall. 
 
    I found that my gaze kept trailing back to the rows of skulls on the shelves. If I hadn’t known any better, I might have sworn I could feel them staring back. I rubbed the back of my neck and forced myself to look away, and that was when I noticed the edge of a box peeking out from under the bed. 
 
    I went over to retrieve it. The bed frame was low enough that the box was thoroughly wedged between it and the floor, and there was a loud scrape as I yanked it free.  
 
    Like the rest of Allowen’s possessions, it was fairly simple, a plain wooden box about twelve inches wide with a small brass clasp and a lock to hold it closed. I stood again and brought it over to the table.  
 
    “I found this under the bed. Did anyone see a key anywhere?” As I asked, I realized that more than likely Allowen would have kept the key on his person, and we would have to go search his body for it, but Maruk waved me aside.  
 
    “We don’t need to worry about that,” he assured me, and in a single, swift motion, he brought the edge of his smaller shield down against the clasp. It broke off and clattered to the floor.  
 
    Lavinia and Aerin paused their raid of the pantry to crowd around the table as I lifted the lid of the box. 
 
    I wasn’t sure what I expected to find hidden under the bed of the necromancer who had tried to kill us, but a ton of letters was pretty far down on that list. As I took them out and spread them across the table, I was suddenly reminded of another box, one that was painted with roses and had belonged to my grandmother. She had kept letters from my grandfather and photos of him in it after he had died, and while Allowen’s scrawling penmanship was nearly illegible, I realized that this must be a similar collection.  
 
    A final scrap of paper was folded up at the bottom of the box, and when I unfolded it, I was met with an illustration of a face that, while clean-shaven and decades younger, was undoubtedly Allowen’s. It was a wanted poster, and it advertised an impressive bounty for an infamous necromancer by the name of Elor Cadigan. 
 
    Behind me, Aerin gave a low whistle. “That’s a lot of gold,” she whispered. 
 
    “Do you think it’s still good?” I asked. Obviously, no one would have been able to claim it while Allowen had been living out here, but the poster in my hand didn’t have the seal of the charter office, and I wondered if they would honor a bounty they hadn’t put out.   
 
    “Take it,” Lavinia said, “and we’ll find out.” 
 
    “I’m sure we can get something for it,” Aerin added.  
 
    I folded the poster up again and tucked it between the books in my pack.  
 
    “Well, I think we got everything worth taking,” Lavinia said as she scanned the small space one last time with her hands on her hips. She directed a pointed look at Aerin, who had been eyeing a few of the various trinkets that remained on Allowen’s shelves. “Everyone ready to go?” 
 
    I knew I was. Even without the pressure of tracking down the Dovar-cu and getting the maps to the Shadow Delves, I didn’t want to spend any more time here than I had to.  
 
    “Let’s get out of here,” I said, and Aerin and Maruk nodded in agreement. 
 
    Allowen hadn’t led us very far off our course, but after the time it had taken to defeat him and search through his cabin, it was late into the afternoon by the time we entered the forest again. Ideally, we would have reached the river and found our monster a couple of hours ago, but we were still making better time than if we had stuck to the roads.  
 
    Lavinia paused with the cabin at our backs to consult her map again, then nodded to herself before she turned back to the rest of us. 
 
    “We’re not far from the river,” she said. “Follow me.” 
 
    The heat grew more intense as the afternoon wore on, and it felt as though the thick canopy trapped the heat more than shaded us from it. Of course, it didn’t help anyone’s mood that we were all carrying a few extra pounds of loot we’d gotten from Allowen’s cabin. What was more, a swarm of gnats seemed intent on following me no matter how much I swatted at them.  
 
    I was just about to ask Lavinia exactly how far ‘not far’ was supposed to be when I suddenly caught the gentle burble of running water from up ahead. The trees were as dense as ever, so I couldn’t actually see the river, but even the thought of dangling my feet in the cool water was refreshing at that point.  
 
    The others must have heard it too, because Aerin’s weary pace picked up as well, and we all started at a sort of half-jog toward the sound, excited by the prospect of fresh water and the end of our hike. 
 
    It wasn’t until we’d gone another fifty yards or so that I began to suspect something was wrong and slowed down. Despite our progress, the river didn’t sound any closer now than it had before, and I realized I still couldn’t see any breaks in the trees ahead. If anything, it seemed like the forest was becoming denser, the trees older, larger, and closer together. I supposed that could mean there was a source of water nearby, but I couldn’t ignore the feeling in my gut.  
 
    Lavinia cast a quizzical and slightly annoyed glance at me over her shoulder. “Why are you stopping?” 
 
    Now that she asked, I felt a little foolish. “Well, it’s... where’s the river?” 
 
    The archer frowned and pushed back a strand of long black hair that had stuck to her forehead. “Can’t you hear it? It’s right up here, let’s go.” 
 
    She didn’t wait for my response and started off again at an even quicker pace, but after another few dozen yards, Aerin and Maruk slowed and stopped as well.  
 
    “Lavinia,” Maruk started to say with a note of warning in his tone, but Lavinia ignored him as she continued on.  
 
    Maruk, Aerin, and I exchanged glances.  
 
    “Lavinia!” Aerin called. “Wait for us!” 
 
    “Hurry up,” Lavinia replied testily without stopping or even looking back at us. “We’re almost there.” The strained note in her voice belied the confidence of her words, but after another look to the others, I followed her. It would only make things more difficult if we got split up.  
 
    I could hear Aerin and Maruk panting right behind me, but Lavinia was far enough ahead now to be only a smudge of dark armor appearing here and there between the tree trunks, and she showed no inclination of slowing down. 
 
    I judged we were over a hundred yards from where we’d been when I’d first heard the sound of the water, and my apprehension had solidified into definite unease. It should sound closer, at least.  
 
    Suddenly Lavinia stopped and whipped her bow up into shooting position. She’d loosed an arrow before I could even see what she’d been aiming at, and then she cursed and charged forward to pry the arrow from a tree trunk. It was too high up for her to reach, but when the rest of us joined her, Maruk was able to wrest it free.  
 
    “What was it?” Aerin asked, concern overlaying the weariness in her voice. 
 
    Lavinia didn’t seem to hear her as she nocked the arrow again and whirled around toward the ever-distant sound of running water. I saw the dark shadow flit through the upper branches of a distant tree just as Lavinia shot at it, and there was a chattering noise that was eerily like laughter as her arrow once again thudded harmlessly into a branch.  
 
    “Oh, no,” Maruk groaned. “Is that--” 
 
    “A puca,” Lavinia finished bitterly. She turned back and shouted into the trees, “You better hope I don’t catch you, you little bastard! I’ll turn you into a hat!” 
 
    Her threat was met with another gibbering chuckle. 
 
    I frowned. Allowen had mentioned that name, too. “A what?” I asked.  
 
    The looks on my companions’ faces were hardly reassuring. There was a furious light in Lavinia’s red eyes, and Maruk’s mouth was curled into an uneasy frown. 
 
    Aerin answered, her brows knit, “Consider yourself lucky that you don’t have them where you’re from. They’re distantly related to goblins, but they’re shapeshifters and tricksters. This one must have heard we were looking for the river and thought it would be fun to lead us astray.” 
 
    Just as she finished speaking, there was a rustle in the branches overhead, and a shower of acorns rained down over us. When I looked up, I met a pair of enormous, bright green eyes set into a furry, catlike face. The creature was about the size of a badger, but its twitching ears were long and resembled those of a donkey, and the paw that was curled around the tree branch was covered in dark, wiry fur and had long fingers and an opposable thumb. Its pupils narrowed into horizontal rectangles as it stared back at me, and it cocked its head inquisitively until it was twisted almost all the way upside down.  
 
    It stuck out the tip of its gray tongue and made a trilling call like the sound of running water, then its face split into a mischievous grin full of needle-sharp teeth. As Lavinia nocked another arrow out of the corner of my eye, the puca made a sound I could only describe as a giggle and leapt. Not away, as I would have expected, but at me, and it landed with a thump on my shoulders. 
 
    Before I could react to the puca on my back, Lavinia had turned her bow on me.  
 
    “Gabriel, don’t move,” she ordered. 
 
    “Lavinia!” Aerin stepped between us. “Are you out of your mind?” 
 
    “I won’t miss,” the archer insisted. 
 
    “Hold on,” I said. I had to admit, even I wasn’t willing to trust Lavinia’s aim that much, but I could hear the puca over my shoulder as it snuffled at my pack curiously. “I think it’s friendly.” 
 
    As if to prove me right, the puca made a purring sound and rubbed its head against the side of my neck. Mindful of the creature’s sharp teeth, I reached up slowly, and the puca clambered over my shoulder to allow me to scratch it behind one long ear. 
 
    “It’s not friendly, it’s using you as a human shield,” Lavinia argued. “Now shoo it away so I can kill it.” 
 
    “You know, this one is kind of cute….” Aerin mused as she regarded the puca, and when she held up her hand, the puca allowed her to stroke its fur. “It’s kind of small, I think it’s just a baby.” 
 
    Lavinia scoffed. “It was just trying to lead us out into the middle of nowhere!” 
 
    “Aww, you were only playing, though, weren’t you?” Aerin asked the puca in a sweet voice as she scratched it beneath the chin. “You didn’t mean any harm.” 
 
    Draped over my other shoulder, the puca’s long tail twitched like a cat’s. 
 
    “I cannot believe you two,” Lavinia said flatly. She turned to appeal to Maruk instead, but the orc had already retrieved some dried fruit from his pack that he offered to the puca in one enormous green hand. 
 
    The puca snatched the piece of fruit and nibbled at it happily, its green eyes narrowed into slits. 
 
    “Look at how it holds things in its tiny little fingers,” Maruk whispered. “It’s soooooooo cute!”  
 
    “You’re giving it our food?” Lavinia cried. “You know that thing is probably crawling with fleas, right?” 
 
    Maruk frowned. “Actually, I’ve read that pucas are resistant to most parasites, and they groom themselves regularly.” 
 
    “I’ve heard that, too,” Aerin said with an encouraging nod.  
 
    Lavinia stared at us. “It’s a wild animal! And dangerous! And there are thousands of stories of how dangerous they are!” 
 
    The puca had finished its fruit and crawled halfway down my arm to sniff the orc’s palm in search of more. That gave me an idea. 
 
    “They’re smart, though, right?” I asked. “If this one knew enough to trick us into going the wrong way, maybe it could lead us to the river instead.”  
 
    At that, the puca raised its head and mimicked the sound of running water again.  
 
    “That’s right,” I said as I reached into my own pack and pulled out the bread Nesta had made, still wrapped up in a napkin. As soon as I took it out, the puca whirled away from Maruk and wrapped its paws around my hand as it sniffed the wrapping greedily.  
 
    “We want to go to the river,” I told it. “If you show us the way, I’ll give you this.” 
 
    The puca made an excited gibbering sound and leapt off my shoulders and into the branches of a nearby tree where it looked back at us expectantly.  
 
    I grinned. “Look, it understood. It wants us to follow.” 
 
    “Of course it wants us to follow it,” Lavinia groaned. “It’s going to lead us in circles again.”  
 
    The puca rotated its head upside-down again and fixed Lavinia with a glare. Then it snickered like it was trying to mock her words.  
 
    Lavinia began to raise her bow to take aim at the creature again, but Maruk stopped her with a hand on her arm. 
 
    “It’s going to help us,” he said. 
 
    “It doesn’t understand ‘show us the way to the river,’” the archer argued. “It’s a stupid animal!” 
 
    The puca’s tail twitched irritably, and when it opened its mouth again, the voice that came out was perfect mimicry of Lavinia’s as it repeated, “Stupid,” and then, in Aerin’s urgent tone from before, “Lavinia!” 
 
    Aerin suppressed a surprised giggle, and Maruk held the archer back while the puca looked on with an all-too-human grin. 
 
    “I think it understands more than you give it credit for,” Aerin said with a smirk, and Lavinia shot her a withering glare. 
 
    As if to provide further proof of its intelligence, the puca sat up on the branch and said, in a flawless rendition of my voice, “River, river, river.” 
 
    I couldn’t blame Lavinia for being wary, but I felt confident that we could bribe the puca. I held up the bread again, and the puca’s eyes went wide as it swept its gray tongue over its short muzzle.  
 
    “You have to take us to the river if you want the bread,” I told it in a firm voice. 
 
    “Bread,” the puca repeated. “River.” 
 
    “Take us to the river first,” I said. “Then you get the bread.” 
 
    The puca’s ear twitched, and it rotated its head from side to side. Then it jumped to another branch and looked back at me. “River,” it said. 
 
    I looked over at the others. “I think we should follow it.”  
 
    “I think so, too,” Aerin agreed, and Maruk nodded.  
 
    Lavinia, however, still wasn’t convinced. “Have you all lost your minds? It’s going to be getting dark soon, and you want to follow that little monster deeper into the forest?” 
 
    “Well, do you know where we’re supposed to go from here?” Aerin asked.  
 
    Lavinia narrowed her eyes. “No,” she admitted after a moment. 
 
    “Then we follow the puca,” Aerin replied. “It’s better than wandering around all night.” 
 
    Lavinia pursed her lips. “I still think it’s a terrible idea,” she said, “but I want to be there when you all realize that thing tricked you again.” 
 
    “River,” the puca insisted. Evidently, it was beginning to grow tired of waiting for us. 
 
    “Alright,” I said, “let’s go to the river.” 
 
    We followed the puca as it leapt from branch to branch above our heads, and it paused now and then and looked back, careful not to lose us. Well, perhaps not us so much as the food we offered, I realized, but at least it seemed like the plan was working. 
 
    Between the fight with Allowen and the puca’s misdirection, we had added a couple of hours to our trip, and Lavinia was right about one thing, at least. It was going to be getting dark soon. It seemed that we would have to default then to our original plan, which was to camp by the river for the night, find the Dovar-cu in the morning, and then head back to Ovrista as soon as we had the blood for Magdalena.  
 
    At least as the sun began to set it was cooler, but as the afternoon wore on into evening, we were all so tired that no one talked, not even to complain, and the last few miles of our hike were filled only with the sounds of insects and the rustle of leaves as the puca moved through the trees. At last, as the forest darkened in the deepening twilight, I heard the sound of running water and actually breathed a sigh of relief when I saw the faint stripe of silver through the trees ahead.  
 
    We dumped our packs in a heap on a grassy section of the bank and threw ourselves down with them. I didn’t think I’d ever enjoyed sitting on grass before, at least, I’d never had much of an opinion about it either way, but now as I closed my eyes and ran my hands through it, I decided it was one of the best things I’d ever felt.  
 
    An urgent trill to my right reminded me that I still owed our guide for leading us here, and I unwrapped the roll and held it out to the puca. It snatched the bread out of my hand and made a pleased sort of sound low in its throat before it sprang up into the trees again and disappeared.  
 
    I hadn’t really expected it to stay, but I was sort of sad to see it go, nonetheless. It was probably for the best though. The longer it stuck around, the higher the chance Lavinia would make good on her promise to turn it into a hat. 
 
    Aerin sighed contentedly as she stretched out on my left and laced her fingers behind her head. “I could go to sleep right now,” she said. 
 
    “You can sleep after we’ve made camp,” Lavinia replied. “You’re in charge of the fire, I’m going to go set some snares.” 
 
    Aerin opened one eye and gave me a wry grin. “Here’s some advice, Gabriel,” she whispered. “Don’t ever be good at anything you don’t want to do forever.” Then she rocked to her feet again and began to poke around in the brush for kindling.  
 
    As she did, Maruk gathered the canteens we had brought and took them to the river to refill, and Lavinia had already slipped away as silently as a shadow, so I decided the most useful thing I could do would be to help Aerin with the fire. I had only been camping a few times before, but I knew what to look for, so I started to gather an armful of suitable kindling. My dagger was not made for cutting, and I had to resort to breaking off smaller branches from the surrounding trees and brush, but between Aerin and I, we had enough between us to keep a fire going throughout the night before Lavinia had returned from setting her snares. 
 
    Aerin showed me her own technique for starting a fire, and Maruk brought over a pot full of water that we set on stakes above the flames to boil. With some of the fresh vegetables we’d taken from Allowen, we started a soup, and when Lavinia returned a few minutes later with some sort of bird she’d shot, we added it to the pot.  
 
    Between the warm food, cool breeze, and good company, the stresses of the day begin to melt away as the sun set and the stars appeared in the sky overhead.  
 
    Suddenly, one of the stars streaked across the sky and Aerin let out an excited squeal. “Did you see that?” she asked as she pointed up at the sky. “A falling star, that’s good luck!” 
 
    Lavinia raised an eyebrow and cast a sidelong glance to Maruk. Neither said anything, but Aerin didn’t miss the look.  
 
    “What?” the elf demanded as she crossed her arms and stared the other two down. 
 
    Maruk scratched the back of his neck. “Oh, don’t mind us,” he said.  
 
    Aerin turned to Lavinia. “Tell me. What are you two smirking about?” 
 
    “You think everything’s a sign from the gods,” Lavinia replied as she stretched out her legs in front of her.  
 
    Aerin looked affronted. “I do not!” 
 
    “Last week you said that drowned mouse we found in the tub was a good omen,” Lavinia reminded her.  
 
    Aerin frowned and gestured to me pointedly. “And then Theira sent Gabriel to us at Kildon,” she insisted. 
 
    “Wait, sorry,” I cut in, “but am I being compared to a dead mouse?” 
 
    Lavinia grinned at me. “Be grateful it’s not worse. You could have been a dead cockroach.” 
 
    Maruk laughed while Aerin looked helplessly between us.  
 
    “That’s not-- You’re not a dead mouse,” she said quickly. “The mouse was just a sign. Don’t you have things like that? Omens and things?”  
 
    I wasn’t sure how to answer. “Uh, where I’m from dead mice are usually just dead mice.” Aerin looked disappointed, and I didn’t want to hurt her feelings, so I added, “People believe in other things, though. My grandmother used to tell me stories...” I trailed off when I realized they were all looking at me intently. 
 
    “Stories about what?” Aerin prompted, her hazel eyes alight with excitement.  
 
    I found myself smiling back. “Well, there was one about the ghost of a woman who haunts rivers,” I said. “She’s looking for her children who drowned, and if you ever saw her ghost, it meant you would die soon, too.” 
 
    Lavinia rolled her eyes. “You’re making that up because we’re camped by a river.” 
 
    “No, it’s true,” I insisted. “At least, that’s what my grandmother told me.”  
 
    I looked out at the thin shroud of mist that hung over the silver line of the river in the moonlight, and suddenly I got an idea. I pulled my cloak around to hide my hand and frowned. “Hey, do you see that?” 
 
    Aerin and Maruk turned, and as they did, I moved my hand beneath my cloak toward them. My magic hummed in my veins as I willed them to see something else in the mist, the shape of a woman. 
 
    Aerin started and grabbed Maruk’s arm. “It’s the ghost!” she yelped. “Gabriel, it’s your ghost!” 
 
    I wondered if I could cast auditory illusions as well. I made my expression serious as I answered Aerin and attempted another spell, “No, it couldn’t be. She would have to be crying--” 
 
    “I hear someone crying,” Maruk said in a low, nervous voice as he, too, stared out at the water.  
 
    “Look, Lavinia!” Aerin insisted in an urgent whisper. “Do you believe us now?” 
 
    Lavinia fixed me with a skeptical look, and I couldn’t hold back my smile.  
 
    “I believe Gabriel’s messing with you,” she answered as she tossed a pebble at me. “He’s a manipulator, remember?” 
 
    I couldn’t help but grin as Aerin and Maruk turned to me, wide-eyed, and I held up my hands. “I thought I should practice.” 
 
    Aerin tried to look scandalized and punched me on the arm, but then she laughed. “You sneaky bastard, I was actually scared!” 
 
    Maruk sat up a little straighter. “Well, I knew it was a joke,” he said. “I wasn’t frightened. I was just playing along.” 
 
    “Yeah, right,” Aerin scoffed. 
 
    “You’re both so gullible,” Lavinia said with a shake of her head. “It’s embarrassing.” 
 
    “Come on, Lavinia,” Aerin said. “You really don’t believe in anything? Didn’t your parents ever tell you ghost stories when you were little?” 
 
    The archer frowned. “No,” she said. “What do you even need ghosts for? We fight real monsters all the time, that’s not enough for you?” 
 
    Aerin sighed and waved her off dismissively. “Forget it,” she groaned as she leaned back against her pack.  
 
    “And speaking of fighting monsters,” Lavinia went on, “don’t forget we have a job to do in the morning.” 
 
    Maruk grinned as he settled back as well. “Sure, change the subject,” he said. 
 
    Lavinia glared at him, but he had already closed his eyes, so she turned to me instead. I held up my hands and tried to keep from smiling.  
 
    “Whatever you say,” I said. 
 
    Lavinia pursed her lips but evidently decided against trying to argue further, and she lay back on her bedroll and muttered something about wild superstitions.  
 
    I lay down as well with my cloak bundled up beneath my head and closed my eyes. I didn’t remember actually falling asleep, but when I opened my eyes again, I was lying face-down in the dewy grass, and the sky held the dim grayish purple hue of approaching dawn.  
 
    I sat up and rubbed my eyes. The fire had burned down to embers, and Lavinia, Maruk, and Aerin were still asleep, but it was immediately apparent that someone had been in the camp. Our packs had been upended, and their contents lay strewn across the riverbank. 
 
    As the scene finally registered in my groggy mind, I scrambled to my feet. I was relieved if only faintly, to find that I still had my dagger in my belt and the pendant from Aerin on its chain around my neck, but whoever had ransacked our camp was nowhere to be seen.  
 
    My heart hammered as I began to gather up our remaining belongings and tried to figure out who would be out here and what they would want to steal from us, and I realized then that my pack was untouched, as were Maruk’s and Aerin’s. It was only Lavinia’s things that had been disturbed.  
 
    I closed my eyes as the realization dawned on me. It looked as though everything Lavinia had packed was here except the food, but her maps had been torn into pieces, and the rest of her belongings were trampled into the mud by tiny raccoon-like paws. I had an idea exactly who the thief was. I turned to scan the trees for any sign of the puca, but it was long gone. 
 
    At that moment, Lavinia stirred and sat up, and I watched as her initial expression of shock turned to outrage as she took in the state of our camp and leapt to her feet. Her red eyes met mine, and she spread her arms.  
 
    “What in the nine hells happened here?” she demanded, loudly enough to cause Aerin to wake up as well.  
 
    “Whas goin’ on?” the elf muttered. 
 
    “We were robbed,” I said hesitantly. Actually, only Lavinia had been affected, but I didn’t want to say that. 
 
    Aerin jumped up like she’d been shocked. “What? What did they take?” 
 
    I held up my hands. “It looks like it was just some of the food,” I said quickly. 
 
    Aerin frowned as she took in the scene.  
 
    Lavinia shoved Maruk with the toe of her boot. “Get up,” she said sharply, “we were robbed.” 
 
    Maruk groaned as he sat up, but once what Lavinia had said registered, he was on his feet in a moment. “Robbed?” he echoed. “By whom?” 
 
    Lavinia looked to me, brows raised in silent question. I wondered if she had guessed what I had, but it didn’t matter either way. It wouldn’t do any good to try to lie now. 
 
    “I think it was the puca,” I sighed. 
 
    “That furry little bastard!” Lavinia kicked at the remains of our fire and sent up a plume of fine gray ash and embers. “I told all of you we couldn’t trust that thing!”  
 
    “Quit that, you’re getting soot on my boots!” Maruk protested. 
 
    Lavinia rounded on him. “This is your fault! You’re the one who fed it in the first place--” 
 
    “It was being perfectly gentle with me,” the orc shot back. “You’re the one who upset it. And look, it didn’t touch anything of mine.” 
 
    Then Lavinia did look more carefully, and I watched her lip curl as she realized what I already had: that she had been the sole target of the puca’s mischief. 
 
    “That little monster--” she said under her breath. 
 
    Maruk, evidently still annoyed by the ash on his boots, raised his chin. “It serves you right, you ought to know better than to threaten cute woodland creatures like that.” 
 
    Lavinia shot him a poisonous look, but Aerin pushed between them before either could escalate the situation further. “Settle down, both of you! Let’s focus on finding the Dovar-cu so we can get out of here.” 
 
    I had just collected the last scraps of Lavinia’s maps when I heard the archer ask in a low, dangerous voice, “Where is my bow?” 
 
    “You propped it up against that big oak tree last night,” Aerin replied.  
 
    “Well, it’s not here now.” Lavinia’s voice was oddly pitched with advancing panic as she turned in a circle as she surveyed the camp again, but her bow and quiver were gone. 
 
    A chill ran down my back. I knew how important Lavinia’s bow was to her, and I could guess how she must be feeling now.  
 
    Movement caught my eye, and when I looked up, I wasn’t sure whether I should be relieved or worried. “Uh, Lavinia?” 
 
    She turned to me, then followed my gaze up to the highest branches of the big oak tree where her bow and quiver hung and caught the light of the rising sun. 
 
    Lavinia swore and stepped up to the oak’s wide trunk. “If I ever see that little monster again--” she cut herself off with a grunt as she hoisted herself onto the lowest of the branches, “--I’m going to skin it. I swear I will.” 
 
    “Lavinia, hang on,” Aerin called out. “That’s really high up, maybe I should go instead.” 
 
    “I got it,” the archer replied as she twisted her head to prevent her horns from getting caught in the branches above her. “Finish cleaning up, when I get down I want to kill that damned Dovar-cu and get out of this damned forest.” 
 
    Aerin, Maruk, and I exchanged nervous glances before we finished packing up the remainder of the camp and stamped out the last embers from the fire.  
 
    It was difficult to see Lavinia through all the branches, but the rustling of the leaves and intermittent swears gave us an idea of her approximate progress, and it wasn’t long before she was on her way back down with her bow and quiver slung across her back. No one dared to say anything when at last she dropped down to the grass again with a few new scratches and leaves in her hair, and she took her pack from Maruk with a curt nod and marched toward the river.  
 
    “Let’s get that blood already so we can get out of here,” Lavinia called back, and with another glance between ourselves, Aerin, Maruk, and I followed her to the water. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    Lavinia stood on the riverbank with her hands on her hips and stared down into the water.  
 
    At first, no one said anything. The puca’s raid on our camp hadn’t improved anyone’s mood, and I guessed Aerin and Maruk were as hesitant as I was to break the silence, uncomfortable as it was.  
 
    “Well?” Lavinia asked after a few moments. She turned to cast a glance over her shoulder at us. “What now? You said the Dovar-cu lived in this river, Aerin.” 
 
    The elf raised one eyebrow as she met Lavinia’s expectant look. “Well, yeah, but I don’t know if it’s right at this spot,” she replied.  
 
    Lavinia frowned. “You mean your friend didn’t tell you how to summon it?” 
 
    “I don’t think we summon it,” I put in. “I think it’s just an animal.” 
 
    Lavinia’s shoulders dropped, and she looked between Aerin and me with an expression of disbelief. “So, what? We’re supposed to muck around in the water and hope we find it? Or should we hike up and down the entire riverbank?” 
 
    “We’ve tracked animals like this before,” Maruk said. “We could catch some fish to use as bait.” His voice was calm and assured, but when Lavinia turned back to the water, he looked over at Aerin and mouthed, “Does it eat fish?” 
 
    Aerin shrugged.  
 
    “Well, this day just keeps getting better,” Lavinia growled as she marched back up the bank. “We don’t even know what this thing is supposed to look like, how are we going to track it?” 
 
    “It’s a magical creature, right?” I asked. “Maybe I could sense its mana or something.” 
 
    Lavinia frowned at me. “You can do that?” 
 
    Truthfully, I wasn’t sure. I could see the mana in living things, and in mages or magical creatures, that light was a little brighter, but I had never tried to track anything by sensing its mana. It only seemed like a better idea than sitting on the bank and waiting around for a creature that might not show up.  
 
    “I don’t know,” I confessed. There was no point in pretending to have confidence I didn’t have to the others. “I thought it could be worth a shot. Magdalena marked out the Dovar-cu’s territory for us, so it’s not like we have to search the whole river, just a few mile stretch. I could walk along the bank and see if I notice anything.” 
 
    Lavinia considered that for a moment, then heaved a sigh. “We might as well try it,” she admitted.  
 
    I realized then that Lavinia, Aerin, and Maruk were waiting for me to lead the way, and I straightened up. I didn’t really know what I should be looking for at this point, but I at least needed to pick a direction. I couldn’t explain it, but I felt like upriver was the right way to go. And if it wasn’t, at least we would have ruled it out.  
 
    “Um, let’s go east,” I said. “It probably has some kind of den along the bank, so keep an eye out for that, too.” 
 
    With that, we started a measured procession upriver, and the others poked around the mud with sticks at the tall clumps of grass or anything else that might be a hiding spot for the Dovar-cu while I scanned the bank and the murky water for the telltale glow of the creature’s mana. 
 
    We hadn’t even gone a mile when I caught the gleam of light in the forest up ahead. The shadows beneath the trees were too deep for me to make the creature out at this distance, but the light of its mana was low to the ground, too low to belong to a human. My heart leapt, and I signaled to the others behind me and pointed to the light. If it was the Dovar-cu, I didn’t want to frighten it off by speaking. 
 
    Silently, I moved away from the riverbank and crouched beneath the scant cover of the trees and brush as I crept slowly up the path and deeper into the forest toward the light. A quick glance back told me that the others were following. 
 
    The light bobbed slightly as the creature moved, and as we stepped closer, a few dozen yards away now, I began to pick out its silhouette from the underbrush. It was short and wide, and… it had a long stick that it was knocking around in the tree branches.  
 
    I tried to swallow my disappointment. Finally, I could see the creature’s true shape in the shadows, and it wasn’t the Dovar-cu. In fact, it wasn’t a creature at all, but a man. 
 
    He was a dwarf, dressed in green robes with flowers woven into his russet hair and beard, and as he stood along the edge of the path, he used a long stick to loop some sort of charm of woven grass onto a tree branch.  
 
    The light of the dwarf’s mana didn’t seem bright enough for him to have been a mage, at least, and he didn’t appear armed. In fact, all he had was his stick and a few more of those grass charms, but even so, I was glad that he didn’t appear to have seen us. After our encounter with Allowen, I was much warier of strangers in the forest. 
 
    Still, the dwarf didn’t appear to be a traveler. He wasn’t dressed like one, and I doubted that he would bother to put up all those charms if he was only passing through. If he lived in the area, he might know where we could find the Dovar-cu, but I wanted to get a better idea of whether we could trust him before I asked. We could follow him, at least for a little while, then plan our next move when we had more information. 
 
    I signaled to the others to follow me as I crept up the path after the dwarf as he went, far enough that he wouldn’t hear us trailing him, but close enough that I didn’t lose the light of his mana as he passed through the trees. It was slow going, as every so often he would pause to hang another of his charms, but caution bolstered my patience, and I stayed hidden as I followed him through the forest. 
 
    Soon after the dwarf had hung the last of his charms, the trees began to thin again, and I realized as it opened out before us that the dwarf’s camp was quite different from what I had been expecting. I’d assumed wherever he lived would be a set-up like ours, perhaps a little nicer, but nothing more than a fire and a tent or two, perhaps a cabin like Allowen’s. 
 
    The dwarf’s camp, however, was something more like a small village nestled in the trees. A half-dozen tents of dark green fabric were arranged in a half-circle on the bank, but each was large enough to shelter several people comfortably. More charms made of wood and twisted grass hung over the flaps, and wooden wind chimes knocked together with a pleasant melody in the branches of the trees above. Thanks to a morning of fruitless searching and our slow progress through the woods following the dwarf, it was already late afternoon, and warm golden light shone out across the treetops. 
 
    I stopped behind the cover of some blackberry bushes and Aerin, Lavinia, and Maruk crouched next to me as they peered through the leaves at the camp.  
 
    About twenty dwarves, all dressed similarly to the first in green robes, with flowers in their beards and crowns constructed of branches on their heads, milled about the place with bowls full of nuts and berries, garlands of flowers, drums, and many other things besides.  
 
    Across the camp, a few dwarves rubbed oil onto a wooden statue of a strange-looking creature that somewhat resembled an otter, but unlike the cute little animals I remembered from the zoo, the statue had to be about five feet tall, and the creature’s wooden face was carved into a grotesque snarl. Someone had smeared red dye over its teeth, or at least, what I hoped was a dye. More flowers had been scattered about the base of the statue in a trail that led down the bank right up to the water’s edge.  
 
    “It looks as though they’re all preparing for something important,” I whispered. I couldn’t help but watch as the dwarves decorated the creepy wood carving and turned to Aerin. “Look at that statue. Do you know what that thing is?” I asked quietly and pointed to it. Maybe it was because I was still new to this realm, but something about it gave me a weird feeling.  
 
    “It’s probably some sort of river beast,” Aerin answered. 
 
    “Might it be our river beast?” Lavinia asked. “‘Big as a pony, rows of sharp teeth,’ that’s what you said right?” 
 
    Aerin’s face looked a bit paler as she stared out at the statue’s snarling face. “Those are merely kids’ stories,” she said, though she didn’t sound very confident. “This could be something else.” 
 
    Lavinia gave her a light punch on the arm. “Toughen up, we’ve dealt with worse.” She nodded toward the dwarves and pulled her bow around. “Probably better to kill all of them first. Bet I can get five before the rest of them notice what’s going on.” 
 
    Maruk put his hand on Lavinia’s arm. “Goodness, Lavinia, what’s gotten into you?” 
 
    I had to agree, even for Lavinia, attacking now seemed a little premature. “They seem peaceful. Why would we kill them?” I asked with a frown. 
 
    Lavinia looked from me to Maruk, one brow arched. “Oh, come on, you’re saying that doesn’t look like an evil cult to you?” she hissed as she gestured at the camp. 
 
    “Lavinia,” Maruk chided, “we mustn’t be too quick to judge our fellows. Not every dwarven clan is an evil cult. They even have flowers braided through their beards. These seem like gentle druid folk who love nature.” 
 
    “Gentle druid-- for the love of the-- I don’t need you to lecture me about prejudice,” the beautiful dragon-woman groaned. 
 
    “Oh, of course not,” Maruk apologized as he bowed his head. “Still, I hate to prejudge those of different races. After all, both you and I are considered the less savory sort of races, so we—” 
 
    “Aerin, you read auras,” Lavinia interrupted. “What’s the deal with the dwarves?” 
 
    Aerin chewed her lip as Lavinia and Maruk turned to her, obviously uncomfortable about being caught up in their debate. “Uh, well, obviously not all dwarves are evil,” she said, “but, uh, yeah, these guys specifically are definitely bad.” 
 
    Lavinia gave Maruk a pointed look that he ignored.  
 
    “Just a moment,” Maruk insisted as Lavinia drew three arrows from her quiver. “They haven’t actually done anything to hurt us or anyone else as far as we can tell. It just doesn’t seem right to me to attack them like this. Perhaps we could leave them alone, we are only here for the Dovar-cu, after all.” 
 
    Before Lavinia or anyone else could respond to that, however, a rhythmic drumming started up from the camp, and we all shuffled forward to get a better view at what was going on.  
 
    A procession of six dwarves, their pale faces painted with stripes of red, marched out of the largest of the tents with a sort of bier hoisted upon their shoulders. Tied to the bier and gagged was a dark-haired woman in a white dress. The dwarves had obviously tried to place flowers around her, but she had shaken most of them off as she struggled against the ropes, and even from this distance, I could see the expression of fury on her face. 
 
    “Oh, look, they’re going to sacrifice someone,” Lavinia said flatly. “So, Maruk, do you think, you know, ethically speaking, we’d be in the right to stop them now? Or should we wait and base our response on how nice they are to the woman they’re about to feed to the ferocious river monster?” 
 
    “Ohhhh,” Maruk sighed, “I suppose this is what I get.”  
 
    “That’s okay,” Lavinia chuckled as she nocked her arrow. “You are a big sweetheart, but now it’s time to start murdering with great prejudice. 
 
    “Hang on,” I said as she was about to stand and let loose with her arrow, “we still need a plan.” 
 
    “Okay,” the ladona woman answered. “I plan to shoot them all in the face. Good?” 
 
    “Gabriel’s right, we need an actual strategy,” Aerin said with a frown.  
 
    Lavinia rolled her eyes. “Take your time with your fancy plans, then. I’m sure your damsel in distress up there doesn’t have anything better to do.” 
 
    The dwarves had set the bier on a wooden platform on the bank, and as the drumming continued at a faster tempo, they began to circle it and throw flower petals over the woman. Then one dwarf with a striking russet beard braided with roses stepped forward, and the drums cut off abruptly when he raised his hands and addressed the assembled crowd. 
 
    “Brothers!” he called out in a booming voice. “Tonight we are gathered to honor the mighty Dovar-cu, our faithful guardian. At sunset, it will come out of the water and join us on the bank. We offer this woman in sacrifice to thank it for its protection of these waters and ask for good fishing in the coming year.” He gestured with solemn grace to the woman on the platform, and she scowled back. 
 
    “That answers that question,” I whispered, and my friends nodded.  
 
    “Are you ready, my brothers?” the speaker asked, and the crowd cheered in response. Some waved scraps of cloth, but others, I noticed, had clubs, axes, and spears.  
 
    As the drums started up again in a quick, undulating rhythm, I turned back to the others. “Okay,” I said, “We need to rescue that woman first. I can cast an illusion to distract the dwarves temporarily, Maruk, you’ll go get her, and Aerin and Lavinia, you two will cover him.” 
 
    “Oh, as much as I would love to be the one to risk my life by traipsing into the camp full of bloodthirsty savages, I really think I ought to let someone else have a turn at it,” Maruk answered.  
 
    “It has to be you, Maruk,” Aerin argued. “We’re definitely not risking Gabriel, and besides, he’s the only one who can cast illusions. I’m not strong enough to carry her if she can’t run, and Lavinia’s no good in close quarters--” 
 
    “Hey!” Lavinia protested. 
 
    “You know you’re not, and now isn’t the time for your pride,” Aerin said firmly.  
 
    The orc frowned. “I suppose you’re right,” he said at last and drew himself up with a noble air. “Very well. What would you have me do? Simply run out, grab her, and come back?” 
 
    The rest of us exchanged looks.  
 
    “You’d definitely have the element of surprise,” Lavinia said with a shrug. “Who would expect a seven-foot-tall orc in a frilly nightshirt to crash their human sacrifice?” 
 
    “Lavinia, I’ve told you, it’s not a nightshirt. This is the new fashion in--” 
 
    “Hey!” Aerin cut him off. “Focus.” Then she frowned. “I don’t want you leading a horde of murderous dwarves over to our gold mak-- ehhh-- manipulator. You should free the woman and hold your ground there. I’ll go with you to help, and Gabriel and Lavinia can cover us from here where Gabr--where they’ll both be safe. We’ll circle around through the trees before we go so they don’t expect back-up from right here, and we’ll signal you when we’re in position.” 
 
    “Do you really think fighting them in their own camp is the best course of action?” Maruk asked.  
 
    In the camp, the drum beats grew louder as the sun began to sink toward the horizon. 
 
    “We don’t really have time to come up with anything else,” Aerin said. She smiled and tried to make her tone light. “It’ll be just like that time in Tamoris.” 
 
    Lavinia laughed, but Maruk’s lip curled in a frown. 
 
    “That was not fun for me,” he grumbled.  
 
    Lavinia gave him a shove. “You two get going before that girl becomes fish food. Gabriel and I will watch your backs.” 
 
    Maruk still didn’t seem entirely pleased by the idea, but he nodded, and he and Aerin slipped away to attack the camp from the other side. I realized only after they’d left that Aerin hadn’t said what sort of signal to look out for, and I hoped I wouldn’t miss it.  
 
    Lavinia had no such reservations regarding her role in the mission, of course, and she flexed her fingers eagerly around her bow as we waited behind the blackberry bushes and the drums beat steadily. 
 
    “I feel good about this plan,” the archer whispered, and then she lightly punched me on the shoulder. “It’s always a good day when I get to fill people I don’t like with arrows.” 
 
    “Uhhh, yeah,” I replied, but my mind was already spinning with everything that could go wrong, and I was starting to realize that the Foxes’ had a major issue with their organization: There wasn’t a clear leader calling strategy. The three of them merely argued about decisions until one person got their way. 
 
    I was going to have to fix that.  
 
    The dwarves began to chant, but instead of focusing too much on their ritual, I paid attention where I thought Aerin’s signal would be. It was clever and subtle, a flash of light in the shadows of the trees, like the light she’d summoned in the wraith’s tower that first night. The dwarves were too preoccupied with their ritual to notice it, but I knew she and Maruk were ready. 
 
    I swallowed and held out my hands toward the crowd of dwarves. Since they apparently worshipped a monster like the Dovar-cu, I didn’t think that trying to scare them was the way to go, but I only needed to distract them for a moment so that Maruk and Aerin could reach the platform where the woman was tied up. I conjured up images of a thick fog in my mind and willed the dwarves to see it too. The rush of my magic filled my veins as I concentrated, and then out in the camp, the drumbeats slowed to a stop, and the dwarves began to murmur in confusion. A few dropped the garlands of flowers or assorted weaponry that they’d been carrying and turned in circles as they tried to locate the source of the fog, and I waited for Maruk and Aerin to appear. 
 
    “Where are they?” Lavinia hissed after several more minutes had passed with no other sign of our friends.  
 
    I had been wondering the same thing. I had chosen a simple illusion on purpose, in the hope that I would be able to affect more of the dwarves if I was focused on the area of effect rather than the complexity of the illusion. Still, I had never tried something of this scale before, and as my head started to hurt, I knew I wasn’t going to be able to keep it up for much longer. 
 
    Then I saw them, and my heart sank into my gut. A company of six dwarves who I hadn’t seen before surrounded Maruk and Aerin as they led them forward toward the bier. The orc and elf’s weapons were nowhere to be seen, and their hands were tied behind their backs. 
 
    At my side, Lavinia cursed. 
 
    My illusion broke, and the other dwarves returned to their senses as my companions were brought through the camp. As they once again gathered up their weapons and other items, the russet-bearded dwarf from before stepped forward again. 
 
    “These interlopers sought to disturb our sacred rituals,” he announced, which prompted a chorus of angry shouts from the other dwarves, “but now they shall join us, brothers, as additional sacrifices to the Dovar-cu!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    “Shit!” Lavinia hissed. Then she stood and let fly the three arrows that took down three of the dwarves who guarded Aerin and Maruk. 
 
    I almost couldn’t believe how fast she had shot. It had to have been less than a second for her to release the three arrows, and the dwarves probably died before they even hit the ground.  
 
    Shouts of anger and surprise sounded from the crowd as Lavinia pulled another arrow from her quiver. “Stupid. Fucking. Evil. Cult!” she yelled, and before I could even think to argue or stop her, she vaulted over the bushes and began to run toward the camp.  
 
    “Lavinia, wait!” I called after her, but she either didn’t hear me or intentionally ignored me, so I had no choice but to follow her. 
 
    Lavinia yanked back her bowstring casually, and then her arrow streaked across the clearing and took a dwarf in the throat. Then she swung her bow to the side as she pulled another arrow from her quiver. This one was almost instantly sent away, and it passed through the eye socket of one of our enemies before it lodged into the skull of another. A third shot happened half a second afterward, and a dwarf that had opened his mouth to scream had his words cut off as her arrow drove straight through his mouth. 
 
    Holy shit, she was really damn good. 
 
    Lavinia continued to shoot as she ran, and her arrows cut a path through the startled dwarves and toward our friends and the captured woman. Perhaps the dwarves were simply too shocked to react to our sudden arrival properly, or perhaps we were just outstandingly lucky, but in our mad dash Lavinia and I managed to reach the others, and I drew my knife to cut the ropes around Aerin’s wrists as Lavinia freed Maruk. 
 
    Not to be forgotten, the woman on the platform struggled against her own bonds and tried in vain to shout something to us through her gag. I removed the gag, and she gasped, but as I started to cut through the ropes that tied her to the bier, I realized that they’d been strengthened with some sort of waxy coating that made them almost impossible to sever.  
 
    “It’s alright,” I said, as much to myself as to the woman while I worked at the ropes. “We’re here to rescue you.” 
 
    A few flowers were still stuck in the waves of her dark hair, and her cheeks were flushed as she shifted and craned her neck up as much as her bonds would allow. She stared at me, her manicured brows bent in an incredulous expression as she panted, “Oh, right, and a fine job you’re all doing! You know, it usually works out so much better when you slay the captors before you rescue the maiden.” 
 
    “Great, she’s one of those,” Aerin muttered.  
 
    “Everyone’s a fucking critic,” Lavinia agreed. 
 
    I ignored the woman’s sarcasm and was able to cut through a few of the ropes, but clearly, whatever extraordinary luck Lavinia and I had experienced to get here was short-lived. As I glanced back at the camp, I saw that the remaining dwarves had formed a line to cut off our exit and trap us between the river and the rest of the camp. They wore murderous scowls behind the tiny blossoms braided into their beards, and each brandished a heavy wooden club, axe, or spear wrapped in colorful ribbon. 
 
    “Get ready,” Lavinia warned as she drew an arrow and fitted it to her bowstring.  
 
    Rows of logs were set to lean against the platform where the woman was tied up, and Aerin had armed herself with one and was trying in vain to convince Maruk to take one up as well. 
 
    “You know I don’t like using weapons!” the orc protested.  
 
    “Now really isn’t the time for your principles, Maruk!” Aerin hissed.  
 
    “On the contrary - our character is defined by our behavior in times of stress,” Maruk argued. “This is precisely the time for my principles!”  
 
    “They’re going to feed us to a river monster if you don’t help us!” Aerin pulled another log from the platform and shoved it at Maruk. “Just take it!” 
 
    Maruk held up his hands, “Oh, no, no, that one’s all covered in sap, and these are new trousers--”  
 
    “Fine, is this one clean enough for you, Your Highness?” Aerin snapped as she grabbed a different log. 
 
    “I suppose it will have to do--” 
 
    “Are you kidding me?!” the dark-haired woman demanded as I continued to hack at the rope. 
 
    “Can we focus on the evil dwarves who are trying to kill us?” Lavinia shot back as she gestured at the line of dwarves with the tip of her arrow. 
 
    The whole camp was gathered around now, and their leader, the dwarf with the roses in his hair, held up his hand. “Not to worry, we’ll wait,” he said. “Actually, I think the orc has a point about adhering to one’s values in difficult situations.” 
 
    Several of the other dwarves nodded, and one stepped forward shyly. “If-if it’s alright,” he said, “I’d simply like to say that I object to being called ‘evil.’ Um, I feel like that’s a reductive label and--” 
 
    “Oh, come on,” Lavinia snarled. “Can we just get on with this?” 
 
    There were some grumbles among the dwarves, and the leader gave Lavinia a disapproving frown as he waved his hand. “Fine, we’ll do it your way, then.” He nodded to the dwarf on his right, a burly, red-bearded warrior with a wicked-looking scar that ran from his hairline down through his twisted lip and a chain of peonies strung about his thick neck. “Gilmar, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    Gilmar nodded back and then let out a tremendous roar as he charged forward with his club raised above his head.  
 
    Lavinia side-stepped and the dwarf’s momentum carried him past the ladona and directly into Aerin’s range. There was a sharp crack as the dwarf brought his club down and it struck Aerin’s log, but Lavinia wasted no time in sending an arrow through the back of his neck.  
 
    The dwarf slumped over with a gurgle and Lavinia kicked his body down the bank where it rolled into the river with a heavy splash.  
 
    “Oh, that is disgusting,” the woman on the bier complained.  
 
    The other dwarves exchanged nervous glances with one another, and none of them broke their ranks as we turned to face them again. 
 
    The dwarf leader frowned at them and spread his arms to wave them forward. “Well, go on then, all of you! There’s no ‘I’ in ‘clan warfare.’ Off you go, kill them!” 
 
    I had only managed to cut two of the ropes around the woman, and I was forced to stop as all at once, the rest of the twenty-odd dwarves rushed forward with clubs, axes, spears, and other improvised weapons to attack. 
 
    The log was somewhat unwieldy as a weapon, but pride swelled in me as I managed to block the axe of a dwarf with a crown of posies braided into his dark hair. He swung again quickly to strike at my arm, but I moved the log and the blade of his weapon bit into the wood instead.  
 
    It took him a second to pry it free, and that second was all I needed to switch to the offensive. I shifted my grip on the log and drove it forward for a direct hit to the dwarf’s chest, and he stumbled back with a wheezing gasp. He adjusted his grip on the axe he carried, but I was faster, and I swung the log like a bat against the side of his head. There was a loud crack and a spurt of bright blood, and the dwarf stared at me for a second with a dazed expression before he fell over. That was one more down, but the dead dwarf’s brothers were quick on his heels and undaunted by our defense. 
 
    We were forced almost into the river as we fended them off, Lavinia with her bow and arrows, and Maruk, Aerin, and I with the logs we had retrieved from the platform.  
 
    The dark-haired woman shouted criticisms and instructions as the dwarves swarmed around us, but even without her input, I knew we weren’t going to last long like this. Lavinia needed more range to be effective, and I was so absorbed with holding the line that I couldn’t even think about magic. Maruk and Aerin needed their real weapons back.  
 
    I scanned the crowd of dwarves that separated us from the camp, but it didn’t look as though any of them had thought to try to use our own weapons against us. That must mean they’d hidden them somewhere, or they had left them in the forest.  
 
    Just then, a blond dwarf with lilacs in his hair came at me with a stew ladle, and I whacked him aside with my log and sent him sprawling into the water before I returned my attention to the camp. Then I saw them. Maruk’s shields were propped up like offerings against a tree by the statue of the Dovar-cu, and Aerin’s mace lay beneath them.  
 
    A dried berry hit me on the cheek, and I turned to face a dwarf with a bowl full of dark red berries under one arm as he pelted another one at my eye. Before I could do anything to retaliate, however, I heard Maruk gasp. 
 
    “Don’t waste those!” he cried as he drove his log forward like a battering ram into the dwarf’s chest. “Those are a delicacy, and they have a short season!”  
 
    I didn’t stick around to find out the fate of the dwarf or the berries, however, because at that moment I saw my opening through the crowd. I darted forward, around the fire and past the tents toward the statue of the Dovar-cu and our weapons. I shook off the loose blossoms that the dwarves had scattered over the pile as I gathered up Maruk’s shields and Aerin’s mace, but when I turned around again, the dwarf leader stood in my path.  
 
    His eyes were crinkled up in a smile, but he had an axe of his own in his hand, and his voice was cold when he said, “Now, where do you think you’re going with those, lad?” 
 
    I was about to drop the shields and try my luck going hand-to-hand with the dwarf and Aerin’s mace when something dark and furry dropped out of the tree above us and landed squarely on the dwarf’s face.  
 
    The short man’s cry of outrage mingled with the angry chattering of the puca as he stumbled back and tried in vain to pry the creature off himself. I didn’t waste the opportunity the puca had given me and ran back toward the river with the weapons.  
 
    Lavinia, Aerin, and Maruk were in the water now up to their ankles as the dwarves’ assault continued to press them back. Still, there were almost as many dead dwarves surrounding them now as there were those still capable of mounting an attack, and now that I’d gotten the rest of our weapons back, the fight could begin for real.  
 
    About a half-dozen dwarves stood between my friends and me, and I knew I shouldn’t risk trying to fight through them alone, so I stopped on the bank and shouted over the dwarves’ heads, “Hey! Heads up!” 
 
    I hurled Aerin her mace first, and she caught it just in time to deliver a devastating blow to a dwarf that was coming at her with a teakettle. The dwarf’s skull split open with a burst of blood, brains, and scattered flowers from the crown he’d worn, and I was suddenly reminded of the colorfully dyed eggshells filled with confetti that my cousins and I used to crack open on Easter. 
 
    When Maruk saw me, he lowered his shoulder and charged through the dwarves between us like a battering ram. Those who weren’t quick enough to jump back where either shoved aside by the orc’s massive shoulders or nearly trampled underfoot. He grinned broadly as he strapped his shields to his arms again and gave me a quick nod of gratitude before he reentered the fray.  
 
    His entrance caused the group of attackers to focus on him, so I sprinted around the edge of the melee to the dark-haired woman so I could finish cutting through the ropes.   
 
    “There you are!” she said when she saw me, though her tone was more judgmental than relieved. “Hurry up and get me out of here!” 
 
    “Working on it,” I replied through gritted teeth. 
 
    As I sawed at the bindings, I cast a quick look around to see how my companions fared. Aerin grappled with a dwarf in the shallows while Maruk held off another two. Three more stood on the bank and seemed to have been plotting some sort of coordinated charge before they realized that Lavinia had her bow again, but a spark of magic went off inside her, and the three arrows she shot at once brought them down before they could rethink their plan. 
 
    I cut through another rope as Lavinia turned her bow to the dwarves that were hounding Maruk and took them out with two arrows at once. A moment later, Aerin struck out the final blow against her opponent. As the final dwarf reeled back, fell, and disappeared beneath the murky water, I realized there was still someone missing.  
 
    The leader. 
 
    “Anyone see the boss?” Lavinia asked as she pulled her arrows out of the skulls of the dead dwarves and returned them to her quiver.  
 
    “The puca attacked him,” I said as I nodded back toward where I had grabbed their gear. 
 
    “What?” Lavinia groaned as she turned to me. 
 
    “Yep,” I snickered. “I think he likes me, but--” 
 
    “No!” The dwarf leader stumbled out of one of the tents. His face was covered in scratches, and there was a manic look in his eyes as he took in the scene before him, his camp in ruins, his comrades all dead.  
 
    “No!” he roared again. “You will suffer for what you have done here! Sunset is upon us. The Dovar-cu will take you all!” 
 
    Then he raised his hand, and I saw that he held a small stone totem that glowed with the unmistakable light of magic. He was practically frothing at the mouth as he began to speak some sort of incantation, and the totem started to glow brighter. A sound like rushing water swelled up in the back of my mind, and I raised my hand just as Lavinia raised her bow. 
 
    Stop, I willed, and the noise cut off like a record scratch, and the light from the totem went out like someone had flipped off a light switch. For half a moment, a bit of his power filled my chest like a sip of tequila would burn, but then it was gone.  
 
    The dwarf only had enough time to look surprised before Lavinia sent an arrow through his eye and he fell back with the totem still clutched in his hand. 
 
    Without thinking, I walked over to where the dwarf lay in the grass, and Aerin, Maruk, and Lavinia followed.  
 
    Aerin pulled the totem out of the dwarf’s grasp and turned it in her hand. It was made of greenstone, polished to a shine and carved so that it resembled the statue of the Dovar-cu at the edge of the camp, though on a smaller scale.  
 
    “What is that?” I asked. “It had magic.” The light in the totem had gone out when I’d blocked the dwarf’s spell, and not even a spark remained now. 
 
    “It must have been enchanted,” Aerin replied. “No idea what it did, though, and it looks like it was one use only.” The elf frowned as she examined the totem. “Still, something like this wouldn’t be easy to come by. I wonder where he got it.” One of her eyebrows quirked up. “I wonder how much we can sell it for.” 
 
    Lavinia stepped forward to pull her arrow out of the dwarf’s skull and raised her eyebrows. “ Did the puca do this to him?” 
 
    “Looks like it,” I said as I inspected the damage to his head. 
 
    The puca had left its mark. It looked as though clumps of the dwarf’s hair and beard had been pulled out, and his face was covered in deep scratches.  
 
    “I’m sure this part is fun for all of you,” the captured woman called, “but in case you forgot, I am still tied up over here, and there is still a monster coming to eat me, so maybe we can wrap up the whole rescuing thing sometime soon?” 
 
    “Isn’t she charming?” Maruk muttered. 
 
    Lavinia had a knife with a serrated edge better suited to cutting through the ropes than my dagger, and between us, we were able to get the woman free in a few minutes.  
 
    She wormed her way out once we’d cut down the ropes at her knees and climbed off the platform.  
 
    “About time,” she snipped. She was beautiful, tall, and slender, with a long, aristocratic nose and large gray eyes, and despite her predicament she proudly carried herself as she shook the rest of the flowers out of her hair.  
 
    “Watch it, princess,” Lavinia retorted. “We did save your life.” 
 
    The woman raised her eyebrows. “Barely. And I’m a marchioness, actually.” She held out her hand to me with a prim smile. “Marchioness Yvaine.” 
 
    “Uh, nice to meet you,” I said in a final attempt at diplomacy. I took her hand and shook it, which seemed to surprise her, but she quickly gathered herself again. 
 
    “Well, I’ll be going then,” Yvaine said after a beat. “I think I can leave the monster-slaying to you all.” 
 
    Lavinia scoffed, but I asked, “Wait, you’re leaving? It’s almost night, where are you going to go?” 
 
    “Anywhere that there isn’t an enormous man-eating fish-monster roaming around will be an improvement,” Yvaine replied.  
 
    “You’re just going to wander off into the forest?” I asked.  
 
    “There is a gift among the nobility to be born with an innate sense of direction,” Yvaine scoffed. “I will have no trouble finding a road, and then surely a passer-by will notice my plight and take me in.” 
 
    “That doesn’t seem like a very good idea,” I started, but Lavinia cut me off.  
 
    “If the princess wants to go get herself kidnapped by bandits, who are we to stop her?” she asked. “We have a job to do.” 
 
    “I told you, I’m a marchioness,” Yvaine said. 
 
    “I don’t know what that is,” Aerin said. 
 
    “Marchioness is the feminine title for a marquess which is the rank of nobility just below a duke and above an earl,” Maruk told her. 
 
    “Whatever!” Lavinia groaned. “Can we focus on what we came here to do?” 
 
    I held up my hands. “Look,” I said, “Yvaine, I’m sure your… sense of direction is great, but this forest is dangerous. We have to kill the Dovar-cu, but then we’re going back to Ovrista--” 
 
    “Gabriel--” Aerin warned. 
 
    “--I think you’d better come back with us. At least as far as one of the towns on the main road.” 
 
    “Hey, no, we’re bounty hunters,” Lavinia protested, “not bodyguards.” 
 
    “After all we did to save her, you’d leave her out here alone?” I asked. “We’re better than that, aren’t we?” 
 
    “I agree with Gabriel,” Maruk said. “At least then we don’t have to rescue her again.” 
 
    “Okay,” Aerin chuckled. “Just how many free rescues are we offering here? It’s not like we got paid for this.” 
 
    “That’s my point,” Maruk said, “we won’t have to rescue her again if she comes with us.” 
 
    Aerin considered that for a moment, then sighed. “Fine, I vote marchi-whatever stays. After all, it’s always good to have someone owe you a favor. Especially if they are rich.” 
 
    “Excuse me,” Yvaine scoffed. “Vote? Whether or not I stay with you is my decision, not yours.” 
 
    “I’m on your side!” Aerin reminded her, but then she whispered under her breath, “or at least your money’s side.” 
 
    “I don’t think--” Lavinia started, but she was cut off by an enormous splash at our backs.  
 
    At once, we all turned to the river, cast gold in the late afternoon light. A stream of bubbles burst along the surface, and beneath them, a dark shape passed through the water. While we had been too preoccupied figuring out what to do with the beautiful noblewoman, sunset had come, and so had the Dovar-cu. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    “Yvaine, get back,” I warned, and for the first time in our short acquaintance, she had no argument as she fled to the relative safety of the tents.  
 
    “Here we go,” Lavinia said as she nocked an arrow and took a few steps back along the bank. 
 
    Maruk hefted his shields, and I heard Aerin mutter a quick prayer as first the Dovar-cu’s wide head and then its body broke the surface of the water. 
 
    Then the monster climbed up onto the bank. 
 
    The Dovar-cu was like some terrible cross between an otter and a catfish, only it had to be close to twelve feet in length from the tip of its blunt nose to the end of its finned tail. Its nose was wide and hairless and fringed by clumps of thick whiskers, and the long, graying hair beneath its jaw streamed water as it raised its chin to scent the air.  
 
    Its eyes were blood-red, perfectly round, and bulged out on either side of its nose. They didn’t fix on us, and there was something about the way they stared so blankly that made me wonder if the creature was blind. Perhaps that was why these dwarves had been sacrificing victims to it if it couldn’t hunt on its own. Still, blind or not, I had no doubt about the kind of threat the Dovar-cu posed to us when I caught sight of the rows of sharp teeth that were crowded inside its mouth. A scrap of cloth caught between its teeth suggested that it had already begun to feed on the dwarves whose bodies we’d left in the river. 
 
    It didn’t seem to have much trouble breathing the air, but I could see the slits of gills on its long neck, though they were almost hidden by the wet drape of its flesh. Long, thick brown fur grew all along its back down to the base of its fishy tail, but its heavy belly was hairless and instead shimmered with scales. Similar scales covered the Dovar-cu’s four wide, webbed paws, each of which was tipped with claws as long as my hand. All over, its body was covered in thick scars, and in a few places, the remnants of some previous opponents’ weapons were tangled in the creature’s fur or else caught in the thick skin of its hide. 
 
    It was really, really, fucking ugly. 
 
    For a moment, the only sound except for the patter of water onto the mud as it streamed from the Dovar-cu’s flanks was the monstrous creature’s own rasping breaths, but then Aerin cursed in a hushed whisper, and I caught the sound of Lavinia fitting an arrow to her bowstring.  
 
    The Dovar-cu’s tiny ears twitched, and it turned toward the sounds, and its nostrils flared, though its eyes appeared as unfocused as ever. The mud squelched softly beneath the monster’s feet as it took one step forward, then another, and its ears flicked about to catch the slightest of sounds. Maruk hefted his shield and moved forward to meet it, and the Dovar-cu’s head swung around as it tracked the orc’s movements. 
 
    Lavinia’s bowstring twanged, the shot aimed for one of the Dovar-cu’s bulbous eyes no doubt, but the Dovar-cu whipped its neck around right in time that Lavinia’s arrow instead sailed harmlessly over its head and stuck into the grass on the opposite bank. Only a magical creature could have acted so quickly, and I could see how this monster had instilled such fear and reverence in the dwarves. Still, if the Dovar-cu’s magical nature was behind its incredible speed, that meant I could affect it with my own magic.  
 
    As Lavinia nocked another arrow, I raised my hand toward the beast and listened for the sound of its mana. It wasn’t as obvious as that of a mage when they would cast, but it was there. For the Dovar-cu, it was a deep and rushing sound, an underwater current, old and powerful.  
 
    I met the creature’s staring red eyes and willed it to be still, but for the first time, I felt something like a barrier. It was as though I could feel the Dovar-cu’s will straining against my own, the clash of our mana as I fought to control it. There had been no resistance like this with the wraith, and though Allowen had obviously realized what I was, that was only after I’d used my magic to stop him. The Dovar-cu was fighting me now, even as I tried to manipulate it. 
 
    Had it faced manipulators like me before? That would make it hundreds of years old, but I didn’t know if that would be an unusual lifespan for a creature like this.  
 
    My hand was tense as I held it out and stared into those blank eyes. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Lavinia take aim and the faint gleam of her mana as she focused on her shot.  
 
    Be still, I ordered in my mind, and for a moment, the Dovar-cu froze. Its lashing tail stilled, it even seemed to stop breathing for that moment, with its terrible face turned toward mine.  
 
    I heard the twang of Lavinia’s bowstring, saw the arrow embed itself in the Dovar-cu’s throat, and then all hell broke loose. 
 
    Whatever control I had over the monster evaporated as it let out a terrible rattling wail and reared up to claw at the air.  
 
    Maruk stumbled back out of reach of its claws as the Dovar-cu writhed and slammed its head forward onto the ground. There was a snap as the shaft of the arrow broke, and then the Dovar-cu hissed as it prepared to retaliate against its attackers. 
 
    Despite what appeared to have been a solid hit in the creature’s throat, Lavinia’s shot wasn’t enough to fell the Dovar-cu, and if anything, seemed only to have succeeded in making it angry.  
 
    The monster lashed out with one enormous paw and Maruk barely moved his shield in time to deflect the blow, but as he did, the spark of his mana glowed brighter. I saw the muscles in the orc’s shoulders tense, and then he bashed the larger of his shields into the Dovar-cu’s blunt snout, and the monster staggered back from the force of the blow as waves of residual magical energy rippled out between the two of them. 
 
    The Dovar-cu yowled and turned in a circle, but it was back on the offensive in moments, and Maruk wasn’t fast enough to block its second swipe, and I heard him cry out as the Dovar-cu’s claws tore through his armor and into his shoulder. 
 
    As Aerin rushed to Maruk’s aid, Lavinia shot again, this time, a volley of three arrows that struck the Dovar-cu in the face. It screeched and twisted in a dance of rage and agony as it swatted at the arrow shafts that stuck out of its nose, but once again, it seemed more aggravated than truly injured, and apprehension twisted in my gut at the idea that Lavinia might run out of arrows before we could take down the beast. 
 
    I raised my hand toward it again, but in its current state of frenzy, it was even harder to control than it had been before. Maybe I couldn’t control it, but it must have sensed me trying because at that moment, the Dovar-cu whirled around to face me and flecks of water from its dripping beard rained down over my head. For a heartbeat, all I saw were the creature’s rows and rows of dagger-sharp teeth and the red of its tongue. Its breath was hot and sticky and had the odor of rotting fish, and as I fumbled for my knife, I wondered miserably if that was going to be the last thing I’d ever smell. 
 
    Then the Dovar-cu’s jaws snapped shut mere inches from my arm, and I caught a flash of black fur as the puca landed on its head and grabbed a fistful of the monster’s whiskers. The Dovar-cu roared and began to reel back, but I finally succeeded in yanking my dagger free from its sheath. As the monster’s head whipped back, I saw my opening and drove the dagger forward into its pale throat.  
 
    It was as if I’d struck solid rock. The shock of the hit ran all the way up my shoulder, and I stared blankly for a moment at the splinters of metal as my blade shattered up to the hilt. As for the Dovar-cu, my attack had left barely a scratch amongst the many scars on its tough skin.  
 
    The monster snapped its jaws and tossed its head around violently in an attempt to throw off the puca, which, to its credit, had somehow managed to keep its hold on the Dovar-cu’s whiskers and chattered angrily as it was jostled about. 
 
    Aerin and Maruk were crouched on the bank as the elf used her magical prayers to heal the orc’s wounds, and Lavinia moved into position for another shot. My heart hammered as I followed the arc of her arrow to where it embedded itself in the Dovar-cu’s hide, but like the arrows before it, like my dagger and the countless other weapons the Dovar-cu’s previous victims had tried to use against the beast, this arrow was nothing more than an annoyance.  
 
    It was clear to me now that the Dovar-cu’s hide was somehow impervious to damage from most weapons, but what was less clear was what we should do with that knowledge. Lavinia had about six arrows left, and unless she managed to hit the Dovar-cu in a vulnerable spot, we would soon be without a means to attack. Even if I could try again to use my magic to hold the creature still, I didn’t like our odds of trying to fight it up close.  
 
    My hand was slick with sweat around the hilt of my dagger, and I stared at the place where the blade had broken off. Our regular weapons weren’t enough. Perhaps that was because the Dovar-cu was only susceptible to magical attacks or enchanted weapons. As soon as I’d thought it, I was sure that had to be the case, but the realization brought me little comfort. We didn’t have any enchanted weapons, and I couldn’t kill the Dovar-cu with an illusion.  
 
    Lavinia loosed another arrow that struck the Dovar-cu in the flesh of its cheek, and as the beast whirled around, the puca finally lost its grip, flew through the air, and landed with a splash in the river.  
 
    I threw a glance back over my shoulder at the camp. The dwarves had had only their axes and clubs and a few knives, nothing that had seemed to possess any magical properties. There was the totem that the dwarf leader had carried, but Aerin had taken it... I turned back to where she and Maruk were on the bank and had opened my mouth to call out to her when the Dovar-cu swung its open jaws back toward me with a ferocious hiss.  
 
    I didn’t have time to form a plan. I simply reacted on pure animal instinct as the monster’s broad muzzle opened up before me again, my thoughts a jumbled mess. Part of me meant to shove the hilt of my dagger down its throat in the vain hope that I might be able to choke it, and part of me was still thinking about the totem and wishing we’d had some sort of magical weapon. 
 
    That was when it happened. 
 
    As the Dovar-cu made to close its enormous mouth over my arm, the rush of my magic flowed through me, and a blade of bright blue light shot up from the hilt of the dagger that was still clutched in my hand like a Jedi light saber. The light pierced through the roof of the Dovar-cu’s gaping mouth, and it let out a blood-chilling screech. The beast swayed slightly, but there was no resistance against the blade in my hand. The light cut through the Dovar-cu’s flesh as easily as air, and after a beat, the beast slumped down into the mud, dead.  
 
    The blue light faded as quickly as it had appeared until once again only the broken dagger’s hilt remained in my hand, and it was only then that I noticed the deep grooves the Dovar-cu’s teeth had torn into my arm and the streams of dark blood that flowed freely from the wounds. Then, as the rush of adrenaline and mana faded, normal feelings began to return. First was the pain in my arm, bright and terrible, but it was nearly eclipsed by the sudden draining sensation in my gut a heartbeat later. Spots clouded my vision, and I stumbled back a step before Lavinia caught my shoulder and guided me over to where Aerin and Maruk were. 
 
    I could hear them speaking, but a ringing had started up in my ears, and I couldn’t make out all the words. I felt dizzy, and for a moment I thought I might faint, but then I felt Aerin’s hand on my arm and heard the gentle sound of her magic as the warmth of her healing power spread up my arm and through my entire body. Gradually, my vision cleared and the ringing in my ears abated, and when Aerin stepped back, I realized that she, Maruk, and Lavinia were all staring at me with a mix of wonder and fear. 
 
    “You didn’t say you could summon magical weapons,” Aerin said, her voice hushed. 
 
    “I didn’t know I could,” I answered. Already Aerin’s magic was making me feel better, but my voice still sounded far away. 
 
    The elf frowned. “Here, let’s have you sit back against this tree. You’re still looking pale.” 
 
    She led me over to a spindly birch, and I slid down to sit in the grass as I leaned against it. Aerin poured some water over my arm to wash off the blood, and I saw that the bite wounds had closed completely, and all that was left were a few shiny scars.  
 
    “That’s incredible,” I said quietly, “how you do that.” 
 
    It was hard to tell in the fading light, but I thought Aerin’s cheeks turned pink as she put the canteen in my hand. “Drink some water,” she said quickly. 
 
    I did, and my head felt a little clearer. I wondered somewhat vaguely if the Dovar-cu had a venomous bite, or if what I was feeling now was the result of using my magic in a new way. Aerin had said on that second day that using magic would have a physical toll on me until I’d grown accustomed to it.  
 
    “How’s Maruk?” I asked. He and Lavinia hadn’t followed us to the tree. 
 
    “He’s fine,” Aerin assured me. She glanced up. “He’s over with Lavinia, they’re getting the blood for Magdalena.” 
 
    I took another drink and then handed the canteen back to Aerin before I made to stand. The elf put a hand on my arm to help me, but I waved her away. “I’m fine now,” I said. “Thank you.” 
 
    She tucked a strand of red hair behind her ear and bobbed her head in a nod. “Of course, my hero.” 
 
    “Dunno if you can quite call me that,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Uhhh, we were all about to die, and then you saved us,” Aerin said, and her fingers moved to trace the side of my neck. Her touch sent a shiver of pleasure down my spine, and I turned to stare into her green eyes. She was looking at my lips, and a smile slowly stretched across her face when she noticed me notice her gaze. 
 
    “That feels good,” I whispered. 
 
    “This?” she said as she began to rub my neck. 
 
    “Yeah,” I sighed. “That.” My eyes moved down the front of her neck and then settled on her robe. The material there was tight across her chest, and the cut showed the perfect roundness of her breasts and the smooth cream of her skin tone. 
 
    “You have hungry eyes, Gabriel,” Aerin whispered. 
 
    “So do you, Aerin,” I whispered back. 
 
    “What are we going to do about it?” she asked, and her cheeks reddened more as she leaned down toward my mouth. 
 
    “Oh! There is some!” Maruk’s voice cut through the air a second after Aerin’s full lips touched mine. We both started and then turned toward where the big shield carrying warrior stood over the Dovar-cu’s limp body. 
 
    “By the cut Gabriel made.” The archer drew a knife of her own and stuck it in the beast’s mouth, then gathered the blood that flowed from the wound in a vial, and I realized that I hadn’t noticed it bleed from the cut my magical blade had made. Before I could wonder much about that, however, Lavinia stood, and she and Maruk made their way back over to where Aerin and I waited. 
 
    “So it’s okay,” the redhead elf asked as she cleared her throat and rubbed the sides of her robe nervously. 
 
    “Got the blood,” Lavinia reported. Then, to my surprise, she heaved a sigh and rubbed the back of her neck. “And not to start sounding like Aerin, but I think we should charge extra. That was way more work than a stupid map is worth.” 
 
    Aerin grinned. “I’ll see if I can renegotiate for our troubles when we get back.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’d better,” Lavinia replied, then she turned to me and raised her eyebrows. “So… magical dagger, that’s new.” 
 
    “It certainly came in handy,” Maruk put in. 
 
    “Can you do it again?” the archer asked with genuine interest. “It was amazing.” 
 
    I still had the dagger hilt in my hand, and I held it up as I attempted to summon the magical blade again. I could feel the mana coursing down my arm, though not as powerfully as before, and I stared at the empty hilt and envisioned the blade of blue light that would spring from it.  
 
    A spark shot up from the hilt, and then the glowing dagger formed again, a little smaller and more transparent than it had been the first time. I wasn’t sure what kind of demonstration the others were expecting, but I turned the blade in my hand and drew it across the trunk of the tree behind me, where it cut a dark slash into the wood that smoked slightly.   
 
    Maruk gave a low whistle, and Lavinia grinned, but then all of a sudden my stomach lurched so violently that I nearly gagged. A renewed wave of nausea rocked me, and the light of the dagger flickered out abruptly.  
 
    Aerin placed a cool hand against my cheek. “You’ve been using your power a lot recently, it’s draining your mana. You have to let it regenerate,” she warned. 
 
    I nodded as my head cleared again.  
 
    “You can try again later,” Lavinia said. “I want to see what other sort of shit that thing can cut through.” 
 
    As tired as I was, that made me laugh. “Yeah,” I said, “me too.” 
 
    “All in favor of camping here for the night?” Lavinia asked. 
 
    I was exhausted, and I could tell Maruk and Aerin felt the same way by their muttered agreements.  
 
    “Where’s the princess?” Lavinia asked, in a tone that suggested she hoped Yvaine wasn’t going to turn up again. 
 
    “Marchioness,” came an annoyed voice from one of the tents. Yvaine poked her head out and looked around warily. “The monster is dead?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s dead,” I said when no one else seemed much inclined to answer.  
 
    Yvaine joined us then. The hem of her white dress was splattered in mud, but she held her chin high. 
 
    “You stayed,” I said. 
 
    She tossed her hair and sniffed. “Yes, well, I considered your offer, and I thought I would at least accompany you all to Ovrista. I am cursed with a generous spirit, and I realized you might need my help to get out of this wretched forest.” 
 
    Lavinia rolled her eyes. “Wonderful.” 
 
    “I don’t suppose you have any food?” Yvaine asked. “I’m positively famished. Those dwarves wouldn’t give me anything to eat.” 
 
    “Yeah, we have food. Probably not the sort of thing a marchi- marchi-whatever is used to,” Aerin replied, “but if you complain, you don’t get anything, and we’re leaving you here, got it?” 
 
    Yvaine wisely said nothing, and we coaxed the dwarves’ fire back to life and settled around it in weary, but triumphant, silence. We passed around bread studded with nuts and berries and some wine we’d found that the dwarves had made, and the last things I could remember before I drifted off into a comfortable sleep were the sounds of the wind chimes and the sight of the stars twinkling through the branches above.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    When I woke up the next morning, it was to something black and furry on my chest, and it took my groggy mind a few seconds to realize that it was the puca. It had the pendant Aerin had given me clutched in its tiny hands and stared at it with wide green eyes.  
 
    “You like shiny things?” I whispered. Aerin had told me that pucas were related to goblins. “You can’t have this, but I’ll find you something else to play with.” I closed my hand around the pendant and tucked it back into my shirt. The puca made a disappointed sort of noise at the loss but allowed me to scratch it behind one long ear as I sat up and inspected our campsite. 
 
    We had cleared away the dwarves’ bodies and organized everything we planned to take from their camp, but there were still a few weapons, scattered flowers, and wooden charms lying in the grass that we hadn’t bothered with. And of course, the enormous shape of the Dovar-cu was still slumped in the mud on the riverbank, its hind end partially submerged in the water. It didn’t look any less monstrous in the light of dawn, especially since its corpse had begun to bloat. I wondered if scavengers would feed on it, or if the non-magical animals would stay away.  
 
    Lavinia was gone, but since her bedroll was folded up neatly by her pack and her bow was gone, I assumed she was out hunting. Maruk, Aerin, and Yvaine were still asleep, and I got up quietly so as not to disturb them and set the puca in the grass. I half-expected it to scamper off, but it stayed close as I packed up my things, and I supposed it hadn’t taken my promise to find it some other trinket than my pendant lightly. 
 
    Aerin had already packed up the jewelry, coins, and other valuables that we’d taken from the dwarves, but I searched through the loot and found a little bronze pin shaped like a sparrow that I figured was the least expensive of the cache and then held it out to the puca. 
 
    “Here, this is nice, isn’t it?” I asked.  
 
    The puca sniffed the pin warily for a few seconds, then abruptly plucked it from my hand and bounded off into the bushes with it. 
 
    “Okay then,” I said as I ran my hand through my hair. “You’re welcome.” 
 
    “Who are you talking to?” Aerin muttered as she sat up and rubbed her eyes. 
 
    “That puca was hanging around,” I replied.  
 
    “I’m sorry, did you say there was a puca?” Yvaine asked as she sat up as well. Somehow, despite sleeping on the grass with only a borrowed blanket, she looked better-rested and more glamorous than any of us. I wondered if that was an innate gift of the nobility as well. 
 
    “One has been following us,” I explained. 
 
    “Ugh,” the dark-haired woman groaned. “They are cursed creatures. Even if they are really cute.” 
 
    “Did Lavinia see it?” Aerin asked. 
 
    I grinned. “No.” Thankfully, for all our sakes, the puca hadn’t tried any more pranks, either. 
 
    Aerin yawned and massaged the back of her neck. “Ugh, I can’t wait to get back to Ovrista. I hate sleeping on the ground.” 
 
    At that moment, Lavinia reappeared as silently as a shadow. She had a rabbit and a squirrel in hand and set them in the grass by the dying fire. “We’re going to have to leave for the Shadow Delves as soon as we get the map,” she warned as she knelt and added fresh kindling to the fire. “You’re still going to be sleeping on the ground.” 
 
    “Is there anywhere one can go to avoid companions who insist on talking before the sun is even up?” came a peeved grumble from Maruk’s bedroll. 
 
    Yvaine raised her eyebrows. “The sun is up.” 
 
    “Not under here,” the orc protested as he drew his blanket over his head. 
 
    Lavinia shrugged. “Sleep all you want, but you better not complain about missing breakfast.” 
 
    That got Maruk’s attention, and he sat up swiftly. “Let’s not be too hasty, Lavinia,” he said. “It is the most important meal of the day, after all.” 
 
    The promise of food had drawn someone else’s attention, too, and the puca crept out of the forest toward our camp.  
 
    When Lavinia caught sight of it, her lip curled. “Not you again.”  
 
    She began to reach for an arrow, and the puca darted forward and clambered up my legs onto my back. I could feel it shivering, and its whiskers tickled my cheek as it peeked its head over my shoulder. 
 
    Lavinia glared at it. “You can’t hide behind him forever,” she told it.  
 
    “Oh, my, is this the puca?” Yvaine said as she strode over to admire my new best friend. “Well, it’s simply adorable, isn’t it?” 
 
    “It’s going to be a hat,” Lavinia said. “Or maybe some gloves.” 
 
    “Wait,” I urged her and held up my hands. “It helped us with the dwarves and the Dovar-cu.” 
 
    Lavinia’s eyes narrowed. “It also put my bow up a tree, ruined our maps, and stole my food.” 
 
    “You did antagonize it,” Maruk pointed out. 
 
    “I’m surprised it followed us all the way out here,” Aerin said as she came over to let the puca sniff her fingers. “That was really clever.” 
 
    “Am I the only one who remembers what this thing did to us?” Lavinia demanded. 
 
    “Maybe it was trying to make up for that by helping us now,” Aerin suggested while the puca chewed on the leather of her glove.  
 
    “You don’t really believe that,” Lavinia said. 
 
    “Sure I do,” Aerin said as she stroked the puca between the ears. “Look, he’s shaking.” 
 
    “It’s a ‘he’ now?” Lavinia asked. She shook her head. “It’s a wild animal, Aerin. If we keep feeding it, it’ll never leave us alone.” 
 
    Lavinia’s warning had the opposite effect than what she’d intended, and Aerin’s eyes lit up. “We could keep him as a pet, he could be like a guild mascot!”  
 
    Lavinia opened her mouth to protest, but Aerin continued on before the other woman could get a word out. “He’s so smart, I bet we could teach him all sorts of tricks. All those tourists in the market pay to see that mangy dog of Geoffrey’s play dead and that’s not even that impressive, think of what we could pull with this little guy!”  
 
    The puca chattered happily and butted his head into Aerin’s hand. Evidently, he liked being called smart. 
 
    “We could dress him up in little outfits,” Maruk suggested. “I know a tailor who makes feathered caps for those tiny dogs the chancellor has.” 
 
    The puca growled at that, but only half-heartedly. 
 
    “We can make guild banners that we can sell. We should probably change our name too since it will be easier to market the merchandise if--”  
 
    “You can’t be serious,” Lavinia interrupted as she looked from Aerin to Maruk. 
 
    “Well, not about the name,” Aerin chuckled as she tapped her lips with her finger, “but the other stuff is simply sound business--” 
 
    “Help me out here, Gabriel?” Lavinia turned to me for back-up. 
 
    “He already followed us this far, I don’t think he’s going to leave anyway,” I said with an apologetic shrug. “And I don’t think we should kill him after he helped us.”  
 
    Lavinia threw up her hands. “I don’t know what I expected,” she said. “Fine, you all play at being friends with the little monster, but don’t say I didn’t warn you when it’s your gear that thing trashes.” 
 
    Aerin squealed and gave me and the puca a somewhat awkward hug that the creature squirmed out of before he dropped to the grass.  
 
    “Now he needs a name,” Aerin said. 
 
    “I have a cousin who’s an earl,” Yvaine put in. “You could name this darling Dunstan after him.” She scratched the puca’s chin. “I would allow it.” 
 
    “You’re not part of this,” Aerin told her with a sidelong look. 
 
    “Oh! We ought to name him Eowevish!” Maruk said suddenly. 
 
    Aerin frowned at him. “Eo-what?” 
 
    “Eowevish,” Maruk repeated. “He’s a renowned philosopher on the western coast, the perfect namesake for this little fellow.” 
 
    “I don’t even want to keep it, but you absolutely cannot name it that,” Lavinia said.  
 
    “Gabriel, you should name him,” Aerin said diplomatically. “He seems to like you the most.”  
 
    I rubbed the back of my neck as they all looked to me expectantly, including the puca. “Uh, how about Merlin?” 
 
    “Merlin?” Aerin echoed. 
 
    “You know,” I said. “Like the famous wizard.” 
 
    Aerin raised an eyebrow. “I thought you didn’t have wizards in California.” 
 
    “We don’t,” I answered, “he’s a character in stories.”  
 
    “Merlin,” Aerin said again and nodded. “I like it.” 
 
    “It lacks some of the grandeur of Eowevish,” Maruk mused, “but it’s not a bad name.” 
 
    “What do you think, little guy?” I asked the puca as I knelt down to scratch its ear. It purred and headbutted my hand, which I took as a sign of its approval. “Merlin it is, then.” 
 
    Lavinia shook her head in exasperation as she began to skin the rabbit and the squirrel, but she said nothing.  
 
    After a quick breakfast of roasted squirrel, which Yvaine only complained about briefly, we gathered up our belongings and the few coins and other valuables we’d found in the dwarves’ camp and prepared to set out. According to Lavinia, the path the dwarves had marked out with their charms led to a road, and we decided that without the maps, that way would be safer and ultimately faster than trying to retrace our old shortcut. Right as we made to leave, however, Merlin gave a sharp chirp and tore off into the bushes in the opposite direction.  
 
    “Hey!” Aerin called after him. “Where are you going? You’re supposed to make us money!” 
 
    “Good riddance,” Lavinia muttered, but Aerin had already started to follow the puca through the undergrowth. “Aerin!” 
 
    Lavinia, Maruk, Yvaine, and I exchanged a glance and were about to follow after them when Aerin popped her head out from behind a tree with a grin. 
 
    “You better come look at this!” she called as she waved us over. 
 
    We made our way over to the old twisted oak where Aerin stood, and she pointed excitedly to a hollow in the great tree’s trunk. Inside the hollow, Merlin was crouched with the bird pin I’d given him earlier clutched in his paws, but he was sitting on top of a pile of other treasures, coins, and pieces of jewelry and even a few gemstones. 
 
    “My, would you look at that,” Yvaine murmured. 
 
    Aerin’s eyes glittered. “Look at all this stuff he found! He is going to make us so rich!” She tried to reach for an earring at the edge of the pile, but Merlin bared his teeth and hissed at her. “It’s okay,” Aerin said soothingly, “I’m just going to hold on to it for you.” 
 
    The puca didn’t back down until I reached my hand out and stroked his fur. “We have to go,” I told him. “We’ll bring this with us.” 
 
    Somewhat reluctantly, the puca climbed up my arm onto my shoulder and allowed Aerin to scoop its hoarded treasure into her pack before we set off again.  
 
    “I wonder how long it took him to find all of this,” Aerin said as she examined the various items from Merlin’s stash. It was a good thing that the path the dwarves had marked was relatively clear because she had hardly looked up to watch where she was going since we’d left the tree behind. “Do you think we could train him to pick out more valuable pieces?” 
 
    “You know it stole all of that, right?” Lavinia asked. “It’s a thief.” 
 
    Aerin was undeterred. “Whoever he stole it from probably deserved it,” she replied. “I sense that Merlin has a good moral compass.” 
 
    “I agree with Aerin on this one,” I chuckled. 
 
    Lavinia shot us an annoyed look, but Aerin was too distracted to notice. 
 
    Exactly as Lavinia had said, the paths the dwarves’ charms marked out led to a dirt road. After so long in the forest, I appreciated the warmth of the sun on my skin and a clear view of the sky above, and Merlin provided some entertainment for us as we walked by chasing after the birds and squirrels we passed. That was until he actually caught a thrush that was a bit too slow to fly off and promptly shoved the thing whole into his mouth. 
 
    Yvaine yelped and put a hand over her heart, and Maruk looked as though he might be sick. 
 
    “Oh, dear,” the orc breathed and averted his gaze while the puca chewed. “That is revolting.” 
 
    Lavinia was unfazed. “I told you, it’s a wild animal. What did you expect?” 
 
    “Perhaps--” Maruk cleared his throat. “Perhaps we could teach it some table etiquette when we return to Ovrista.”  
 
    Lavinia scoffed, but Aerin seemed delighted by the idea. “Oh, that would be so much better than Geoffrey’s dumb dog!” she said. “People would line up to see that.” 
 
    By mid-morning, we began to pass signs that noted the distance to nearby towns, and divots in the road provided evidence for the passage of carts. 
 
    “If anyone passes by with some space on their cart, we should see if we could get a ride,” I suggested. “We got some extra money from the dwarves, and it would save time.” 
 
    “Oh, I couldn’t agree more,” Yvaine said emphatically as she gestured to her long legs. “I was simply not made to be walking around in this heat--” 
 
    “Don’t you start now,” Lavinia warned her. “We’ll still leave you behind.” 
 
    “Getting a ride, should one become available, is an excellent idea,” Maruk said. “My feet are killing me.” 
 
    Aerin laughed nervously. “Well, sure, it’d save time,” she said, “but you know what they say about walking...” 
 
    Lavinia arched an eyebrow. “No. What?” 
 
    “It’s free,” Aerin answered with a hopeful smile. 
 
    “We’ll see if someone can give us a ride,” Lavinia scoffed. “Gabriel’s right, even if we have to pay, it’ll be worth it to get back sooner. Although, we might have enough money to at least buy a cart and donkey for our own use.” 
 
    The first cart that passed us about a half hour later was so laden with vegetables that we didn’t even bother to ask for a lift, as there was no way we’d all fit, but as it turned out, we only had to walk a few more minutes before we heard the sound of another cart on the road behind us. This one was pulled by two horses and had only a few split logs in the back, so we hailed the driver, and he stopped. 
 
    The driver was a wispy-haired old man with a sunburnt nose and keen gray eyes with which he examined our party shrewdly from atop his seat. “Can I help you?” he asked.  
 
    Lavinia gave Aerin a nudge, and the elf stepped forward and put on a bright smile. “I hope so,” she said. “My friends and I were hoping we could get a ride to Ovrista, or at least the nearest town where you’ll be stopping.” 
 
    The man stroked the stubble on his chin as he looked us over. “‘M goin’ to Ovrista,” he said finally. “You and your friends can hitch a ride.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s great,” Aerin said. “Thank--” 
 
    “But not for free,” the man finished, and Aerin’s shoulders slumped. 
 
    It took another nudge from Lavinia, but then Aerin sighed and said with obvious reluctance, “Of course, we can pay you.” She dug around in her pack and produced a few coins that she offered to the man. “This should cover it.” 
 
    The driver leaned over in his seat and plucked a coin from Aerin’s hand, which he appraised as carefully as he had us, then he scooped up the rest of the coins and dropped them into his pocket. “That’ll do. Up you go, then, but no talking on the way.” 
 
    I suspected he was being difficult simply because he could, but I was in no mood to argue as Aerin, Lavinia, Maruk, and Yvaine climbed into the back of the cart. I was just about to follow when the man held up his hand and my stomach twisted. Instinctively, I reached up to check that I still had Aerin’s pendant, and only then did I realize that it wasn’t me who the man was looking at. 
 
    “Is that a puca?” the driver asked in a tone of disbelief. He shook his head. “Forget it, I don’t want anything to do with a puca.”  
 
    “Hold on a minute--” Aerin started, and the driver turned back to her. 
 
    “Out!” he said. “Get--” but the rest of his sentence was cut off by a warbling sort of meow at my feet.  
 
    I turned at the sound and blinked in surprise and Merlin, now a large black cat, blinked back at me. Of course, I remembered as Merlin meowed again, pucas could shapeshift. He still had his usual wiry fur, and his pupils were still rectangular like a goat’s, but otherwise, he looked like a normal cat. 
 
    “He’s only a cat,” I said quickly.  
 
    The driver frowned. “No, I saw it, it was a puca,” he said, but there was a note of hesitation to his voice. 
 
    “We know it’s ugly, but it’s just a cat,” Lavinia said. She forced a smile. “We’re not stupid enough to travel with a puca.” 
 
    The driver stared for a moment longer, but either he didn’t know that pucas could shapeshift or our money was enough to convince him that he’d been mistaken because a moment later he waved me aboard as well.  
 
    Though she knew better than to push our luck and honored our host’s mandate not to talk, by the way that Aerin grinned at Lavinia, I knew the elf intended to tease her later about covering for the puca. 
 
    Lavinia made a point to ignore her, and after I pulled myself up into the back of the cart with the others and Merlin settled on my lap with a convincing purr, the driver flicked the reins, and we set off on the road to the city.  
 
    “We did it,” I said. 
 
    “Mmmm?” Lavinia muttered as she looked over to me. 
 
    “We are awesome,” I whispered so that the driver couldn’t hear us. “We killed the monster, saved the beautiful maiden, and got a bunch of treasure.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Lavinia chuckled, and a rare smile came to her sexy lips. “I guess we did.” 
 
    “We couldn’t have done it without you, Gabriel,” Aerin said. 
 
    “Agreed,” Maruk said as he tipped his head to me. “That magic with your sword was--” 
 
    “You think I’m beautiful?” Yvaine fixed her gray eyes on me and brushed a lock of dark hair from her face. 
 
    “Well, I--” 
 
    “Of course you do,” the noblewoman giggled. “Since I am. I’ve simply never had someone bold enough to say so to my face. Especially while in front of others. You are quite interesting, Gabri--” 
 
    “Hey!” the man driving the cart hissed over his shoulder. “No talking, or you’ll have to pay me more for the ride.” 
 
    “You got it,” I laughed, and then I leaned back in the cart, gave my friends a smile, and closed my eyes. 
 
    Damn, it felt good to win. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    It was around mid-morning when the shining spire of the Mage Academy tower and the high walls of Ovrista came into view on the horizon. Once again I was struck by the beauty of the city from a distance, but as we neared the gates with their guards, I remembered that I needed to be careful here. The wilderness had its own dangers, but at least out there I was free to use my power, and didn’t have to hide who and what I was.  
 
    There were two lines at the gates now, one for pedestrian travelers and one for those with carts or carriages. Our driver insisted that our ride was over and that we were to enter the city on our own, so we thanked him and disembarked to join the pedestrian line. I didn’t mind at first because that line seemed to be moving faster, but then I noticed that the guard stationed on our side was stopping nearly everyone, while the guard on the cart side was more inclined to wave people through without searching them. 
 
    I felt a coil of unease form in my gut. I had those books that I’d gotten from Allowen at the bottom of my pack, wrapped in a scrap of cloth. It wasn’t a great way to conceal them, but it was all I could really manage given the circumstances. I figured if they were discovered, I could claim that I was returning them to the Mage Academy to be destroyed. Lavinia had said that mages loyal to the Academy would do that.  
 
    Hopefully, I looked the part.  
 
    Yvaine went first, and since she had nothing but the clothes she wore, the guard let her pass. Aerin was next, and I tried not to let it worry me when the guard stopped her and demanded to look through her pack. 
 
    “Of course, good sir.” Aerin was all smiles as she complied. Unfortunately, as soon as the guard opened Aerin’s bag, the veritable trove of stolen gold and other assorted valuables that we had recovered from Merlin’s stash nearly spilled out onto the street, and the guard fixed Aerin with a suspicious look.  
 
    “Where’d you get all this?” he asked as he looked Aerin up and down. 
 
    The elf laughed nervously and was about to answer when, to my surprise, Yvaine stepped in.  
 
    “Pardon me,” she said, “I am Yvaine Estrella, Marchioness of Constello.” She paused to give the guard an opportunity to fawn over her, but when he simply raised his eyebrows, she went on quickly. “These... lovely people rescued me from the Diru Wilds after I was attacked by scoundrels. The gold is mine, you see.” She gave a little laugh. “I am not in the habit of carrying around my own belongings, after all. That’s what poor people are for.” 
 
    The guard gave Yvaine a long look, then slowly turned back, and silently appraised the rest of us. He had an especially hard stare for Merlin, but to my relief, the puca was still disguised as a cat.  
 
    “We’d be more than happy to answer any other questions you have,” Yvaine said sweetly, “but if you’re finished, we really must be going. I haven’t been able to maintain my twelve-step skincare regimen in weeks, and you can just imagine the effect that has had on my pores.” 
 
    “Oh, I can imagine,” the guard replied flatly. Then he blew out a long sigh through his nose and waved the rest of us ahead. 
 
    “Thanks for that,” I said to Yvaine once we were out of earshot of the guard. In truth, I was surprised that she’d helped us now that she no longer needed us.  
 
    She smiled at me and put a hand on my arm. “Oh, of course, dear. Dealing graciously with civil servants is one of the first lessons we learn as--” 
 
    “Thanks again for your help,” Aerin said quickly. “We don’t want to keep you since you should probably be getting back to your skincare regimen.” 
 
    Yvaine frowned and touched her cheek.  
 
    “Are you going to be okay from here?” I began. “You could come back to our place if you need somewhere to stay--”  
 
    Lavinia elbowed me in the ribs to cut me off.  
 
    I shot her a look, but Yvaine simply brushed off her dress and smiled at me again. “That’s so sweet of you to offer, but I have relatives here in Ovrista who will arrange for me to get back home. Besides, I would hate to impose, and I’m sure you all are quite wanting for space as it is. Still, perhaps our paths will cross again someday.” Then she leaned over and pressed a kiss to my cheek before she gave us a little wave goodbye and started off down the main street toward the wealthier districts in the city center. 
 
    “Even when she’s trying to be nice, she’s rude,” Lavinia muttered as she adjusted her pack on her shoulder. 
 
    “She did help us,” I countered. 
 
    “Yeah, well, we’d better get a move on,” Lavinia replied, unimpressed. She retrieved the vial of the Dovar-cu’s blood and handed it to Aerin. “Maruk and I will take our stuff back and start packing for the Delves. You two just worry about finding your contact and getting that map.” 
 
    Aerin took the vial and handed her pack over to the other woman, and I gave mine to Maruk with a grateful nod.  
 
    “We’ll meet you back at the Den when we’ve got it,” Aerin said, and then she and I split off and headed down the winding, narrow back streets toward the black market. Merlin darted ahead of us in pursuit of rats and other vermin, but every so often he would circle back to keep us in sight.  
 
    As we walked, it seemed that Aerin was unusually withdrawn, so I butted her gently on the shoulder.  
 
    “Everything alright?” I asked. 
 
    She looked startled, but then she put on a bright smile. “Yeah, just fine. I’m glad we’re finally getting the map.” 
 
    I couldn’t read auras, but I didn’t need to know that she was lying. Something was bothering her, but she didn’t want to talk about it, so instead, I just held out my hand.  
 
    Aerin took it, and her smile seemed more genuine as she did so. We walked on in comfortable silence through the grimy alleyways until we could hear the bustle of the black market from behind the abandoned buildings.  
 
    I reached up to Merlin to scratch him behind the ears, and he purred and butted my chin with his head. With the puca’s penchant for mischief, I didn’t think it would be wise to let him roam the market freely, so I wanted to keep him occupied with pets and scratches.  
 
    “How are we going to find Magdalena?” I asked. “She told us to meet her here, but didn’t mention a specific time or location.”  
 
    “She must have a shop around here or something,” Aerin replied. “Let’s look around.” 
 
    The black market looked more or less just as it had the first time Aerin and I had come. The small square was crowded with vendors and people shopping for all sorts of things, amazing and grotesque. While we searched for a sign of Magdalena, I kept my eye out for any vendors who were selling books or scrolls in the hope that one of them might have something I could use. It hadn’t occurred to me before, but this was an obvious place to look for illegal texts on magic. Unfortunately, I didn’t see anything promising as we wound through the crowd, but I promised myself I’d come back here sometime later to check again.  
 
    Then I caught a flash of pale hair and heard the jingle of tiny bells and tugged on Aerin’s hand. Set up in a stall of her own, Magdalena sat behind a table draped in numerous colorful scarves, upon which she had placed a deck of cards and a few beaded charms. There was no one else outside her stall, so the elf woman saw us almost as soon as I saw her, and she stood and waved us over enthusiastically. 
 
    “It’s good to see you,” she said. “You’re right on time.” 
 
    I frowned. “Right on time? How did you know we’d be here now?” 
 
    “I dabble in divination as well as alchemy,” she answered with a bright smile. “You have the blood.” It wasn’t a question, but I supposed she had divined that our mission would be a success as well. 
 
    Aerin set the vial on the table by the cards, and Magdalena retrieved a map from a pouch at her waist and handed it over. Then the redhead elf unfolded the parchment, examined the map, and nodded. “Thanks.” 
 
    “Of course,” Magdalena replied. “Would you like a reading before you go?” She gestured to the stack of cards on her left. “Or maybe a charm for your... cat?” 
 
    “We’re kind of in a hurry,” Aerin answered before I could say anything. “Thanks again for the map.” She began to steer me back into the crowd with a hand on my arm when Magdalena called after us. 
 
    “Alright then, but you should know, you can follow the spiders,” she said cheerfully. “They know the way!”  
 
    “What?” I asked as I craned my neck back toward Magdalena’s stall, but Aerin pulled me quickly through the throng. 
 
    “It’s nothing, don’t worry about it,” she insisted.  
 
    “She said something about spiders... If she can tell the future, don’t you think she could help us?” I asked. 
 
    “She already did, she got us the map.” Aerin stopped and frowned as she ran a hand through her hair. “I know you don’t have magic where you’re from, so you don’t know, but even here, seers and soothsayers... they’re hacks. No one can actually tell the future, it’s just a scam.” 
 
    I couldn’t say I was entirely convinced. “She did know when we’d be here.”  
 
    “They all do that,” Aerin replied with a dismissive wave of her hand as her lips pursed into a sour expression. “They pretend they predicted something to impress you, and then the next thing you know, you’re out of coin, and all they told you was what you’re going to have for lunch in three days.” 
 
    I grinned. “Are you perhaps speaking from experience?” 
 
    “No!” Aerin said quickly as she flushed all the way to the tips of her pointy ears. “Look, everyone knows fortune tellers are fake, okay? We have our map and the chance at some real money with this Shadow Delves bounty. Let’s just focus on that.” 
 
    Merlin trilled, and I chuckled but decided not to press the issue as we left the black market behind and made our way back to the Magpie. When we got to the top of the stairs and the door to our apartment, we could hear Lavinia and Maruk arguing, and Aerin and I exchanged a nervous glance before we opened the door. 
 
    “If you hadn’t proposed that brilliant shortcut--” Maruk started, but Lavinia cut him off. 
 
    “Oh, so now this is my fault?” she shot back. “What about you getting captured by those dwarves? What are you, like five times their size?”  
 
    “Woah, guys, settle down,” I said as I walked between them. “What’s going on?” 
 
    Lavinia glowered and thrust out a folded bit of paper at me. “Ren left us a note,” she said bitterly. “The Stewards left for the Shadow Delves yesterday. We’re already behind.” 
 
    I frowned as I unfolded the paper and read over the short message Ren had left. “See you in the Shadow Delves, Foxes! Hope you can make it.”  
 
    I could almost imagine the smirk on his face, and a sour feeling formed in my gut. We had to win to save our guild, but I’d be lying if I said I didn’t look forward to humiliating Ren as one of the perks of taking the bounty first.  
 
    “Perhaps if we had stuck to the roads--” Maruk began again testily, but I held up my hand. 
 
    “Hey, throwing around blame isn’t going to help anything,” I said firmly as I turned to him. “We already figured Ren and his guild would get a head start when they tried to screw us over with the maps. We have our own map now, we can still catch up, but if we want to win this, we’re going to have to work together.” 
 
    Maruk regarded me for a moment, then he shrugged a massive shoulder. “I suppose you’re right,” he admitted with some reluctance. 
 
    I turned to Lavinia, and she crossed her arms and looked away moodily.  
 
    “Yeah, sure,” she muttered. 
 
    “Alright,” I said. “How are we doing on packing? It’s still early, but we should leave as soon as we’re ready and make use of the daylight we have left.” 
 
    “We’re nearly finished,” Maruk reported. “We just need to get some more food, so I’ll go see if Nesta can spare anything.” 
 
    “Great.” I nodded, and he ducked through the door and disappeared down the stairs.  
 
    “I’ll bring some of the valuables we got from the necromancer and the dwarves,” Aerin said. “We can sell it on the road if we need the money.”  
 
    As she went over to her pack, Merlin leapt off my shoulder in a move to intercept her with an annoyed chatter. 
 
    Aerin shoved him away. “Relax, you, I’ll let you keep some of it.” She dug in the pack and pulled out the bird pin that I’d given the puca before and waved it in front of his eyes. The puca stared intently, his mouth parted slightly as he followed the motion of the shiny pin with his eyes. Then Aerin tossed it toward the heap of pillows and blankets in her corner of the room, and Merlin dove after it.  
 
    Maruk returned with provisions just as Aerin finished sorting out which of the loot we would sell in Ovrista’s market later and which we should take with us to barter while on the road. Lavinia and I had less to deal with for the trip, but I packed some fresh clothes and wrapped Allowen’s books up in a scrap of cloth before I returned them to my pack. When we got the chance, I would have to find a better way to conceal them, as well as a place to hide them here, but this would have to do for now. 
 
    When we were ready to set out again, I whistled to Merlin, and he poked his head up from the tangle of blankets beneath Aerin’s hammock and bounded over to me.  
 
    “Just pretend you’re a cat until we get out of the city, okay?” I told him, and he gave a convincing meow as he rubbed up against my leg.  
 
    Nesta was too busy with customers to see us off, but Aerin left her a note with a few coins to thank her for the food and let her know we’d be away, and then we stepped back out into the street and made our way, for the second time that day, to Ovrista’s main gate.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    I could still sense the tension between Lavinia and Maruk as we left the city behind and followed the roads north, and even Aerin seemed to share some of their anxiety. Despite knowing that Ren had a head start on us, I still felt good about our chances. If anything, I felt better since we had received Ren’s note. Obviously, he felt threatened enough by us that he thought he had to sabotage us with the maps and put us on edge with his taunts. The Foxes had problems, sure, but we were a resourceful group and determined. I was confident in our ability to beat Ren at his own game. 
 
    It would also help that Ren’s guild didn’t know what I was capable of. 
 
    After a few hours, we stopped for some food and a short rest along the road. I decided to practice some more of my magic, since we had gotten far enough from the city, and I wasn’t in danger of being seen. I’d kept the dagger hilt since the battle with the Dovar-cu in my pack, so as I sat in the grass, I took it out to try to summon the mana blade again.  
 
    I focused on the place where the original metal blade had broken off and concentrated. As soon as I did, the mana within me responded, and magical power rushed through my veins and down my arm. I even thought I heard a low note begin to sound. I hadn’t noticed the tone before, but already using my power was becoming easier and more natural. Perhaps it was the result of getting stronger. 
 
    At once, a blade of blue light shot up from the hilt, and I smiled as I turned the dagger in my hand. Surprisingly, the balance of the dagger didn’t feel off the way it should have without the weight of a proper metal blade. 
 
    Lavinia noticed what I was doing and perked up. “Let’s test that out,” the white-haired woman said as she noticed what I was doing. She fished an apple out of her pack and tossed it to me. 
 
    I caught the apple and held it out before slicing through it with the blade. Just as with the Dovar-cu, there was no resistance, and the blade passed cleanly through the apple. Sticky juice leaked onto my hand as the two halves of the fruit fell apart in my palm.  
 
    Now Aerin and Maruk were watching me just as closely as Lavinia.  
 
    “Try something else,” Aerin said with interest as she scooted closer to me in the grass and held out a roll to me. 
 
    I handed the pieces of the apple to a waiting Merlin and grinned at the elf woman. “Are you just trying to trick me into cutting up your food for you?” 
 
    “We know it can cut bread, Aerin, and river monsters,” Lavinia said. “We have to do something more difficult...” She looked around at the immediate area with her hands on her hips, then bent down and picked up a stone.  
 
    “Like this,” she said triumphantly, and she tossed me the rock. 
 
    I was just pleased that I had managed to keep the blade live for so long, but I did want to test the limits.  
 
    “Here we go.” I caught the rock my friends all stepped closer to get a better look as brought the shining mana blade to it.  
 
    Then my mana blade did more than simply cut into the stone, it passed through easily and severed the rock in half.  
 
    I could sense the drain on my mana better than before, and I let the blade flicker out before I started to get light headed. 
 
    “Woah,” Maruk breathed. “That is impressive.” 
 
    “I bet it could go right through armor,” Lavinia said. 
 
    Aerin’s hazel eyes glittered. “Impressive?” she echoed Maruk. “It’s incredible! If only we didn’t have to hide it, people would pay out the nose to see a dagger that can cut through anything.” 
 
    “Seriously, Aerin?” Lavinia crossed her arms. “You would have the world’s only living manipulator performing on the street?” 
 
    “Just at first,” she answered as she rolled her eyes. “He’d become so famous that we would be able to perform in proper venues within no time. Kings and queens would pay to see him.” 
 
    “Yeah, the location wasn’t really what I was talking about,” Lavinia replied with an arched brow. “Unfortunately, Gabriel can’t be your circus pony.” 
 
    “You say that like I wouldn’t give him a cut,” Aerin said. She turned to me, her expression serious. “I would give you a cut. We would both be fabulously wealthy. You know, if your existence wasn’t illegal.” 
 
    I laughed. “Sorry, Aerin. Maybe things will change, and someday, when the Mage Academy isn’t out for my blood, we can go on tour.” I tucked the hilt back into my pack, stood, and brushed the grass off my legs. “Fortune awaits with this bounty, at least. We should probably get going.” 
 
    The others nodded and got up as well, and we started back down the road. 
 
    “About how long do you think it’ll take to reach the Shadow Delves?” I asked Lavinia as we walked. 
 
    “We could get to the entrance before dark, probably,” the archer answered. “Getting to the caves isn’t the difficult part, it’s getting through them that’s tricky.” 
 
    “And back out,” Maruk put in. “Let’s hope our map is a good one.” 
 
    “It is,” Aerin replied with a defensive tone.  
 
    I wondered what our chances were of meeting Ren and his guild in the caves. We were looking for the same thing after all. If we did encounter them, would it lead to a fight? Fighting in Ovrista was against the rules, but there would be nothing stopping us from having at it out here, and I suspected Ren was just the type to take advantage of that.  
 
    If we did end up fighting the Stewards, I would have to be careful that none of them found out I was a manipulator. That meant no magic dagger, for sure. I might be able to use some illusions, but I wondered if I could get away with blocking the Stewards’ mana. A mage like Ren would probably notice if I tried it, but the Stewards had warriors and rangers, too, and it was easier to chalk up a failed nonmagical attack to personal error. If going after their warriors and rangers was to be my primary mode of dealing with the Stewards, I wanted to practice in a similar situation first. 
 
    “I want to practice blocking mana again before we reach the Delves,” I announced. “Lavinia, Maruk, at our next stop, would you mind helping me with that?” 
 
    Lavinia frowned at me. “Uh, Gabriel, Maruk and I aren’t mages. We don’t use mana.” 
 
    “Yes, you do,” I argued with a frown of my own. “I’ve seen both of you do it.” 
 
    That was enough to make everyone stop, and all three of them stared at me. 
 
    “What in the nine hells are you talking about?” Lavinia asked. 
 
    “It’s not all the time, but you use mana when you shoot,” I insisted, “like when you shoot multiple arrows at once.” 
 
    Lavinia was unconvinced. “That’s skill, Gabriel, not magic. I’ve been practicing since I was a child.” 
 
    “I’ll prove it to you, then,” I said. “You try one of your trick shots, and I’ll stop it.” 
 
    “Sure,” she said with raised eyebrows, “but nothing’s going to happen.” 
 
    Aerin grinned. “You want to bet on it?” 
 
    Lavinia turned to her. “Are you serious? You know I’m not a mage.” 
 
    The elf shrugged. “Gabriel can see mana. I trust him.” 
 
    “It’s not quite seeing,” I explained, and they all looked at me. “Well, I can see it, but I also hear it, and kind of… I dunno. I feel it. Is that weird?” 
 
    “No,” Aerin said. “It’s great! You just do you, Gabriel, and manipulate all the magic you want to. I can’t wait to see you stop Lavinia.”  
 
    “We’ll see,” the beautiful dragon-woman scoffed and shrugged her bow off her shoulder. “Let’s just get this over with.” She drew an arrow and fitted it to the bowstring, then looked to me expectantly. 
 
    “Wait,” Maruk said suddenly. “We need to set parameters so that we can get an accurate measurement of the results, and Lavinia will need to shoot once without Gabriel attempting to influence her so that we have something to compare it to.” 
 
    “Just tell me where to shoot,” Lavinia replied testily. “I don’t make mistakes.” 
 
    I looked around. On our left was a pine forest, and on our right, open plains. Aside from us, the road was deserted, and there wasn’t anything in the immediate area to shoot at. Then I got an idea. 
 
    “Do we have any more apples?” I asked.  
 
    The four of us rifled through our bags and produced six apples between us. Merlin scurried around our feet and sniffed the air curiously.  
 
    “Okay,” I said. “We’ll throw a group of three into the air and Lavinia will try to shoot them all down at once. We’ll do it normally the first time, and then the second time I’ll stop her from using her mana.” 
 
    Maruk took the apples, and Aerin scooped up Merlin so he wouldn’t get in the way. Lavinia drew two more arrows from her quiver and prepared to shoot. She nodded to Maruk when she was ready, and the orc tossed all three of the apples high into the air at once. 
 
    Lavinia drew back the bowstring and aimed. I saw the bright light of her mana flare up and heard a tone a moment before she released the string. The arrows arched forth, and each arrow pierced an apple before they fell back to the ground with a series of soft thuds. 
 
    Lavinia tossed her hair proudly and turned to me. “Skill,” she insisted.  
 
    I grinned back. I had no doubt of her incredible skill as an archer, but that didn’t change the fact that she was using mana. “You’ll see,” I replied. 
 
    Lavinia readied another set of arrows and nodded to Maruk again when she was ready. 
 
    I got ready myself and raised my hand out to her while I focused on the light the burned within her chest. 
 
    Maruk tossed the second volley of apples, and as Lavinia took aim again, and her mana shone brighter, I willed it to stop. I thought back to my confrontation with the necromancer, how I had snuffed out his mana, and I imagined doing the same now as I brought my fist closed. Again, I could feel the heat of the magic against my palm, as though I was closing my hand around a candle flame, and then suddenly, the light of Lavinia’s mana dimmed, her draw arm trembled, and I caught a flicker of shock in her eyes as she released the string. 
 
    The arrows arched up as before, but this time, not a single arrow struck an apple, not even a glancing hit. 
 
    “What?” Lavina gasped. 
 
    Aerin watched them fall and then turned to me with wide, excited eyes. “You weren’t kidding!” 
 
    Lavinia lowered her bow and was staring at the apples on the ground. She shook her head as she said, “No way. There’s got to be some kind of mistake.” 
 
    “I thought you didn’t make mistakes,” Aerin said with a smirk. “Admit it, Gabriel was right.” 
 
    Lavinia scowled at the elf woman, but when she turned to me, her eyes were wide and almost... scared. “I’ve been training my whole life to be a great archer, and now you’re telling me it’s just magic?” 
 
    “No,” I said quickly as I stepped forward and put my hand on her arm. “Lavinia, if it was just about using mana, anyone could do it. I think you probably learned how to tap into your mana while you were training, but you wouldn’t be able to do all the things you do without having built up the skills.”  
 
    The ladona woman’s red eyes met mine, and she held my gaze for several seconds before she broke away to retrieve her arrows. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to upset her,” I said with a faint frown. 
 
    “She’ll be alright,” Aerin replied quietly. “She just likes to think she’s got everything figured out. She’ll come around.” the elf set Merlin down, and the puca scampered off to collect the apples that had fallen with an excited chatter. 
 
    Thankfully, Lavinia’s mood already seemed somewhat improved by the time she returned with her arrows. 
 
    “You said I also use mana?” Maruk asked. “How?” 
 
    “I mean, yeah,” I said with a shrug. “You did it when we were fighting those dwarves when you charged through them.” 
 
    “I did feel rather powerful then,” Maruk mused.  
 
    “So, if you can make me miss a few shots, what’ll happen to Maruk?” the archer asked. “Would he fall on his face?” 
 
    “Uh, I don’t know,” I replied. 
 
     “Perhaps we can save that experiment for another time and place,” the orc said quickly. “We do have a schedule to keep and our guild to save.” 
 
    I laughed, and Lavinia shot Maruk a half-grin. “Oh, sure, put it off,” she said, “but your time is coming, orc.” 
 
    Our shadows stretched beside us on the road as the afternoon waned and the late sun gilded the treetops in a golden light during the last few miles of our journey. Although the terrain immediately around Ovrista was fairly flat, hills had begun to rise up around us as we left the main road, and the pine forest closed in on either side. I had begun to wonder how long it would take to find the entrance to the Shadow Delves when the trees began to thin and the road ended abruptly at the base of a large, rounded hill of bare, pale stone.  
 
    Two large pits stared out from the face of the hill part way up the side, and the tunnel of the entrance sat between them. A few scraggly trees grew up between the cracks in the boulders that surrounded the hill, but my first thought was still that I was looking at the top of some enormous creature’s skull, with those pits as eye sockets, and the tunnel like the nasal cavity. I felt slightly colder and drew my cloak around my shoulders.  
 
    I sensed Aerin tense up as she walked beside me, and even Lavinia’s usual confident tone had an edge to it when she announced, “We’re here.” 
 
    “Does anyone else think that it looks like--” Maruk started, but Aerin cut him off. 
 
    “Yes, yes,” she said quickly, “but it’s bad luck to say it.” She fished the map out of her bag. “Come on, we’ll feel better when we’re inside.” 
 
    I wasn’t entirely sure about that, but we didn’t have much of a choice, so I followed Aerin’s quick steps up to the tunnel and tried not to think about how it looked. As we got closer, however, I realized that we might have a more significant problem than the creepy appearance of the cave entrance.  
 
    Aerin’s steps faltered, Maruk groaned, and I heard Lavinia swear behind me. 
 
    The entrance of the tunnel had been shrouded by shadows from a distance, but as we drew nearer, I could see that after just a few yards, the tunnel was completely filled with rocks. No, not just rocks, but boulders and sand, even some creeping vines.  
 
    The entrance to the Shadow Delves was completely caved-in and effectively sealed shut.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    “No, no, no, no,” Aerin murmured as she ran up and placed her hands against one of the boulders. “How could this have happened?” 
 
    “It looks like it caved in,” I said, but even as I did, I knew it couldn’t be as simple as that. The walls of the tunnel didn’t appear to have been affected, and many boulders here still had patches of moss clinging to their sides. It didn’t look like a natural rock slide. 
 
    “It was Ren,” Lavinia said as she kicked at one of the boulders.  
 
    “He can do something like this?” I asked. 
 
    Lavinia pursed her lips. “Not personally, but he has an earth mage in his guild. This was definitely his idea.” 
 
    “Do you think they’re still inside?” Maruk asked. “Might they come out this way?” 
 
    “We can’t exactly wait around until they do,” I replied. “They might have planned another way out. You guys said there were lots of entrances, right?” 
 
    “Sure,” Aerin said miserably, “but this is the one on our map. We’d just get lost trying to take another route.” 
 
    Lavinia kicked sharply at the blockade again, and a stream of dirt trickled down. “Damnit!” she growled as she whirled around and began to pace. “That fucking asshole!” Suddenly she stopped and turned to Maruk.  
 
    “You’re strong,” she said. “We can move these boulders and get through.” 
 
    Maruk looked warily at the pile of rocks, sand, and vines, and I could guess the reason for his apprehension. The whole thing was stacked up like a Jenga tower, removing the wrong piece could send it all crashing down and bury us beneath it.  
 
    “I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” I said. “I think it would be better and faster to try to find another entrance nearby and go from there. I’m sure we’d be able to trace back to where our map leads. What about those--” I almost said ‘eyes’ but stopped myself. “What about those tunnels just above us?” 
 
    Aerin shook her head. “They don’t lead inside, they’re just irregularities in the stone.” She frowned and chewed on her lip as she stared at the cave-in. “Still, I think you’re right, Gabriel. We ought to try to find another way inside. I’m pretty sure there used to be a mining shaft around here, we could look for that.” 
 
    “It’s safer than trying to pull this apart,” Maruk added with a nod to the pile of boulders. 
 
    Lavinia’s red gaze passed to each of us, and then she shrugged. “Whatever. As long as we’re doing something productive.” 
 
    Aerin led us back outside, and we circled around the base of the hill into the forest. “Alright, so all the mining operations were abandoned decades ago,” she said as she examined the map from Magdalena. “There might still be some equipment that they left behind to give us a clue where to look, but don’t count on it. Just keep an eye out for anything that looks like a tunnel.” 
 
    I set Merlin down, and he ran ahead several paces as he usually did to sniff around. Instead of his usual seemingly aimless wandering, however, he immediately seemed to catch onto the trail of something that interested him and tore off through the undergrowth. I knew he would be able to find us again, so I didn’t bother trying to call him back, but a moment later, his whiskered face appeared from the bushes again, and he let out an urgent trill. 
 
    “What is it, little guy?” I asked with a frown. “Did you find something?” 
 
    Merlin snorted in what I guessed was an affirmative and disappeared into the bushes again. With a quick glance to the others, I followed him. 
 
    I heard Lavinia mutter something about taking directions from a puca, but I was learning to trust the puca’s instincts and intelligence. I figured it would be worthwhile to see whatever it was that he evidently wanted to show us. 
 
    Merlin continued to bound ahead and turn back to check that we were keeping up, and his long tail flicked in an anxious sort of way whenever he had to stop to wait for us. I wondered what could have caught his attention since it appeared to be important to him, and I couldn’t help but hope that he somehow understood our predicament and knew what we were looking for.  
 
    As it turned out, we didn’t have very far to go. Merlin led the way through the forest for about five minutes, and then as the trees began to thin again, he came back and returned to his usual place atop my shoulder with a pleased little purr. As I picked my way through the brush and finally saw where the puca had led us, relief and a strange sort of pride bloomed in my chest. Though we had lost sight of the hill a few times along the way, it rose up before us again, and set into the bare face was another tunnel supported by decaying wooden beams.  
 
    It was one of the mining tunnels Aerin had spoken of. 
 
    “Good boy, Merlin.” I scratched the puca beneath the chin and he headbutted my cheek.  
 
    Aerin was the first to catch up, and when she saw the tunnel, she gave a surprised little laugh. “What-- How did he know where this was?” She reached out to stroke the puca’s fur, and Merlin received her affection with a long purr.  
 
    “You really can understand a lot, can’t you?” Aerin asked him. 
 
    Maruk and Lavinia weren’t far behind, and we all stepped out from beneath the trees in the fading evening light toward the tunnel. 
 
    “Is this the place you were talking about, Aerin?” the orc asked. The supports along the tunnel wall were the only sign that any people had ever been to this place, at least as far as I could tell.  
 
    “Yeah,” Aerin answered as she summoned light into her hand to get a better view of the map. “It’s actually marked on the map here, but it’s not listed as an entrance.” She frowned. “It might have been sealed up farther down.” 
 
    “I guess we’ll have to find out,” I said. We didn’t have any time to lose, and the tunnel appeared safe enough, so I took the lead as we started down into what I hoped was a safe entrance into the Shadow Delves.  
 
    Lavinia produced one of several torches that we had prepared and packed so that we wouldn’t have to rely on magic to light our way, and she lit it as we left the feeble twilight behind. The tunnel was fairly narrow and the walls roughly hewn though I thought I saw the remnants of a track for a cart in places along the ground. After several minutes, the wooden support beams continued to march on ahead which made me feel hopeful that we had found our way in.  
 
    The tunnel sloped steadily downward, and the air became cooler as we descended. Our shadows wavered against the walls like spectral companions, and as Merlin scouted ahead, his pattering steps seemed to echo slightly in the tunnel. 
 
    “Aerin, can I take a look at that map?” I asked. So far, the tunnel hadn’t branched off at all and there was only one direction we could go, but if we could figure out where we were in relation to where we needed to go, we could try to plan our route.  
 
    Aerin handed me the map, and I unfurled it and looked it over. The safe route we were meant to take was carefully marked out, and several other locations had icons or other notations that signified danger. I picked out a few tunnels that I thought might be the one we were in currently, but it was impossible to be sure since none of them had been marked. I chose the one that seemed like the most likely option based on how far we’d traveled off-route and showed Aerin.  
 
    “I think this might be where we are. What do you think?” 
 
    “That seems right.” She pointed to a scale in the bottom corner of the map and then traced the path. “This represents about two miles, I’d say that’s pretty close to how far Merlin took us.” 
 
    I scanned the map again to see where this tunnel led and if it ever connected back to the safe route marked on our map. My relief to find that the paths did eventually converge was dampened by the realization that where they did finally meet was the chamber where the chest we were meant to retrieve was located. Still, at least we were able to orient ourselves, and since we knew where we needed to go, we could mark out a new path on the map.  
 
    “Look,” I said with a nod to the others, “we can keep going this way, and when the tunnel forks, we go left. Then farther down we take another left, then a right, and from there it’s pretty straightforward. We can still get to the chamber where the chest is.”  
 
    Aerin leaned over my shoulder to get a look at the new route I proposed and nodded. “That should work,” she said and smiled.  
 
    “Let’s not forget there’s a reason this wasn’t marked as a safe passage,” Lavinia warned. “We need to be prepared for whatever’s down here.” 
 
    “Right,” I agreed. “Everybody keep your eyes open. You, too, Merlin.” 
 
    Though his body was lost in the shadows ahead, I caught the reflection of the torchlight from the puca’s eyes as he turned in response to his name. The cute little squirrel-bear-monkey looking creature trilled, and despite the trouble he’d given us in our first encounter, I was glad to have him along now. He had proven himself quite useful, and I knew that with his keen senses we’d be able to get a bit more forewarning of imminent dangers than if we were on our own. The aid of a puca was one advantage Ren and the Stewards didn’t have. 
 
    It wasn’t long before we reached the fork that I had found on the map, and then I felt confident that we had identified our mine tunnel correctly. According to the new route I had plotted, we went left. After a few yards, the wooden supports that had guided us for so long disappeared entirely, and the tunnel narrowed drastically and began to look more like a natural formation than anything a person had carved out. Thankfully, the tunnel did continue onward. Though I knew about the numerous dangers that lurked within the Shadow Delves, my worst fear at the moment was that we would find the path blocked and have to double back again and figure out a new route. 
 
    I pocketed the map and resisted the urge to check it every few minutes. The uniformity of the tunnel was unsettling. It was difficult to guess how far we’d gone when the way ahead, and the way back, started to look exactly the same, but after a time, I began to hear the steady drip of water and felt a slight change in the air currents.  
 
    Our tunnel had led us to a wide cavern, just as promised on our map. The cavern on the map bore none of the warnings or notations as some other areas, but as I stepped into the space, I felt a twist of wariness in my gut.  
 
    Lavinia was close behind me with the torch, but the cavern was too deep for the light to reach down to the end. Though I caught the glimmer of water as it dripped from the stalactites on either side, even the walls that surrounded us were lost in shadow.  
 
    Merlin seemed agitated as well, and he growled and lashed his tail as he ran back and forth in front of us. He wasn’t looking at any of us, however, but up into the darkness above.  
 
    I followed the puca’s gaze, but I couldn’t see anything in the pitch blackness. Silently, I motioned to Lavinia to hand me the torch, and when she did, I held it up as high as I could in an attempt to see what was bothering Merlin so much. As soon as I had, I almost wished I hadn’t. 
 
    The ceiling of the cavern wasn’t as high up as I’d initially thought, but it looked even lower thanks to the masses of hairy bodies that clung to it. It was hard to make out what the creatures were at first, but then I began to pick out the spindly legs as they twitched to life, and as I stared up, one of the bodies shifted and then suddenly a set of eight eyes stared back at me. 
 
    Following the first, at least a dozen more hairy bodies shifted, and the ceiling above glittered with shining eyes. Finally, my brain supplied the appropriate word for what I was looking at:  
 
    Spiders. Gargantuan spiders. The smallest had to be at least as big as I was, and some of the larger ones were closer to Maruk in size.  
 
    “Oh, no,” the orc breathed.  
 
    Mandibles at the creatures’ mouths wiggled in front of me, and behind me, I heard Lavinia draw an arrow from her quiver.  
 
    “Maybe--” Aerin swallowed nervously. “Maybe they’re not aggressive.” 
 
    Given where we were, I rather doubted that, but none of the spiders had moved yet except to look at us, and a small part of me hoped that they might let us pass. Either way, I didn’t want to make another move without some sort of plan, so I reached back to put a hand on Lavinia’s bow. 
 
    “Hang on,” I whispered. “Let’s think about this.”  
 
    Attacking one of the spiders might spur the others to retaliate, and I didn’t want them all flooding into the tunnel after us. Perhaps they were simply curious and would leave us be as long as we didn’t provoke them, but we needed to be prepared to defend ourselves if that wasn’t the case. 
 
    “We should move forward as a group, and stay close together,” I said. “The spiders outnumber us three to one, and we won’t last long if we each tried to fend them off individually. We’ll go quickly and quietly and hope they leave us alone, but if not, we need to get into a corner so they can’t surround us.” 
 
    “Which corner?” Aerin asked.  
 
    The torchlight didn’t reach far enough into the cavern for me to get a good lay of the land, so as hesitant as I was to look away from the dozens of shining, watching eyes above us, I unfurled the map again. The cavern was longer than it was wide and shaped more or less like a canoe that tapered off at each end where the tunnels connected. There were no other outlets than our tunnel and the one we needed to get through, which I judged to be about fifty yards ahead going by the scale on the map. Based on the drawing, the sides of the cavern offered little in the way of hiding places or defensible positions, but there was a small crevice against the lefthand wall, about two-thirds of the way across the spiders’ lair. That would be the best place to make our stand if necessary.  
 
    “See this crevice?” I said as I pointed it out to the others. “That’s where we’ll need to go. Then, if we can get an opening, we’ll continue into the tunnel ahead. Hopefully, it’ll be small enough to bottleneck the rest of the spiders, at least. Follow my lead and don’t make any sudden movements.” 
 
    Aerin scooped up Merlin and cradled him against her chest while Maruk adjusted the straps of his shields over his arms. Lavinia fitted a set of four arrows onto her bowstring and gave me a short nod.  
 
    With everyone ready, I stepped out of the mouth of our tunnel into the cavern, and we moved in a diamond formation, Aerin and Lavinia on either side of me and Maruk just behind. I held the torch low so as not to agitate the spiders, but my gaze was drawn up at the ceiling and the masses of hairy bodies more than I watched the way ahead. 
 
    Merlin chattered nervously, and Aerin hushed him and bundled him tighter in her cloak while all those beady eyes above us tracked our every move. My heart pounded against my ribs, but I made my breathing even and took slow, measured steps across the stone floor of the cavern. I figured we were about halfway across when I heard a soft crunch, and Lavinia sucked in a sharp breath.  
 
    “I stepped in something,” she whispered. “Like a cocoon.” 
 
    I moved the torch to see what it was, and my stomach twisted. Fine white powder drifted up from the husk of dried webbing at Lavinia’s feet. It was empty, and her boot had broken through part of it, but the general shape of what it had once contained was still recognizable. It looked distinctly humanoid, like the burial wrappings around a mummy, and I knew instantly what it meant.  
 
    These spiders were eating more than cave insects down here. 
 
    As if on cue, one of the spiders detached itself from the ceiling and dropped down to the cavern floor on a silky line of webbing as thick around as my arm. Its mandibles twitched as it raised its forelegs to paw at the air. I didn’t know if that was meant to communicate anything, but I didn’t want to wait around to find out, so I began to back toward the wall and the crevice where we would make our stand, my eyes glued on the spider. 
 
    Aerin let out a shaky breath as she clutched Merlin tight and edged back as well, and Maruk moved slightly to place himself between the spider and the rest of us.  
 
    “Keep moving,” I whispered.  
 
    My knuckles were tight around the end of the torch as I held it up and cast a quick glance over my shoulder to confirm that the crevice was behind us. It was, but it was narrower than I’d anticipated and wouldn’t provide as much shelter as I had initially hoped. Just as I began to wonder if we should try to make a run for the tunnel, two more spiders dropped down to cut off our way forward, and I set my jaw.  
 
    A fight it would be, then.  
 
    “Aerin, set Merlin down,” I said. The puca had proven he was resourceful in a fight. I wondered what the extent of his shapeshifting abilities was, and if he could become something larger to rival these spiders.  
 
    She did, and the puca stayed close to our group as we backed up against the wall, but he watched the spiders intently and flicked his tail.  
 
    Several more dropped down before us, but those that remained on the ceiling weren’t idle. They stretched their legs and scuttled to and fro in the wavering light of my torch as they watched us from above. 
 
    “I’d like to start shooting about now,” Lavinia informed me. “Any objections?” 
 
    We had the cavern wall at our backs now and the meager shelter of the crevice on either side, so we were about as prepared as we could be.  
 
    “Go for it,” I said.  
 
    I heard Lavinia draw a steadying breath as she pulled back her bowstring and let the first volley of arrows fly. To my surprise, she had aimed for a group on the ceiling, and as her arrows met their marks, three giant spiders let out equally terrible shrieks and fell from their perches to land with heavy thumps on the cave floor, their legs curled up to their bulbous, hairy abdomens. Lavinia’s arrow hadn’t been enough to kill the fourth spider, however, and it jolted forward and began to charge across the cavern ceiling toward us with the arrow still protruding from its back. 
 
    Another arrow from Lavinia brought it down, and it fell as the others had with a piercing shriek, but that still left us with eight spiders to deal with, and the rest were dropping from the ceiling to join the ones that were on the floor and began to surround us. 
 
    All of a sudden, Merlin dashed out and ran beneath the lead spider’s legs, and it turned to pursue him into the dark. There was nothing I could do but hope that the puca would be okay as that act set the rest of the spiders off. They all charged us at once with hisses and screeches.  
 
    I raised my hand, and pain flared up at the base of my skull as I attempted to cast the same illusory fog that I had used against the dwarves. I forced myself to focus as the prickling sensation of the mana rushed out from my core, down my arm, and out through my open palm.  
 
    The spider nearest to me stopped, and its pincers twitched as it took a few steps back in confusion. I stared into its eight beady eyes as I held the illusion for as long as I could. 
 
    On my right, Maruk strained against the weight of another screeching spider as it leapt against his shield. The spark of Maruk’s mana flared up as he bashed his shield forward into the spider’s belly, and when the creature sprawled back, Lavinia wasted no time in sending an arrow into its head. It shuddered, slumped down, and then its hairy legs curled up beneath it. 
 
    Two more spiders converged on Maruk, and he shoved them back with his twin shields while Lavinia filled them with arrows. 
 
    In the same moment, Aerin held up her hand to unleash a flood of blinding light in the face of the spider that rose up to attack her, and the monster reeled back with a screech. That gave the elf the opening she needed to slam her mace down against its face, and dark blood spurted from the wound as the spider crumpled into a heap.  
 
    My skull pounded with the effort it took to maintain the illusion over my own spider. I knew I wouldn’t be able to keep it up much longer, but thanks to Aerin, I had another idea. I let my hand fall, and the spider seemed to shake itself as the illusion dissipated. It recovered quickly and let out a furious hiss as it charged at me again, but this time, I let it get close before I swung the torch out in an arc and drove it into the spider’s many eyes. 
 
    The creature squealed and skittered back as its face smoked, and a second later, Lavinia put it out of its misery with an arrow shot directly between its twitching mandibles.  
 
    It wasn’t until then that I became aware of something incredibly strange, or at least, stranger in context than enormous man-eating spiders. From somewhere in the cavern, I could hear a dog snarling and barking, and a moment later, the largest of the spiders scurried out of the darkness, pursued by an equally large hound with wiry black fur. It had to be Merlin, and if we weren’t fighting for our lives, it might have been comical to see a giant dog chasing a giant spider, but I was just relieved that the puca was holding his own as I turned back to the last two spiders that stood between us and the way forward.  
 
    Maruk stepped forward and shouted to draw their attention, but instead of charging forward as the others had, these two reared back onto their hind legs, and I realized what they were about to do a heartbeat before it happened.  
 
    I started to shout a warning to Maruk, but I didn’t get the words out before the spiders’ venom shot forth in two high arcs at the orc. One of the streams hit his shield, and the metal sizzled while the sharp smell of corrosive acid filled the air. The other spider’s venom arched over the smaller of Maruk’s shields and hit him on the chest, and he cried out as he buckled to his knees. The metal and leather of his armor smoked where the venom had made contact, and I knew without having to see it that it had burned through to his skin.  
 
    Aerin raced to Maruk’s side while Lavinia brought down one of the spiders with a quick shot, but the other spider had already begun to rear back for another attack.  
 
    I threw up my hand, and the surge of mana shot through my body like an electric current. As I directed my power at the final spider, I closed my hand into a fist, and released my power. The spider stopped suddenly, half its body raised off the ground. Its fangs gleamed in the torchlight in a frozen moment before it let out a rattling sound as the light of its mana faltered and was extinguished entirely. It fell onto its back, and its legs curled in.  
 
    Maruk was still crouched on the ground, and Aerin murmured softly to him as she healed the damage the spider’s venom had done.  
 
    I turned to Lavinia then to check that she was alright and was somewhat surprised to see her grinning. It must have shown on my face because the archer gestured out into the cavern with a toss of her head.  
 
    “Your puca brought you a gift,” she said. 
 
    I followed her gaze and saw Merlin, still in the shape of a giant dog, lope out of the shadows with the hairy leg of a spider dangling out of his mouth.  
 
    Maruk laughed, though it was a strained sort of sound, as Merlin dropped the severed spider leg before us and wagged his tail. The leg was mangled and riddled with bite marks and smears of dark blood, and I was suddenly glad that I didn’t have to see what Merlin had done to the rest of the spider.  
 
    “Ugh,” Maruk groaned. “That is disgusting.” 
 
    Merlin gave a happy bark and snapped up the spider leg again. He crunched it between his jaws a few times before he tossed it into the air, caught it, and swallowed it.  
 
    “Gross,” Lavinia said as she stepped forward to retrieve her arrows from the spiders’ bodies. 
 
    “Indeed,” Maruk agreed. “Thank you, Aerin.” 
 
    The elf nodded as she stepped back. “It’s probably going to feel stiff for a while,” she warned, “but you’re not going to die on us anytime soon.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t dream of it,” the orc responded with a pained grunt as he got to his feet again.  
 
    “Are you alright, Gabriel?” Aerin asked. Without waiting for my answer, however, she came over to inspect me herself and frowned. “You burned your hand.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s nothing,” I responded. A few stray embers had flown onto my hand when I’d used the torch to attack the spider, but I hadn’t even noticed the pain until Aerin pointed it out. 
 
    She pressed her lips into a smile. “The good thing about having a healer in your guild is that you can get patched up whenever you need to.” She closed both of her hands around mine, and her hazel eyes stared into my own. Soft light glowed up between our hands, and I heard the gentle chime of bells as Aerin’s magic healed the burns. She gave my hand a comforting pat when she stepped back again. It was difficult to tell in the torchlight, but I thought she might have been blushing. 
 
    “Ugh,” Lavinia groaned as she flicked gooey spider guts from the tips of her arrows. “I hate animals!” 
 
    Merlin growled in response, but Lavinia wasn’t intimidated and faced his long fangs with a glare.  
 
    “You bet that includes you, fuzzy,” she snapped and wagged an arrow in his face.  
 
    Merlin’s growl became a displeased whine, and he slunk back toward me and Aerin as he shifted into his ordinary form.  
 
    “Aw, you hurt his feelings,” Aerin said as she bent and scooped the puca into her arms.  
 
    Merlin tried his best to look pitiful, but Lavinia just rolled her eyes.  
 
    “The only emotion that thing feels is spite,” the archer insisted. Then she slid the last of her arrows into her quiver and put her hands on her hips as she addressed Merlin. “And it better know by now not to mess with my stuff.”  
 
    The puca growled half-heartedly and butted his head against Aerin’s chin. 
 
    “It looks like there’s another cavern not too far down,” I said. “We should at least check it out before we set up camp for the night.”  
 
    I had to admit, I wasn’t thrilled by the idea of sleeping alongside all of these spider corpses, so I hoped the next cavern would be a more suitable option. Still, even if it wasn’t, we could get an idea of what lay ahead for the next day. 
 
    “That sounds like a good idea,” Maruk said, and Aerin and Lavinia nodded as well.  
 
    Without further ado, we picked our way over the dead spiders and the web-husk remains of their former victims toward the tunnel. We moved carefully and quietly as we approached the second cavern, but for once we had some good luck. The space was relatively small compared to the spiders’ lair, but it was dry, and best of all, there was nothing waiting there to kill us, so we unanimously decided to set up our camp there for the evening.  
 
    After we’d eaten and reviewed our plan for the next stage of our journey, I rolled out my bedroll and collapsed with a sigh. Aerin had been right that the more I used my magic, the easier it would become, but I was still feeling fatigue, and I was looking forward to a rest. Merlin sniffed around the cavern for a few minutes before he came and curled up at my side, and I stroked his fur as I closed my eyes. 
 
    If all went according to plan, tomorrow, we would reach the chamber with the chest, recover the bounty, and save our guild. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    When I awoke, I was surprised to find that Aerin was already up. She sat by our little fire and fed Merlin berries out of her hand, but she looked over to me when I turned in my bedroll.  
 
    “What time is it?” I asked, but then I realized that Aerin probably wouldn’t know any better than I did. I figured it couldn’t be too late in the morning, though, because Lavinia was still asleep.  
 
    “You all have been sleeping about three hours,” Aerin answered as she offered the puca another berry. 
 
    “How do you figure that?” I asked. “Wait-- do you mean you haven’t slept at all?” She had to have been just as tired as the rest of us. 
 
    Aerin twisted a strand of red hair between her fingers. “Uh, well, caves kind of creep me out,” she admitted. “Tons of stone surrounding us on all sides, it just sort of feels like being swallowed by the earth or buried alive or something. And the things that live down here are...” She trailed off with a shudder. “Well, you saw those spiders.” Then she flashed a quick smile. “Don’t worry, I’m not going to fall asleep on the job or anything.” 
 
    I got up and moved to sit beside her, and Merlin took the opportunity to snatch the pouch with the berries that Aerin had been feeding him and scurry into the shadows.  
 
    “That wasn’t why I was worried,” I told her. “Are you okay being down here? You never said anything about it before.” 
 
    The beautiful elf woman shrugged. “We have to do it for our guild,” she replied as she chewed on her lower lip. “I can’t say I’m having fun right now, but it’ll all be worth it when we rake in the profits from this bounty.” 
 
    I got the sense that she was putting on a brave face and was actually more uncomfortable than she let on, especially given that she hadn’t slept since we’d come down here, so I reached out and put my arm around her shoulders.  
 
    “You don’t worry,” I told her. “I won’t let anything bad happen to you down here.” 
 
    At first, she tensed up and seemed surprised, but a moment later she relaxed, slid a little closer to me, and smiled as she leaned her head into my shoulder.  
 
    “Thanks, Gabriel,” she whispered.  
 
    “So, what are some of your favorite places to be?” I asked to get her mind off being in a cave.  
 
    She considered the question for a moment before she answered. “I like the black market in Ovrista. You can get really great things there if you know where to look and how to haggle with the vendors. And I like the temple dedicated to Evarun in my hometown. All the old temples to the elven gods in Ovrista were converted, but there are a few smaller shrines still around. I like to visit those, too. They remind me of home.” 
 
    “I’d like to see them sometime,” I said, and Aerin looked up at me with a pleased smile.  
 
    “Really?” she asked. “Most people aren’t really interested.” 
 
    “Yeah, really.” I reached up and ran my fingers through her hair. “I’m interested in the things you’re interested in, Aerin. I like you.” 
 
    The elf woman’s smile broadened. “I like you, too,” she said quietly, and her hazel eyes flicked down to my mouth. 
 
    I leaned in to close the distance between us and pressed my lips against hers as I moved my hand to the back of her neck.  
 
    Aerin reached for my other hand and twined her fingers in mine as we kissed. Her lips were soft and still tasted slightly of the berries she’d been eating, and her hand was warm and steady in mine. When we broke apart, a pink blush had risen into her cheeks, and she stared at our hands as I brushed my thumb over her knuckles.  
 
    “I guess I’ll have a reason to like caves now,” she said with a shy little laugh.  
 
    I stood and pulled her up with me and led her by the hand back to my bedroll. “You need to get some sleep,” I said. “Lay down with me and close your eyes at least. I’ll keep you safe.” 
 
    Aerin cast a glance over her shoulder at Maruk and Lavinia’s sleeping forms. “You’re not worried what they’ll think?” she asked. 
 
    “No,” I answered truthfully. “Why, are you?” 
 
    Aerin smiled and shook her head. “No,” she answered as she sank down onto the thin mattress with me. I put my arm around her waist and pressed another kiss to the back of her neck as she settled in. 
 
    “Better?” I whispered. 
 
    I could hear the smile in her voice when she answered. “Much better.” 
 
    “Try to get some rest,” I told her, and after a few minutes, her breathing became steady and even, and I knew she’d fallen asleep. For a while, I tried to go back to sleep as well, but by then my mind was reeling with the memory of my kiss with Aerin and the endless possibilities of what still lay in store for us in the Shadow Delves. We’d done well against the spiders, and though I would prefer it if we didn’t face any more monsters down here, I felt confident that we could handle whatever came our way.  
 
    When it came down to it, we were a good team that worked well together. This bounty would earn us more prestige and profit than the Foxes had ever gotten from a single bounty before, and it could be our chance to really start making a name for ourselves. We had the determination and the skills we needed, and we’d overcome every setback in our way. Whether Theira was still watching over us or not, I had faith in our abilities.  
 
    Ren and the rest of the Stewards wouldn’t know what hit them. 
 
    I didn’t remember falling asleep again, but I woke up to Merlin sitting on my chest and prodding my face with his nose. I shoved him away, but he just jumped up on top of me again with an annoyed chatter, so I sighed and sat up. 
 
    “What is it? Are you hungry?” I asked. I wasn’t sure how long I’d slept this time, but Lavinia and Maruk were both still asleep, so I figured it couldn’t have been very long.  
 
    Beside me, Aerin stirred and sat up as well. “What’s going on?” she asked, and her voice had a distinct nervous edge. 
 
    “It’s just Merlin,” I answered quietly. “He’s upset about something.” 
 
    The puca snorted as if in confirmation and turned in a circle. He was as taught as a wire and kept flicking his tail in an agitated sort of way, so I got the sense that whatever was bothering him was more important than breakfast. I looked around the cavern as I slowly stood, but our fire had burned low, and I couldn’t see anything that seemed amiss among the wavering shadows on the walls. Still, I trusted the puca’s keen senses over my own, and when Merlin darted forward and looked back at me over his shoulder, I was inclined to follow. 
 
    Aerin got up as well and drew her cloak tighter around her shoulders. “I wonder what’s gotten into him,” she whispered. “Do you think maybe he found more of those spiders or something?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I answered. That wouldn’t surprise me, but Merlin clearly wanted us to follow him, and I didn’t think he would intentionally lead us into danger. “I’ll see what he wants, it could just be that he found something shiny. You should go back to sleep.” 
 
    “I’m going with you,” the healer insisted with a shake of her head, and then cast a glance over her shoulder. “Should we wake them? I don’t want them to worry if we’re gone and if it is spiders…”  
 
    “I don’t think Lavinia would appreciate us waking her up to follow Merlin around,” I said. I was about to add that I would just find out what was agitating the puca and come right back when Lavinia sat up. 
 
    “You’re right,” she began, “I don’t appreciate it, just like I don’t appreciate you two carrying on conversations at all hours. I can hear you, you know, you’re only five feet away.” 
 
    “Sorry,” I said quickly. “We didn’t mean to wake you.” 
 
    “I’m up now,” Lavinia grumbled as she got to her feet. “That little monster is upset about something?” 
 
    Merlin growled and swished his tail.  
 
    “I was just going to go check it out,” I told her. “He woke me up, and he’s being pretty insistent. It might be nothing though. I can scout ahead, we don’t all need to go.”  
 
    Merlin let out an aggrieved trill and Lavinia arched an eyebrow.  
 
    “Probably,” she agreed, “but we shouldn’t get separated down here, and since most of us are already awake. We might as well get going for the day. If we’re lucky, Ren will want to sleep in. Let’s go find out what that thing wants.” 
 
    “Rise and shine, Maruk, we’ve got a bounty to collect,” she said loudly as she nudged Maruk with the toe of her boot. 
 
    “Is the sun even up yet?” the orc groaned. 
 
    “How should I know?” Lavinia answered. “We’re underground. Come on and get up, that flea-infested pet you love so much wants to show us something.” 
 
    Maruk muttered something I couldn’t make out, but then he sat up and rubbed his face. “I’m up, I’m up.”  
 
    We packed up our camp and lit a fresh torch before we stamped out the remains of our fire and prepared to follow the puca, who was growing more and more impatient by the minute. In the interest of ensuring that Merlin’s quest wouldn’t take us too far off our original course, I checked the map, but as it turned out, the next few miles were through a single tunnel anyway, and the path didn’t branch again until after it passed through another small cavern ahead.  
 
    “Alright,” I said when we were all finally ready to go, “what did you want to show us, Merlin?” 
 
    The puca chattered indignantly before he took off down the tunnel ahead, and with a glance back at the others, I followed after him. As we went, we passed adjacent tunnels that hadn’t been marked out on our map, but it was clear why they’d been neglected. One had caved in, though unlike Ren’s trick, this appeared to be a natural cave-in, and another had been boarded up. Most of the wood was rotting away, but someone had come by and reinforced the blockade with thick strips of metal etched with runes, and they had scratched into the stone of the tunnel wall the same word in several languages and alphabets: danger. Thankfully, Merlin didn’t seem particularly interested in any of those, and he passed them by as he led us onward.  
 
    I gauged that we had gone about two miles when I caught sight of the cavern that had been marked out on our map ahead. Wary of more giant spiders or something equally unpleasant, I slowed down, but Merlin didn’t hesitate to run into the shadows of the cavern before us. 
 
    I glanced back at the others with a questioning look before I followed the puca into the cavern, and as the torchlight spread over the scene, I realized what Merlin had led us to. It was another campsite, almost identical to our own with the travelers’ gear piled up around the ashes of an old fire. Except this campsite was filled with corpses.  
 
    Merlin had already begun to loot the camp. He had collected a small pile of his own of belt buckles, jewelry, a comb shaped like a bird, and a handful of buttons, and he ran in circles around it while he chattered excitedly, but I was more interested in what was left of the camp and its former inhabitants.  
 
    Slowly, we ventured into the camp to get a better look around, and upon closer inspection, I realized that what I had taken to be skin initially were just scraps of time-worn clothing and blankets, and all that was left of the travelers here were their skeletons. Only one was complete, but in the center of the camp, scattered around the fire, were what I judged to be the bones of several other skeletons, though they seemed to have been discarded haphazardly.  
 
    “Goodness, what could have befallen these people?” Maruk said quietly as he stepped gingerly over one of the skeletons.  
 
    “It’s hard to say, they’ve been down here for such a long time,” Aerin said. “There’s nothing left to go on.” 
 
    “I don’t know about that,” Lavinia said with a frown as she picked up what appeared to be a femur that lay half in the ashes of the ancient fire pit. “Gabriel, can you bring that light over?” 
 
    I joined her, and as soon as the torchlight illuminated the bones around the fire, I knew what Lavinia had meant. Every one of them was scored across with what were, unmistakably, bite marks.  
 
    Lavinia held the bone out as Maruk and Aerin approached as well so that they could get a better look.  
 
    “Do you think whatever attacked them is still around?” Aerin asked nervously as she twisted to look around the cavern. “Some of these monsters can live for centuries.” 
 
    A coil of apprehension had formed in my gut as I took another look around as well. “I don’t think they were attacked by a monster,” I said. “Look, this skeleton with clothes looks like whoever it was died sleeping. If something came into their camp, it would have gone after all of them.” I chewed on the inside of my cheek. “I think they killed each other.”  
 
    A cold silence settled over our group then, and only Merlin was unaffected as he fought to pull a scrap of paper from the pocket of one of the few complete skeletons. The scroll had been tied into a roll with a ribbon, and it seemed that it was the ribbon that the puca was really after. He slid it free and brought it over to his pile of loot, and I stepped over to the skeleton to see what was on the note that Merlin had found.  
 
    I unfurled the note and read it over quickly, and as I did, my stomach sank as my earlier suspicions were confirmed. It read like the final page of a diary, complete with the writer’s estimate of the date.  
 
    “These people were travelers,” I explained with a glance at the other bones that lie around the camp. “They had a bigger party when they first came down here, but only eight of them made it this far. They got lost in the tunnels for months and started to starve to death. Eventually, the last few survivors resorted to cannibalism. This one here, he said his name was Avery, he was the last one left.”  
 
    “Probably humans,” Lavinia said as she nudged one of the bones with the toe of her boot. “I think your puca already found anything they had left that was worth taking.” 
 
    “Right,” I said. “Let’s get going.”  
 
    I dropped the note and turned back to the others, and that was when I noticed the bones at Lavinia’s feet move. Before I even had the chance to write that off as something benign or a trick of the light, the bone twitched again, and the rest of the scattered bones that surrounded the fire began to shiver and glow faintly with the light of magic.  
 
    “Guys--” I started, but my warning became obsolete as the bones around the fire suddenly jolted forward and began to connect together to reform the skeleton that had once been.  
 
    “Shit!” Lavinia hissed, and she kicked out at the skeleton leg as it formed before her. The bones fell apart at the hit, but then the skeletal leg began to rebuild itself immediately. 
 
    “They’re revenants,” Aerin yelped as she staggered out of the way of an arm that had begun to rebuild itself. “We have to burn the bones.” 
 
    The skeleton behind me had begun to stir as well but unlike the others, this one didn’t have to waste time putting itself back together. The bony hand reached out to grasp at my ankle, and I kicked it away sharply.  
 
    “Aerin, can you start a fire?” I called back, and the elf woman nodded when I handed her the torch. 
 
    I backed up toward Maruk and Lavinia as the revenants reassembled around us and disembodied arms, legs, and torsos came together into seven fully formed, walking skeletons. We bought ourselves some time while Aerin tried to reignite the old fire by kicking or tossing aside the bones. Merlin helped as well by grabbing hold of some bones and carrying them off though I suspected it was something of a game to him to chase them around. 
 
    I focused on a few and used my magic to interrupt their assembly, but then they began to reassemble a few moments later, so I knew I wasn’t actually permanently cutting off the magic that animated them.  
 
    I remembered the corpses we had fought in the wilds. I hadn’t been able to affect them directly since they were controlled by Allowen, so these revenants must be a similar case. Though there was no mage involved here, the source of the magic was separate from the skeletons themselves. It occurred to me that we might not need the fire if I could find whatever it was that was reanimating the revenants, but as I scanned the camp, nothing stood out.  
 
    At first, the skeletons seemed disoriented, and they didn’t target us so much as stumble into us. However, as soon as the one that had the note, Avery, got up slowly with the dry clack of old bones knocking together, the rest of the revenants’ skulls swung around to face him and moved forward with awkward, lurching steps to stand at his side.  
 
    Aerin had gotten a fire going, but it was still too small to burn one of the skeletons properly, let alone all eight. “I just need a little more time,” she insisted as she pulled more handfuls of kindling from her pack to feed the fire. “Just hold them off for a few minutes.” 
 
    All the revenants’ bones shone dimly with magic, and I couldn’t help but think that they resembled glow-in-the-dark Halloween decorations or the animatronics on some sort of theme park ride, but when Avery brought his skull up to look me in the face, I felt a chill and reached for the hilt of my dagger. 
 
    Lavinia produced a knife of her own and cast me a glance. “These things don’t stay down until you burn the bones, so don’t waste your energy trying to kill them,” she warned. “Just knock them back.” 
 
    “How’s that fire coming, Aerin?” Maruk asked with a distinct note of tension in his voice. 
 
    “Working on it,” Aerin replied through gritted teeth.  
 
    Avery raised one skeletal arm, and all eight of the revenants lurched forth on his command. 
 
    “Can they hurt us?” I asked as I summoned the blade to my dagger. I noticed that none of the revenants were armed. 
 
    “They bite,” Lavinia answered, “and the magic that reanimates them is... sticky. If they touch your bare skin, it’ll make you nauseated, and you’ll start seeing things. It isn’t fun.”  
 
    I could tell by her tone that she spoke from experience, and as the first of the revenants shambled into striking range, I was careful to push it back with the part of my arm that my sleeve covered before I drove my mana blade into its skull. There was a sharp crackle and a spark when the blade met bone, and the revenant’s head lolled and then fell off. As the decapitated body stumbled back, I realized that the light had faded in the fallen skull, and unlike before, it didn’t fly back to reattach itself to its body’s neck. The revenant hadn’t been wholly destroyed, but at least my mana blade seemed to affect individual body parts.  
 
    I aimed my next swipe at one of the revenants’ legs and cut through its femur with ease. The revenant pitched wildly at the sudden change in balance, but then it managed to steady itself on its remaining leg, the bones below its femur still hopped around beneath its hip.  
 
    Maruk shoved back two of the revenants with a mighty bash from his shield while Lavinia elbowed another in its ribcage.  
 
    Aerin was still hunched over the fire and was trying to enlarge it by dragging in more firewood. I didn’t know how much longer it would take her to build it up to an appropriate size to deal with the revenants, but now that I knew my mana blade could stop them as well, I decided to be a little more proactive. There had to be some sort of enchanted object that reanimated the revenants in the first place, and if I could find it and use my magic to cancel out its influence, we wouldn’t need to try to burn all the bones. 
 
    As the revenant whose leg I had severed lurched toward me again, I plunged my dagger into its sternum and jerked my hand up to draw the blade through its neck, then aimed a kick at its pelvis. The light in its ribs and spine faded as it fell back, and I took another look around the camp. 
 
    There had to be something, some kind of talisman or charm, but then it hit me. Merlin had already gathered up all the neat and shiny things he had found in the camp. I hadn’t paid much attention to his collection before, but I knew that if there was an object that was responsible for reanimating these revenants, it would be in the puca’s stash. 
 
    I dodged the grasping hand of another revenant as I leapt forward and drove my dagger through its skull. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Lavinia demanded as she kicked the skeleton nearest to her in the kneecap.  
 
    “I think I know another way to stop them,” I explained. Merlin’s stash was almost all the way back by the tunnel, but I could see the various trinkets glitter in the firelight from the camp. 
 
    I didn’t know what I was looking for when I crouched by the little pile of the puca’s loot, but I figured I would be able to sense it if anything here was enchanted. I could hear the grunts and thuds from the fight in the camp, frequently interspersed with swears from Lavinia, as I sifted through the buttons, buckles, and other junk Merlin had collected, but still, nothing stood out as potentially arcane. I was about to give up and rejoin the fight when I saw it. 
 
    Buried under everything else was a silver coin. A hole had been punched through so that it could be strung on a chain and worn as a necklace, and the metal gleamed brilliantly as though it had just been polished. As I reached out to take it, I could feel the energy it emanated, and it almost seemed to vibrate against the skin of my palm.  
 
    A furious exclamation drew my attention back to the camp just in time to see Lavinia shove one of the revenants into the fire. I assumed she’d meant to kill it, but perhaps the fire still wasn’t hot enough, or large enough, because the revenant stumbled back through the flames and then came back around for another attack.  
 
    I gripped the coin tightly in my hand and focused on the strange buzz of its power. I hadn’t tried to remove an enchantment from an object before, but magic was magic, wasn’t it? It couldn’t be that different from interrupting a mage’s spell. 
 
    Or so I hoped.  
 
    I closed my eyes and concentrated, and the coin grew warmer in my hand until it was burning hot, so hot that I had to fight the urge to drop it. That was the magic, I knew, just like the mana in living things. I just had to quench it.  
 
    I felt my own mana respond and flare up within my chest, and the burning of the coin against my palm mingled with the warm rush of my own power as I clenched my fist tight, and then the heat abruptly faded from the coin, and its vibrations stilled. When I opened my fist again, the luster of the metal was gone, and it looked like any old, corroded coin.  
 
    It was only then that I became aware that the sounds of fighting from the camp had stopped, and when I looked up, Aerin, Maruk, and Lavinia were all staring at me. The revenants had all fallen, the light in their bones extinguished, and Merlin bounded between them and sniffed at them curiously. 
 
    “What did you do?” Aerin asked breathlessly as I stood and walked back over to them. “That was you, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “I figured something had to be reanimating them,” I replied. “I just had to find what it was.” 
 
    “I always thought revenants were magical in their own right,” Maruk said. “How did you know there was something else controlling--?”  
 
    Aerin interrupted before I could. “Manipulators can see mana, remember?” she said. Then she frowned. “But everything I ever heard was that the only way to defeat a revenant was to burn the bones. There was never any mention of enchantments.” 
 
    “We can probably thank the Mage Academy for that.” Lavinia crossed her arms. “After all, what do they care if a few bounty hunters die for being ignorant of some critical information, as long as no one knows how to summon a revenant?” 
 
    “Well, hey, one more win for the Foxes, right?” Aerin asked as she smiled at me. “Thanks to our manipulator.” 
 
    Merlin trilled at my feet, and I reached down to scratch him behind the ears. “Thanks to Merlin, too,” I said. “I might not have found the talisman in time if he hadn’t already looted the place.” 
 
    The puca purred and flicked his tail, and I wondered if the coin was what he had meant to show us all along.  
 
    Aerin and Maruk each gave Merlin a few scratches to show their gratitude, and Lavinia managed not to scowl too much while they fawned over him. 
 
    “Not that I don’t love hanging around this creepy murder cave, but maybe we should be getting a move on,” the archer prompted after a moment.  
 
    I pulled out our map again and moved closer to the fire to get a better look at the route that still lay ahead. “It doesn’t look like we have much further to go,” I said. “Just another few miles or so.” Our path would take us through a fairly convoluted part of the cave network, full of twisting passages that fed into each other in countless maze-like backtracks and loops, but I had already marked out the shortest course that would take us to the chamber where the artifact we needed to collect was supposed to be.  
 
    Lavinia came up and looked over my shoulder at the map, and I saw her nod out of my periphery. “Great,” she said. “Let’s not waste any more time.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    I felt the change in the air currents before I actually saw the end of the tunnel and the cavern beyond, and my steps quickened as my stomach twisted in anticipation. My mind was racing. Had Ren and the Stewards already come and gone? Would the artifact we’d fought our way down here to retrieve even still be here?  
 
    When we came to the end of the tunnel, I got my first look at the chamber. A long crack in the high ceiling was open to the world above, and it let in just enough light to cast a murky twilight over the great boulders and heaps of rubble that were scattered across the floor. The whole space was large enough to fit a small village within it, and I realized my guess was correct when I noticed the few columns that still stood seemed a bit too perfect to have been entirely natural.  
 
    A tiered section of rock where the cave floor sloped down to a wide pool looked to be the crumbled remains of stairs, and I imagined that the various cracks and juts of the stone had once been deliberate carvings. Three other tunnels aside from ours lead back into the cave network, one for each cardinal direction, I guessed, though the markings above the tunnel were not any that I recognized.  
 
    I hadn’t expected we would be scavenging the remains of some ancient civilization. The bounty sheet hadn’t said as much, and neither Aerin, Lavinia, or Maruk had mentioned anything to that effect, but it made sense. After all, we were here for an artifact, and whatever it was must have once belonged to the people who had lived here before. I wondered what had caused them to leave and what had destroyed so much of what they’d left behind, but I could satisfy my curiosity later. Right now we needed to find out if the chest was even still here.  
 
    There was no mention on the bounty sheet of traps or beasts or anything else that might stand in our way, but I knew better than to believe the chest would be completely unguarded, or to put too much faith into the bounty documents. I cast a quick glance over my shoulder at the others, and their expressions reflected the mixture of excitement and trepidation that I felt at that moment. Aerin smiled when she caught my eye and gave me a short nod, and then I led the way into the chamber. 
 
    Broken sections of pillars and stone, some taller than even Maruk, were scattered around the cavern like blocks that had been tossed aside by a child, and the floor was unlevel and spiderwebbed with deep cracks, so we had to pick our way through the ruins carefully. Well, except for Merlin, who jumped from boulder to boulder with the same ease that he flew through the trees.  
 
    The bounty documents had singled out this cavern as the location of the chest but were not more specific than that, and we were left to search blindly through the rubble. It was difficult to distinguish much among the ruins, but occasionally we would pass something that had withstood the test of time and whatever lurked down in these caves such as the corner of a stone altar or a piece of a mosaic. Given the level of desolation, I figured that the chest would have to have been hidden somewhere safe, but I wondered how anyone would even know for sure if it was still here.  
 
    I’d learned that usually if a private bounty was put out, the name of the person who posted it was included on the assignment sheet, but there was no such designation for the Shadow Delves bounty. The person who posted it could have done so based only on a rumor. After all, they risked nothing since they only had to pay if a guild was successful in procuring the objects they sought, and it was understood that guilds pursued bounties at their own risk. 
 
    The chest might have been taken out long ago in secret, the contents sold in black markets across the continent. Or it could be buried beneath all this rubble, never to be found by anyone.  
 
    Just then, my thoughts were interrupted by hushed whispers up ahead.  
 
    I stepped forward carefully to peer around the boulders and assorted rubble that blocked my view, and I could feel the others behind me, though they took care to be quiet.  
 
    I already knew the voices belonged to the Stewards, no one else would be down here, but my stomach twisted all the same when I saw them. They were about thirty feet away, and I could see that they were in bad shape. I thought perhaps it was fortunate for us that Ren had tried to sabotage us by blocking off the route we’d meant to take.  
 
    There wasn’t a single member of the Stewards who didn’t appear bruised, bloody, dirty, and exhausted. I noticed one was limping, and another cradled her arm against her chest. What was more, there were only six of them now, including Ren himself. I guessed that they’d lost their healer at some point. 
 
    A woman with a crossbow on her back held one end of the chest while a man with a set of daggers hefted up the other end. 
 
    “Let’s just get out of here already,” the woman with the crossbow said. “We have the chest, that’s all we need for the bounty. I’ve heard about the monster that guards this place, and I don’t want to meet it.” 
 
    Ren seemed to be the worst off out of them. His hair, which had been so perfectly styled the first two times I’d met him, was standing up in patchy clumps, and there was a fresh cut that oozed blood down his cheek. 
 
    “Don’t be such a coward,” the air mage growled.  
 
    Out of my periphery, I saw Lavinia raise her bow, and I tore my gaze from the Stewards to meet her eye. It was obvious that we weren’t going to get out of here without a fight, so I nodded to her. 
 
    The Stewards were preoccupied enough with the chest that they didn’t notice as Lavinia moved slightly out of the cover of the boulders and took aim. Maruk and Aerin didn’t need my signal, and each readied their own weapons as Lavinia let her arrow fly. 
 
    It struck the woman with the crossbow through the hand, and as she dropped her end of the chest with a cry, she and the rest of her guild finally noticed that they were not alone. 
 
    The man with the daggers dropped his end of the chest as well so that he could draw his own weapons, and Ren turned to face the four of us with a look of blank shock. 
 
    Lavinia already had a set of three arrows nocked to her bowstring, Merlin hissed at my feet, and Maruk stepped forward defensively as the Stewards readied their weapons as well.  
 
    Ren was an air mage, of course, and I guessed that the girl on his left, the one with the injured arm, must be the Stewards’ earth mage due to her lack of visible weapons.  There was the woman with the crossbow who now had a useless hand, the man with the pair of daggers, and two tall men who looked like twins, each armed with a sword and shield.  
 
    Six against our four. Well, five if I counted Merlin. 
 
    Even as the Stewards adjusted their grips on their weapons, I could see the weariness in their postures and the hollow looks on their faces. The Shadow Delves had clearly taken a toll on their guild, and I guessed the odds weren’t exactly in their favor. 
 
    “Shit!” the woman with the crossbow hissed. “My hand!” 
 
    “And you’ll get an arrow to the face if you don’t scurry away with your tail between your legs,” Lavinia growled, and then she turned her eyes toward me. 
 
    She was waiting for my signal to kill them, and I suddenly realized that I was the leader of the guild.  
 
    “Forget it, Foxes,” Ren snarled, “this bounty is ours. Save what’s left of your dignity and walk away now.” 
 
    “That’s funny,” I replied. “I was just about to say the same thing to you, Ren, but now I’m thinking you need a good kick in the ass.” I knew the intent behind Ren’s words. He wasn’t as confident in his odds now as he’d boasted about before, and he was trying to avoid a fight.  
 
    Ren’s face contorted in an expression of fury, and he bared his teeth as sparks of lightning crackled around his hands. “You want to go? Then let’s go.” 
 
    The air mage threw up his hand, and I heard a low howl start up as the mana in his chest flared up and began to course down his arm.  
 
    I raised my arm in response and felt the rush of my own power as I closed my outstretched hand into a fist. The low note that accompanied Ren’s spell cut off abruptly, and his mana faded before its light even reached his hand.  
 
    The air mage winced, then blinked once in utter confusion before he threw a glare at the rest of his guild.  
 
    “Well?” he demanded. “What are you waiting for? Attack them!” 
 
    The twins stepped up first with their swords and shields, and Maruk moved forward to meet them both. I realized that perhaps I hadn’t fully appreciated the advantage of Maruk’s unique defense style before, but I did now. Both of the Stewards’ warriors let their shields down and focused on trying to land hits on the orc with their swords, but with his dual shields, Maruk easily kept them at bay.  
 
    Lavinia took advantage and aimed shots at the twin warriors’ unguarded chests and arms as they assailed Maruk, and they were forced to divide their attention between the orc and the ladona archer as they struggled to attack Maruk and defend themselves at the same time. 
 
    The rest of the Stewards weren’t quite so eager to join the fight. The woman with the crossbow fumbled with her weapon while the man with the daggers edged back toward the cover of a broken pillar. 
 
    The mage girl still cradled her broken arm against her chest, but I saw her turn her hand out toward Maruk, and as the mana shone brighter in her chest, I caught the sound of drums.  
 
    I raised my hand to counter her attack in the same move I’d used against Ren. The drums cut off, and the mage gasped as though she had been physically kicked in the stomach. 
 
    “What is wrong with all of you?” Ren shouted. He hadn’t attempted another attack since I’d interrupted his first, but he had no problem criticizing the rest of his guild. “Do something!” 
 
    Just then, a deep rumble sounded, and the entire cavern trembled around us. Ripples broke out across the surface of the pool on my right, and when the Stewards’ archer saw it, her face went pale, and she lowered her crossbow. The other members of her guild followed her gaze, and a few of them swore softly. Merlin made a frightened sort of squeak and tore off to cower beneath a pillar. 
 
    “Shit, it’s real,” the man with the daggers said, and he took a few steps back. “It’s the Guardian, it’s coming.”  
 
    “Where do you think you’re going?” Ren demanded.  
 
    “We already lost Dora,” the mage girl with the injured arm said. “We can’t fight that thing without a healer.” 
 
    “It’s not worth it, Ren,” one of the swordsmen agreed. He glanced to his twin. “We have to get out of here while we can.” 
 
    “If you leave now, your time with this guild is over,” Ren hissed. 
 
    The other five Stewards exchanged glances, and the cavern shuddered again. Bits of rock broke off from the ceiling and rained down on us.  
 
    “Heads up,” Lavinia warned as she drew an arrow from her quiver. “We’ve got company.” 
 
    We all turned at once toward the pool that was about fifty feet away from where we stood. As the Guardian began to rise up, I took a few more steps back automatically to get a better look at the thing. At first, it was just a large shape slightly darker than the surrounding water, nothing I could properly make out, but as the Guardian slithered out of the pool onto the cavern floor, I understood the Stewards’ fear. 
 
    The first thing that came into my mind when I saw it in full was that the pool must have been either incredibly deep or connected to other bodies of water within the Shadow Delves because the monster that stood before us was humongous.  
 
    The second thing that came to mind was a vague memory of reading about the Shadow Delves in one of my books in a note from a researcher who had written about salamanders in the pools here. If I made it out of these caves alive, I was going to have a talk with him about the line between ‘salamander’ and ‘dragon from the depths of hell.’ 
 
    The Guardian had to be close to sixty feet in length from the tip of its blunt nose to the end of its long, frilled tail. Its skin appeared to be smooth and glistened even in the low light of the cavern, but it was patterned a mottled gray that might have allowed the creature to blend in with the surrounding stone, that was, it might have if the Guardian wasn’t so huge.  
 
    Its belly hung low to the ground because for its size, the monster’s eight legs were fairly small, but the claws on the tips of its webbed toes were anything but. Overgrown and viciously curved, they were hard to look away from, but the rest of the creature’s body was no more encouraging. 
 
    Its nostrils sprouted up from its face, but its eyes were so small that I almost mistook them for lighter patches on its skin. I remembered having read about cave-dwelling fish in my world, about how they were blind, and wondered if that was true of the Guardian as well. I wondered if it would even matter. Something like this probably didn’t need to see you in order to kill you. 
 
    Frilled appendages that resembled external gills fanned out on either side of the Guardian’s wide head, and by the way that they twitched slightly in the still air, I suspected they had something to do with the creature’s senses, like the way a snake could taste the air by flicking out its tongue.  
 
    “I’m not going to die down here for a bounty,” the girl with the crossbow said firmly, her eyes wide as she stared at the monster. “I’ll join another fucking guild, one that isn’t run by a maniac.”  
 
    Ren stared at her as she ran past us to the tunnel we had just come from, but the Guardian reacted to the movement faster than I would have thought possible. The monster lunged with open jaws and closed the distance between us in a single leap.  
 
    The Stewards scrambled as the Guardian landed with a heavy thump, and I heard someone scream.  
 
    The Guardian had caught one of the warriors beneath its huge webbed foot, and the rest of us could only stare in horror as it tore into his body, and his scream cut off. Blood smeared across the Guardian’s wide mouth as it bit down and rent the warrior’s heavy armor as easily as if it had been made of tissue paper, and as the smell hit me, I felt a wave of nausea. 
 
    Maruk, Aerin, Lavinia, and I staggered back behind the cover of the boulders and the rubble, but even as the rest of the Stewards ran past us to the safety of the tunnels, I knew we weren’t going to leave here without the chest. 
 
    Then Ren was the only one of his guild left alive in the cavern. 
 
    He’d had enough sense to get out of the Guardian’s way, and he sputtered something about cowardice and loyalty as he watched his guild flee, but a moment later he whirled around to face us again, and the fury on his face was incredible. He threw up his hand again, and the light of his mana flared in his chest with the building sound of rushing wind, but before the mana had even reached his hand, I had my own hand up.  
 
    My mana coursed down my arm like electricity and as I closed my fingers into a fist, I could feel Ren’s mana shrink beneath my control. At that moment, I got an idea or else had some sort of instinctive insight, and I opened my hand again. At once, the sound of wind raged up again as my mana pushed back against Ren’s and redirected the power of his spell back into him. 
 
    The air mage’s eyes bulged, and he let out a strangled cough as though he’d had the breath knocked out of him. He staggered back and looked just as bewildered as the first time I’d blocked his attack.  
 
    I turned to Lavinia, Aerin, and Maruk. “Distract the Guardian,” I ordered. “I’ll deal with him.”  
 
    Lavinia nodded and she, Aerin, and Maruk moved past the stunned air mage to face the creature just as it began to turn on us again.  
 
    Ren regained some of his wits and began to launch an attack in their direction, but I suppressed his mana just as I had before, and he staggered back as though he’d been bitch slapped in the face. 
 
    We might have had a better time getting through the Shadow Delves than Ren and the Stewards, but that didn’t mean the last days had been easy for us. I used my magic a lot while we were down here with little rest in between, and I was beginning to feel it. I wasn’t quite quick enough to stop Ren’s next spell, a strong gust of wind slammed into my chest and knocked me back into a collapsed column.  
 
    I gritted my teeth as the air was knocked out of my chest. Still, I pushed myself back to my feet in time to see Ren begin another incantation. I could only manage shallow breaths, much less focus my mana to stop him again, but suddenly, a streak of black fur shot seemingly out of nowhere and plummeted into the air mage hard enough to knock him off his feet. 
 
    I coughed out a laugh as Merlin wrestled with Ren, and I was grateful to the little puca for buying me some time. Ren’s surprised and angry shouts mingled with the puca’s furious chattering as the pair rolled in the mud, but then Ren managed to aim a strong blast of wind at his assailant and threw Merlin across the floor.  
 
    Ren got to his feet again, albeit with a few new scratches and held his arms out horizontally across his chest and moved his hands as though he was shaping a ball of air between them. I could see the mana flow down Ren’s arms into his palms and collect in the space between like liquid silver, and I heard the sound like a low, howling wind that accompanied the air mage’s magic.  
 
    My chest ached as I desperately tried to draw the air back into my lungs, and my hand trembled slightly as I held it out toward Ren and summoned forth my own magic.  
 
    The space between Ren’s hands was completely filled with silvery mana and swirling air, and he threw his arms out at the same moment that I began to close my hand into a fist. 
 
    Ren faltered as the light of his mana flickered like a candle flame, but I wasn’t able to interrupt his spell entirely. 
 
    There was a sharp whistling shriek as Ren’s attack sliced through the still air between us. As it collided with my chest, I wondered for a moment if he had somehow been able to summon hail. Dozens of pinpricks of bitingly cold wind struck me at once, hard enough to bruise my skin even through my armor, and they might have done worse had I not cut off Ren’s spell halfway through his casting. 
 
    I grunted and clutched at my chest as I fell to one knee, and I heard Aerin shout my name. 
 
    “I’m fine!” I called back through gritted teeth. “Just worry about the Guardian!”  
 
    My friends were holding their own against the monster, but even a quick glance told me that it was taking all they had to keep the creature at bay. If the air mage tried to attack them instead of me, they were in no position to defend themselves against him as well.  
 
    Ren must have noticed that, too, and his eyes went to the redheaded elf as he began to conjure up a new wind spell. A sudden rage bloomed in my chest and gave me the strength I needed to stand. 
 
    My muscles screamed in protest as I threw my hand up again. If it was an effect of Ren’s last attack or from the draw on my mana, I couldn’t tell, and more than likely it was a combination of both, but the energy of my will carried my spell out, and the dark cloud of my illusion unfurled as it enveloped my rival. 
 
    In my haste to stop him, I hadn’t entirely planned what I would make Ren see, but the images of the skeletal revenants and Allowen’s reanimated corpses suddenly merged in my mind with the other members of the Stewards, and I held the thought in my mind as I focused on the mage. 
 
    Ren’s reaction was immediate, and he abandoned his spell and staggered back with terror-filled eyes. He mouthed something, a name maybe, before he tripped over his own feet and fell back. 
 
    My skull pounded with the effort of maintaining the illusion, and after only a few more seconds, I was forced to let it go as black spots began to cloud my vision. Then I leaned forward with my hands on my knees as I caught my breath and willed the pulsing in my temples to subside. 
 
    Ren recovered quicker than I’d bargained for, and before I’d straightened up again, another gust of wind slammed into my chest, strong enough to send me flying back into a pile of rubble. I gasped as I fell, and dirt and rock rained down over me from above. 
 
    But I didn’t feel hurt, and I realized that my opponent was losing steam.  
 
    “Gabriel!” Aerin cried, and she began to edge toward me as she looked between me and the monster that Lavinia and Maruk were fighting. 
 
    “I’m alright,” I grunted back as I pulled myself to my feet. The Guardian was the bigger threat, and I wanted Aerin to focus on taking care of Maruk and Lavinia. I could handle Ren. Besides, the air mage wasn’t just going to sit back while Aerin healed me, and I didn’t want her making a target of herself.  
 
    I’d been lucky, and as far as I could tell, I’d only earned a few new scrapes and bruises for Ren’s trouble. A bit of blood trickled down into my left eye from a cut on my forehead, and I dashed it away with a swipe of my hand. My ribs on my right side burned with sharp pain, but I could breathe and walk, and anything else could be dealt with after Ren was out of the picture. 
 
    The air mage was breathing heavily, and the light of his mana was significantly dimmer than it had been just minutes before. He’d be able to cast one more spell, I guessed, before it would be depleted entirely. I knew I wasn’t much better off.  
 
    This was going to end soon, one way or another.  
 
    My hand was slippery with blood as I grasped at the hilt of my dagger and moved toward Ren. He had struggled to his knees from where he’d fallen back, but he got to his feet as I approached, his bright blue eyes locked on mine.  
 
    “I always knew there was something wrong about you,” he spat. “I should have guessed, you’re a fucking manipulator. What kind of mage would join the Foxes except one who had something to hide?”  
 
    I didn’t respond and focused my energy on channeling my mana into the blade.  
 
    Ren’s gaze flicked to the weapon and something in his expression changed, but the look in his eyes was so crazed I couldn’t tell if it was fear or something else that passed over his features.  
 
    I gripped the hilt of the dagger tight as I closed the remaining distance between us. Ten feet. Five. I would have to kill him. I knew that. He knew what I was, and I couldn’t let him walk away now, but he’d chosen this when he didn’t leave with his guild.  
 
    I could tell he knew it too, and he knew that he had just one move left. I could see the gears turning in his head as he worked out the odds and figured the best time to strike. As it happened, I saw the decision in his eyes before he even raised his hand, so I lunged forward and drove the blade between his ribs as he threw his arm out, not at me, but at Aerin, Lavinia, and Maruk behind me. 
 
    Ren’s mana didn’t even reach his hand before the tip of my blade met the spot at his solar plexus where the silvery light burned. The magical energy in the air mage’s body seemed to burst. It traced out along every vessel in his body, not in the controlled flow of casting, but like an explosion contained within his flesh.  
 
    His eyes went wide, and he gave a strangled cough that left a few specks of blood on his lips before he sank to his knees and fell back.  
 
    “You’re... an abomination,” he choked out, “and they will... find you.” Then the air mage shuddered and was still, and his bright blue eyes stared blankly at me.  
 
    I didn’t have a chance to consider Ren’s dying words, however, as a wave of fatigue rocked through my body. The light faded from my dagger, I staggered back, and my vision began to cloud over. I had never used that much magic in such a short time, and I could feel the emptiness inside myself in the space that my mana usually occupied. It was almost like hunger, but worse, as if part of my soul had been sucked out. I dropped down to my knees and tried to steady myself, but the world kept spinning. A moment later I heard footsteps behind me, and then Aerin’s arms were around me.  
 
    “Hey, hang in there,” she told me, “you’re going to be okay.” 
 
    Her hands were warm against my arms, and I heard the soft chiming of bells as an undercurrent to the elf’s murmured prayers as she began to work her healing magic. Aerin’s power flowed over me like sunlight, reassuring and strengthening, and gradually the ache in my chest from Ren’s wind blasts evaporated completely. Then, even the hollowness of my drained mana began to hurt less, and I put my hand on Aerin’s arm to stop her. 
 
    “Don’t use all your mana up on me,” I said. “The Guardian…” 
 
    At that moment, the Guardian let out a terrible shriek, and I turned my head to see one of Lavinia’s arrows punched through its jaw as Maruk danced in and out of the Guardian’s range with surprising grace.  
 
    I pulled myself to my feet. My depleted mana had partially begun to restore, and the ache in my chest wasn’t as consuming as it had been minutes before, but I wasn’t sure if I had recovered enough energy yet for a worthwhile spell. Even if I could have cast something, I knew it was better to save my energy for a more critical moment.  
 
    Fortunately, I had lived my whole life up to about a week ago without relying on magic, and I wasn’t completely helpless without it. We hadn’t had time to come up with any sort of plan, but then the light bulb went on, and I came up with one. 
 
    Well, it was more like a desperate endeavor, but it was all I had. 
 
    “Guys!” I shouted as I bent down to pick up a rock. “I need you to let it attack me.” 
 
    “You need us to what?” Lavinia gasped as she turned her red eyes to me, but it was too late. 
 
    I had already thrown the stone.  
 
     


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
    My aim was true, and the rock hit the wall behind the monster and skipped against the cavern floor with an echoing clatter. 
 
    I added a bit of my illusion magic to make the creature think the stone was one of us. 
 
    The Guardian’s head whipped around after it, and the frills on either side of its face flared up and shivered. Then the Guardian lunged for the stone, and its massive jaws snapped at the rock and took out a chunk of the ground beneath it as well. Dust and pebbles trickled from the creature’s jaws as it chewed, but it didn’t seem to have an aversion to gnawing on solid stone.  
 
    My stomach twisted and I forced myself to look away from those teeth and think through the rest of my plan. We would have to spread out and attack the Guardian from all sides and constantly redirect its attention until we were able to kill it.  
 
    “Maruk! Move to its left!” I shouted.  
 
    “Got it!” the orc said as he dashed into position. He would draw the Guardian’s attention the most and from the closest range, and thus he would be in the most danger, but he would be able to retreat into the tunnel if things got too heated.  
 
    “Aerin, Stand over there.” I directed her to a spot a few yards back from where I stood where a few broken columns leaned together. The position provided was as much shelter as there was in this place, but it wasn’t too far from Maruk, and it wouldn’t prevent Aerin from moving freely if the situation called for it. 
 
    “Yes, Gabriel.” She squeezed my hand before she sprinted away. 
 
    I looked over to Lavinia. She had already chosen a good spot on top of a hill of rubble that put her out of the Guardian’s reach and gave her a better angle from which to shoot. 
 
    She looked down at me, and I nodded. 
 
    Then she let loose with her arrow.  
 
    The Guardian tossed its head back and let out a terrible shriek when the arrow pierced its flesh. The sound was like someone was trying to use a chainsaw to cut through steel, but a hundred times louder, and I clapped my hands over my ears. 
 
    As the Guardian made to lunge for Lavinia’s hill, Maruk charged forward with a bellow and slammed his shield against the monster’s side. The Guardian reacted to this new threat with astonishing speed, but the rest of us were prepared. Aerin and I each threw a rock at the same time, I focused what small amount of magic I could to make them look like duplicates of us, and the Guardian screeched and clawed at the ground as it tried to figure out which attacker it should respond to. 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a flash of black and white as a magpie dove past, and I realized it must be Merlin. He understood our strategy as well as any of us, and he cawed as he flew around the Guardian’s head and dove to peck at it. 
 
    In that manner, we staged our assault against the Guardian and attacked repeatedly with arrows, shields, rocks-turned-illusions, and in Merlin’s case, beak, and for a while, it looked like it was working. Every time the Guardian would try to go for one of us, the others were there to distract it, and though most of our attacks did little more than pester the monster, Lavinia aimed her shots well. Arrows sprouted from the Guardian’s massive head like stiff whiskers and with each shot Lavinia took, the monster’s reaction was a little slower. It wouldn’t last forever, we just had to wear it down enough to land a killing blow. 
 
    That was when our luck finally ran out. 
 
    As Lavinia edged forward on the hill of rubble to take aim, and the mana glowed brightly in her chest, the ground she stood on gave out beneath her. Her hand slipped off her bowstring as she pitched forward, and her arrow flew in a wobbly arc to pierce the Guardian’s snout.  
 
    The monster lunged for Lavinia as she fell, and Maruk, Aerin, and I all shouted and moved forward at once. The big warrior bashed at the Guardian’s flank in a running charge, and I lurched forward with no thought but to distract the creature as I yelled and threw rocks.  
 
    Thankfully, the Guardian turned on the two of us instead, which allowed Aerin to slip by to attend to Lavinia, but when I looked over to where the archer lay at the bottom of the mound of rubble, she was completely still. 
 
    Maruk and I fought to keep the creature’s attention, but with just the two of us and Merlin swooping overhead, we were stretching our odds against the Guardian. Every time it lunged for a bite or swiped out at one of us with its claws, it got closer and closer to landing a hit before the other could redirect it, and finally, it did. As Maruk backed up from his latest charge at the creature, he slipped on the muddy ground that surrounded the Guardian’s pool and fell back, and the Guardian dove forward with its jaws wide.  
 
    Maruk managed to push himself back, and the Guardian’s jaws snapped shut over empty air, but the monster lunged again and again and the orc frantically crawled back through the mud. 
 
    Merlin swooped over its head and grabbed one of the arrows that stuck out from its face with his talons, but he wasn’t strong enough to pull the creature back, and with its prey lying vulnerable before it, the Guardian ignored my shouts and the rocks I threw.  
 
    I realized I would need to do more, that if there was a time for my last spell, it was now, and I drew my dagger as I ran forward. Before I reached the Guardian, however, before I’d even summoned my mana blade, the monster froze and ceased its pursuit of Maruk as if it had been given a signal.  
 
    My blood froze as the Guardian’s head swung around, and I realized what it was that had attracted the Guardian’s attention. Bells.  
 
    Aerin’s mana glowed like a tiny sun as she crouched over Lavinia and passed her hands over the other woman’s wounds, and with no thought to me or Maruk or Merlin, the Guardian lurched around to face them. I knew instantly that it could hear the music of magic just as I could, and that’s what drew it to the healer and her patient. Perhaps despite its blindness, it could see mana as well. It didn’t matter, though, because whatever the case, the Guardian’s attention was fixed on Aerin and Lavinia now.  
 
    In that frozen moment, I knew I wouldn’t be able to reach them in time to strike at the Guardian. I wouldn’t be able to save them unless I used the last of my magic. 
 
    I threw my hand out toward the women and focused the remainder of my mana with an intensity I had never felt before. My own magical energy tore through my body like fire, and I staggered forward a step under the force of it, and my vision went almost completely black as pain exploded in my skull. The world shifted violently, and I couldn’t tell if I had fallen to my knees or if I was still standing, but before the last spots of darkness obscured my sight, I saw myself.  
 
    I saw the shimmering blue of mana outline the clone’s body as it stood twenty feet away from me between the Guardian and my friends. I saw the Guardian lunge forward and close its jaws around the clone, and as it did, the illusion broke into a shower of sparkling mana that lacerated its mouth like chewing on broken glass. 
 
    A wave of nausea rocked me, but the pounding in my skull didn’t abate as it usually did, and the dark clouds that gathered around the edges of my vision remained. I was dimly aware of the piercing shriek of the Guardian, but it barely registered against the pain and fatigue that took hold of my consciousness. Only one clear thought came to me. The monster still wasn’t dead. We were still in danger. 
 
    My movements then were automatic and dreamlike, and I almost felt as though I was watching myself from a distance as I curled my hand around the hilt of my dagger and began to run on unsteady feet toward the Guardian.  
 
    The monster turned to face me, and it lunged for me with open jaws just as I kicked off the ground and leapt at it. The mana blade formed in my hand as I brought it down to the smooth, moist flesh of the Guardian’s head, and I felt it pull out the last bit of my mana as though my guts were being torn out.  
 
    The blade bit deep between the creature’s sightless eyes, and the Guardian let out a cry of rage and anguish that shook the cavern.  
 
    I clutched the hilt as I slid down the Guardian’s face, and the mana dagger cut a long slash through the top of its head. Its cry was cut off and its body swung wildly around and then fell with an earth-shaking thud to the cavern floor. 
 
    The mana blade flickered out as I half-slid, half-rolled through the mud away from the Guardian’s head. My vision swam, and if I wasn’t in so much pain, I might’ve thought I was dead. Every part of my body ached, and I felt as though I’d been turned inside-out and pulled apart and compressed back together all at once. I didn’t bother trying to move, I just lay back in the mud and closed my eyes. Just a minute, I told myself. I’d just rest for a minute. 
 
    Maybe it was a minute, though if it was more or less I had no way to tell, when I felt someone lift my head up and place a warm hand against my cheek. I opened my eyes and looked up into Aerin’s face as it slowly came into focus above me. There were tears in the elf woman’s eyes, and I could see her lips moving although I couldn’t make out what she was saying. 
 
    Distantly, I heard the chime of bells. It was a familiar sound, but I couldn’t think of why at the moment. Still, it was comforting, and I closed my eyes again as the sound washed over me like warm water or sunlight. Little by little, the pain in my bones ebbed, nausea faded, and the clouds of fatigue in my mind began to withdraw. 
 
    I became aware of people talking around me, their voices low and urgent. My head was propped up against something, I didn’t know what. My limbs tingled as though they’d been asleep and the blood was just returning to them. I smelled blood and mud.  
 
    At last, I opened my eyes again, and this time, my vision was clear. Aerin was leaning over me, and by the angle, I guessed she had my head in her lap. Maruk, Lavinia, and Merlin crouched nearby, their faces drawn and ashen with exhaustion and fear.  
 
    Aerin had been murmuring prayers, but when she saw that I’d opened my eyes, she let out a choked sob and leaned forward to press her forehead against my chest.  
 
    “Gods, Gabriel,” she whispered hoarsely, “I thought you were dead.” 
 
    I reached up and took her hand, but I didn’t have the energy to pull myself up yet. “And miss out on touring the country with you and becoming fabulously wealthy by performing feats of illegal magic? Wouldn’t dream of it.” 
 
    Aerin laughed slightly and gripped my hand so tight her knuckles turned white, and I reached up to put my free hand against the back of her neck to draw her face down to mine for a kiss. I could feel the elf woman’s tears on my cheek as our lips met, and when we finally broke apart, she swept at her eyes with the back of her hand. 
 
    I shifted and pushed myself up, which hurt more than I expected but wasn’t unbearable.  
 
    Lavinia still had a few minor scrapes on her arms and face, and I noticed a shiny patch of skin where Aerin had healed a far more serious wound.  
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked her.  
 
    She nodded, but her voice was hoarse when she answered, “Broke my arm when I fell, but Aerin took care of it.” 
 
    “Good,” I replied with a relieved smile. “I was worried about you.” 
 
    Maruk was covered in mud but unharmed, and despite missing a few patches of fur, Merlin seemed to be alright as well, so I turned again to Aerin. Between healing me and Lavinia, she had used a lot of mana and even in the dim light I could see the shadows under her eyes and the weariness in her smile.  
 
    “I’m okay,” she assured me before I had the chance to ask, and she leaned forward to wrap her arms around me. “I’m okay,” she repeated. 
 
    “We got the chest,” Lavinia said after a moment, and Aerin and I broke apart again. The ladona woman smiled. “The Shadow Delves bounty officially goes to the Foxes.” Her smile faded slightly as her eyes drifted out toward Ren’s body. “We’ll have to report what happened to him.” 
 
    Meaning we would have to lie about the exact circumstances of the Stewards’ leader’s death. “Would anyone come to investigate?” I asked. 
 
    Lavinia shook her head. “It’s a dangerous bounty. People die. It’s not worth risking anyone else to retrieve the body, and no one would have reason to doubt us if we said he was killed by the Guardian.” 
 
    In an attempt to lighten the mood, Maruk said suddenly, “Oh! Show Gabriel what we found when he was unconscious.” 
 
    Lavinia grinned and raised her eyebrows at me. “Check it out,” she said as she got up to retrieve the chest.  
 
    At first, I was confused. I’d known we had retrieved the chest, as that was the whole point of our mission, but when Lavinia twisted the lock and opened the chest, I understood the cause for excitement. Along with the items listed on the bounty documents, the chest was full of weapons and armor.  
 
    Lavinia pulled out a silver object that looked like it had been the handle to something, and when she brushed her thumb along the edge, silver wings unfolded from the handle and I realized it was a bow. The archer’s eyes gleamed as she held it out.  
 
    “Anything that’s not listed on the bounty documents is free for us to take,” she explained.  
 
    “But look at this,” Maruk insisted as he drew out a pair of shining arm guards. Miraculously, they appeared to be just the right size for the orc’s muscular arms, and the metal was engraved with an intricate swirling design.  
 
    “The metal is enchanted,” the orc explained. “It’s impervious to nonmagical attacks, and the guards can generate magical barriers.”  
 
    “That’s amazing,” I said, and Maruk looked proud as I examined the arm guards.  
 
    “There’s stuff in here for you and Aerin, too,” Lavinia said. “Here’s an axe with some elven writing on it, I don’t know what it says.” 
 
    Aerin’s eyes went wide as she took the axe from Lavinia. It was small, perfect for Aerin’s fighting style, and the handle was inlaid with designs in gold.  
 
    “It says it was blessed by Evarun,” Aerin read in a hushed voice. “How did all this stuff get down here?” 
 
    “Didn’t anyone ever tell you not to question good fortune?” Lavinia asked with a dry chuckle. “As far as I’m concerned, we earned all of this.” Then she fished through the chest again and pulled out a bundle of cloth that she handed to me. The fabric had an iridescent quality, and it was as supple as water in my hands.  
 
    “That’s definitely enchanted,” the ladona woman told me. “Not sure what it does, but why don’t you try it out?” 
 
    I shook out the cloak, threw it over my shoulders, and then put the hood up. All at once, Aerin, Maruk, and Lavinia looked shocked. Even Merlin seemed unsettled, and he crept forward to sniff at the fabric cautiously. I didn’t feel any different, and when I looked down, I didn’t look any different, but then Aerin filled me in. 
 
    “That’s an invisibility cloak,” she said in a low voice, then she grinned. “Those aren’t supposed to exist anymore, just like manipulators.” 
 
    “Well, what are the odds of that?” Lavinia mused. 
 
    “I’m sure that it will come in handy,” Maruk added, and I was sure he was right. 
 
    I took the cloak off and packed it away with the rest of my belongings for safekeeping. 
 
    For a few minutes, we were all silent as we sat together in the mud on the cavern floor and passed around a canteen of water, but as the daylight that filtered down through the crack in the ceiling dimmed and signaled the approach of evening, I stood. 
 
    “We should get going,” I said. “It’s a long way back.”  
 
    No sooner had I spoken, however, when the air on my right rippled and a cascade of silver and gold glitter rained down into the mud. As the glitter fell, it revealed the shape of a woman, and not just any woman, but a goddess.  
 
    Just as the first time we’d met, Theira wore a flowing white gown and gold jewelry set with pearl, and she looked just as out of place in the dank cavern as she had been when she was standing in my apartment. She smiled at us, and Aerin gave a panicked squeak before she dropped to her knees before the elven goddess. 
 
    “Noble Theira, I thank you for the good fortune you have bestowed--” she began to recite, but the goddess stooped and lifted Aerin up with a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “Rise, my child,” Theira said in a gentle voice. “You have acted valiantly this day. You all have.” Her silver eyes swept over our group and came to a rest on me. “Gabriel, there are great things in your future, even greater than what you have accomplished here, but you have done as I asked, and so I come to offer my aid.” She swept her arm out and another shower of glitter shimmered in the air beside her, and then through the gold and silver sparkles, I saw stars and trees and a road.  
 
    “This portal will take you back to the surface,” Theira explained.  
 
    Aerin started to say something, but she could do little more than babble as she stared at the goddess. 
 
    “Thank you, Theira,” I answered for Aerin and for all of us.  
 
    The goddess inclined her head in acknowledgment. “This is all I can offer for the time being,” she said, “but know that as long as you continue to serve me, I will continue to watch over you. Go, now, you have quite the victory to celebrate, and this is just the beginning.”  
 
    I nodded and helped guide Aerin through the portal the goddess had created after Lavinia, Maruk, and Merlin. I braced myself for the gut-wrenching feeling I remembered from the first time I had traveled by the goddess’ magic, but no such sensation accompanied the journey this time. 
 
    The evening air was balmy and fresh as we stepped out onto the road into the purple twilight. Stars shimmered overhead and night birds called to one another in the trees on either side of us. We were back at the skull hill where we had first tried to enter the Shadow Delves. I turned back to thank Theira again, but the goddess was gone, as was her portal. 
 
    When I turned back to my companions, however, I realized that Theira had done one more thing for us besides transporting us back to the surface. All the mud, blood, and other signs of our time in the Shadow Delves had been erased. Even the shimmering scar on Lavinia’s arm had vanished, and the archer actually smiled as she inspected her skin.  
 
    Maruk had noticed the change as well and turned this way and that to examine himself. “I must say, I quite like that goddess,” he remarked. “Perhaps I should take up the devotion.” 
 
    I suspected that last statement was directed at Aerin, but the elf was still too star-struck to notice.  
 
    “I can’t believe I just saw Theira in person,” she murmured. “Theira called me valiant...” She gripped my arm, and the awe in her voice changed to excitement. “Theira called me valiant! Did you hear that?” 
 
    “We were all there, Aerin,” Lavinia answered, but despite trying to sound unimpressed, I could see the ghost of a smile on the ladona woman’s face. 
 
    I chuckled. “Yeah. She thinks you’re valiant. For the record, I agree.” 
 
    Aerin blushed and tucked a lock of hair behind her ear.  
 
    “We all did well,” I went on. “We should be proud.” 
 
    Then Lavinia did smile, and Maruk did as well, and Merlin chattered happily as he wove between our feet. 
 
    “I don’t know about the rest of you,” Lavinia said, “but I propose that our first act of celebration be to turn in now. I’m exhausted.” 
 
    “That sounds good to me,” Maruk agreed. 
 
    I nodded as well. Nothing sounded better right then than to lay down and sleep for several hours, but we all managed to stay awake long enough to set up a proper camp and eat before we settled in for the night.  
 
    Maruk made tea over the fire, and Aerin curled up next to me as we sat around in a circle and talked quietly about what we planned to do with our earnings when we returned the bounty. We would have more than enough to pay off the rest of the Foxes’ debts and still have plenty left over, perhaps even enough to start looking for a proper guild hall. Lavinia wanted one with enough space for an archery range and a few practice dummies, while Maruk thought we should invest in uniforms and better furniture. Aerin, of course, thought we ought to save most of it, but even she conceded that there was room in the budget for some upgrades.  
 
    We decided to table any final decisions until we returned to Ovrista the next day, and the camp settled into a comfortable silence as one by one each of my friends drifted off to sleep. Aerin stayed awake the longest and told me stories about the elven gods, but in the middle of the description of one god she trailed off, and I felt her head droop against my shoulder. I ran my fingers through her flame-colored hair and leaned my head against hers. I felt more at peace than I had since I could remember, and I said a silent thanks again to the goddess that had sent me to this wonderful world.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
    Theira’s promise to watch over us remained true, and we seemed to have unusually good luck all the way back to Ovrista. The weather was pleasant, we made good time on the road, and when we reached the city’s high white walls and guarded gates that afternoon, the guards waved us through without so much as a glance. All the better since I still had Allowen’s illegal books in my pack as well as the invisibility cloak. According to Aerin, the latter wasn’t, strictly speaking, illegal, but the Mage Academy had a habit of watching closely when anyone turned up with powerful magical items like it.  
 
    We stopped first at the Magpie to drop off our weapons and gear, and though it was already growing late, none of us wanted to wait to go to the charter office to turn in the Shadow Delves bounty, so we gave Merlin a jeweled necklace to occupy him and set out again right away.  
 
    “We could stop somewhere for dinner on the way back,” Maruk suggested as we wound our way through the market district. “Vallabri’s has excellent lamb... so I’ve heard. Now we can actually afford it.” 
 
    “You know Nesta would never forgive us if we did that,” Aerin replied. “She’ll be dying to hear how everything went. We can go out tomorrow to celebrate.” 
 
    “I’ll hold you to that,” Maruk promised.  
 
    Despite the heat of the late afternoon, the streets were just as crowded as I’d ever seen them, but I was glad for the crowds. Being surrounded by so many people made me feel less conspicuous, and I appreciated them all the more as we passed the Arcane University Tower with its mirrored panels that always seemed to be watching me. I didn’t think I would ever get used to that place, but as we crossed the wide pedestrian bridge and walked up the paved pathway to the charter office, my uneasiness abated and was replaced with renewed excitement over our recent success, and I could tell the others were excited, too.  
 
    “Should we ask for all the reward money at once, or do you think it would be better to get it in monthly payments?” Aerin asked aloud, though I knew as well as Lavinia and Maruk that she was talking to herself more than to any of us, so I waited for her to answer herself. “The monthly payments are safer. We don’t exactly have a secure bank account at the moment, and we won’t be as tempted to spend it all at once.”  
 
    “Good idea, Aerin,” I said, and she grinned. 
 
    “I wonder how many tiers we’ll move up,” Lavinia said. “I think we might be able to pass the Vanguards?”  
 
    Maruk raised his eyebrows. “If we do, I hope they’re there for it. I’d love to see the looks on their faces.” 
 
    I didn’t know who the Vanguards were, but there were several guilds in the charter office when we entered, including, I was surprised to see, a few of the Stewards. Specifically, the earth mage who had injured her arm and the man who’d wielded the double daggers. They looked almost exactly as they had when we’d met them in the Shadow Delves, bloody and exhausted. The members of a few others guilds stood around them and asked questions or murmured condolences. 
 
    “How did they get back here so fast?” I asked quietly though my question was directed at no one in particular.  
 
    “They must have traveled all night,” Maruk replied. 
 
    Suddenly, the Stewards girl met my eyes, pushed past the people gathered around her, and walked directly up to me. She didn’t speak right away, but her green eyes glistened with unshed tears. Her armor was dirty and bloodstained, and she no longer wore the matching blue scarf of her guild, but it looked as though she’d been able to get her arm healed. I could see the traces of shiny scars on her deep brown skin, evidence of magical healing. 
 
    She swallowed thickly, but there was still a waver in her voice when she finally gathered herself enough to ask, “What happened to Ren?” 
 
    Then all the eyes in the charter office were on us. Or rather, on me. I felt my stomach twist as I met the girl’s dark brown eyes. I felt like she deserved the truth, but at the same time, I knew I could never tell her that I was a manipulator and that I’d killed Ren. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said softly, and for the girl’s sake, I resented everyone who was listening in. She at least deserved some privacy right now. “He’s dead. The Guardian in the cavern attacked him.” 
 
    The girl’s eyes dropped, and her shoulders trembled as she let out a shaky breath, but her friend, the other Steward with the daggers, stepped forward with a suspicious frown.  
 
    “You just left him there?” he demanded. His eyebrows were blond like the rest of his hair, and they were so light that they were almost invisible, but the frown lines between them were deep. 
 
    “Says the man who fled in terror when the Guardian showed up,” I hissed, and the rest of the crowd turned back to him. 
 
    “I--” 
 
    “Yeah,” I continued as I gestured to the audience. “I dunno what story this asshole told you, but he ran as soon as the monster showed up.” 
 
    “Uhhh--” he started to say, but then the woman interrupted him. 
 
    “I know Ren promised you the medallion bounty we were hired to get.” She reached into her pocket, pulled out a folded slip of paper, and handed it to me. “Here. Maybe you’ll have better luck with it.” 
 
    Another part of our winnings, due to our bet with Ren, but it was harder to be excited about it now that I had faced his guild. The girl began to turn away, and before I could second-guess myself, I reached out and stopped her. “What are you going to do?”  
 
    She frowned slightly, obviously surprised that I cared to ask, but she didn’t have the energy to be suspicious of me. “We’re not going to disband or anything,” she replied. “Dylan and I will let the others know what happened to Ren, and when we’re ready, we’ll vote on a new leader.” She sighed, pressed her lips into a line, then turned away and rejoined her friends without another word.  
 
    “Yessss,” Lavinia hissed as she took the bounty out of my hand. “We’ve got it.” 
 
    “Now let’s go get our money,” Aerin said, and we turned toward the clerk’s desk.  
 
    I could feel the eyes of all the other guild members in the office as we walked across the room, and there were a few excited whispers when Lavinia and Maruk heaved the chest up onto the desk. My chest swelled with warm pride, and I shared a quick smile with the beautiful dragon-woman as she stepped away from the table. 
 
    “The Shadow Foxes,” Aerin reported as she laid Allowen’s wanted poster and the relic bounty document on the table, “returning the bounty from the Shadow Delves and an outstanding bounty for the necromancer Elor Cadigan.” 
 
    The clerk was the same man that we had dealt with when we collected the bounty for the wraith, and he seemed no more pleased to see us this time around. He took the wanted poster first and inspected it carefully, going even so far as to retrieve a magnifying glass to more closely examine it. Then, after a few long minutes, he sniffed. “This appears to be in order,” he said in his reedy voice.  
 
    He scribbled something onto a document and tore off a section that he handed over the desk to Aerin. 
 
    “You may deliver that to the Mage Academy to collect the financial compensation promised by the wanted poster,” he told her.  
 
    “And the Shadow Delves bounty?” Aerin prompted. 
 
    The clerk raised one thin eyebrow and looked each of us over before he returned his attention to the stack of documents and the chest on his desk. He painstakingly went through the contents of the chest and crossed each of the items listed on the bounty documents off a list. I wondered if he was really so scrupulous or if he was purposefully trying to take as much time as possible, but finally, he checked off the last of the items and closed the chest. He filled out another slip for Aerin and passed it across the desk.  
 
    “You can expect your guild status to be updated in the morning,” he informed us.  
 
    Aerin glanced at the slip of paper that the clerk had given her and frowned. “Right, but what about the reward?” she asked. “There’s no name. Was it a private host or--” 
 
    The clerk cut her off. “That bounty was also hosted by the Mage Academy. You can collect payment from them.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Aerin replied with a slight frown as she pocketed the receipts and turned back to us. 
 
    The clerk said nothing as we made to leave, but we’d only gotten a few steps from the desks before one of the other guilds’ members that had been hanging around stopped us. He wasn’t anyone I recognized though he struck an imposing figure. He was tall and broad-shouldered, and he wore a rich cloak of deep purple that I guessed was part of his guild’s uniform. There was a long scar across his cheek that bent his lip on that side into a permanent frown, and he glared openly at us as he stepped in front of us. 
 
    “Is there a problem?” I asked in a level voice. I wasn’t in the mood to deal with any more assholes tonight, and I could tell that this guy was going to try to pick a fight. 
 
    “Yeah,” the man answered boldly. “I’m still trying to figure out how a shitty little guild like the Foxes managed to take the Shadow Delves bounty.” 
 
    “Well, you never were the brightest, Riker,” Lavinia shot back. “I think I see some smoke coming out of your ears, don’t wear yourself out on our account.” 
 
    “Are you calling me stupid?” Riker asked in a low voice. 
 
    “What do you think?” Lavinia asked as she raised an eyebrow.  
 
    The man’s lip curled into a sneer, and I figured I’d better try to defuse the situation before it got out of hand. I didn’t want us to land a fine for getting into a fight now.  
 
    “Hey, look,” I said calmly, “we don’t want any trouble.” 
 
    Lavinia shot me an annoyed look, but Aerin backed me up. 
 
    “We got that bounty fairly,” the elf said, “just like any of you.” 
 
    “I think a lot of us would like to hear Ren’s side of that story.” Another man came up to stand beside Riker. He wore a red shawl with an embroidered patch of a lion’s head on it. Another guild uniform, I supposed, but I didn’t know who they were.  
 
    I fought to contain my impatience. “We already told you what happened,” I replied.  
 
    “Yeah, I heard,” the man said. “The Guardian got him, but then you all killed it, right?” He looked us over suspiciously. “I know it must have taken more than a couple of arrows. How’d you do it?” 
 
    I would have liked to have been able to prepare some sort of cover story in advance, but I knew we’d only draw more suspicion if we refused to answer now. 
 
    “Lightning,” I said quickly as I remembered the sparks that Ren had conjured during our fight. “I electrocuted it.”  
 
    By then, several other people from various other guilds had gathered around, and they all regarded us with stony silence.  
 
    “Lightning?” the man echoed. “I heard you were from some backwater town, where’d you learn air magic like that?” 
 
    “I’m a quick study,” I replied. “We do have books where I’m from.” 
 
    “Yeah?” The man’s eyes narrowed. “I’d like to see you conjure the kind of lightning you’d need to take down that monster.” 
 
    Behind us, the clerk cleared his throat pointedly as a reminder that we weren’t allowed to use our powers here, and the man’s eyes flicked up to him.  
 
    “Whatever,” the man said, though whether his comment was addressed to me or to the clerk, I wasn’t sure. Then he looked me over one last time before he turned away without another word, and Riker and the others followed. 
 
    “What an ass,” Aerin muttered under her breath as we made our way back outside. 
 
    “All these guilds think they’re so great, but the second there’s any competition, they start whining about it,” Lavinia said. “We’ll teach them not to underestimate us.” 
 
    I said nothing as we left the charter office behind. I had no doubt that we would be able to make a name for ourselves like Lavinia said, but I knew that we had to be cautious and keep our wits about us, especially me. We couldn’t get into fights with the other guilds like we had with the Stewards and Ren. It wouldn’t take long for even someone like Riker to figure out that I wasn’t an air mage like I’d said I was. Still, I knew we wouldn’t be able to avoid them entirely, and I’d have to come up with a better cover story of some kind soon, or else some way to feign air magic.  
 
    I wondered if I’d be able to cast an illusion that would make someone believe that I was performing air magic. That would involve more than controlling what my target saw, of course. I would need to be sure they could feel it, too, but even as I thought it, I felt sure that it was something I could accomplish with practice. I would have to study some air magic as well so that I had a few different ideas of what I could mimic in my illusions. I wondered if I’d be able to get what I needed from books alone, or if it would be worth it to stop by and observe lessons at the Mage Academy. 
 
    I ruled that out immediately. It was too dangerous. Fooling someone out on the road was one thing, but deliberately walking into the University Tower was quite another. I had no doubt I’d be pressured to perform some magic there, and I knew it would be too risky to try to cast an illusion over multiple mages at once, particularly any of the head mages who were always on the lookout for people like me.  
 
    The sky was clear and awash in soft watercolor shades of purple and blue as the sun sank below the horizon. The streets had finally begun to clear, and we weren’t jostled around as much as we passed through the market again on our way home. The heat of the afternoon had faded, leaving the evening air comfortable and balmy, and even the typical sounds of the busy city seemed muted and calmer somehow.  
 
    We passed a bookshop that was closing up for the night, and I remembered Allowen’s spell books still wrapped up in the invisibility cloak at the bottom of my pack. I’d only had the chance to skim through them so far, but now that we were going to have some time to ourselves, I would be able to sit down and go through them more thoroughly. I could add my own annotations, too, notes and explanations specific to my manipulator and illusion magic, the sort of things that I learned from experience.  
 
    I knew it was more than likely that no one else besides me would ever read those notes, and I knew I’d be much safer if that were the case, but I couldn’t tamp down the little spark of hope that had sprung up within me at the thought. Maybe there weren’t other manipulators now, but someday there could be, and I could help them learn about their powers. They wouldn’t have to figure it out on their own or piece together fragments of texts like I was. They deserved more than that.  
 
    Just then, Aerin twined her fingers through mine and squeezed my hand gently as we moved through the narrow back streets to the Magpie, and I brushed my thumb over the back of her hand and smiled at her. It was easy to get lost in my own plans, but I didn’t need to worry about that right now. Now was our time to celebrate, everything else could wait for another day. We’d won this time. We’d defeated the monster and reaped the rewards, and I wanted to enjoy it. 
 
     The tavern’s windows were lit up with a warm golden light against the encroaching gloom of evening, and despite the fact that I’d only been in this world for a short while, I realized at that moment that this place, this world, felt like home.  
 
    Inside, the tavern was already nearly full, but I noticed that Nesta had reserved our table in the back. The cheerful sounds of people talking, laughing, and drinking drifted like soft music through the room, and the smell of spices and onions from the kitchen made my mouth water. None of the patrons paid us much mind as we entered, but the innkeeper gave us a friendly wave from behind the bar as we slipped up the stairs. 
 
    “She’ll want to hear everything,” Aerin said as she waved back.  
 
    “Which version?” I asked once we were back in the privacy of our tiny apartment. We’d never even told Nesta that I was a mage, and though I was sure she’d been able to guess at that much, I didn’t know if it was safe to tell her the whole truth. She didn’t seem like the type of person who would turn me in, but I didn’t know if it would be fair to burden her with the knowledge of who I really was, either. It might put her in danger as well. 
 
    “We’ll tell her you used air magic to slay the Guardian,” Lavinia said. “Nesta’s trustworthy, but still, it’s safer the fewer people who know that there’s a manipulator running around. Things get out, rumors spread, the Mage Academy gets even more annoying.” 
 
    “Got it,” I replied just as Merlin raced over to me and clambered up the side of my leg and onto my shoulder.  
 
    The puca chattered in my ear in a distinctly lecturing tone, and I figured he hadn’t liked being left alone while we’d turned in the bounty. I rubbed him behind the ears to mollify him while Aerin placed the slips the charter office clerk had given her into a box for safekeeping, and the rest of us dropped off the last of our gear. 
 
    “I wonder what Nesta’s made for dinner,” Maruk mused as he came over to scratch Merlin beneath the chin. “I’m positively famished.” 
 
    “I don’t really care what it is, as long as I don’t have to eat it sitting on the ground,” Aerin added.  
 
    “Couldn’t agree more,” I groaned.  
 
    When the four of us were ready to head back downstairs, I picked up Merlin and lifted him off my shoulder.  
 
    “You have to stay here, little guy,” I told him. “I’ll bring you some food.” 
 
    I expected the promise of food would be enough, but evidently, Merlin had had quite enough of being left alone for the day and as soon as I set him down, he jumped into Aerin’s arms instead and let out a pitiful yowl.  
 
    “Aww,” the elf said, “he’s lonely.” 
 
    “Too bad,” Lavinia said. “We can’t bring a puca into the tavern. It has to stay here.” 
 
    Merlin shot the archer a glare and wiggled in Aerin’s arms so that it was all she could do not to drop him, but when he’d sorted himself out again, he’d transformed into a cat.  
 
    He meowed peevishly at Lavinia and flicked his tail, and she blew out a sigh.  
 
    I wasn’t sure if Nesta would approve of our keeping a pet in her tavern, whether he was a cat or a puca, but I knew Merlin could cause just as much trouble if we left him up here unsupervised than if we brought him down with us. At least if he was nearby, I could keep an eye on him.  
 
    I made my voice stern as I addressed the puca. “If you come, you have to be good,” I told him. “You can’t steal from anyone or make a mess. If you do, you’ll have to come back up here.” 
 
    I had to admit, I still felt a little foolish talking to the puca, but I knew by now that Merlin was more intelligent than most animals. As if to prove as much, he meowed again and then mimicked my voice, “Good.” 
 
    “Alright,” I said, “let’s go.” 
 
    Merlin seemed to understand that his presence with us was conditional, and he was on his best behavior as we made our way down into the tavern and took our places at the back table. As it turned out, Nesta loved cats and was overjoyed to meet Merlin. In fact, she greeted him before the rest of us when she came over, and she stroked his fur while she took our drink orders. For his part, the puca seemed to like her, too, and he purred continuously as Nesta continued to pet him. 
 
    “Oh, what a sweetheart he is,” Nesta cooed. “I always thought I should get a good mouser. What’s his name?” 
 
    “Merlin,” I answered with a warning look to the puca. I didn’t want him to get any ideas about demonstrating his skill at hunting mice while we were trying to eat. 
 
    “Well, Merlin, how would you like a saucer of milk?” the barkeep asked. 
 
    Merlin meowed sweetly in response, and as Nesta turned away, I caught Lavinia roll her eyes from her place beside me. 
 
    Nesta returned a few moments later with our drinks, milk for Merlin, and four plates with steaming pies. “It’s mincemeat pie tonight, but I’ve made you all a special treat as well. I’ll bring it by when the rest of the guests have gone.” She gave us a wink before she left to tend to her other customers. 
 
    Though they didn’t quite compare to the stew we’d had before, the pies Nesta had made were amazing. The crust was baked to a perfect golden brown, and the filling was flavored with onions and garlic. I almost burnt my tongue on the first bite, and I had to force myself to slow down and let it cool.  
 
    We were in no rush now, and I realized it was the first time we’d been able to relax since we’d begun our race against Ren. I knew we’d likely be on the road again soon, though perhaps with less urgency to our mission, so I tried to soak in the moment and fully appreciate the hot meal and the friendly atmosphere of the tavern.  
 
    I could hear another group of patrons laughing and joking a few tables over and the clinks of their glasses as they toasted one another, and a few moments later, several of them started singing a folk song. Gradually, most everyone in the Magpie joined in, and though I didn’t know the song, which I gathered was some folk tune about a fisherman, I liked listening to it. Between the lull of the music and the alcohol, my thoughts began to drift, and I wondered what other places I would see in this world, what sort of people I would meet, what songs they sang.  
 
    Eventually, the tavern began to empty out as the evening wore on until at last, we were the only patrons left. 
 
    “We can go tomorrow morning to collect the rewards for those bounties from the Mage Academy,” Aerin said. “I can’t wait to count all that gold.”  
 
    “After that, we can start looking around at buildings to rent,” Maruk suggested. “We can afford to set up a proper guild hall of our own now, after all.” 
 
    “Oh, you’re leaving me, are you?” Nesta asked as she returned to the table. “Maybe I shouldn’t give this to you after all.” She had brought over a cake, but she held it back teasingly over her shoulder instead of setting it on the table. Merlin stood on his hind legs on the bench and sniffed at the air longingly, and Nesta chuckled at his pitiful expression. 
 
    “Of course we appreciate your hospitality, Nesta,” Maruk said quickly, “but we can’t stay here forever.” 
 
    “And we’ll come visit,” Aerin assured her. 
 
    “You’d better,” Nesta replied as she set the cake on the table before us with a smile. “Now, I want to hear all about this last mission of yours. The Shadow Delves, was it? My mother always said those caves were cursed.”  
 
    She cut the cake and gave a piece to each of us. It was light and fluffy, and there was a layer of gooey red jam in the middle. My mouth watered just looking at it, and Merlin crawled onto my lap and pushed his chin up onto the table, not to be forgotten. Nesta noticed and cut another slice especially for him, and the puca was so excited he forgot he was supposed to act like a cat, and he chirped happily as he climbed up onto the table to eat. 
 
    “It felt pretty cursed,” Aerin said with a small shudder. “I never want to go back there again.” 
 
    Nesta pulled up a chair, and her eyes shone with interest as she leaned forward. “What was it like? What was down there?” 
 
    Merlin finished his cake and came to lick the few crumbs that remained on my plate, and I ran my hand down his back. 
 
    “There were these giant spiders--” I started, but Lavinia cut me off. 
 
    “Hang on, start from the beginning.” 
 
    “Do you mean when you impulsively made a bet with the Stewards to retrieve a bounty many people regarded as impossible to collect?” Maruk teased, and Lavinia elbowed him in the ribs. 
 
    “Hey, I knew all along we could pull it off,” she retorted.  
 
    “Well, tell me about it!” Nesta insisted, and we took turns recounting our recent adventures to her, from our battle with Allowen to rescuing Yvaine from the evil dwarves to the deep, dark tunnels of the Shadow Delves and the fight with the monstrous Guardian. We omitted only my true identity as a manipulator and told Nesta instead that I’d managed to take down the Guardian with a lightning strike, just as we’d told the other guilds in the charter office.  
 
    Nesta hung on every word, and I felt pride swell in my chest as I told her about the battle. I had been so focused on just getting through the fight alive at the time that I hadn’t really stopped to appreciate what we’d all accomplished. In the short time since Theira had brought me to this world, I’d already gotten a good hold on my magic. I’d gone head to head with Ren and defeated him, and I’d been able to create that illusory clone to distract the Guardian, and I knew this was still just the beginning. The more I could practice, the more resources I could find, the more my power would grow. 
 
    Our guild could grow, too, as we were able to collect better and better bounties. We could get our guild hall, buy better armor and weapons, maybe even start to recruit new members.  
 
    “That’s incredible,” Nesta remarked when we’d finished. “I always had a lot of faith in you guys, but I know you’ve had a spot of bad luck lately.” 
 
    “That’s all turning around now,” Lavinia said, and then she raised her hand, set it on my shoulder and squeezed me a few times. It was an unusual gesture for the stone-faced archer, and I turned to find her red eyes staring at my face with a hungry look. 
 
    “Yep!” Aerin laughed as she took another drink of her ale. “Gabriel certainly has changed our luck. I see lots, and lots, and lots of gold in our future.” 
 
    “And fine living,” Maruk put in. “What is the use of money if one does not enjoy the arts of his or her contemporaries.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Lavinia said as she raised her mug. “What he said. Cheers.” 
 
    We all pushed our mugs together and then took a drink. 
 
    “You all are great,” I said. “Thank you for taking me in. I… uhh.” I cleared my throat and then gave each of my new friends a smile. “I really feel like part of the team.” 
 
    “You are,” Lavinia grunted. “You made some good calls during the battle.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Maruk said. 
 
    “And handsome,” Aerin giggled. “Woops, did I say that out loud?” 
 
    “You aren’t wrong,” the dragon-woman whispered under her breath loud enough for me to hear. 
 
    “Oh yes he is,” Nesta purred, and then she winked at me when I smiled at her. 
 
    “To Gabriel,” Maruk said as he raised his mug again. 
 
    “To Gabriel!” Aerin, Lavinia, and Nesta repeated, and I felt a flush heat my cheeks when we pushed our mugs together. 
 
    Then the shield-warrior yawned and pushed himself up from the table. “Thank you for the meal, Nesta, it was wonderful, as always, but I must take my leave now. I’ve spent far too long sleeping on the ground and I am looking forward to a night in a real bed.” 
 
    “Me too,” Lavinia said emphatically as she stretched her arms above her head. “The food was great, Nesta, thanks.” 
 
    “Of course, of course, any time,” Nesta replied. “I didn’t mean to keep you all up so late.” She stood and gathered up our empty plates. “I’ll set something aside for you for breakfast in the morning if you want to sleep in.” 
 
    “You’re a treasure, Nesta, truly,” Maruk called back as the innkeeper disappeared through the back doors. Then he scooped up Merlin and headed up the stairs.  
 
    I expected Lavinia to follow him, but she stopped in front of me instead.  
 
    “Hey,” she said suddenly, “that was… uhhh… great… how you saved our lives back in the Shadow Delves.” Her mouth quirked up in a smile. “You’re a real badass, Gabriel.”  
 
    “Oh, thanks but--” Then my words were interrupted when Lavinia bent down, put her hands on either side of my face, and abruptly kissed me. Her mouth was surprisingly soft, and her tongue pushed into my mouth to explore. I felt her moan against me, and then my eyes closed as I forgot where I was and slid my own tongue against hers. My whole body felt like it was on fire, but then her tongue retreated a few moments later, she gently bit my lower lip, and then pulled away from me. 
 
    It was one hell of a kiss, and completely unexpected. 
 
    “G’night,” the ladona woman whispered. Then she winked, let go of my face, turned, and followed Maruk up the stairs. 
 
    “She likes you!” Aerin giggled as she mockingly slapped my arm. “You should see your face, you look adorable, all surprised.” 
 
    “Well, I didn’t really see that coming,” I admitted with a laugh, and I realized my body was still on fire.  
 
    “It’s good,” Aerin said. “She was having a really hard time getting over Thom.”  
 
    “Uhh, you don’t mind that…” My voice trailed off. 
 
    “Mind?” Aerin asked as she blinked her big hazel eyes at me. 
 
    “Well, I uhh. Kind of thought that you and I were growing close, and…”  
 
    “And?” the elf healer asked. 
 
    “I don’t want you to be jealous,” I said. 
 
    “Jealous?” Aerin asked as she tilted her head. “What do you mean? Don’t you think Lavinia is beautiful?” 
 
    “Well, uhh yeah, but--” 
 
    “And she’s smart and brave and amazingly talented,” Aerin continued. 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed. 
 
    “So why wouldn’t you be attracted to her?” she asked. 
 
    “I uhhh, also like you,” I said. 
 
    “Of course you do.” Aerin smirked. “I’m rather amazing.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said with a nod, “You are incredibly intelligent, clever, steadfast, and you care about your friends. You are--” 
 
    “You forgot beautiful,” she interrupted me. 
 
    “Oh, well of course,” I said as my eyes traced a line from her lips down her throat. “You are incredibly beautiful.” 
 
    “So you are attracted to both of us,” Aerin said with a shrug. “Are you only allowed to have one lover in your California?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said with a shrug. “That’s kind of how my culture wo--” 
 
    “That seems strange,” she huffed as she scrunched up her pretty nose. “Powerful men often have multiple lovers or wives. It’s better that way so that they can grow their houses and have the most children possible.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said as I tried to wrap my mind around the culture shape. “So you don’t mind if--” 
 
    “It will only be good for both Lavinia and I, and the guild, if you become both of our lovers. It will make our bond stronger. So I’m all for it.” 
 
    “Ahh,” I cleared my throat and then took a drink of my ale to relax again. 
 
    “When she is ready, she’ll let you know,” Aerin said as she winked at me. “I’m just happy she seems interested in you.” 
 
    I nodded, and then we were both quiet for a minute as we enjoyed our ales and the warmth of the deserted tavern room. 
 
    “I didn’t thank you for saving our lives back there,” the beautiful redheaded elf finally whispered. “That was really brave, and one of the many reasons I am attracted to you.” 
 
    “I don’t think Theira would’ve been very happy if I’d let you get eaten by a cave monster,” I said with a grin, and Aerin laughed. 
 
    “No, probably not,” she agreed. 
 
    “Just so we’re clear, though, I also didn’t want you to get eaten by a cave monster,” I added.  
 
    Aerin grinned. “Thanks, Gabriel.” After a pause, she added, “I guess we should head upstairs too.” 
 
    “I don’t know, I wouldn’t mind a little more time alone with you,” I replied. 
 
    Aerin smiled. “Yeah?” 
 
    I reached across the space between us and took her hand. “Yeah.” 
 
    Her hazel eyes flicked down toward my mouth, and I leaned in to kiss her. She shifted on the bench to face me and put her free hand on my knee. My other hand went to the nape of her neck, and my fingers wove into her waves of red hair as I drew her closer.  
 
    Her lips were soft, and I caught the smell of cinnamon as she pressed against me. When we broke apart to catch our breath, she sighed slightly and trailed her thumb over my knee. 
 
    “Heroic and a great kisser, you really are the whole package, aren’t you?” she asked with a little smile. 
 
    “Don’t forget I’ll also be the source of our great fortune once I’m the star of your traveling circus,” I said as I tucked a lock of her red hair behind her ear. 
 
    Aerin laughed, and then she suddenly leaned forward to kiss me again. I was more than happy to indulge her, and when we broke apart again, her eyes glinted.  
 
    “I guess we should be getting to bed as well,” she purred. 
 
    I brushed my thumb over her cheek. “I was just about to make that suggestion,” I whispered, and Aerin smiled. 
 
    “Wait here,” she said as she jumped up from the bench. “I’ve got to get something from Nesta.” 
 
    I frowned but waited as Aerin disappeared through the door into the kitchen, and she returned a moment later with a key. 
 
    “What’s that for?” I asked as I stood. 
 
    Aerin took my hand again. “I splurged a little and got us our own room for the night.” 
 
    “Wow,” I chuckled as I stood from my stool and began to follow her up the stairs toward the inn’s rooms. “Aerin splurged on a second room. What will your inventory sheets say?” 
 
    “Pffft,” she raspberried. “I’m allowed to spend money sometimes. Especially on you.” 
 
    “I suppose I’ll have to pay you back for this extravagance,” I whispered as we walked up the stairs. She was a few steps ahead of me, and I reached my hand out to run my fingers down the folds of cloth that covered her pert ass. 
 
    “I’m counting on it,” Aerin hummed, and then she glanced back over her shoulder at me, and the burning desire in her hazel eyes made it clear that we probably wouldn’t get much sleeping done tonight. 
 
    A half minute later we made it to our room, Aerin unlocked the door, and then we attacked each other like hungry wolves. 
 
    Or better yet, foxes. 
 
    I picked her up, ran my tongue down her slender neck, kicked the door closed behind me, and then carried her to the bed while she moaned my name. Her hands pulled my new magic cloak off, my fingers found the fastening loops of her robe, and we were soon naked and under the sheets. Then we were kissing more, licking more, and gently biting each other. 
 
    Then I was inside of the beautiful elf healer, and the soft sounds of me sliding in and out of her were accented by our grateful moans of pleasure. 
 
    A few hours later we recovered our breath as we came down from our passion. Aerin’s head lay on my chest, and she gently traced her fingertips across the muscles on my chest while I ran my palm down the smooth skin of her bare back. 
 
    “You truly are a gift from a goddess,” she muttered under her breath. 
 
    “Well, you did actually see her in person,” I chuckled. 
 
    “You know what I mean,” the beautiful elf laughed. “I climaxed nine times. My whole body still feels like it’s vibrating.” 
 
    “You were great too,” I said, and then I leaned down a bit so that I could taste her mouth once more. 
 
    “I am excited about tomorrow,” she said. 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she continued. “We will finally have enough money to shop for a new guild hall. We’ll have to get something modest, of course, but can you imagine? It will be our own place. We’ll get to decorate it how we want, inexpensively, of course. We’ll be able to acquire training equipment, used of course. We might even be able to get our own rooms. I just feel so lucky and grateful. Everything has turned around because of you, Gabriel.” 
 
    “You all saved me too,” I said as I hugged her to my chest. “This was the life I didn’t even know I wanted, and I’m going to work hard to make sure that we rise through the ranks of guilds, succeed in every quest we take, and get all the prestige that you are dreaming of.” 
 
    “Don’t forget the gold,” she muttered with a soft laugh. 
 
    “I’d never do that, I know what you like.” 
 
    “I really like you…” my lover whispered, and I felt her body begin to spasm as she drifted off to sleep. 
 
    “I really like you too, Aerin,” I said as I looked down at her sleeping face, “and I can’t wait to tackle tomorrow.” 
 
    Then I kissed her once softly on her full lips, leaned back into my pillow, and dreamed about a sparking guild hall filled with a hundred Shadow Foxes. 
 
    And all of them looked to me as their guild leader. 
 
      
 
    End of book 1 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 End Notes 
 
    Hey! Thanks for reading God of Magic. Did you like the book? If so, please leave a nice and quick review right here. Thanks! You are awesome! 
 
      
 
    So here is the deal: Amazon doesn’t update readers when an author comes out with a new book… UNLESS you follow that author on the store. Click here to go to my author page, and then click on the “FOLLOW” button on the left side. 
 
      
 
    You should also join my Facebook Fan page or follow my Facebook Author page. If you don’t follow me on Amazon or join my Facebook page, you’ll never get alerted when my next book is out. So do it now! 
 
      
 
    This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. 
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