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 Chapter 1  
 
    “Maruk!” I shouted over my shoulder. “We could use your help over here!”  
 
    I had barely turned back when a harpy dove for my face with its grisly talons outstretched, and I reacted reflexively and smacked it aside with the heavy book I’d picked up moments before. I hadn’t chosen the tome for its potential as a weapon, but it worked in a pinch. The harpy screeched and hit the wall hard enough to crack the plaster, then fell with a dull thump and a shower of white powder. Thankfully, it didn’t get up again. 
 
    “I’m trying!” Maruk called back from the bottom of the rickety staircase at the end of the room. So many of the boards had rotted away, it had been dangerous enough for Lavinia, Aerin, and I to make the ascent, and Maruk, a seven-foot-tall muscle bound orc and our guild’s shield-warrior, probably weighed more than all the rest of us put together.  
 
    As another harpy attempted to dive for us, it was intercepted by a pitch-black hawk, which I knew in an instant was my shapeshifting pet puca, Merlin. He grabbed the harpy in his talons and swerved sharply to slam the trapped monster against a bookcase. There was a heavy, fleshy smack when the harpy hit, and the old wood broke with the impact.  
 
    Dozens of books and other relics tumbled to the floor and sent up a cloud of dust that Merlin cut through like a phantom as he swerved back for another attack. 
 
    “Ugh! These things reek!” Lavinia complained as she aimed an arrow at the flock, over a half-dozen strong still, above our heads. She released her bowstring, and another harpy fell to the floor with a dark arrow protruding from its throat. 
 
    The harpies were each about the size of turkeys, and at a distance, they might have been able to pass as such. It wasn’t until you got up close that you realized that their featherless heads had flat, disturbingly humanoid faces and clumps of stringy hair. Still, they definitely weren’t human. They looked like taxidermy mounts gone wrong, or the type of badly Photoshopped mutant hybrids that would show up on clickbait ads back on Earth.  
 
    Unfortunately, they were all too real, and the months they’d spent scavenging this abandoned property hadn’t been kind to them. Their skin was dry, cracked, and covered in sores that oozed yellow pus, and what ragged feathers that they hadn’t already pulled out shedded fine dust like ash wherever the harpies went. Their curved talons were overgrown so much that they could barely walk, but their four-toed feet were covered in dirt and their own slime.  
 
    Their heads, especially, were terrible. The skin of their throats was bright red and bumpy which gave the impression that they were wearing collars of raw ground beef hanging around their necks. Their faces were more within the realm of human tones but still mottled with gray and blue, and their actual features, though humanoid, were only just so. The harpies’ noses were all strangely squashed, as though they’d been broken numerous times. Their skin sagged in some places and seemed too tight in others. They had no ears, just holes in the sides of their heads like birds, and their lipless mouths were crowded with crooked, jagged fangs. 
 
    As if their appearance and awful shrieking cries weren’t bad enough, Lavinia was right about their smell. It was like raw sewage mixed with rotting meat and mildew, all of which had been left out in the sun for a few days. As I smacked another harpy aside and a shower of that fine gray powder settled down over me, I suppressed a gag and hoped that the odor wouldn’t linger once we’d gotten out of here. 
 
    The harpies just kept coming, and as they wheeled to avoid our attacks and dove to slash at us with dirty talons of their own, they screeched and cawed incessantly. It was almost like speech, but it was distorted, as if someone had taken a recording and changed the pitch and speed at random, then played the whole thing backward.  
 
    The largest of the harpies and their apparent leader let out a garbled cry as it dove for us, and Maruk made it up the stairs just in time. With a grunt and a mighty swing of one of his gleaming shields, he struck at the harpy. 
 
    There was an audible series of cracks as the creature’s hollow bones shattered and its chest caved in, and I caught the expression of absolute shock on its mangled face before it fell to the dusty floor at our feet. Its broken body seemed to deflate then, and blood gushed from an open wound where the molded metal boss of Maruk’s shield had broken the harpy’s flesh.  
 
    Only six harpies remained, and once they’d seen their leader fall, they were less inclined to keep up the fight. In their panic, however, they couldn’t make it out the windows to escape very quickly, and Lavinia picked them off easily with a few well-placed shots.  
 
    The harpies were hardly more appealing dead, and various bodily fluids leaked from their corpses and formed puddles on the warped wooden floor. Lena, the newest member of our guild and a talented alchemist, crouched down to examine one of the corpses. She didn’t seem to care about the stench, but in the time I’d known the elven woman, I’d realized that there was very little that could overpower her enthusiasm for a unique alchemy ingredient. 
 
    “I wouldn’t get too close, these creatures must be absolutely swarming with diseases,” Maruk intoned as his short nose wrinkled in distaste. “Aerin, what are you getting?” 
 
    Aerin, our guild’s healer, turned to the orc with an arched brow and brushed back a strand of her bright red hair. “I’m afraid my aura sense isn’t attuned enough to tell what particular litany of plague these things are carrying.” She nudged one of the harpies with the toe of her boot. “Not that I need any special gifts to tell these are basically pestilence incarnate. Anyway, dead things don’t show auras.”  
 
    “They came out of nowhere,” I said as I stepped over a puddle of blood and unidentifiable goo that was pooling around one of the harpies. “I don’t sense any special magic about them, it seems like they were just living here.”  
 
    Aerin’s gift allowed her to see what sort of magical aura a creature had, as well as tell if someone’s intentions were good or bad or if they were lying, among other things. My own magic wasn’t quite so refined in that respect, but I did have the unique ability to see a creature’s mana and distinguish magical creatures and mages from other living things. The harpies were magical creatures, but there wasn’t anything else special about them that I could make out, no sign of curses or anything, anyway. 
 
    Merlin, now back in his natural form, crept up hesitantly to one of the corpses and sniffed at it. Almost as soon as he did, he reared back with an expression of utter revulsion on his catlike face and clambered up to the safety of my shoulder.  
 
    “Would have been nice if our dear overlords at the Mage Academy could have been bothered to warn us about the gross monster chickens,” Lavinia grumbled as she pulled her arrows out of the fallen harpies’ bodies. The ranger frowned as blood, pus, and other less easily identifiable substances spewed up from the creatures’ wounds. There were a few dusky feathers caught in her white hair and stuck in the ridges of the dragon’s horns that sprouted from her forehead.  
 
    “Maybe they didn’t know,” Aerin put in diplomatically. “It doesn’t matter now, anyway. Let’s just get what we came for and get back to Ovrista.” 
 
    “It’s a scroll,” I reminded the others as I made my way over to the books and other paraphernalia that were scattered across the floor. “It might be in a green canister, but check that it has a recipe for a healing potion.” 
 
    We spread out across the dilapidated library in search of the proper scroll, but I kept my eye out for other books as well. I was a manipulator, and since the practice and study of my particular magical talent had been outlawed centuries ago after a devastating civil war, I had to rely on lost texts to get any sort of instruction.  
 
    That was why we’d taken this bounty in the first place, really. Ordinarily, we would have looked for something more prestigious than a fetch quest to an abandoned library for a single scroll, but I didn’t want to pass up the opportunity that some of the books and texts that had been left behind here might be useful to my studies, however slim the odds were. 
 
    “It looks like they left all the books,” I remarked as I sifted through a few scrolls to see if any were the one that we’d been tasked to recover. “Anyone know why this place was abandoned?” 
 
    The bounty documents we’d gotten usually provided us with the necessary information we needed to fulfill the bounty and nothing more. It wasn’t as though I expected a history lesson, but it seemed strange that there was no mention as to why a place like this would be abandoned or why, out of all the texts here, the Mage Academy was only interested in recovering a single scroll.  
 
    “I think it was supposed to be cursed,” Aerin replied. “Probably just a rumor, but if this happened right after the war... well, people didn’t want to take any chances.” 
 
    “If that was the case, I’m surprised they didn’t burn it down,” I answered as I tucked the scrolls I’d found back onto a random shelf. They weren’t what we needed for the bounty and of no use to me or my guild. “The authorities of the realm have undertaken more drastic measures in the past in the name of keeping people safe.” 
 
    “Well, I guess the rumors were enough to keep people away,” Aerin said as she carefully picked through the dust and debris.  
 
    “That’s how it is in Morelia,” Lena said solemnly. “People there are very superstitious. Most people believe that if you don’t undo a curse properly, you just make the effects of it worse.” 
 
    “Hey, Gabriel, I think I’ve got it,” Lavinia called to me as she jumped down from the desk she’d climbed on to reach the top of a particularly tall shelf. She grinned proudly as she strode over to me and unfurled the scroll she’d found to compare it to the one listed on the bounty documents. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s it,” I said as I took the scroll and tucked it safely into my pack. “Good work team, now let’s get the hell out of here.” 
 
    “Oh, thank heavens,” Maruk groaned. “That smell was beginning to make me dizzy.” 
 
    “Does anyone have any empty jars or vials?” Lena asked. “I’d like to collect--“ 
 
    Before she could even finish her sentence, the orc rounded on her.  
 
    “Don’t even suggest bringing any of that vile stuff back into our home,” he insisted. “It is a shared space, Lena, I implore you to remember that.” 
 
    The elf frowned. “I am sorry about what happened to your rug, and I promise, as soon as I develop an appropriate stain-remover, I’ll clean it up.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Maruk said with a sniff, “but until then, I must insist that you refrain from conducting your experiments in the parlor and that you do not bring harpy excretions into our guild hall.” 
 
    Lena sighed and bobbed her head in a nod. “Alright, alright,” she agreed. 
 
    “Which room is the parlor?” Lavinia asked as we filed down the stairs again.  
 
    “It’s the sitting room at the back, Lavinia,” Maruk scoffed, exasperated. “Surely you know that.” 
 
    The ladona woman cast a glance back over her shoulder. “Why call it that, though?”  
 
    “What else would you call it?” Maruk asked. “It’s a parlor.” 
 
    “I don’t know, it’s just a room.” Lavinia shrugged. “It doesn’t need a special name.” 
 
    “Now what if I said that about all your bows?” the orc countered with a snort. 
 
    “That’s completely different!” Lavinia stopped on the stairs, and I almost ran into her as she turned back to face Maruk. “They’re all specialized for different types of shooting, they serve different purposes, you have to be able to distinguish them.” 
 
    Just then, the old walls of the library creaked. 
 
    “Hey, uh, can we finish the debate when we’re not standing on the decrepit staircase?” I put in. 
 
    “There’s no debate,” Lavinia argued, but she turned and continued down to the first floor again. 
 
    “She just doesn’t want to admit that she’s wrong,” Maruk said behind me, low enough that Lavinia wouldn’t overhear. I could hear the smile in his voice, though, and I was used to their near-constant arguing. It was all good-natured fun for them, after all. 
 
    As Maruk and I joined the others on the ground floor, the building creaked again, and I felt a chill settle in my bones. I knew instantly that the sound wasn’t just the ancient structure settling on its foundation. I couldn’t really explain how I knew except that it was related to my mana sense somehow, but I was as sure of it as anything. 
 
    The others noticed the change in my mood, and they all turned to me expectantly. 
 
    “Be on your guards,” I warned. “I think there may be more harpies.” 
 
    Maruk took the lead then, prepared to draw the attention of any other foes we faced, and Aerin, Lavinia, Lena, and I followed with our own weapons at the ready. Aerin hefted a double-bladed battle-axe that had been blessed by the elven gods, and the shining metal edge glowed softly with the enchantment it held. Lavinia pulled back the set of three arrows already nocked to her bowstring, and Lena kept a loose grip on a pair of small glass jars filled with white smoke. The vapor inside was an invention of her own, and it could temporarily stun just about anything. 
 
    As for me, my magic allowed me to control the mana within other creatures, cast illusions, and create weapons out of pure mana. As we walked quietly through the library, I kept my hand on the hilt of the dagger strapped at my waist, prepared to summon a mana blade should any more harpies rear their ugly heads. 
 
    The walls shuddered again, and a rain of dust and old plaster sifted down from the ceiling. I realized then that the shaking was coming at regular intervals like something huge was stomping around. The problem was, we’d scoured almost every inch of this place already, and it would have been hard to miss anything big enough that its movement could shake the whole building like this.  
 
    The answer occurred to me a heartbeat later. Whatever this was, it must be outside. I wondered if it could possibly be another harpy, though I hated to think of what it would look like if the ones we’d just fought were the babies. 
 
    I signaled to the others to wait as I crept to one of the broken windows and took a look out at the overgrown lawn that stretched away from the library. Like the library, the town surrounding it was long abandoned. We’d done a cursory sweep of the area when we’d come in, just to be safe, but the library was on the edge of the town, and on the other side was a forest. The leaves were tinged with gold and red, but enough remained on the trees that it was difficult to see deep into the woods.  
 
    The ground shuddered again, and the trees shook in time with it. I could see the leaves rustling as something moved through the forest toward us. I had just opened my mouth to tell the rest of my guild what I’d seen when the monster emerged, and I realized with a feeling of regret that I’d been right... and wrong. 
 
    It was a harpy. I’d been right about there being more, but although there was just the one, it was truly the mother of all harpies. The others were the size of turkeys, but this one was as big as a tyrannosaur and as foul as the little harpies had been, this one cranked the ugly up to eleven. 
 
    Its face was like a sculpture made of wet lumps of plaster, well, if the sculpture had been run over with a car. Baggy grayish skin and bulbous tumors seemed to drip off its skull, and a particularly massive lump grew over its right eye so that it nearly covered the entire socket. Its teeth didn’t fit in its mouth and jutted out at all angles, and even from here, I could see the bits of its last meal caught between them.  
 
    Its feathers were black and shiny like it had been caught in an oil spill, and its wings hung limp and useless at its sides. Its talons were so overgrown that its toes were twisted at grotesque angles as it walked, and the skin of its feet was bloody and covered in oozing sores. 
 
    “We’ve got company,” I said quietly, “and it’s not pretty.” 
 
    The others came up behind me, and I heard Maruk make a horrified sound in his throat at the sight of the monstrous harpy. 
 
    “Great,” Lavinia intoned, “I was just thinking how the little ones weren’t awful enough. What’s the plan, boss?” 
 
    I watched as the harpy lumbered out of the forest and onto the lawn. Given the recent attack by what I presumed was its brood, I didn’t think this harpy’s appearance now was mere coincidence. Somehow, it must have known we were here. Nevertheless, it didn’t seem as though it knew exactly where we were, and I could already tell that it was too big to fit through the library doors. As long as the building held up, we could use it as a fallback point, but we’d have to engage the monster out on the lawn. 
 
    There were enough broken windows and other breaches in the walls that we had a variety of options for exit points aside from the front doors, which was fortunate given that the lawn out front had just become the impromptu set of the world’s worst Jurassic Park remake. We could take a side exit and give ourselves some chance of catching the harpy by surprise. A good first few hits could make all the difference. 
 
    “Let’s go out through this window on the right here,” I said as I gestured to a shattered window that overlooked a small garden with a dried-up fountain. “Maruk, you’ll need to get up close and keep it busy. Lavinia, take cover by that fountain, and do what you do best and fill it with arrows.” 
 
    The orc and the dragon woman nodded. 
 
    “Aerin, keep an eye on Maruk, but try not to get too close. If he needs help, Lena and I will provide a distraction so you can get to him safely.”  
 
    I turned to the alchemist. “What all did you bring?”  
 
    I knew that in the weeks since she’d joined our guild, Lena had been working with Aerin and Lavinia to develop a variety of concoctions that could prove useful in combat. Her stunning smoke was just one of her inventions.  
 
    “I have some incendiary compounds,” the elf answered, and she drew a few round glass bottles from her pack. Each was filled with a bright greenish sludge.  
 
    “It reacts to oxygen,” Lena explained. “Just break the glass.” 
 
    “Excellent,” I said. “Keep those handy. Let’s go.” 
 
    I cast another glance out the window at the gigantic harpy as I led the way out into the garden. It had begun to pace across the lawn, and with every step it took, the ground shook beneath us, and I just knew it was looking for us. Perhaps waiting for us. To help us maintain our element of surprise for as long as possible, I wove an illusion around myself and my guildmates to shield us from the harpy’s view while we got into position. Unfortunately, I wouldn’t be able to make us invisible for the entire battle, but I could ensure that we got our initial sneak attack in. 
 
    I waited by the corner as Maruk and Aerin approached the harpy and Lavinia took her place by the fountain. Lena moved out to Lavinia’s other side so that between the three of us, we could attack the harpy from several angles. 
 
    Even from about thirty yards away, I could see the light of Maruk’s mana flare up as charged the harpy to bash it with his shields. I understood his strategy immediately, and it was a good move. With enough force, he might be able to cripple the harpy’s leg and severely limit its mobility. However it had gotten to that gargantuan size, I knew it wasn’t going to be able to fly anywhere, so the only thing we really had to worry about was it running after us. 
 
    I had to let the illusion fall as soon as Maruk’s attack landed, but by then, the harpy knew we were here, anyway. It let out a deep, guttural cry of pain, shock, and fury and kicked out like a cockerel at the orc, who barely stumbled back out of the way of its talons in time.  
 
    Dark blood burst from its skin where Maruk’s shield had hit, but he hadn’t been able to break the bone this time. However, given that the harpy’s legs were as thick around as tree trunks, that would have been nothing short of a miracle, and he had at least injured it and gotten away himself without a scratch. Now the fight would really begin. 
 
    Merlin leapt forward and shifted in midair into the form of a black gryphon, and he soared up toward the harpy’s misshapen head and began to harass it with vicious pecks and talon-swipes. 
 
    I heard the twang of Lavinia’s bowstring and watched as three dark arrows cleared a perfect arc and embedded themselves deep into the naked flesh of the harpy’s neck. The monster roared, a chilling, half-human sound that I felt in my bones, and it struck out again with another kick at Maruk. 
 
    The orc was surprisingly quick for his size, however, and skilled in his unique, dual-shield defensive style. He brought up the larger of his shields to block the kick in such a way that he managed to drive one of the harpy’s twisted, overgrown talons into the bottom of its own foot. One of the sores burst as the wicked-sharp point of the harpy’s talon lanced it, and an explosion of pus burst out over Maruk. 
 
    The orc’s cry of disgust almost rivaled the harpy’s screech of pain, but the fight wasn’t over yet. 
 
    Lena called a warning to Maruk before she threw one of her homemade incendiary grenades at the harpy. The glass bottle smashed against the stone walkway that crossed the lawn and a bloom of red flame ignited and licked up the harpy’s leg with incredible speed. The harpy’s single humanoid eye widened in abject panic as it began to dance around in an attempt to escape the flames, and Maruk and Aerin had to run to avoid being crushed.  
 
    “Gabriel!” Lavinia called from the fountain. “I was thinking now might be a good time for one of your specialty arrows!“ 
 
    I knew at once what she’d meant. Back when we had fought a dragon in the desert, I’d discovered that I could temporarily enhance my teammate’s weapons with mana the way I did my own. The mana weapons could pierce any armor, and they could bring down most creatures with one hit. Lavinia and I had only been able to practice the maneuver a few times since then, but we were a good team. I raised my hand out toward her, and the tip of the arrow that she had nocked and ready began to glow blue with the light of my mana. 
 
    The archer inhaled, focused, then released her arrow. It arced forward like a bolt of lightning and connected with the heavy tumor that sagged over the harpy’s right eye, and just as though it had been struck by lightning, the harpy’s body was outlined in a flash of brilliant light as its mana reacted to mine and exploded within it.  
 
    The harpy’s agonized screeches cut off abruptly, and it swayed a moment as if stunned before it fell onto the lawn with an earth-shaking thud. The air was filled with the smell of burning, rancid meat as the harpy’s corpse smoldered. 
 
    Lavinia laughed as she leapt down from the fountain and came over to me. 
 
    “Nice shot,” I told her with a grin, and she returned the smile as she leaned in to kiss me. 
 
    “Nice... magic,” she replied when we broke apart again. 
 
    Aerin came up on my other side, and I kissed her as well when she looped her arm around my waist. 
 
    “That’s all very well and good but did anyone notice that I am covered in - in - argh, I don’t even know!” Maruk cried. “Oh, this is positively revolting!” He flung his arms out in a futile attempt to flick off some of the pus and groaned. 
 
    “Hold still, I want to collect a sample,” Lena said as she approached the orc with an empty vial from her pack. Evidently, Maruk was too miserable to protest or to remember his earlier agreement with Lena about collecting samples from the harpies, because he just frowned deeply around his tusks and let the elf fill the vial with the goo that dripped from his green elbow. 
 
    “Aerin, can’t you do something?” he asked with a hopeful look to the healer. 
 
    “Sorry,” Aerin replied sympathetically, “but the only cure for that is a bath. You’ll have to manage until we get back to Ovrista.” 
 
    Maruk stuck his lower lip out as he examined himself again. “Well, let’s not waste any time then, shall we?”  
 
    We had the scroll for the bounty, and Lena had even gotten some harpy fluids to use in her alchemy for our trouble, so we set off back to our home city without further ado. Luckily for Maruk, we were able to get a ride on a passing merchant cart which saved him from having to walk for several hours in his state. Aerin must have pitied him, because she didn’t object as she usually would have about paying for a ride, and we reached the white walls of Ovrista before midafternoon. 
 
    “Gabriel, you and I should submit our tithes after we turn in the bounty,” Aerin said as we walked through the gates onto the main street. “Maruk can go get cleaned up while we do that, and then we can get lunch in the market.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows as I met the redheaded elf’s eyes. “A ride back and lunch in the city? How extravagant,” I teased. 
 
    “Don’t make me change my mind,” Aerin replied.  
 
    “Alright, alright,” I said with a laugh. I detached Merlin from my shoulders and handed him to Lena, and he purred as he headbutted her cheek. “Aerin and I will go turn in the bounty, and we’ll meet you all outside the University Tower in two hours.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” Lavinia replied, and she gave me a mock salute as she turned to follow the other two down the side street that would take them to our guild hall. Maruk was already cutting through the afternoon crowds in his haste to get cleaned up, and Lena trailed in his wake and apologized to anyone unfortunate enough to have gotten in his way. 
 
    I grinned and took Aerin’s hand, and together we started for the shimmering tower that was the base of the Mage Academy.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    Even after all this time, seeing the Mage Academy Tower in Ovrista gave me chills. Of course, my reservations were reasonable, considering that everyone in the Mage Academy would demand my execution if they found out what I was.  
 
    I didn’t know if other people, which is to say, people who weren’t manipulators like me, thought that the mirrored panels that covered every inch of the spiraling tower were beautiful. Perhaps the design was meant to evoke wonder and awe in those who beheld it. Perhaps it was meant to stand tall as a shining beacon of knowledge with the hope that it could be seen from anywhere in the city.  
 
    Perhaps, but it didn’t have that effect on me. To me, the tower that overlooked every corner of Ovrista with its hundreds of mirrors just seemed like an ever-present reminder that I was always being watched. I could imagine Ovrista’s Arch-Mage, Eamon Maderel, standing behind every window and constantly scanning the streets below for any sign of rogue mages like me. I had never met him myself, but I’d seen his portrait on my monthly visits to the tower to submit my mana tithe, as was mandated for every mage registered with the Academy, and ever since I’d first seen him, the Arch-Mage’s narrow, high-boned face and steely eyes had haunted my nightmares.  
 
    I deliberately ignored the portrait as I walked down the hall past it, but I still got the sense that those eyes were trained on my back, and I had to suppress a nervous shudder. Even so, I was still more composed than Aerin, my girlfriend and our guild’s healer, who I thought might never really get comfortable with me coming here. She was doing better than the first time I’d had to come to the Tower to register with the Academy, but she was still noticeably fidgety and talked too much and too quickly anytime someone asked either of us a question. 
 
    It had been several months since then, but just as I’d never gotten used to the mirrored facade of the building, I couldn’t get accustomed to tithing, either. The process was simple enough. All we had to do was place our hands on the surface of a special glass instrument called a siphon, and it would draw the mana from our bodies automatically. Then we signed the ledger next to our names, and we were good to go for another month. Throughout my time as a registered mage in Ovrista, I’d tried to think of it like giving blood.  
 
    It wasn’t that different, in principle. My mana would regenerate naturally over time, just like blood, and tithing didn’t even involve being pricked by a needle. Still, giving mana was somehow worse. It always felt as though my very soul was being sucked out of my body and into the glass orb of the siphon, and despite my experience with it, I could never help the knots my stomach twisted itself into when it came time to submit my tithe again. 
 
    When Aerin and I entered the room, the same woman was there who had been every other time we’d submitted our tithes. I still didn’t know her name, though, because she’d never introduced herself, and she didn’t strike me as the type of person who would appreciate being asked. I’d never seen her anywhere else in the city or the tower except behind this desk, and I’d never seen her expression change from the look she wore now as she watched Aerin and I walk in like we were tracking mud in right after she’d just mopped up. Her dark hair was pulled back in the same severe bun, and she sat behind the same immaculately clean desk with the same leather-bound ledger.  
 
    The siphon was just to the left of the desk. The large glass orb was suspended between adjustable silver rings atop a silver tripod, ready to receive our contributions of mana. I realized that someone else must have come before us today because a small ball of white light glowed at the center of the siphon. Raw mana. I found myself staring at it while Aerin checked in with the woman at the desk, and I wondered, not for the first time, how it was removed from the siphon and where it was stored. I knew what it was used for, at least. Our mana was collected like taxes, and the magic was used by the Academy for various public works projects, things like enchanting the city guards’ armor or in spells to keep the streets clean. That was common knowledge.  
 
    As Aerin moved over to the siphon and the woman with her, the redheaded elf threw a glance over her shoulder at me and gave me a smile. I wasn’t sure if she was trying to reassure herself or me, but I smiled back before she placed her hand against the glass surface of the siphon. 
 
    At once, a sound like rushing water filled the room, and the light of Aerin’s mana that glowed within her chest began to flow down her arm and into the siphon, and I flinched slightly despite myself. Of course, I was the only one in the room who could hear or see magic like this. In fact, I was the only person in centuries with the ability. It was a sense specific to manipulators, and all but me had been systematically hunted down and executed by the Mage Academies throughout the realms after the civil wars of years long past.  
 
    When the woman gave the signal and Aerin stepped back, it was my turn. I took a deep breath and tried not to think too much about what I was doing as I walked up to where Aerin had stood and placed my hand against the siphon as well. No sooner had the tips of my fingers touched the glass, which was still cool despite Aerin having had her hand on it seconds before, I felt the tug deep in my chest as my mana was forcibly drawn out of my body. The draining sound was now almost a roar in my ears, and my nerves crept up into my throat as I waited for the woman to give me the signal to step back. 
 
    It was only a few seconds, but it was always nearly unbearable. There isn’t really a tolerable amount of time to feel as though your very life essence is being sucked out of your body. When the woman finally nodded to me, I stepped back quickly and moved to sign my name in the ledger while my hand still shook slightly with adrenaline. At least it was over for another month.  
 
    The woman said nothing as we filed back out into the hall where Aerin stopped me with a light touch on my arm. 
 
    “Hey, do you mind if I head upstairs for a minute?” the elf asked. “I heard some of the apprentices have been working on a new enchanted armor polish, and I want to see if they’ll let me grab a few bottles cheap before they perfect it and start selling it at full price.” 
 
    “I’d never try to keep you away from a good deal, Aerin,” I replied with a grin. “But you want it even if it doesn’t work yet?” 
 
    Aerin returned my grin. “Lena can work out the kinks.” 
 
    Lena was remarkably creative, and her skill in alchemy was unparalleled, but she often needed to be redirected from some of her wilder ideas toward more practical applications. Aerin had been working rather closely with her in the last few weeks as she developed potions, poisons, and other inventions for the guild, as well as a few others that we could sell. 
 
    “I don’t mind,” I said. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “Oh.” Aerin blinked. “I meant you could wait outside while I went. You know, just in case.” 
 
    “In case Eamon Maderel is scouring the apprentices’ potions lab for manipulators?” I asked. Despite the joke, I was careful to keep my voice down lest anyone passing by overhear. “I’ve been coming here for months, Aerin, it’ll be fine.” 
 
    Aerin pursed her lips slightly, but then she let out a sigh when it was clear I wouldn’t budge.  
 
    “Alright, let’s go,” she said reluctantly and turned right to go up the next flight of stairs.  
 
    The interior of the tower was beautiful. The floors were all polished marble in a deep, twilight purple that was flecked with glittering bits of white that resembled stars. The runners along the stairs and halls were sheer and embroidered in silver with constellations so that it seemed as though we were strolling through the night sky as we made our way through the tower’s winding halls toward the apprentices’ lab. I could tell when we were getting close despite never having been there before by the strong chemical odor that wafted down the hall, and I wondered why a tower full of mages wouldn’t have developed a better ventilation system. 
 
    Finally, Aerin turned left through a tall doorway beneath an arch of dark wood that featured a pair of robed figures who held vials in their carved hands. Inside, the sharp chemical odor was even stronger than I thought possible, and I suspected that if the apprentices weren’t able to perfect the polish for its intended use, they could market it as an inhalant to revive people who’d fainted. The long room was lined with tall windows, but softly glowing orbs of magical light above each of the apprentices’ workstations supplemented the natural light. There were fourteen long wooden desks spaced evenly throughout the room in two rows of seven. Four apprentices sat at each desk and measured out powders on tiny desktop scales or mixed mysterious liquids into beakers. It might have reminded me of my old chemistry class, except that the students here weren’t all human. 
 
    As was true for the rest of Ovrista, most of the mages here were human or elven, but I did catch sight of a few horned ladonae among the students, dragonkin just like Lavinia, and in the corner furthest from the door, some panthera apprentices had grouped together for their work. The catfolk were easily distinguishable by the furry ears that stood upon the tops of their heads and their long, feline claws, but they stood out more here with the masks the four of them wore, no doubt as guards against the sharp smells of the ingredients that they were working with. 
 
    A short elven man patrolled the room and kept an eye on the apprentices to ensure that their magical experiments didn’t go drastically awry, and he gave Aerin and me a nod of acknowledgment when he saw us. 
 
    “Is there something I can help you with?” he asked in a somewhat reedy voice. He reached up to push his round spectacles back up his short nose, but they slipped down again almost immediately.  
 
    “We heard some of your students were working on an armor polish,” Aerin said brightly. “Professor Audra sent us to see how it was coming along.” 
 
    As far as I knew, Aerin hadn’t been sent by anyone, but I supposed the mages wouldn’t exactly approve of us trying to purchase their students’ homework, so the lie was necessary. Aerin knew what she was doing, anyway, because the elf nodded as though he’d expected us. 
 
    “Ah, yes,” he replied, and he waved for us to follow as he led us to a table where a group of apprentices were surrounded by tiny bottles filled with liquids of varying color and consistency. It was impossible to tell which were raw ingredients and which were supposed to be the finished product, and the students looked nervous as we approached. 
 
    Their instructor pushed his glasses up again and clasped his hands behind his back. 
 
    “Donan, would you give us a report of your group’s work?” the elf said. 
 
     A dark-haired human boy shrank down in his seat slightly, and he looked as though he’d rather do anything but deliver the report, but then he scraped his stool back noisily and stood. 
 
    “Um,” Donan started, then paused to swallow heavily. “Well, you see, it’s an armor polish that can, um, can protect against st-standard magical attacks. We, um, we’re still trying to figure out how to make it work against fire spells, though.” 
 
    “Keep at it,” the elf said, then gave us another nod before he left to assist another group. 
 
    As soon as he was gone, Aerin leaned in toward the apprentices. “Look, we’ll give you ten copper pieces for a bottle,” she whispered. 
 
    Donan, the boy who’d spoken, blinked in surprise. 
 
    “Fifteen,” the girl behind him said.  
 
    “Fifteen? It doesn’t even work!” Aerin hissed. 
 
    I threw a glance over to the instructor, but he was still preoccupied with showing another group how to properly crush a large, pitted object that resembled a hunk of igneous rock and didn’t notice Aerin as she haggled with his students. 
 
    “Do you want it or not?” the girl asked, her brow arched.  
 
    Aerin looked shocked, and it was hard not to laugh. In addition to being our healer, Aerin had naturally taken on the role of guild treasurer due to her good money sense and skillful bartering. She clearly hadn’t expected that she’d be challenged here. The two of them stared at each other for several seconds, and I noticed that the instructor had finished with the other group and was looking our way again.  
 
    “Uh, Aerin, we’d better go,” I said under my breath as the elf began to move around the desks toward us.  
 
    “Fine. Fifteen.” Aerin’s jaw was clenched tightly as she dug into her bag and fished out the coins. She passed them to the girl who tucked them quickly into her pocket, and Aerin surreptitiously swiped one of the bottles that the girl indicated and slid it into her bag.  
 
    “Looks like it’s coming along well, then,” Aerin said loudly. “We’ll be sure to let Professor Audra know that you’ve been working hard.” She turned to the instructor and gave him a friendly wave which he hesitantly returned, then she grabbed my hand, and we slipped back out into the hall. 
 
    “Fifteen coppers for a single bottle, what a scam.” The elven woman shook her head. 
 
    “Oh come on, you would have done the same thing in her position,” I replied as I slung my arm over Aerin’s shoulder. 
 
    She flashed a sly grin. “Actually, I charged twenty.” 
 
    “I thought you didn’t study at the Mage Academy. Didn’t you grow up in a small town?” We all had to register with the Academy to practice magic, and the libraries and other resources were open to us, but we weren’t required to take classes, and most mages who did so were younger.  
 
    “It’s easy enough to get the uniform,” Aerin said with a shrug. “If the professors are your best customers, well, they’re willing to overlook the fact that you’re not enrolled as a student.”  
 
    “You sold armor polish to the professors?”  
 
    “It... wasn’t armor polish,” Aerin replied. Then she ducked out from under my arm and walked quickly toward the stairs. “We should go, the others will be waiting for us.”  
 
    I grinned as I followed her. “Hang on, do you mean to tell me you impersonated a student so that you could sell illicit substances to the professors? Aerin Vanynor, I have to say, I’m shocked.”  
 
    A bright blush had crept up to Aerin’s ears, and she skipped down the steps by twos. “We’d just instituted our guild, we needed the money!” she insisted. “It’s not like anyone got hurt.” 
 
    “I’m just surprised that you managed it given how nervous you get about me even stepping foot in here,” I told her. 
 
    “That’s completely different!” Aerin hissed. “And keep your voice down.” She looked nervously over her shoulder, but there was no one around who could have overheard us. 
 
    I chuckled as I followed her down the stairs. We had barely reached the wide, circular lobby on the ground floor when I heard people arguing. A few other mages sat at the plush couches and chairs in the lobby and stared into their books and papers as they pretended to ignore the spat. 
 
    “I’m perfectly capable of doing this on my own, I don’t need a babysitter!” The speaker was a panthera woman dressed in the deep purple robes of the Academy’s senior students. Her long, jet black tail flicked behind her as she spoke in the same way that Merlin’s did when he was upset. 
 
    “Keep your voice down, I’m not going to change my mind just because you caused a scene,” came the reply. “You’re not going anywhere without an escort, Emeline. That’s final.” The second person was also panthera, but his robes were gray, which indicated that he was a professor. The pair’s dark, rounded ears and twin stubborn expressions made me think they must be related.  
 
    “I’m one of the most talented mages here, Etienne, you said so yourself,” Emeline hissed. “That ogre’s probably long gone by now, I can get a couple of books without a complement of guards.” 
 
    Etienne pinched the wide bridge of his nose and heaved a long-suffering sigh. “Most graduates just write essays, I don’t know why you insist on trying to perform this ridiculous feat.” 
 
    The pathera woman’s ears flattened against her head, and her tail lashed around her ankles. 
 
    “You know I want to join a guild once I graduate,” she replied. “I’m not going to change my mind just because you pretend otherwise. It’s not just about my final exam, it’s about proving that I’m a good enough mage to be accepted into a guild. I’m not going to spend the rest of my life flipping through dusty old books in this tower.” 
 
    “That’s enough!” Etienne hissed and grabbed the woman by the arm. 
 
    I exchanged a glance with Aerin, and together, we walked over toward the pair. 
 
    “Is everything alright here?” I asked with a pointed look at the panthera man. He didn’t seem to understand that it was his behavior that concerned me, because he directed a stern look to the woman before he answered. 
 
    “We’re fine,” he said. “I apologize for my sister, she doesn’t understand that her problems aren’t a matter of public interest.” 
 
    “I apologize for my brother,” Emeline growled as she wrenched her arm free and fixed her brother with a glare. “He doesn’t understand that I’m not a child anymore and thinks he can order me around.” Etienne’s yellow eyes flashed, and I knew I’d better step in before they started shouting at one another right here in the lobby. 
 
    “We couldn’t help but overhear,” I said, “but it sounds like you wanted to look for a bounty…?” 
 
    Etienne frowned. “My sister--” he started, but Emeline cut him off. 
 
    “Can speak for herself,” she finished, then turned to me. “It’s for my final exam. There are some magical texts that the Academy wants to recover from an ogre’s lair in the south.” She raised her chin proudly. “I’m going to get them back.” 
 
    Etienne started to speak again, but this time I spoke over him.  
 
    “It is dangerous to attempt something like that alone,” I said, “but my guild would be happy to help. We collect bounties like that all the time, we could go with you.” 
 
    Emeline frowned slightly, but Etienne seemed pleased that I’d backed him up on the dangers of tracking down an ogre alone. 
 
    “You’re offering to watch out for her?” the panthera man asked. “Of course, we could pay you.” 
 
    “We’re offering to accompany her,” I corrected him, then I addressed Emeline. “Magic can’t solve every problem you will face out there. You’ll have a much easier time in a group, and you could get an idea of what it’s like to be in a guild.” 
 
    “We’re not objecting to being paid, of course,” Aerin quickly added. “Nor would we object to a share of the reward once the bounty is turned in.” 
 
    Emeline waved her hand. “I don’t care about the reward, you can keep it. You’d really be willing to help me? Why?” 
 
    I’d mostly been thinking about breaking up the pair’s argument before it got too heated, but my offer had been sincere. If Emeline insisted on getting those books back from the ogre, she’d do a lot better with a guild. Even hired guards didn’t always have the right sort of expertise for the work we did, and it would give Emeline a chance to see what life in a guild would really be like.  
 
    Besides, I recognized the stubborn set to her shoulders. If I hadn’t offered, I guessed she would have snuck out on her own rather than wait for her brother’s approval, and it was dangerous out there. She could be dead in a matter of days if she were on her own, but I understood her desire to prove herself. 
 
    “You deserve a chance to prove yourself,” I replied, “and our guild is always on the lookout for new recruits.” 
 
    Emeline’s eyes shone, and she smiled. “When would you be ready to leave?” she asked eagerly. 
 
    “Whenever you are,” I answered. We’d planned to stop by the charter office after Aerin and I had finished submitting our tithes to see what new bounties were up. We were all a bit eager to get out and stretch our legs since we’d spent the last week and a half focusing on renovations to our guild hall, and in truth, we’d probably be making the contractors’ jobs easier if we got out of the way, so the timing was perfect. 
 
    “I can go get packed right now!” Emeline had already begun to skip back toward the stairs when she thought to add, “Meet me back here in two hours and we’ll go!“ 
 
    Neither I, Aerin, nor Etienne got any chance to object as Emeline turned and raced up the stairs, and the panthera man’s shoulders slumped slightly as his sister disappeared.  
 
    “I’m not sure you realize what you’ve agreed to,” he warned with a shake of his head. He frowned, and I could see the worry in his eyes. “Please, do look out for her. She’s a talented mage, but she’s always been so willful.” 
 
    “We will,” I assured him.  
 
    “Should we also collect our fee in two hours?” Aerin asked pointedly, determined that Etienne wouldn’t forget his promise to pay us for keeping an eye on his sister. 
 
    “Of course,” he replied with a nod. “We’ll meet you here then.” 
 
    “Great!” Aerin replied, and as the panthera man turned and followed his sister up the stairs, she grabbed my hand as we started for the doors. “You heard her say we could keep the full reward, right? Should we get that in writing, do you think?” 
 
    “I don’t think that will be necessary,” I replied with a chuckle. “We’d better go tell the others and get packed ourselves.” 
 
    Outside, Lavinia, Lena, Maruk, and Merlin sat around the sweeping green lawn while they waited for us to return. There were plenty of other students outside taking advantage of the cool autumn afternoon, but even in Ovrista, our group couldn’t help but stand out.  
 
    Lavinia was easily distinguished by the curved black horns that sprouted from her forehead and the tight bodysuit that hugged her perfect body while leaving her long muscular legs exposed. Maruk, a seven-foot-tall orc with a penchant for fashionable velvet clothes, would be impossible to overlook no matter where he went. Lena might have had an easier time blending into a crowd as an elf, but as always, the alchemist was dressed in layers of brightly-hued, full skirts with bells and beads sewn into them that sparkled and jingled whenever she moved. 
 
    Lavinia was the first to notice our approach, and she stood as Aerin and I reached them.  
 
    “Your puca stole some mage’s lunch,” she reported. She tried to keep her voice stern, but I could tell that despite her frequently rocky relationship with Merlin, she could appreciate his antics when she wasn’t the target. 
 
    “We had to pay him back,” Maruk added as he turned. “He demanded a whole silver as if an apple and hunk of hard cheese is some sort of delicacy.” 
 
    “What?” Aerin growled. “That’s ridiculous, where is this mage? I’m going to go yell at his bitch ass.” 
 
    “Where’s Merlin now?” I asked quickly before Aerin could get too invested in the idea of bullying a mage out of his lunch money. Maybe whatever Merlin had stolen wasn’t worth a silver, but we weren’t in such dire straits anymore that we needed to haggle over something like that, and knowing Merlin, I figured we probably owed the mage for emotional damages anyway. 
 
    Lavinia nodded up into the tree above us, and when I looked up, my gaze was met by a pair of large green eyes. At the moment, Merlin was in the shape of a large, wiry-furred black cat, but his forepaws were more like the tiny hands of a raccoon than any cat as he clutched at his stolen cheese, and his pupils were rectangular like a goat’s.  
 
    “Hey,” I said sternly, “you get down here.” 
 
    Merlin pressed his ears back against his head and slunk down the trunk of the tree to my feet, where he did his best to look pitiful. 
 
    “You know you’re not allowed to steal from people here,” I told him. It might have appeared strange to any onlookers for me to be lecturing a cat, but I knew the puca was more than clever enough to understand me. He could even mimic voices when he wanted to. 
 
    “Next time, you’re not going to get to keep what you steal,” I warned, and I knew Merlin took the threat seriously because he shoved the remaining piece of cheese into his mouth and swallowed it in a single bite. 
 
    I sighed and ran my hand through my hair. The puca could be a bit too clever for his own good sometimes. With that out of the way, I turned to the rest of the group to fill them in about our future plans. 
 
    “We got a bounty,” I announced. “We’re going to retrieve some books from an ogre. We’ll need to set out in a couple of hours.” 
 
    Lavinia arched a brow. “Did you two sneak off to the charter office when we weren’t looking?” 
 
    “We met a mage as we were leaving,” Aerin explained. “She wants to get some books back for her final exam. We’re going to help her out. She said we could keep the whole reward.” 
 
    “Oh, I see,” Lavinia replied with a grin. “For a second there, Aerin, I was worried that you might have been motivated by simple generosity.” 
 
    “Like you go around rescuing kittens from trees,” the elf shot back.  
 
    “Come on, guys,” I said with a chuckle. “Let’s get back home, we need to pack.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    Two hours later, after we had restocked our supplies at our guild hall, which we affectionately referred to as the Foxes’ Den, we were prepared to set out yet again, and we met Emeline and Etienne in the wide, circular lobby of the University Tower. Although there were more mages around than there had been just a few hours ago, it was easy enough to pick out the tall, lithe panthera siblings among the crowd. Etienne looked somewhat worried, and I wondered as we approached if he was having second thoughts about letting his younger sister travel with us. We were strangers, after all, even though guilds commanded a certain level of respect in the realm, so I couldn’t totally blame him for having reservations. 
 
    One look at Emeline, however, told me that no matter what her brother said now, she wasn’t going to be staying behind. I could tell that she was trying not to pace, but her sleek black tail flicked behind her impatiently, and her emerald green eyes glittered with excitement when she caught sight of us. She’d pulled back her long, dark hair, though a few wavy strands had slipped free and framed her heart-shaped face. She was still wearing the dark purple and white robes of a senior student of the Academy, but she had a traveling cloak slung over one shoulder and a very full pack on the other. The thick leather belt cinched at her narrow waist had a spellbook buckled into it, and matching leather cuffs decorated her wrists.  
 
    Emeline skipped up to us eagerly as we approached, her full lips stretched into a broad smile. “Good, you’re here! My brother has your payment. You’re ready to go, right?” 
 
    “We’re ready,” I told her, and I couldn’t help but return her smile while Aerin collected a pouch of coins from Etienne. Emeline’s excitement was infectious, and I was glad we’d be able to give her a chance to see what life in a guild would be like.  
 
    “Be careful out there,” Etienne said as he gave his sister a parting hug. His brow was creased in an earnest frown, and he held onto his sister’s shoulders as though he was afraid she would fly out the doors without listening to another word if he didn’t. “Don’t do anything reckless, follow every instruction you’re given, and don’t try to show off.”  
 
    Emeline rolled her eyes, and I guessed she’d heard this lecture many times before.  
 
    “I’ll be fine, Etienne,” she said as she pulled away and joined our group.  
 
    “Emeline, remember,” Etienne started as we began to head for the doors again, “I love you!“ 
 
    “Love you, too!” Emeline called back over her shoulder, though she hardly slowed down as she led us toward the doors.  
 
    As we stepped back out into the warm autumn afternoon, Emeline lifted her face toward the sky and spun in a circle with her arms outstretched.  
 
    “This is so exciting!” she gushed. 
 
    “First time adventuring?” Lavinia guessed. 
 
    Emeline’s ears tilted back slightly, and she dropped her eyes. “It’s that obvious, huh?” When she looked back at us again, her expression was almost sheepish. “I’ve lived in the University Tower almost my whole life. I’ve never even been outside of Ovrista. If it weren’t for you all offering to accompany me, Etienne would have never let me do this. Thank you.” 
 
    “We’re glad to help,” I told her, and I realized that although she already knew who Aerin and I were, I should introduce her to the rest of the guild. “Emeline, this is Maruk, he’s a shield-warrior, Lavinia, she’s an amazing archer, and Lena, our resident alchemist, and this is Merlin. He’s sort of our mascot. Everyone, this is Emeline.” 
 
    “What kind of magic do you do, Emeline?” Lavinia asked as we started walking down the main street again. 
 
    “I’m a flame elementalist,” the panthera woman replied as she raised her chin proudly. “I’m the best in my class. After I complete this quest and graduate from the university, I’m going to join a guild. Officially, I mean.” 
 
    “There’s a high demand for fire elementalists,” Aerin commented, her brows furrowed into business mode. “A lot of guilds in Ovrista would be eager to take you in. You should see what perks you can get from each of them before you make a decision.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Emeline asked with obvious naivete. 
 
    “You know, barter with them,” Aerin replied. “See which guild will give you the best room in their hall or let you take bonuses on bounties.” 
 
    “Aerin’s very business-minded,” I explained as I wrapped my arm around the redheaded elf’s shoulders.  
 
    Aerin tossed her head proudly. “I’m just saying, she could probably get a pretty good setup if she haggled a bit.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind,” Emeline said thoughtfully. “Thank you for the advice.” 
 
    By then, we had reached Ovrista’s high gate, and Emeline’s steps slowed. I recalled what she’d said about never having left the city before, and I wondered if her enthusiasm for it had waned now that she was faced with the prospect. I thought she might freeze entirely, but then she laughed and broke away from our group as she ran through the gate past the startled guards and disgruntled merchants who were in line ahead of us.  
 
    When we caught up to her again, she blushed slightly and twisted the strap of her pack between her fingers.  
 
    “Sorry,” she said quickly. “I know I shouldn’t rush ahead. It’s just... well, I’ve never been on this side of the walls before.” 
 
    “It’s alright,” I assured her. “It is exciting, you should enjoy it.” 
 
    “Your enthusiasm is quite refreshing, actually,” Maruk added. The orc heaved a sigh. “I remember when I first left home. Oh, to be young and carefree again...” 
 
    “What are you talking about? You’re like two years older than she is,” Lavinia said with a skeptical frown. “Besides, I don’t think you’re even capable of being carefree.” 
 
    “That’s preposterous,” Maruk scoffed.  
 
    “Maruk, you have opinions about everything,” Aerin pointed out. “Remember last night when you were so upset that the innkeeper at that tavern gave you-- what was it? Two salad forks?” 
 
    “Oh, come on, you can hardly blame me for that!” the orc cried. “They claimed to be a high-end establishment, and that is basic table etiquette. Who doesn’t know the difference between a salad fork and a fish fork?” 
 
    “Everyone!” Aerin insisted.  
 
    Emeline laughed, and I was glad to see that she could appreciate our group’s antics.  
 
    “You’d like my brother, Maruk,” the panthera woman said. “That sounds like just the sort of thing he’d get upset about, too.” 
 
    Maruk looked vindicated. “Well, he sounds like a man of class and refined taste, unlike these two uncouth ragamuffins.” He gave a pointed look at Aerin and Lavinia, who were failing to suppress their snickers. 
 
    All this time, Lena had been consulting the map, and I fell back slightly to look it over with her. Before we’d left to pick up Emeline, we’d plotted out a route that would take us mostly along the main roads and through cities and towns. If it were just us, we might have opted for a shortcut that involved a bit more hiking and camping, but since we didn’t know how prepared Emeline would be for that sort of thing, we decided it would be better to stay on the road. To be honest, it was nice to have an excuse to take it easy for a few days, and I was looking forward to getting to stay at inns with real beds and hot food that we didn’t have to prepare ourselves. Since it was already getting late in the afternoon, we planned to stop for the evening at the first major town along our route, Veden.  
 
    “I think they have a festival this time of year,” Lena remarked when she noticed me beside her. “We do in Morelia, anyway, and I had a cousin who lived in Veden for awhile who wrote to me about it.” 
 
    “What does it celebrate?” I asked. 
 
    “There’s a certain type of flower in Morelia that only blooms for one week out of the year,” Lena explained, and there was something sort of wistful and nostalgic to her tone. “It’s supposed to bring good luck to see it bloom, so everyone plants the flowers and lines the street with them. There’s always food and music and performers, too, though it might not be as big of a deal here as it was back home.” 
 
    “There are performers?” Aerin asked with sudden interest, and even before she’d said it, I could guess what she was going to say next. “Do they let anyone do it? We could earn some coin while we’re there, I’ve been teaching Merlin some tricks.” 
 
    Perched on my shoulder, the puca lifted his head at that and chirped haughtily as if to say that he was above doing tricks in the street.  
 
    I laughed and scratched him behind the ears. “I don’t think Merlin is a show-puca.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t kill him to try,” Aerin pouted. 
 
    Emeline’s ears perked up at that. “A puca?” She looked with wide eyes at Merlin. “I didn’t even think those could be domesticated! That’s fantastic!” 
 
    Merlin preened at the praise even as I flashed her a faint smirk. 
 
    “Oh,” I mused, “I would argue that maybe he’s domesticated us a little, but Merlin’s smart, brave, and a real friend.” I glanced at him sidelong. “Isn’t that right, buddy?” 
 
    The puca enthusiastically nodded at that, much to the panthera woman’s delight. 
 
    The sun was beginning its descent in the west by the time we saw the lights of Veden flickering ahead, spots of orange and red against the deep purple of the gathering night. Just as Lena had predicted, it seemed that there was a festival underway, and as we neared the town, I could hear music in the air. Despite the late hour, the streets were still crowded with people. Most were dressed in various shades of orange and red, which matched the bulbous paper lanterns that were strung between the building and the feather-like petals of the flowers that bloomed in every available space. Garlands were strung up alongside the lanterns, the streets were lined with planters and urns, and there wasn’t a single person who wasn’t wearing at least one flower in their hair. A carpet of petals was strewn across the cobbled street up to an inch thick in places, and they swirled like embers when people walked through them. 
 
    Down the road in a plaza, an elf played a cheerful tune on a flute by the edge of a fountain. She was accompanied by a lively drummer who danced while he tapped out a rhythm on the surface of a frame drum, the head of which was stained bright red. The pair wore gold jewelry that sparkled in the lantern light and jingled in time with their playing. 
 
    “This is amazing!” Emeline gasped, and she dropped her pack and skipped forward to dance alongside the drummer. Her robes swirled around her ankles, and she laughed and kicked up petals while she twirled. For a few moments, she seemed totally lost in it, but then she turned back to our group where we waited on the edge of the plaza and waved us forward eagerly. 
 
    I took Aerin’s hand and nodded out toward the plaza. “Care to dance?” 
 
    The redheaded elf’s face broke into a somewhat surprised grin, and she dipped a small curtsy. “I’d love to.”  
 
    I looked over my shoulder to Lavinia, but before I could speak, she raised her hands as if to ward off the question and shook her head.  
 
    “I don’t dance.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t be such a stiff, Lavinia,” Maruk said as he butted her on the shoulder. Then he extended his hand to Lena. “Shall we?” 
 
    Lena smiled and placed her slender hand into Maruk’s, and the four of us joined Emeline in the plaza. Others followed our lead until the whole plaza was full of people, and the engagement of the crowd seemed to reenergize the musicians, who started up a new song for us to dance along to. I didn’t recognize the tune, and I didn’t know what sort of dances were common here, but I just let the music guide me and improvised as I twirled with Aerin around the plaza. Around us, no one was doing the same dance, but there was a sort of unity between all of us anyway, an infectious, carefree energy. 
 
    Between the red and orange lanterns and the light of the setting sun, the plaza was washed in gold as the musicians played the final notes of their song, and Aerin leaned against my chest with a breathless laugh.  
 
    Emeline skipped by us and grabbed each of our hands in hers to spin us in the last few steps, her slightly pointed teeth bared in an exuberant smile. 
 
    “That was so fun!” the panthera woman said. “I love this festival!“ 
 
    “It was,” I agreed. I hadn’t really thought about it before, but it occurred to me then that I hadn’t really taken much time off since Theira, the elven goddess of luck, had first brought me here. First, we were focused on saving our guild, and then on increasing our status and renovating our guild hall. It was nice to get to enjoy the festival while we were here, and I appreciated Emeline’s enthusiasm. 
 
    Lena and Maruk joined us then, both of them still slightly out of breath as well, and we regrouped with Lavinia as we left the plaza to see what else the festival had to offer. 
 
    Although the sun had now fully set, the abundant lanterns seemed to have trapped its last rays and continued to spread them throughout the city. It seemed that the vendors and celebrants would be out all night as well because none of the earlier energy we’d witnessed was lost as we passed through the streets in search of an inn that still had a few rooms to spare.  
 
    The festival had drawn tourists, of course, and most places were already packed. Fortunately for us, it was custom to reserve some space for guilds during such times, and we were able to rent a few rooms for the night at a place called the Slumbering Dove. With the festival ongoing, we decided to get dinner from the street vendors so that we could see more of the city, so we only stopped in long enough to drop off our weapons and packs in our rooms before we headed out again. 
 
    There was no shortage of options among the vendors, and many other shops had stayed open late for the festival as well. Rather than force ourselves to choose, we decided to make the most of the celebration and bought something from just about every stall and shop that we passed to share amongst ourselves. 
 
    “Try this!” Lena urged as she passed around hunks of bread to each of us. The roll was shaped to resemble a seashell, and the honey glaze dripped from the still-warm crust onto my fingers as I took the piece Lena offered to me. 
 
    I had been expecting it to be sweet because of the honey, so I was surprised by the hint of spice when I bit into the bread. Still, it was wonderful, and I craned my neck back to make a note of the bakery so that we could get more the next morning before we left.  
 
    Aside from the bread, we got skewers of roasted meat with peppers, onions, and some slightly sweet vegetable that I didn’t have a name for, as well as pies filled with sticky berry jam and little paper cups with spiced nuts. We ate while we walked and took in the rest of the festival, which showed no sign of winding down any time soon. 
 
    There were more musicians, street performers doing acrobatic feats, and even a mime. We took our time to enjoy the festivities fully, and I figured it must have been past midnight by the time we reached our inn again. After the early morning fighting harpies and the day’s travel, we were all exhausted. After a mumbled exchange of sleepy goodnights, everyone trailed off to their own rooms, and Lavinia and I were the only two left in the hallway. 
 
    The beautiful ladona woman leaned against the wall with her arms crossed, and she cocked her head slightly as she looked me over.  
 
    “Tired?” she asked as her red eyes flicked back up to my face. 
 
    “Not really,” I replied with a grin.  
 
    Lavinia’s mouth curved up in a flirtatious smile and she inclined her head toward her door. “What do you think about continuing the festivities?” 
 
    In answer, I took two steps forward, caught her face in my hands, and kissed her. 
 
    Lavinia made a slightly surprised but nonetheless pleased sound in her throat as she returned the kiss and grabbed my belt to pull me closer. 
 
    My thumbs brushed against the scales that shimmered on the ladona woman’s cheekbones while my fingers tangled in her silky white hair, and we stepped back into her room without breaking our kiss. 
 
    I moved my hands away from Lavinia only long enough to close the door behind us, and then I started to undo the clasps of her tight leather armor while she unfastened my cloak. We kicked off our boots and shed the rest of our clothes as we shuffled over to the bed, and within moments we were naked and tangled together beneath the sheets. 
 
    Lavinia moaned as I trailed kisses along her jaw, then down her neck and to her collarbone where a few scales stood out against her skin. I kissed each one individually, and Lavinia trailed her fingers down my spine and pressed my hips to hers. 
 
    “Someone’s eager,” I teased, and Lavinia nipped at the skin of my neck in response. 
 
    The ranger inhaled sharply as I pushed inside her, but her hands didn’t stray from my back as I began to rock my hips. 
 
    I moved my face back to Lavinia’s for another, clumsier kiss, and she moaned as I slid my tongue past her teeth. Her nails scraped the skin of my shoulders as I picked up the tempo, and within moments we were both gasping. 
 
    And we spent the next hour turning our gasps into moans of passion that finally crescendoed into a mind-numbing release that left both of us panting, giggling, and dripping with sweat. 
 
    “Wow,” she sighed after we finally calmed down. 
 
    “Wow is right,” I laughed, and then we kissed passionately.  
 
    I was still inside of her as I shifted onto my elbow on the bed, and Lavinia reached up to push a lock of hair away from my forehead. 
 
    “That sure beats watching that stupid mime,” she murmured, and I laughed as I slipped out of her soaking wet vagina and then settled down next to her. 
 
    “Making love to you beats pretty much everything,” I whispered. 
 
    “Damn, you are good, Gabriel,” she laughed lightly. “If you keep talking that way, I’ll probably fall in love with you.” 
 
    “You aren’t already?” I raised an eyebrow and smirked at her. 
 
    “Maybe,” she chuckled, and then she wiggled her body against mine, flipped her long white hair so that it covered my chest, and then began to drift off to sleep. 
 
    The next morning, I was pulled out of my dreams by the sound of someone singing in the street outside. As I tried to rub the grogginess out of my eyes, I became aware of other voices as well, and I realized that the festival had already started up again for the day if it had ever really stopped at all during the night. 
 
    The light through the little window in the room was tinged with gold, and for a moment I took it to be the rising sun before I realized that the window faced west and reasoned that the light must be coming from the lanterns.  
 
    As I shifted up onto my elbows, Lavinia stirred and looked up at me through the shadow of her dark lashes.  
 
    “Morning,” I greeted as I reached over to sweep a strand of the ranger’s pale hair away from her face.  
 
    “Waking up next to you makes it a great morning.” She propped herself up onto one elbow as well, and as the sheet fell away from her breasts, I found it difficult to look away. When I met her eyes again, she smiled and leaned in to kiss me. 
 
    As soon as our lips met, however, a lively shout announced the beginning of another song down in the street, and Lavinia pulled back with a growl of disgust and threw back the sheets as she got out of the bed.  
 
    “What are you doing?” I asked as the ranger pulled her tunic over her shoulders and picked up her bow and quiver from where they’d been leaning against the wall. 
 
    “I’m going to put that miserable creature out of its misery.” Lavinia blew out a frustrated breath. “I’d love a reprisal of last night with you, but not with all that yowling going on in the background.” 
 
    The singer was really starting to get into it, and he interspersed his song with exuberant cries. I had to admit, it wasn’t exactly what I would have liked to wake up to, but we were visitors here. 
 
    I stood as well and put my hand on Lavinia’s arm. “We knew there was a celebration,” I said gently. “Just come downstairs with me, it might be quieter.” 
 
    The ladona woman held my gaze for a moment, then heaved a sigh and nodded. We dressed, then I took her hand, and we made our way downstairs to the tavern. 
 
    The pale purple light from the windows on the eastern side of the building told me that dawn was near, and the innkeeper waved cheerfully to us from behind the bar as we made our way over to the sitting area in the back. There were a few armchairs pushed up around the crackling fire, and a well-dressed man sprawled awkwardly over one of them. He snored contentedly with an empty goblet on his chest. 
 
    “You know he had fun last night,” Lavinia remarked. “Couldn’t even make it upstairs.”  
 
    We set our packs on the floor, and I pulled her with me to the armchair furthest from the man. She sat on my lap as I opened the book I’d brought which detailed the history of magical developments in the realm.  
 
    “Wait, I want to read it.” Lavinia then grabbed the book. She straightened up and looked down her nose at the page, then in her best impression of an old scholar, recited, “Commercial enchantments didn’t become popular among the general public until the year twelve-hundred eight when the Mage Academy began selling them for everyday use.” 
 
    Lavinia cut off with a laugh, and I chuckled as well. 
 
    “How do you read this stuff?” the ladona woman asked. “It’s so boring.” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s boring,” I replied. “It’s all new to me still. I didn’t grow up with magic.” 
 
    “Right.” Lavinia leaned her head on my shoulder. “You’re such a natural with it that I forget sometimes.” 
 
    “Hey, was that a compliment?” I asked, brows raised. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, you’re a badass and a sex god, don’t go getting a big head about it,” Lavinia warned as she turned and pressed a kiss to my cheek.  
 
    “Sex god?” I grinned and turned to kiss her on the lips. 
 
    “Ugh,” she groaned after our lips parted. “See? Now you have a big head.” 
 
    “Big head and a big shaft, or so you said last night,” I whispered as I leaned into her ear, and the dragon-woman let out a surprising purr of pleasure as she pressed her lithe body into me. 
 
    “Damn, I really wanted a second round this morning.” Her breath was warm and husky against my neck, and I felt goosebumps crawl down my spine. 
 
    “Can I get you two anything to eat?” the innkeeper interrupted, and Lavinia and I broke apart as we turned to the woman, who had left the bar and begun to wipe down the tables nearer to us. 
 
    “Uh, I’ll have some tea,” I answered, a little awkwardly, and caught Lavinia’s teasing grin out of the corner of my eye. 
 
    “I’d like tea, too,” she said, though I had the distinct impression from her hungry gaze that she wanted more. 
 
    The innkeeper nodded and shuffled off to the kitchen to prepare our drinks. 
 
    “Alright, so you don’t like history,” I said. “What kind of books do you like?” 
 
    Lavinia arched a brow. “Maruk reads enough for the whole guild, I’m good.” 
 
    “I’ve seen you checking the bookshop windows when we’re in town,” I countered. “There must be something you like.” 
 
    “Damn, Gabriel,” she tried to counter, “has it been keeping you up at night?”  
 
    “There’s no need to get defensive,” I replied as I rubbed my thumb across her knuckles. “You don’t have to tell me, it’s just that I’d like to know more about you. I really like you, Lavinia.” 
 
    Her red eyes met mine, and she stared at me for a moment as she seemed to come to a decision, but just as she opened her mouth to answer, there was a clatter on the steps, and someone gave a surprised shriek as they fell the last few feet to the floor. 
 
    We all turned at once as Emeline picked herself up off the floor, her ears pressed back against her head and her cheeks tinged with a furious blush.  
 
    “I thought cats were supposed to be graceful,” Lavinia said under her breath as the innkeeper rushed forward to help the panthera up. 
 
    “I’m fine, I’m fine, really,” Emeline insisted and waved the woman away. “Just lost my footing there, that’s all.”  
 
    Seeming determined to move past the accident, she brushed past the innkeeper and came over to where Lavinia and I were sitting. She pulled one of the chairs closer to ours after she cast a nervous glance to the man who was still slumbering in the other armchair.  
 
    “Good, you’re up,” Emeline said as she settled in. “I thought I’d be the only one.” 
 
    “Did the singing wake you, too?” I asked curiously. 
 
    Emeline blinked, and as her catlike ears flicked up again, I guessed that she’d only really registered the music outside once I’d brought it up. 
 
    “Oh, no,” she replied with a small smile. “I can sleep through just about anything. You have to be able to in the University Tower. There’s always someone up in the middle of the night working on experiments or something.” 
 
    There was more shuffling on the steps as Maruk, Lena, and Aerin with Merlin still tucked in her arms, filed down into the tavern.  
 
    “What happened?” Aerin asked blearily. The healer’s red waves of hair were in disarray, and she squinted against the soft light of the tavern and the approaching day. “Heard a crash, and screaming.” 
 
    Emeline sank down in her chair slightly. 
 
    “Emeline tripped,” Lavinia explained as the others made their way over to us. She cast a glance to me. “The screaming is Gabriel’s fault. I wanted to shoot the singing guy.” 
 
    “Oh,” Aerin replied, and her tone suggested that, in her half-asleep state, at least, she would have been in favor of Lavinia’s plan. 
 
    The innkeeper returned with mugs of tea for me and Lavinia then took the rest of the group’s orders as well while they set their belongings down and arranged themselves around the nearest table. 
 
    “So what’s the plan for today?” Maruk asked blearily. “Shall we do some shopping before we continue on our way?” 
 
    “I saw an apothecary I’d like to visit before we go,” Lena put in.  
 
    “The festival lasts all week,” the innkeeper reminded us as she passed out the rest of the drinks. “You all ought to stay! You can’t really take it all in in just a day.” 
 
    I wondered if she was really interested in us getting the full festival experience, or if she just wanted to make sure she could have all her rooms filled for the next few days.  
 
    “Thank you,” I replied diplomatically, “but we’re on a schedule.” 
 
    The woman clicked her tongue regretfully as she bustled back to the bar to help some other patrons who had just walked in. 
 
    I sipped my tea as the others discussed our schedule for the morning. Aerin hadn’t given up on the idea that she could make a decent amount of money if Merlin would cooperate and jump through a few hoops for her, but at the mere mention of it, the puca squirmed out of her arms and curled around Lena’s shoulders instead. Just as Maruk proposed checking the shops for various accouterments for our guild hall, I found my attention drawn to the other patrons at the bar.  
 
    There were six of them, all men, and all dressed in leather armor that was old and stained. They wore their swords and bows openly, and they just put off a bad vibe to me. I couldn’t make out quite what they were saying from here, but their tones weren’t friendly, and the innkeeper frowned at them as she replied. 
 
    I shifted in my chair, and Lavinia turned to follow my gaze to the men. We were both halfway to our feet when the largest of the men shouted and picked up a metal tankard and threw it against the wall.  
 
    The innkeeper screamed, and I took a step forward. 
 
    “Emeline, stay here,” I ordered. I didn’t need to signal to the others as they jumped up after me. I heard Lavinia grab her bow and quiver behind me, and the rest of our guild scrambled into action as well. 
 
    “What’s going on here?” I demanded as I stopped before the three men. 
 
    “This is none of your concern,” the man who had thrown the tankard replied. His long hair was matted and graying, and he had a wicked scar across his lip that seemed to exaggerate the sneer that he directed at me.  
 
    The innkeeper threw us a nervous glance, and that told me that this was indeed my concern. 
 
    “I think you’d better leave,” I replied firmly.  
 
    The man’s eyes narrowed. “Oh, yeah? Why don’t you make us?” 
 
    I didn’t want to get into a brawl right here in the tavern, but I wasn’t about to let these guys go around threatening people. Evidently, they didn’t realize just who they were up against. I jerked my head toward the back door.  
 
    “Let’s go, then.” 
 
    The leader grunted, and another of them spat on the floor, but they didn’t turn down the opportunity for a fight, and we all made our way out the back door into the shelter of an alley. I was grateful for the relative seclusion, it would provide some cover from the public eye, and I wouldn’t risk revealing my magic to the entire street.  
 
    Once we were all outside, however, there was no formality to the proceedings. One of the men seems to decide that they ought to take out Maruk first, and tried to sneak in a cheap shot as he swung his battered old sword at the orc with a furious cry.  
 
    Maruk was far too cagey to be caught unaware, and my big friend deflected the blade against the edge of his shield and then rotated the shield down to wrench the sword out of his attacker’s grip before he slammed his other shield into the man’s chest. The man staggered back against the wall with a choked breath, and I left Maruk to deal with him as I turned back to the others. 
 
    Instinct drew my attention to one of the men with a crossbow. He had had just raised his weapon and aimed it at Maruk, but before he could press the trigger, I threw up my hand and cast an illusion over him. He cried out and nearly dropped his weapon as the image of giant cave spiders cropped up in his mind, and a moment later, he fell into the gutter with one of Lavinia’s dark arrows protruding from his throat. 
 
    I sensed movement behind me, and I caught the stench of old alcohol as I turned to face the scarred leader. I took in his grizzled beard and the long scar that marred his grin a moment before I registered the flash of his knife in my periphery. Then several things happened at once. 
 
    I grabbed the man’s hand and channeled my mana through it to his blade as I shoved his clenched fist up toward his own throat, but before the blade had touched his skin, a ball of fire exploded around his head. 
 
    He screamed, loud enough that I knew the people in the street must have been able to hear, and that let me push his wrist the last inch forward to drive the tip of his own knife, now enhanced with my mana, through his throat. Every nerve in his body lit up upon contact, and for a brief moment, he looked like a bizarre creature made of light with his head on fire and his body shining like a Christmas tree. 
 
    I coughed as the acrid smell of burning hair and flesh filled my lungs and pushed the man’s smoking body away, and through the gray haze, I caught sight of Emeline, her hands still raised from her spell and her green eyes wide. 
 
    “Are you okay?” she shouted. 
 
    “Yeah!” I responded with another cough. “Get back inside, we can deal with these guys!”  
 
    I couldn’t see if she’d listened, however, because, at that moment, another of the men charged at me. I reacted reflexively, and instead of trying for some other kind of magical attack, I just turned and threw a punch at his jaw. 
 
    He reeled back with a look of shock and stumbled into Aerin, who wasted no time in wedging her axe between his shoulder blades. 
 
    One of the remaining men was bent double and wheezed as a bright pink smoke drifted up around his feet from one of Lena’s special concoctions, and a moment later, Lavinia shot an arrow through his head. 
 
    At the other end of the alley, close to the tavern door, the last of the men was locked in battle with Maruk. They almost seemed to be dancing to the music their weapons made as they clashed, as Maruk took measured steps back and his opponent darted forward. There was a wild fury in the man’s eyes as he hacked at the orc’s dual shields with his sword, but Maruk blocked each blow with easy grace and held him off. The big orc actually looked a bit bored, but then he tripped as his heel caught on a stone that had come loose and jutted out of the cobbled street. 
 
    I lunged forward as the orc fell back, my arm outstretched in an attempt to distract the swordsman with an illusion, but before I had even cast my spell, the man suddenly froze then dropped with a knife in his ribs. Behind him stood the man who had been passed out on the armchair in the tavern, and he curled his lip in an expression of distaste as he stepped over the body and offered his hand to Maruk to help him up. 
 
    “It was about time someone stood up to those ruffians,” he said, and as I recovered from my surprise at his sudden and unexpected appearance, I realized that his accent wasn’t regional, though there was something familiar about it. “Nothing more than bullies, no honor whatsoever, and they smell.” 
 
    “You can say that again,” Maruk agreed emphatically as he brushed off his clothes. 
 
    “Ah, and look at this. That’s never going to come out. What a shame,” the man went on as he dabbed morosely at the specks of blood that now joined the wine stain on his satin vest. Then his tone became cheerful. “Well, at least some luck came of this, and I found you all. Would you believe I was just on my way to Ovrista to fetch you?” 
 
    “What in the nine hells are you talking about?” Lavinia’s fingers tightened around her bow again, and I put my hand out to signal for her to wait as I approached the man. 
 
    “Um, look, we appreciate your help, sir, but I think you have us confused with someone else,” I said cautiously. 
 
    “Not at all,” the man replied. “You’re Gabriel, and your guild is the Shadow Foxes. I didn’t know you’d be here, of course, but as I said, it was lucky that we stumbled across one another this way.”  
 
    His smile was perfectly friendly, and his confidence was so assured that I wondered if we had met him before and I was the one who was wrong. I glanced back to Aerin and Lena, but they looked just as confused as I felt. 
 
    “Who are you?” I asked warily. “How do you know who we are?” 
 
    Surprise flitted across the man’s features, and then he put his hand on his chest and laughed.  
 
    “Oh, of course, we haven’t met before,” he explained. “Pardon me, I had a bit too much wine last night, I’m afraid. My name is Rezo, I was seeking you out on behalf of my employer, in the hopes that your guild might accept a job from her. She’s here in town as well, actually. She’ll be so pleased to see you.” 
 
    “Who is your employer?” I asked. 
 
    Rezo swept a little bow. “Why, none other than Yvaine Estrella, Marchioness of Constello.” 
 
    “Oh, by the Goddess,” Aerin sighed. “Not her again.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    The carriage ride was so smooth that I wondered if our coach had been enchanted somehow. I supposed if anyone could afford enchantments for all her carriages, it was Yvaine. Furthermore, the coach was large enough to seat our whole party of six plus Yvaine herself comfortably, and the roof of the coach was tall enough to accommodate even Maruk’s near seven-foot height.  
 
    Yvaine, who had managed to look gorgeous even after she’d spent several days in the wilderness and nearly been sacrificed by cultish dwarves to a river monster, was nothing short of exquisite now that she was in her element. Her long, dark brown hair was caught up in a net of pearls, though she’d left one shining strand to curl down over her exposed collarbone. Her emerald green dress left her shoulders bare and was cinched at her narrow waist with a thin belt of silver. Matching bracelets encircled her graceful wrists, and a hint of silver eyeshadow shimmered around her large, gray eyes. She could have put any queen to shame. 
 
    The trip was to take about two hours, and Yvaine kept up a conversation the entire time. She told us all about what she’d been up to since we’d parted ways all those months ago in Ovrista after the Foxes had rescued her from a clan of murderous dwarves. She may not have belonged to a guild or gone on all the adventures we had, but Yvaine’s life had been full of drama and intrigue nonetheless. She spoke in detail of the magnificent parties she’d attended and told us what she thought of the decor and the guests. She gossiped about which lords were conspiring against each other and which of them were the best dancers. 
 
    “At Lord Dumont’s birthday party, someone poisoned the cake, it was just dreadful,” Yvaine intoned with a hand pressed to her chest. “Everyone who had some got a horrible stomach bug. I didn’t partake, of course, I haven’t eaten anything made with eggs since last year. It’s so out of fashion.” 
 
    “It is?” Maruk asked, and his face paled to a pastel green. I guessed he remembered the four omelets he’d had for breakfast. 
 
    Emeline was equally engaged, though for a different reason. “Who poisoned the cake?” she asked as she leaned forward in her seat, her expression rapt. “Was someone trying to kill Lord Dumont?” 
 
    “Oh, heavens, no,” Yvaine replied with a small smile, and I could tell she enjoyed having such an interested audience. “His sister was jealous because he’d copied the decorations for the party that she was planning to throw in a few months. Now she’ll have to come up with something entirely new.” 
 
    “Why?” Aerin’s nose wrinkled. “If her brother already has the decorations, she can just reuse them, can’t she? He saved her the money.” 
 
    Maruk shushed the redheaded elf hurriedly as Yvaine fixed her with a skeptical look. 
 
    “Reuse the decorations? Don’t be absurd. She’d be a laughingstock.” The noblewoman ran her fingers through her hair and shrugged. “It was all for the better for the sister, really, now she’ll have a chance to put something together that has a better color scheme.” She leaned forward then as though she was about to impart a secret. “Plum and saffron - honestly, what was she thinking?” 
 
    “No,” Maruk breathed.  
 
    “Yes,” Yvaine replied solemnly. 
 
    “How could she?” my big friend moaned. 
 
    “That’s exactly what everyone has been saying!” Yvaine sighed. 
 
    “Does anything exciting ever happen at these parties?” Emeline asked. “I mean, do people get into duels or expose each other’s misdeeds to the entire court?” 
 
    “Oh, certainly,” Yvaine replied, and before she could finish speaking, Emeline jumped in again. 
 
    “Does anyone ever die?”  
 
    “How morbid you are,” Yvaine said with a slight furrow to her brow. “It isn’t very common these days. You don’t want to thin out the noble lineages too much, of course, but oh, I’d say it was about three months ago that Vicomte Rodier was frozen in a duel with Baroness Allaire. He was absolutely mortified, it took him hours to thaw out.” 
 
    “The baroness was a mage, then?” I asked. “Are there many mages among the nobility?” 
 
    “Quite a few, actually,” Yvaine replied. “Most of the older generations still have something of a distaste for magic and resent the authority of the Mage Academy. Old superstitions, you know, though it’s better around here than in other places. No one disowns their mage children, but nonmagical heirs are preferred over their mage siblings when it comes to inheritances and the like. If you ask me, it’s ridiculous.” 
 
    I was relieved, if somewhat surprised, to learn that Yvaine didn’t share the other nobles’ disdain for mages. 
 
    “Why do you say that?” I asked. 
 
    “Magic is like any other talent, as far as I’m concerned,” Yvaine answered. “What’s next, shall we start sending off every young person who can carry a tune to boarding school? Throw nervous glances over our shoulders at fencers? Magic can be dangerous, but so can just about anything applied to the right purpose, and shunning young mages is no way to address those fears.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear you say that,” I said, and I saw that Emeline looked equally relieved. Of course, Yvaine didn’t know I was a manipulator, specifically, and there was always the chance that her attitude wouldn’t be quite so lenient in that regard, but it was comforting to learn that she was more welcoming of mages than some.  
 
    The noblewoman fixed me with a warm smile and reached over to take my hand. “Of course, dear, of course,” she said. “You must know we’re not all so entrenched in the old ways of thinking.” 
 
    The coach began to slow, and Yvaine clapped her hands together excitedly as she reached to lift away the gauzy curtain over the window.  
 
    “Oh, we’ve arrived!” she said. “I can’t wait to show you around. My art collection is the envy of the region. It’s almost as grand as the one in Revin.” 
 
    Next to me, Maruk shuffled excitedly in his seat as we shuffled out of the coach and onto the wide path of white gravel. I hadn’t even realized we’d been on gravel until I saw it, so I decided that the carriage must have been enchanted.  
 
    Immediately before us in the center of the roundabout was an enormous fountain of pure white stone where carved hippocampi and naiads spewed streams of glittering water from their mouths. Beyond the fountain stretched a brilliantly green lawn for about a hundred yards that ended in a forest of slender, pale-barked trees. Decorative urns large enough that Maruk could have hidden inside of one stood at intervals along the path, and brightly-colored flowers spilled out of them.  
 
    The air smelled sweet and fresh, which was a nice change from the crowded city streets we’d left behind, and the only thing to be heard out here besides the soft snuffling of the horses was birdsong. The place was like a little paradise tucked away from the rest of civilization, and I wondered where exactly we were.  
 
    Before I could ask, however, Yvaine ushered us forward eagerly.  
 
    “I’ll show you my gallery first,” she said cheerfully, “and then we can take a tour of the grounds while lunch is prepared. After we eat, we can discuss the job I have in mind for you.” 
 
    “That sounds great--” I started, but my voice fell away when I turned and got my first look at Yvaine’s estate.  
 
    Three stories of pale stone towered above us and dozens of windows surrounded by gilded moldings looked out over the lawn. Narrow trees stood between each window, perfectly manicured so as not to obstruct the view, though they reached almost as high as the third story. At each corner of the building was a rounded tower with a roof of domed glass, decorated with gold accents like the windows. Double staircases curved upward to a landing and the estate’s wide, emerald green double doors, at either side of which sat an ever-attentive statue of a dog.  
 
    “Woah,” Aerin said behind me, and the awe was evident in her tone. “So you’re like, rich rich.” 
 
    Maruk threw her a chastising glance, but Yvaine turned back with a proud little smile. “Yes, I dare say that I am,” she answered. “Come along, now, all of you.” 
 
    “It’s like a castle,” Emeline whispered as Yvaine led us forward, and though I could tell she was trying to hide it, even Lavinia looked impressed. 
 
    It was hard not to gawk as we filed inside, and I suddenly felt acutely aware of my dusty and travel-worn clothes and worried that we were all going to be tracking dirt across Yvaine’s perfectly polished floors. If the noblewoman had any such concerns, however, she didn’t voice them as she strode confidently forward and began to give us a tour. 
 
    The inside of the estate was no less magnificent than the outside. Several halls branched away from the entrance hall to the dozens of other rooms, and I held Merlin tight so that he couldn’t escape and lead a tour of his own. The ground floor was marble set in a checkerboard pattern of ivory and a pale purple that had a somewhat iridescent quality when it caught the light just right. Gilded sconces lined the walls, and sparkling chandeliers hung from the high ceiling, though there was enough natural light now coming through all the windows that they were hardly necessary. Still, a part of me wished I could see this place at night, with everything lit up. 
 
    There were pillars inside as well, carved with the forms of singing women and stars, and as I followed them upward with my eyes, I realized that the ceiling of the entrance hall had been painted to resemble the night sky. Against a field of deep blue, the painted constellations above almost seemed to twinkle with a light of their own.  
 
    “If you were to keep going straight down this hall, it would take you to the ballroom and the dining hall, but of course, we’ll have a tour of my art gallery first,” Yvaine told us. I tried to listen as she told us about the subjects of the portraits that dominated the next hall and explained the history of the estate, but I was so struck by the beauty of the place that it was difficult to concentrate on any one thing. 
 
    “Now, this gallery I’ve curated entirely on my own,” Yvaine said proudly. “I have magnificent taste, as I’m sure you can tell. First are the sculptures, all originals, of course.” 
 
    She led us through another set of doors to a long room lined with marble statues, people and animals so expertly carved that they might have been the victims of a basilisk. As Yvaine took us by each of them, she told us about the artists, and how much she’d paid for each piece, and from whom she’d purchased it. I hadn’t been here long enough to be able to recognize the names of any of the masters that she mentioned, but Maruk’s series of gasps and murmurs were enough to convince me of their fame.  
 
    After the sculptures were paintings, many of which featured knights in battle with dragons or manticores or other beasts, which Emeline was particularly interested in. Yvaine seemed more than happy to answer the panthera woman’s questions, and she promised to loan her a book with copies of each of the works.  
 
    “I like this one,” Lavinia remarked as she stood with her arms crossed in front of a massive painting that dominated the wall on which it was hung. Unlike many of the others, which featured brilliant jewel tones and vibrant hues, this one had a dark, harsh palette of reds and blacks. It showed a towering orc soaked in blood as he stood over the mangled body of a knight. He had the knight’s head in one hand and a wicked-looking blade in the other.  
 
    “Oh, this one I’m particularly proud of,” Yvaine said as she swept over to stand next to Lavinia. “It’s one of the few surviving works of the orcish painter, Korg. It’s a highly-coveted piece, there are so few orcs who take up the craft.” 
 
    “Tell me about it,” Maruk muttered.  
 
    Yvaine turned to him with a look of interest. “Do you paint, Maruk?” 
 
    “Me?” The orc’s eyes widened. “No! I mean, I do, but I’ve never had any formal training, and we’re always on the road with the guild, so I don’t have much time to practice.” 
 
    “Well, if you ever change your mind,” Yvaine replied. “I would just love to purchase some of your work.” 
 
    Maruk blushed so deeply his face was almost purple, and Aerin tugged on his arm.  
 
    “Did you hear that?” she said, not quietly enough. “Think about how much money we could make if we started a bidding war for your doodles.” 
 
    “They’re not doodles, Aerin,” Maruk hissed. He drew his arm back, but he looked proud of himself as he followed Yvaine back into the entrance hall.  
 
    She led us past a massive dining room with enough seating space for at least sixty people and through the back doors to the garden. I don’t know what I expected, exactly. Some topiaries, rose bushes, maybe another fountain, the sort of thing a fabulously wealthy person would have in a garden. I quickly realized, however, that what Yvaine referred to as a garden was actually more along the lines of a private park. 
 
    There were topiaries and rose bushes and at least three more fountains, but that wasn’t even close to the half of it. The lawn stretched on down to a stream-fed pond overlooked by drooping willow trees where a pair of swans drifted along the glasslike surface of the water. On the other side of the pond, a gazebo larger than our guild’s old apartment was strung with delicate lights that twinkled like fireflies even though it was close to noon.  
 
    Beyond the gazebo was a low, immaculately-trimmed series of hedges that bordered an area with yet more fountains and topiaries, and I wondered why it was so important to keep them separated. Then, I supposed, Yvaine was obviously rich enough that she didn’t need to consider questions like that. Behind the hedges, the lawn was clear of decor and set up with croquet wickets, and even further back was another forest, though the trees on this side of the estate grew denser and looked older than the pale-barked trees I’d seen from the driveway.  
 
    “This is all yours?” I asked. It was hard to imagine that someone could claim all of this. 
 
    “Do you like it?” Yvaine asked as she linked her arm in mine and took my hand. “You’re welcome to visit anytime, you know, Gabriel.” Her full lips curved into a smile as she spoke, and she brushed her thumb along the back of my hand. “I never get tired of seeing you, and I’d like to see more.” 
 
    I met her flirtatious smile with one of my own. “Thank you,” I replied. “I appreciate that.” In truth, I wouldn’t have minded staying for a vacation right then, but we had that bounty to attend to, and Yvaine had her own mission for us. Still, I wouldn’t forget the offer.  
 
    At that moment, a short man ducked out of the back door and called out that lunch was ready, and we filed back inside after him. I was surprised when he led us not to the dining room we’d passed earlier, but down an adjacent hall. I must have looked confused because Yvaine squeezed my arm in a comforting gesture. 
 
    “I hope you don’t mind,” she said as she leaned in toward me, “I usually take lunch in the solarium, and it’s such a beautiful day out.” 
 
    “I don’t mind at all,” I replied. Yvaine had already extended a great courtesy in inviting us here, I certainly had no complaints. 
 
    The solarium was unmistakable. There were no actual walls, just floor-to-ceiling windows set side-by-side and separated by narrow pillars. The ceiling, too, was constructed of panels of glass to let in the light, and I noticed that some of the panes had been etched with the images of birds in flight or stars.  
 
    All around the edges of the room were large pots which housed palms with wide green fronds or clusters of tropical flowers, and in the center was a table on which our lunch was already laid out. I supposed the setup was modest by Yvaine’s standards, but the table could have seated a dozen people easily, and one look at its delicately-carved legs and intricately painted surface told me that it had probably cost as much as our guild hall. It occurred to me that despite resembling a greenhouse, it wasn’t overly humid in the solarium, and I wondered if more enchantments were to credit for that fact, or simply some clever engineering.  
 
    A few more servants came around with chilled wine as we seated ourselves around the table, and the first course was a creamy cucumber soup with lemon juice, tarragon, and shallots. I didn’t realize how hungry I was until I started eating, and in just a few minutes I had finished my bowl and begun to wonder if it would be rude to ask for another.  
 
    As it was, the next course was served shortly thereafter, which consisted of thick sections of salmon crusted with delicate coconut shavings and macadamia nuts that had been chopped down almost to a powder. The fish was rich and oily, and it almost seemed to melt in my mouth. 
 
    I was almost sorry to finish it, but those feelings were quickly alleviated when dessert was brought out. 
 
    “This is one of my favorites,” Yvaine told me.  
 
    It was a light lemon mousse in narrow glasses topped with sweet berries and a drizzle of honey, and it was divine. While I scraped the last bits of mousse out of my glass, Yvaine explained why she’d invited us here and the mission that she hoped we would take on. 
 
    “As happy as I am to have you here,” the noblewoman began, and she placed her hand over mine on the table, “I do have a small favor to ask. I’m in need of a group of skilled adventurers to retrieve something for me. I would prefer not to hire the regular mercenary types, you see, when they can be so easily bought out by rivals. I need someone that I can trust to do this, and you’ve already proven your mettle.” She smiled at me, and I swallowed. 
 
    “What is it that you need us to recover, exactly?” I asked. 
 
    “An old family heirloom,” Yvaine replied. “It’s a ring, to be precise, with a silver setting and a very rare sapphire stone. Currently, it is in the possession of my dear cousin, Edward. I would like for you to get it from him and bring it back here. You see, Edward is - how do I put this delicately? - an insurmountable idiot. I simply cannot trust him to protect something so valuable. His estate is near the southern coast, not far from Kepa.” 
 
    “That’s on the way to the ogre’s keep,” Lavinia put in. She leaned back in her chair and appeared to be about to prop her feet up on the table, but Maruk intercepted her and shoved her feet back to the floor. “Hey!” she protested. 
 
    “We’d love to help, of course,” Aerin said quickly, “but there is the issue of travel expenses.” 
 
    “Oh, I’d pay you for your trouble, of course,” Yvaine replied. “I’ll even loan you a carriage for the trip, and Edward will be able to house you while you’re at his estate.” 
 
    “That’s very generous, Yvaine, thank you,” I said, and she smiled warmly at me. 
 
    “Think nothing of it, dear. Does this mean you accept the assignment?” 
 
    If it were just us, I wouldn’t have hesitated, but we had already agreed to escort Emeline. 
 
    “We have another bounty we have to handle first,” I explained, but before I could go on, the panthera woman practically jumped up from the table and knocked over her wine glass in the process. 
 
    “Agh, sorry!” she hissed with a wince as she dabbed at the mess with her napkin. “It’s just, well, we don’t have to go to the ogre’s keep first.” She cast a glance to Lavinia. “You said the estate was on the way, right? I could go with you. Maybe I could even help. There’s no sense in making more trips, and I could get more guild experience.” 
 
    “Are you sure your brother would approve?” I asked with a frown. Picking up a ring from Yvaine’s cousin wasn’t likely to be anywhere near as dangerous as battling an ogre, so it should be a rather harmless detour, but I knew Etienne was already worried about the itinerary, and I doubted he would appreciate the change in our plans. 
 
    Emeline’s ears tilted back, and she sat down again. “He doesn’t have to know,” she replied. “Besides, we were going to walk, if we have the carriage, we won’t spend as much time traveling. It’s not like we’ll be getting back any later than he’s already expecting us.” 
 
    “You really thought this through,” Lavinia remarked with a sly grin. “You used to sneak around a lot back home?” 
 
    Emeline couldn’t seem to help but return the ladona woman’s smile. “I had to, with my brother and the rest of the mages always breathing down the back of my neck.” 
 
    “Good for you,” Lavinia replied. 
 
    “Well, I guess there’s no real harm in picking up the ring while we’re in the area,” I said. Emeline had made a good point about the time we’d save taking the carriage, and it just made logical sense to deal with both missions at once. My only concern had been for our guild’s reputation if Etienne found out we’d taken a detour, but if Emeline could keep it a secret, there was really no reason not to do it. 
 
    “Wonderful!” Yvaine exclaimed. “You’re welcome to stay the night here if you’d like, and I shall have everything set up for you to start out tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “That would be great, Yvaine, thanks,” I told her.  
 
    After lunch, the marchioness insisted on a game of croquet, and then a tour of the rest of the grounds to be taken on horseback. This was followed by a luxurious dinner in the dining hall proper, and then Maruk and Yvaine took turns reading from some of the selections in her expansive library until late into the evening.  
 
    Yvaine had supplied individual rooms for each of us, and they were just as grand as the rest of her property, but even as I sank into the plush mattress, I knew I wasn’t going to be falling asleep anytime soon. After about an hour of tossing and turning, I gave up and slipped back out into the hall. I didn’t know what, exactly, that I planned to do or where I was going, but I figured that a walk around the now-quiet estate was at least a decent way to pass the time. 
 
    It had to be close to midnight, and I expected the hall to be empty, so I was surprised to hear the familiar tinkle of bells a little ways down. 
 
    I turned just as Lena pulled the door to her own room closed, and she looked just as startled to see me out and about.  
 
    “Oh! Gabriel,” she whispered. “I hope I didn’t wake you.” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, I just couldn’t sleep. I was just going to walk around for a bit… if you want to join me.” 
 
    “I would like that very much.” The alchemist blushed slightly and tucked a lock of her honey-blond hair behind her pointed ear.  
 
    I offered Lena my arm, and she linked her hand through my elbow as we started down the hall.  
 
    “This place is very nice,” she said quietly. “And your friend Yvaine is quite generous. Of course, that’s typical for those of her zodiac sign. Unicorns are known for sharing their wealth.” 
 
    “How did you know--?” I started. 
 
    “Oh, no, should I not have said that?” Lena frowned. “I saw her birthday beneath one of the portraits, I wasn’t trying to snoop.” 
 
    “I’m sure it’s fine,” I told her with a slight smile. “Can I ask what yours is?” 
 
    Lena raised her chin proudly. 
 
    “I’m a Salamander,” she said. “Imaginative and independent-minded.” 
 
    “That does sound like you,” I replied, and Lena smiled. 
 
    “I wonder what zodiac sign I would be if I’d been born here.” 
 
    “That’s easy,” Lena said, and she leaned into me slightly. “You have all the key traits of a Simurgh. You’re brave and caring, a natural leader, and obviously--” she broke off and blushed again. 
 
    “Obviously what?” I pressed as I nudged her lightly. “Is it something bad?” 
 
    “No,” Lena answered. “It’s, um, Simurghs are known to be good-looking.” 
 
    “You didn’t want to tell me I’m good-looking?” I teased. 
 
    “I was afraid of being too forward,” Lena admitted. She dropped her eyes. “I know you’re close with Aerin and Lavinia, and I didn’t want to put you in an awkward position because I--” She cut off with a short sigh, then squared her shoulders. “Because I really like you, Gabriel.” 
 
    I reached out and turned her face toward mine.  
 
    “I like you, too, Lena,” I said softly. “You’re sweet, creative, and the best damn alchemist I’ve ever met. If you wanted to be more than friends, you could have just said so.” 
 
    The elf’s violet eyes shone, and she let out a nervous little laugh. “I guess I should have.” 
 
    We’d made a complete circuit of our section of the hall and arrived outside Lena’s door. I brushed my thumb over her cheek. 
 
    “It’s not too late to start now, you know,” I told her. 
 
    Lena smiled as she reached behind her back to open the door. 
 
    “I’m glad to hear that,” she whispered, and she nodded toward her bed.  
 
    I followed her inside and shut the door behind us, and then I took the elven woman’s face in my hands and kissed her. It was the first kiss we’d shared, not counting when Lena had kissed me out of relief after I’d saved her from the Crushing Briar, but somehow it already felt natural and familiar to have Lena pressed up against me as I slid my tongue into her mouth. 
 
    I moved to unwrap Lena’s shawl as she slid her hands up my chest beneath my shirt, and broke apart just long enough to help each other remove our clothes before we climbed together into the bed.  
 
    Lena moaned softly as I kissed along her jaw to her ear and ran her fingers through my hair, and she shifted so that her hips were flush against mine. I could feel the excited pounding of her heartbeat as I pressed kisses down her neck to her chest and she gasped as I moved my hand down between her legs.  
 
    “I want you,” she breathed, and even in the dimness of the room, with only the light of the moon coming through the window, the desire in her violet eyes was apparent. 
 
    I moved up to kiss her on the mouth again as I slid myself inside her. 
 
    “Oh, Gabriel,” she gasped as soon as I filled her with my length, but then I began to thrust, and her breaths came out in warm gasps against my cheek and encouraged me to go faster. 
 
    A few moments later, Lena shuddered and exhaled, but I kept up my steady rhythm as I shifted into a sitting position and pulled Lena onto my lap, and soon she was gasping again.  
 
    Lena’s back arched as she climaxed again and I found my release as well, and we both collapsed back onto the sheets with satisfied panting. 
 
    Lena reached over and caressed my cheek, and her mouth curved up into a smile.  
 
    “Mm, I’m glad I didn’t just stay in my room earlier,” she confessed.  
 
    I chuckled. “Me, too.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5  
 
    True to her word, Yvaine provided us with everything we could possibly need for our journey. After a generous, and eggless, breakfast, she brought us outside so that we could get a look at the carriage and other supplies she’d selected and, in her words, “be assured that it was all up to our standards.”  
 
    Since the standard for us was usually lugging all our stuff around for miles on foot and eating whatever we scrounged up along the way, I didn’t think Yvaine could have possibly disappointed us, but even so, her contributions were truly luxurious.  
 
    “Oh, I could get used to this,” Maruk said as he climbed into the carriage and stretched out on the immaculate leather upholstery. His feet didn’t even reach the seat opposite, a true feat of luxury considering his towering height. Yvaine had obviously taken care to select a carriage large enough to accommodate our entire party comfortably.  
 
    “Don’t get too excited,” Aerin warned from the ground. “This is just a loan. If you want a carriage, you’ll have to buy one for yourself.” 
 
    “It would be an investment, Aerin,” Maruk argued. “Think about it, we wouldn’t have to spend as much repairing our boots if we didn’t wear them out with all the walking we do.” 
 
    The elf rolled her eyes and shook her head when she caught my eye. 
 
    “As you can see, I’ve already had my servants pack all of your belongings in the trunk here, as well as a modest picnic lunch,” Yvaine explained.  
 
    The basket that I supposed contained our ’modest’ lunch was large enough to fit a small elephant inside, not that I was going to complain. Then Yvaine circled around and handed a small pouch to Aerin.  
 
    “You ought to be able to reach Edward’s estate by this evening if you choose to ride all day,” the noblewoman explained, “but if you’d prefer to stop somewhere along the way. Here’s an advance on your payment, just in case you find yourselves in need.” 
 
    The redheaded elf’s eyes glittered as she took the pouch, and she couldn’t seem to help herself but to take a peek inside to see exactly how generous Yvaine had been. 
 
    “Thank you, Yvaine, this is wonderful,” I said sincerely. I knew better than to suggest as much in front of Aerin, but with everything the noblewoman was doing for us, it almost seemed like we should run this errand for her for free. 
 
    “Oh, it’s nothing for a friend,” Yvaine replied, not without a touch of pride. Then she leaned over and pressed a light kiss to my cheek. “I look forward to your return. Hopefully, in the future, we can spend a bit more time together.” 
 
    I smiled and inclined my head in a nod. “I hope so, too.” 
 
    “What do we do about the horses?” Lavinia asked. The ranger had kept her distance from the animals since we’d come outside, and even now she eyed them warily. 
 
    “You can drop them off with Edward,” Yvaine answered. “His stable hands will see to their care while you’re at his estate, and should you require another team for the journey back, tell Edward, from me, that he is to provide them for you.” 
 
    “Great,” Lavinia replied with evident relief that she wouldn’t be responsible for the horses’ care.  
 
    It didn’t take long before we were off. Yvaine had appointed the man we’d met at the inn, Rezo, to be our driver, so we all got to relax and enjoy the ride to Edward’s estate. Some of us indulged in the luxury more than others, and it wasn’t long before Maruk and Aerin both had nodded off. On either side of them, Lavinia and Lena were talking animatedly about projectile smoke bombs and poisons that Lavinia could use on her arrows while Merlin batted at one of the shiny charms that Lena had braided into her honey-blonde hair.  
 
    Across from me, Emeline seemed to have trouble sitting still, and every so often she would draw the curtain aside so that she could look out the window. 
 
    “You can leave that open, if you want,” I told her.  
 
    “You don’t think it’ll wake them?” the mage woman asked with a nervous glance to where Maruk and Aerin were slumbering contentedly.  
 
    I laughed. “Believe me, there’s not much that can wake those two. The light won’t bother them. Besides, I was going to open it anyway, I wanted to read a bit.” 
 
    “Oh?” Emeline’s bright green eyes widened, and her cat-like pupils dilated with interest. “What are you reading?” 
 
    I pulled out the book to show her. “It’s, uh, a history book about magic,” I said, and suddenly, I felt somewhat self-conscious. “Probably the kind of thing you learned years ago.” 
 
    Emeline took the book and looked over the cover briefly. “Oh, yes, I had this volume,” she said, then her ears flicked back, and she blushed slightly. “It was assigned for a class, but I didn’t actually read all of it or even most of it. It didn’t seem very interesting to me. I mean, some parts are good, like the chapters about the civil war, but the rest is just stuffy old mages in their stuffy old towers.” She smiled slightly. “But you’re reading it for fun? I bet your professors liked you.” 
 
    “I, uh, I didn’t actually have any formal training,” I replied.  
 
    “Really?” Emeline sounded shocked. “You mean you never had to attend classes?” 
 
    “I went to school for other things, just not magic,” I said quickly. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Emeline gave a little laugh and shook her head. “What else would you learn about in school except for magic?” 
 
    I knew it wouldn’t really do any good to try to explain to her that I’d studied computer science and cybersecurity, so I just said, “Well, you know, history and math and science.” 
 
    “All of that?” Emeline frowned. “Why? Did you want to be a historian who moonlights as an alchemist?” 
 
    “I didn’t really find out I was a mage until recently,” I told her, and I tapped the book on my knee. “That’s why I’m still catching up.” 
 
    “Well, you fight well for a mage who just figured out he’s a mage,” Emeline replied. 
 
    Her tone was perfectly casual, but I hadn’t forgotten how she’d come into the alley to join the fight at the tavern. I’d wondered since then if she’d seen anything that might tip her off as to my status as a manipulator, but I hadn’t figured out a good way to bring it up without seeming suspicious.  
 
    “About that fight--” I started, but Emeline cut me off. 
 
    “I know you told me to stay inside, but I wanted to help!” she said enthusiastically. “I’m going to have to start fighting eventually, and I have studied magical combat.” 
 
    I felt some of the tension in my shoulders release. So, she hadn’t seen me using magic, or at least, if she had, she must have reasoned it was some kind of legal magic. 
 
    “You’re right,” I said then. “You should get to participate, especially if you want to get an idea of what it’s like to be part of a guild.” 
 
    Emeline blinked once, as though she hadn’t expected me to agree with her, and then her face broke into a grin.  
 
    “I won’t let you down!” she insisted.  
 
    “Hey, you’re already one for one,” I answered with a smile. “That fireball was pretty impressive.” 
 
    “You think so?” Emeline’s eyes glittered. “I’ve always thought fireballs were my specialty.” 
 
    “Yeah, that ogre will never know what hit him,” I told her. 
 
    “So what kind of magic do you do?” she asked. 
 
    The question I’d been dreading. I swallowed and studied the faded cover of the book in my hands. I knew I’d have to come clean eventually, but I guess I’d hoped I would be able to put it off until Emeline and I knew each other a little better, and she trusted me more. We were still virtual strangers. I decided the safest thing to do would be to stall a little longer.  
 
    “Uh, you know, I practice whatever I can. I haven’t really decided what I want to specialize in.” 
 
    To my relief, Emeline nodded.  
 
    “I get that,” she replied with a sigh. “I know the mages just want to prepare us as best they can, but it’s frustrating that they make us pick a specialty so soon.” 
 
    “When did you decide you wanted to be a fire mage?” I asked. 
 
    Emeline smiled sheepishly and rubbed the back of her neck. 
 
    “I was only seven when I started at the university,” she answered. “Most mages don’t start full-time that young, but Etienne was already thirteen, so he had to go, and after our aunt passed away, there was no one to watch me, so I started too. I decided I wanted to focus on fire magic when I was eight, and I’ve been training as a pyromancer ever since.” 
 
    “You’ve had a lot of experience,” I remarked. “Do you think you’ll miss it after you graduate?” 
 
    “No,” Emeline answered quickly, then paused and bit her lip. “Some of it was okay, but a lot of the mages… Well, Etienne and I were born in Ovrista, but even other mages treat us like we don’t belong just because we’re panthera. They think we’re all thieves and liars. I’m glad I won’t have to be around them so much anymore.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said sincerely. “That must have been difficult.” 
 
    “The worst thing was when the professors would see the other students bullying us and wouldn’t do anything about it,” Emeline went on with a frown. “This one professor I had, Cuvier, he’d even encourage the bullies. He hated me ever since I started at the university.” 
 
    “Did you ever try to report him?” I asked. “To the archmages, I mean. He shouldn’t have been allowed to treat you like that.” 
 
    “He’d just deny it,” Emeline replied with a small shake of her head. “He’s an archmage as well as a professor. They’d just have taken his word over mine, I can’t even make my own brother believe me, and then Cuvier would make my life worse for daring to accuse him.” 
 
    The panthera woman sighed and then swept back a lock of her dark hair. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter now, anyway,” she said, though the brightness in her tone sounded a bit forced. “Once I pass my exam, I don’t ever have to go back, and I never have to see Alphonse Cuvier’s stupid, ugly face again.” 
 
    Just then, Maruk awoke with a snort and announced that he was hungry. Lena and Lavinia echoed the sentiment, so we stopped and managed to rouse Aerin as well for lunch. Yvaine had packed a basket full of fresh bread, fruit, and an assortment of crackers and cheeses, as well as a large bottle of milk that had been packed in ice to keep it cool. We spread out our cloaks and a blanket on the grass on the side of the road beneath the shade of some almond trees and watched Merlin chase butterflies while we ate. 
 
    I had just taken a bite of an apple when Maruk jumped up with a cry and sent grapes and bits of cracker flying.  
 
    “What are you doing?” he wailed as he flung his arms out to Lavinia. 
 
    Lavinia paused her chewing as she looked back at the orc with her eyebrows raised. “Mmpf?” 
 
    “That’s authentic chebarria!” Maruk scolded. “You don’t eat that with bread! It needs a fruit base. What are you thinking?” 
 
    Lavinia swallowed. “It’s just cheese.” 
 
    “Wha-- Just cheese? Chebarria is just cheese?” Maruk’s massive shoulders sagged, and he looked helplessly around for someone to back him up, but even Rezo was taking care to keep his expression impassive.  
 
    “You’re all animals,” Maruk announced as he sat down again and moodily took a sip of milk.  
 
    After lunch and its dramas, we set off again, and Rezo informed us that we should reach Edward’s estate in the seaside city of Kepa before nightfall. We could stay the night there, rest and resupply, then start out for the ogre’s keep the next morning. Assuming all went well, we could be back at Yvaine’s in a day or so.  
 
    The remainder of the ride to Kepa seemed to pass quickly, and it wasn’t long before the air through our little carriage window became heavy with humidity and the smell of salt. By the time the sun began to slip below the horizon, partially shrouded by clouds, I got my first view of the ocean. The setting sun lit up that distant strip of water like a band of gold and outlined the entire city of Kepa. Even from here, I could guess which of the buildings belonged to Yvaine’s cousin. A hill sloped up above the coast, and at the top was a fortress with a watchtower that overlooked the bay. Cut off from the rest of the city behind those high walls, I could just see the brilliant green stone of the palace’s sloping roofs. A few other carts passed us on the road as they headed out of the city, and further along, there were even groups of people on foot.  
 
    “Where do you think they’re all going so late?” Lena asked as she leaned out the window to peer after a family that we’d passed.  
 
    “Uh, guys,” Lavinia said, her tone low and urgent, “I see smoke.” 
 
    No sooner had she said it than the carriage pulled to a sudden halt and Rezo jumped down to knock on the door. 
 
    “There’s something wrong,” he said. His voice was pitched up and quavered slightly as he delivered the news.  
 
    I opened my own door and stepped out so that I could get a better look at the distant city. That’s when I realized that much of what I had attributed to the light of the setting sun were actually fires, and just as Lavinia had said, billows of black smoke poured out into the sky and mingled with the clouds that hung over the sea. The wind blew most of it out to sea even as it rose up which explained how we hadn’t smelled it earlier, but the situation was clear now.  
 
    The city was on fire. 
 
    “We should go ask those people what’s going on,” I said as I cast a glance back down the road at the family we’d passed, now about seventy yards away. They had noticed that our carriage had stopped, and I could tell they were looking at us as well though they seemed hesitant to approach.  
 
    “Good idea,” Aerin said with a nod, and we started off at a jog toward the group. They began to shuffle around when they saw us, and as we neared them, I could see the fear on their faces beneath the smears of ash. 
 
    “What happened to all of you? What happened to the city?” I called out once we were in earshot.  
 
    Finally, one of the group broke off from the others and met us, a young woman with sandy hair that was streaked with soot.  
 
    “Pirates have attacked Kepa,” she reported in a hoarse voice. “Captain Quikk and his crew.”  
 
    “Are any of you hurt?” Aerin said. “I’m a healer, I can help.” 
 
    The girl shook her head. “We got out alive, that’s more than a lot of people can say.”  
 
    “We’re a guild,” I explained. “Is anyone else in the city still fighting? We can help.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” the girl answered with a frown. “Anyone who stayed behind is probably dead now.” Her brown eyes flicked behind us to the carriage where the rest of the guild waited. “Guild or not, you and your friends had better leave before the pirates catch sight of you.” 
 
    I exchanged a look with Aerin, and I could see by the determined set of her shoulders that like me, she had no intention of just turning around. 
 
    “We need to get to Edward’s palace,” I explained. “Do you know how we can get there quickly?” 
 
    The expression on the girl’s face morphed into a look of shock. 
 
    “You can’t seriously be thinking of trying to reach the palace?” she asked. “That’s the first place they attacked, the grounds are crawling with pirates.” 
 
    “We can handle them,” I said firmly. “Do you know how to reach it?” 
 
    “The main road is a disaster zone, you’d have to cut through the side streets,” the girl answered in a tone like she was pronouncing our death sentence. “Take a right at the plaza with the fountain, then stay away from the larger streets as much as possible. There’ll be a pretty pronounced slope to the roads, so you know, just go up.”  
 
    She glanced past us toward the palace on the hilltop, then her shoulders sagged, and she started to turn away. She paused, and for a moment, she looked back at Aerin and me as though she wanted to say something else, but evidently, she had realized by then that we wouldn’t be dissuaded and just shook her head.  
 
    “Good luck,” she said solemnly. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. “You, too.” 
 
    As Aerin and I made our way back to the carriage, I saw that Lavinia and Maruk had already begun to unpack their weapons and armor.  
 
    “The city was attacked by pirates,” I told them. “Edward’s palace was the first hit.” 
 
    “Figured it was something like that,” Lavinia said with a nod. She adjusted the strap of her quiver. “What’s the plan?” 
 
    “We’ll need to take the back alleys to reach Edward’s palace,” I answered. “Let’s focus on getting there for now and try not to draw too much attention to ourselves. Hopefully, some of Edward’s guards will still be around and can help us fight. We’ll make sure any civilians we come across are safe, get Yvaine’s ring, and then figure out the best way to deal with the pirates.”  
 
    I wasn’t so naïve that I thought we wouldn’t run into any of the pirates on the way and have to fight, but I wanted to take a stealthier approach until we could get our bearings.  
 
    “You got it, boss,” Lavinia replied with a confident smirk. 
 
    Then I turned to Rezo. 
 
    “You’ll probably be safer with the other refugees,” I said. “We can come to find you after we’ve dealt with the pirates.” 
 
    “I’m sure that’s true,” Rezo replied solemnly. Then, to my surprise, he grinned and reached into the trunk of the carriage and pulled out a rapier with a hilt of swirling silver. “But I wouldn’t want to miss all the fun. I can do more than knife the occasional tavern bully, you know.” 
 
    “Well, alright then,” I answered with a surprised laugh. “You’re more than welcome to join us.” 
 
    We decided it would be safe enough to take the carriage a little closer since the encroaching gloom of evening would provide us with some concealment, but a few hundred yards outside of the city, we were forced to leave it behind and continue on foot. Kepa seemed to be still caught in that perpetual sunset as flames licked up between the buildings and cast the walls in an orange glow, but there was no way to soften the roar of the flames or the boom of the cannons. I couldn’t tell if they were the ship’s guns or if there was still someone at the fort who was attempting to mount a defense, but I hoped that it was the latter.  
 
    The wind had stilled, and the smell of smoke was thick in my throat as we slipped through the main gate and made our way toward the plaza the girl had mentioned. Refugees still swarmed through the streets, and I could hear people screaming and crying even above the sounds of cannon fire and the crackling flames.  
 
    An old woman jostled me as she shoved past with a cat wrapped up in her shawl. “You’re going the wrong way!” she hissed. 
 
    I didn’t bother to respond, but we were soon forced to press ourselves along the walls of the buildings that lined the streets to make way for the crowds as they ran, but I could see the opening of the plaza up ahead and the fountain. The stone figure in the center had been destroyed, but water still bubbled up from the rubble in the center of the pool.  
 
    “Right up here,” I called back to the others. “Then we stick to the back streets.” 
 
    Just then there was a sharp bark of laughter from up ahead, and a burly man emerged from the smoke with a torch in one hand. He was quickly flanked by two other men, all with torches. Their ragged clothes were covered in old blood and sweat stains and faded by the sun and salt, and there was an eager, chaotic glint to their eyes in the torchlight.  
 
    “Lavinia--” I started, but even as I turned, the ranger had her bow up with three arrows nocked. She gave me a wink, and when I nodded back, she let the arrows fly. 
 
    As always, the ladona woman’s aim was unerring, and the pirates were dead with arrows sticking out of their chests before they could even realize they were being attacked. Their torches fell from their slack grips and rolled onto the street where they guttered out.  
 
    “Keep an eye out for others,” I said in a low voice, “and stay low and quiet.”  
 
    Since we had to take the back alleys from here anyway, that last part wasn’t difficult. The few pirates that we did see we took out quickly and quietly with arrows or poisonous smoke bombs, and we continued steadily upward toward the high walls of the fortress and Edward’s palace. 
 
    The wall which looked so mighty and impenetrable from a distance had been turned to rubble in several places by cannon fire, and it wasn’t difficult to find a way in. We were careful as we hauled ourselves over a broken section of the wall one by one, but it seemed like the real party was inside, because none of Quikk’s crew was around to witness us.  
 
    If anything, the estate grounds looked worse than the rest of the city. Scorch marks marred the perfectly manicured lawn, rose bushes and topiaries smoldered, and the ground glittered with broken glass around a stately greenhouse whose windows had all been smashed in. Worse, though, were the bodies. Some wore the uniforms of guards and still had weapons clutched in their lifeless hands, but others were obviously civilians, though they’d been slaughtered just the same.  
 
    Anger swelled in my chest as I led my guild across the blood-slicked grass toward the seaside wall of the fort. The cannons had stopped firing, but I hoped that didn’t mean the last of the defenders had already been killed. I knew we would need to find Edward, but none of us would have any idea where he might be hiding, or if he was even still alive, and the palace was huge. No doubt we’d meet the rest of Quikk’s crew inside, and I wanted to rally as many allies as I could before we launched our counterattack. 
 
    I kept my hand on the hilt of my dagger as I started up the steps that led to the top of the fortress wall where the cannons were mounted. I paused near the top, but all was still and deathly silent. The smoke was worse up here, chokingly thick and hazy, but even so, it didn’t mask the smells of blood and burnt flesh as we moved forward.  
 
    Torches set in sconces along the wall at intervals provided light for the grisly scene. The cannons sat still in their lines, and between them were the bodies of the fort’s guards as well as some of the pirate crew, some slumped against the walls in pools of blood, some flat on their backs, sightless eyes staring up into the night sky. Broken weapons and burnt-out torches were scattered between the corpses, as well as some magical weapons that I recognized, bombs which, when they exploded, would freeze everything in a ten-foot radius and thin wands that one could snap open to release a flash of blinding light. I gathered up those that were still intact and kept a few, then passed the rest back to the others. 
 
    “There’s no one up here,” I said as I scanned the rest of the wall and the grounds below. There was no movement aside from the flickers of errant fires. 
 
    “They must all be inside,” Lavinia said. “That’s where all the good loot is.” 
 
    I nodded and was about to suggest that we look for a way in when Emeline spoke, her voice high and nervous. “Uh, guys?” 
 
    I turned and followed the panthera woman’s gaze over the other side of the wall to the bay, and my stomach dropped. There was another ship in the bay, and it was approaching fast. Its blood-red sails seemed to reflect the burning city, but the flag it flew was as black as night. It was too far away to make out the design, but I doubted it would be comforting.  
 
    Even as we watched, the ship dropped anchor and crewmen began to file into the longboats to row to shore. In the dark, it was hard to make out much about them, but I didn’t miss the gleam of their weapons in the moonlight, and I knew they weren’t here for a tea party.  
 
    “Fuck, what are the odds that this place gets attacked by two pirate crews at once?” Lavinia muttered.  
 
    “Oh, dear, this is not good,” Maruk murmured. The orc’s face had paled considerably, and he looked as though he might be sick. 
 
    “Just figuring that out?” Lavinia asked, but Maruk didn’t respond with their usual banter. 
 
    “No, you don’t understand,” he insisted as he managed to tear his gaze away from the other ship and looked around at each of us. “That’s my family.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    “What?” Emeline and Rezo asked in unison, shock plain on their faces. 
 
    “Maruk’s family are all pirates,” Aerin explained. She tried to sound nonchalant about the whole thing, but given our current state of affairs, I doubted Emeline and Rezo took much comfort from her tone. 
 
    “Yes, and if I’m not mistaken, that’s my cousin Drakon,” Maruk cleared his throat, “the Disemboweler.” 
 
    “But if they’re your family, they wouldn’t attack you, right?” Emeline asked with a frown. “Couldn’t we talk to them or something?” 
 
    Maruk’s shoulders slumped, and he frowned deeply. “That’s what I’m afraid of. They always tease me, and their insults are so banal.” Maruk made his voice deeper and gruffer. “‘Oh, Maruk can’t tear a tiger shark apart with his bare hands, he’s so small and dainty.’ Has anyone considered that maybe I don’t want to rip creatures apart? There’s more to life than pillaging and--“ 
 
    I sensed that Maruk was about to launch into an impassioned speech if I didn’t stop him, so I laid my hand on his arm.  
 
    “If that is your cousin, maybe you could convince him to help us fight Quikk and his crew?” I asked.  
 
    “Or you could all go, and I could wait here where I won’t be subjected to verbal harassment?” Maruk suggested hopefully. 
 
    “They don’t know us, Maruk,” Aerin pointed out. “You being there is kind of the whole point.” 
 
    Already, I saw that the first of the longboats had made it to shore, and each of the orcs that jumped out onto the sand was bristling with steel and iron. At the same moment, there was a boom from somewhere inside the palace, and the ground trembled beneath our feet. The orcish pirates in the bay shouted what I guessed was some kind of war cry and began to run for the gates. 
 
    “Maruk?” I prompted.  
 
    “Fine,” he answered unhappily. “I’ll talk to them.” 
 
    Drakon’s crew were headed for a breach in the fortress wall that was almost directly below us, and we had barely made it back down the stairs before the thundering of their footsteps, and the clatter of their weapons announced the approach of Maruk’s pirate family. They charged as one fearsome, unstoppable force up the hill toward the collapsed section of the wall, and their collective cries were like the roar of a hurricane.  
 
    “Wait here,” Maruk said as we reached the bottom of the steps in the relative shelter of the corner of the fortress wall. His back was straight, and his shoulders squared as he walked out onto the grounds and placed himself in the path of the charging pirates, and I recognized the shield warrior’s stance as the same that he took when facing down monstrous enemies like the giant harpy.  
 
    What happened then was like a game of chicken. Though they must have seen him, none of the pirates showed any sign of slowing as they flooded onto the grounds and shook their weapons. My stomach clenched. They didn’t recognize him in the dark, or they didn’t care, but I became certain that Maruk was about to end up skewered on the end of one of the pirate’s swords and moved to help when Lavinia grabbed my arm and pulled me back.  
 
    Maruk tensed, but he held his ground as the horde descended until, finally, they stopped with less than six feet of space between them. 
 
    The orc pirates were a force to behold, and I realized with no small amount of shock that seven-foot-tall Maruk was among the smallest of them. They were all built like champion super heavyweight weightlifters, and they didn’t hide their physiques behind bulky armor. On the contrary, most went bare-chested or wore only simple leather pauldrons, arm guards, or fur capes. Like Maruk, they all had green skin, though it ranged in tone from olive to sage to juniper. Unlike Maruk, all the pirates had donned some sort of war paint, and they had thick stripes of blue and red smeared down their faces and over their tattooed arms and chests. A few had ever daubed color into their hair and painted their armor. 
 
    That wasn’t where the family resemblances ended, however. Though many of the pirates shared Maruk’s white-blond hair, Drakon and his crew had twisted and braided their hair into complicated styles and even shaved it off in sections to reveal the tattoos on their scalps, and I was reminded of a documentary I’d seen once about Vikings. Although I was pretty sure the Vikings hadn’t worn necklaces made out of skulls, and the orcs absolutely did. One appeared to have constructed some kind of belt out of the ribcage of what animal I could only guess, and many others had similar grisly ornamentations.  
 
    In front of them all, Maruk stood tall and unwavering, though the confident set of his shoulders now seemed to me to be more rigid with nerves. The orc who had led the charge, a man at least eight feet tall with a headpiece fashioned out of a sea dragon’s skull, leaned forward so close that he and Maruk were practically nose-to-nose. I didn’t need Maruk to tell me that this was Drakon, the captain. 
 
    “Well,” Drakon pronounced with a wide grin, “look who it is, boys! Wittle baby Maruk!” He lashed out and wrapped his arm around Maruk’s neck in a chokehold and ground his knuckles into the top of Maruk’s head. “What are you doing out here? Finally returning to the family business, are you? Auntie Hrudul keeps asking about you.” 
 
    Maruk shoved him off and swept his fingers through his hair. “Actually,” he said proudly as he drew himself up again, “I’m still with my guild. It’s going very well, and I’m very happy.” 
 
    “Auntie Hrudul also thinks you’re making this guild thing up,” Drakon replied. “She’s worried you never bring any of them around.” 
 
    “I am not making them up!” Maruk insisted, and he flung his arms out toward where the rest of us were still crouched in the shadows by the steps. “They’re right over there!“ 
 
    At once, the entire orc crew turned to look at us, and I heard Rezo gulp behind me. The pirates stared us down for a moment, as though they expected we were just a trick of the light, and I forced myself to meet their gazes and wondered if I should wave or something. 
 
    “Huh,” Drakon said at length. “They’re kind of small.” 
 
    I decided that was as good a time as any to approach, and I knew we still needed to find Edward and deal with Quikk and the rest of his crew.  
 
    “My name is Gabriel,” I said as I stepped up to Maruk’s side. “I’m... Maruk’s friend.”  
 
    The others came up behind me and introduced themselves as well, and the orc pirates looked us over with interest. It was hard not to feel intimidated with roughly three dozen pirates looming over us, but I forced myself to remain calm. 
 
    “So, uh, what are you doing here?” Maruk asked. 
 
    At that, Drakon and the other pirates burst into laughter, and Drakon punched Maruk on the arm. It was probably meant to be a playful gesture, but nevertheless, the blow was strong enough that Maruk was almost forced to take a step back.  
 
    “What are we doing here?” the orc captain repeated. “We’re here to pillage and plunder, of course! Honestly, Maruk, did you think we would come all this way to, what? Recite plays?” That earned another peal of uproarious laughter from the rest of the crew, but Maruk just looked uncomfortable. 
 
    “You don’t recite plays,” he muttered. “You perform plays, you recite poetry.” 
 
    I summoned my courage and took a step forward to address Drakon. “Our guild is here to recover something from the lord here, and we could use your help in fighting Quikk and his crew,” I said, as clearly and levelly as I could.  
 
    The orc captain turned to me with an amused grin. “Well, at least some of you have backbones,” he mused. “Sure, we were gonna raid the place anyway, and now, we can finally see little Maruk in action.” 
 
    “The thing is, this lord is related to a friend of ours, so we’d appreciate it if you didn’t raid here--” I started, and Drakon’s smile slipped into a frown. 
 
    Before either of us could say anything, however, Aerin spoke up quickly. “Buuuuut you can take whatever loot you want from the other pirates!” Her tone was cheerful if a little forced. “Their weapons, their ship, their money, it’s all yours. That sounds like a good haul, right, guys?” 
 
    I turned to the redheaded elf in surprise. It wasn’t every day that Aerin willingly offered to give away money. I knew what she was trying to do though. Drakon and his crew had no real reason to spare Edward and the rest of the city, and they wouldn’t want to leave without spoils of some kind. 
 
    “There’s not much here that’s really worth taking for orcs of your stature, anyway,” Aerin went on, now completely in her element. “There are way better places to pillage, trust me, and you know, if you take Quikk’s ship, you’ll have two which is...” she paused as she sought for a description of the ship’s value “... more than one.” 
 
    Drakon considered that for a moment though it was hard to tell if he was debating the merits of leaving Kepa alone or simply trying to check Aerin’s math.  
 
    “Aerin’s right,” Maruk put in enthusiastically. “This place really isn’t worth your time.” He turned to Lavinia. “What was that place to the east you were telling me about with the treasure and the whirlpool and the sea monster?”  
 
    “Demon’s Sink?” the ladona ranger supplied. 
 
    “Demon’s Sink!” Maruk repeated with a grin. “That’s much more your style, Drakon. I mean, think about it, you go home and tell everyone you raided Kepa, are they really going to be impressed? But if you tell them you got treasure from Demon’s Sink, that just sounds so much more, uh, badass, wouldn’t you say? And I know how much you love fighting sea monsters.” 
 
    Drakon frowned thoughtfully. “I do love fighting sea monsters,” he admitted solemnly. “Is it a big one?” 
 
    “Is it a big one, Lavinia?” Maruk asked hopefully. 
 
    “Oh, huge,” she answered. “Swallows-entire-ships-whole big, and uh, supposedly its stare drives sailors mad with fear.” 
 
    Drakon’s eyes lit up.  
 
    “Excellent!” He clapped Maruk on the shoulder. “I will strangle it with my bare hands and make a cape from its bloody hide!“ 
 
    “That’s quite nice,” Maruk replied quickly. “Shall we go deal with Quikk now, so you can get your second ship and be on your way?” 
 
    “Yes!” Drakon shouted. “Let’s go, men!”  
 
    Another cheer went up from the crew as Drakon led them forward at a charge toward Edward’s palace and left the rest of us standing by the wall.  
 
    “Ha!” Lavinia shouted with a broad grin. “I love your family, Maruk.” The ranger fitted another arrow to her bowstring and took off after the orcs.  
 
    “They don’t really strategize, do they?” I asked blankly. 
 
    “No, they do not,” Maruk replied apologetically.  
 
    “Well, I suppose if you are part of a group of battle-hardened orcs almost forty strong,” I admitted with a shrug, “you don’t really need to finesse your battle tactics.” I moved to follow Drakon and his crew. “Alright then, let’s go find Edward.”  
 
    Although the fortress walls had protected the palace from the worst of the cannon fire, it hadn’t been spared entirely, and like the grounds that surrounded it, it showed clear signs of the savagery that had taken place. The windows on the lower story had all been shattered, and there were cracks and breaks in the palace’s tawny stone facade. Urns full of flowers lay on their sides and spilled dirt from their cracked containers, broken lanterns dripped oil, and the curtain of creeping ivy that trailed up to the roof fell away in sections and sprawled over the ground like tentacles.  
 
    The doors of the main entrance to the palace appeared to have been blown off their hinges which I assumed was from Quikk’s initial attack and not the enthusiastic charge led by Captain Drakon, though I couldn’t be sure.  
 
    The interior of the palace might have been beautiful once, but the pirates had left their mark. Broken glass littered the floor, and the plush rug that trailed down the hall was stained with dirt, oil, and blood. Quikk’s pirates had knocked over tables, smashed vases, and torn down paintings with seemingly no other goal than to trash the place, and I heard Maruk make a small, disgusted sound in his throat as we passed a large painting that someone had taken the time to slash apart. 
 
    Thankfully, it seemed that Quikk and his crew had at least refrained from setting anything on fire in here, which I was sure was out of personal interest. They didn’t want to burn up anything valuable accidentially that they could steal. I was glad for it because it meant that if any of Edward’s staff or Edward himself had managed to hide somewhere in the palace, they wouldn’t be trapped by the flames. 
 
    “Keep an eye out for anyone who might still be hiding around here,” I told the others as we ran after Drakon and his crew through the desolate halls. We hadn’t gone far when someone shouted from up ahead, and I heard the clang of metal on metal.  
 
    Up ahead was the dining hall, and a fair number of Quikk’s crew were inside, perhaps taking advantage of the meal that Edward had clearly abandoned. Already one of the human pirates had met death at the end of an orcish blade and lay slumped over the table with a knife through his skull. Blood streamed down from the wound over his slack face and discolored the bowl of creamy soup where his chin rested.  
 
    The rest, about two dozen men in all, were locked in combat with the orcs. Quikk’s crew had come prepared, and all the men were armed with cutlasses, daggers, and more of those magical bombs like I’d found on the fortress wall. Even outnumbered, they were a formidable group, and they didn’t back down from the fight we brought. It was a scene of absolute chaos as men and orcs clashed.  
 
    One of Drakon’s crew, an orc that had to be nearly eight and a half feet tall and looked like he could bench-press an elephant, stood paralyzed with a massive longsword crafted out of bone and edged with some creature’s fangs raised above his head to strike. As purple sparks of magic fizzled over his body, the human pirate who’d stunned him slipped back into the fray.  
 
    With a quick look around, I reached out and placed my hand against the mighty orc’s back and used a bit of my own mana to break the enchantment. It was like pressing play on a video, and as soon as my magic counteracted the paralysis, the orc continued the downward swing of his great sword and slammed the blade into the long dining table. The table cracked beneath the blow, food splattered out, and bits of crystal and porcelain from the tableware shattered. 
 
    The orcs around us paused for a beat, distracted, then cheered all at once. One of the orcs grabbed the human he’d been fighting and flung him onto the slope of the broken table, then hollered something in another language before he threw himself on top of the man in an elbow drop. 
 
    Another cheer went up from the surrounding orcs as the human pirates desperately tried to rally themselves. A red-haired man with a short sword lunged at me sloppily, and I stepped back out of his range as I summoned my own mana blade. The man blinked in confusion at the sight of the magical dagger, but then he bared his teeth and came at me again, his sword aimed at my abdomen.  
 
    I dodged and drove my mana blade into the side of his neck, which was just the easiest place for me to reach at the moment, but with a weapon like mine, where I hit didn’t really matter. The man’s mana flared up the moment the blue light of my dagger touched his skin, and it seemed to explode inside of him as he shuddered and then swayed and fell onto me and exhaled his final breath into my face. My stomach lurched at the stench of infection and blood, and I stumbled back as I let the pirate’s body fall to the floor. 
 
    I had barely regained my balance when there was a sharp whistle overhead, and a fireball the size of a grapefruit whizzed inches away from the top of my head before it slammed into the chest of another of the human pirates. 
 
    I whirled around to see Emeline standing on top of a table across the room. Her veins were lit up with the fiery orange of her mana as she prepared to cast another spell, and she moved almost like a dancer as she sent out another fireball. When I caught her eye, I gave her a thumbs-up, and she waved. 
 
    On my left, Aerin swung her axe in a gleaming arc that connected with one of the pirate’s ribs, and he collapsed with a spluttering choke. Behind her, Lavinia had resorted largely to smacking the pirates around her with her bow when they got too close for her to line up a shot, but she attacked with such verve that I was sure the hits were just as effective as her arrows. 
 
    A cloud of rainbow-hued smoke to my right gave an indication of Lena’s location and the pirates who’d been unfortunate enough to get too close to the multicolored vapor staggered back with heaving coughs as tears streamed down their grimy faces. Maruk, the lower half of his face protected by one of Lena’s scarves, was waiting to take advantage of our opponents’ incapacitation and drove his shield into the chest of one of the pirates with such force that the man’s ribs cracked and his chest caved in like a broken eggshell.  
 
    I moved forward and pushed my dagger between the remaining pirate’s shoulder blades, and he convulsed as the mana exploded within his body and he finally crumpled to the floor. It wasn’t until after I pulled my knife out of his back and turned to face the next opponent that I realized there were no more human pirates left alive in the dining room.  
 
    Drakon and the rest of his crew had started up what I guessed was some sort of victory chant though I couldn’t understand the words. A few of them salvaged what they could of the abandoned meal and threw back goblets of wine and tore chunks of meat away from the suckling pig. The orcs laughed and cheered and hit each other on the back as they took a moment to revel in our victory, but I knew we didn’t have time to celebrate just yet. We still needed to find Edward, and now that the chaos of the battle had ended, I noticed something else, as well.  
 
    Quikk’s ship had been fairly large, and I would have expected a larger crew than just these men here and the three that we’d killed in the city. I didn’t know what Quikk himself looked like, but none of the dead pirates around us now seemed to have the trappings of a captain. I was willing to bet the fight wasn’t over just yet. 
 
    “We need to go,” I said, though I practically had to shout to be heard above Drakon’s crew. Still, when I spoke, the orc captain turned to me with his eyebrows raised. “I don’t think this is all of them.” 
 
    “Didn’t draw enough blood yet, eh?” Drakon asked with a broad grin. “Ha, I like you.” He turned to Maruk and wagged his finger. “See how eager your friend is to kill? That’s how a warrior behaves.”  
 
    Maruk rolled his eyes, but before he or I could correct Drakon about my bloodlust, the orc captain cracked his knuckles.  
 
    “You’re right, though, there are more, I know these men,” he said sagely. “Captain’s not here, and he’s probably got another couple dozen or so with him wherever he is.” 
 
    As per Aerin’s promise, we let Drakon and his crew keep the loot from the dead pirates in exchange for sparing the city and helping us find Edward. Given that all they had on them were battered old swords and a few coins, I figured it was a fair trade, but I noticed the way Aerin chewed her lip whenever one of the orcs pocketed a bit of gold and wondered if she regretted having made that offer. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I whispered to her as we waited for the orc pirates to finish taking what they wanted from the dead. “Yvaine will pay us well, and we still have that bounty for the scrolls from the ogre’s keep.” 
 
    “I know, I know,” she replied.  
 
    When Drakon and his crew had taken all the weapons and valuables from Quikk’s men, we regrouped in the main hall where Rezo greeted us. He had decided to wait outside once the orcs had moved on to harvesting trophies of ears and teeth, and he still looked a bit pale.  
 
    “I’ve only been here once before,” he said, “but I remember that Edward had a safe room hidden behind a panel in his library. Assuming the pirates didn’t get to him first, I’m sure that’s where he would be.” 
 
    “Great,” I replied, “we’ll look there first. Do you know how to get to the library from here?” 
 
    Rezo nodded, then with a nervous glance to the horde of orcs behind me, turned and began to lead the way down the desolate halls. There were signs at least that Quikk’s crew had been through here, vandalism, smoldering sections of carpet, and a few bodies of unfortunate guards, but we saw no more living men as Rezo took us through the palace. As we came to the top of a staircase, Rezo turned back to me. 
 
    “The library is through those doors,” he said quietly.  
 
    Before I could respond, there was a loud crash from behind the library doors, as though something incredibly heavy had fallen over. At once, a chorus of angry shouts started up, though they were silenced just as quickly a moment later by a commanding voice.  
 
    Behind me, Drakon made a low, growling sound in his throat. “That’s Quikk.”  
 
    He started to move forward, and wary that the orcs were about to lead another charge, I held up my hand to signal for them to wait. Drakon paused and regarded me with a curious look, but if my boldness offended him, he was at least willing to hear me out.  
 
    “They may have captives,” I said quietly. “Edward, the others. We need to be careful that we don’t accidentally attack them.” 
 
    Drakon smirked as though he found my concerns trivial, but he didn’t argue. He gestured toward the doors. “Lead the way.” 
 
    With my guild, Rezo, and about three dozen orcs behind me, I started for the door. Under different circumstances, I might have tried to maintain the element of surprise a bit longer, might have gone for a stealthier approach, but that wasn’t really necessary here. As crude as Drakon’s charge and slaughter method was, he and his crew had the sheer power they needed to make it effective. I considered trying to stun Quikk and his crew with an illusion when we entered, but I realized there wasn’t much I could make the pirates see that was liable to surprise them more than the sudden appearance of our ragtag group and Drakon’s crew. 
 
    I could hear the pirates speaking quietly to one another through the door though even this close it was difficult to make out what they were saying. With a last look back the others to ensure that they were ready, I pushed on the handle.  
 
    The door shifted half an inch, then stopped.  
 
    The voices inside cut off abruptly.  
 
    “It’s blocked,” I whispered. 
 
    Drakon grinned and gestured with a jerk of his head to one of his crew, a mountain of a man with biceps thicker around than my whole body and tusks that curved up to his cheekbones. I couldn’t tell if it was red warpaint that he’d smeared over his face or just blood that he hadn’t bothered to wipe off. He was the one who had wanted to take the dead men’s teeth, and the strap that held his massive sword at his back was decorated with the fangs of innumerable creatures.  
 
    “No way is blocked for Sulla,” Drakon told me with a wink.  
 
    “Who’s there?” someone called from the other side of the door just as Sulla slammed one enormous shoulder against it. The doors shook violently, and someone inside began to protest, but Sulla barely paused before he drove his shoulder into the doors again. 
 
    The doors swung inward, and there was a creak followed by a scream and a terrible crash as the bookcase that had been blocking the doors fell forward onto the pirate that had been standing before it. Books scattered out onto the carpeted floor as the rest of Quikk’s crew scrambled out of the way.  
 
    Just as Drakon had predicted, there were close to two dozen more pirates in the library, including Quikk himself, who was easy to pick out among the rest of his crew due to his long, embroidered coat and wide hat. All were armed with swords, and a few had what appeared to be muskets, though they were somewhat different in design from those I knew from Earth. I wondered briefly if they used some kind of magic to operate instead of gunpowder. 
 
    Between the pirates, tied to a chair, was a man who could only be Edward. He had made it as far as the library, it seemed, but hadn’t been able to escape to his safe room before Quikk caught up to him. He looked to be a few years older than Yvaine, but he shared her pale complexion and dark hair. A purple bruise bloomed on his cheekbone, and he had a bloody nose but otherwise appeared more or less unharmed. It wasn’t difficult to guess why, or why Quikk and his men had bothered to restrain him rather than kill him outright. 
 
    Yvaine had told us that the ring she’d sent us to retrieve was a valuable family heirloom and that she didn’t trust Edward to safeguard it. Obviously, Quikk and his crew knew of the ring’s value, but they must not have been able to find it as easily as they’d hoped when they’d ransacked the palace. We must have burst in on them trying to get Edward to tell them where he’d hidden it, and whether he guessed we were the rescue party or simply assumed that we’d also come to steal the ring, Quikk must have known that we’d need Edward alive, too. After the heartbeat in which the man took in our group, he moved behind Edward and pressed the blade of his sword to the nobleman’s throat. 
 
    “Not another step,” Quikk warned softly, “or I swear to you, I’ll kill him.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    I felt the others shift nervously behind me, but Quikk’s hand was steady as he held his sword beneath Edward’s jaw. Even in the dim light of the library, I could see the beads of sweat that tracked down the nobleman’s face and mingled with the blood that was drying over his broken nose and split lip. Tears of fear and utter panic welled up at the corners of Edward’s gray eyes, and his throat worked against the hard metal edge of the pirate captain’s sword as he fought the urge to swallow.  
 
    My mind raced. We were only a few feet away, but I was sure that Quikk would slit Edward’s throat before any of us could take so much as a step forward. Trying to rush the pirates wasn’t an option. The same went for magic. Quikk had no way of knowing I was a manipulator, but that didn’t exactly work in my favor in this instance. Whatever sort of magical attack he thought I could launch, he’d kill Edward before I could finish casting it. Where did that leave us? 
 
    Quikk was just trying to buy time, I knew that. He knew as well as we did that he and his remaining men would stand no chance against me and my guild and Drakon and his crew once a fight broke out. Right now, he was probably trying to think his way through this temporary stalemate just like I was, trying to figure out a way to escape with his life if not the ring he’d come for originally.  
 
    On my left, Lavinia still had her bow raised with an arrow aimed at Quikk, and I got an idea. At this range, the archer’s arrow could be faster than Quikk’s hand, but only if he didn’t expect it. Of course, at the moment, that was exactly what he expected. I needed to convince him somehow that we intended to cooperate and still signal to Lavinia when to shoot.  
 
    I raised my hands in a show of compliance, and I saw Drakon stiffen out of the corner of my eye. Silently, I prayed that the orc captain could trust me long enough to wait a few seconds longer.  
 
    “Alright,” I said quietly. I didn’t take my eyes off Quikk, and he watched me with the same unwavering intensity. “We can talk about this.” I chose my next words carefully as I addressed the woman on my right. “Lavinia, let’s not do anything hasty.” I glanced over to the ranger, then slowly moved my left hand to her shoulder as though I was going to force her to lower her bow.  
 
    “Don’t move.” Quikk tensed at the movement and bared his teeth. “Don’t talk, just put your weapons down.” 
 
    I took a deep breath as I summoned my mana and channeled it through my left hand which still rested on Lavinia’s shoulder. The magic tingled as it coursed down my arm, like the prickle of blood returning after the limb had fallen asleep. I knew that Lavinia would feel it, too, and I knew she would recognize the feeling from the few times that I had used my magic to augment her weapons before. I just hoped she understood that it meant I wanted her to shoot Quikk. 
 
    “I said,” Quikk growled, “put your weapons dow--” The final word was cut off as Lavinia’s mana-infused arrow pierced his skull directly between his eyes, and the pirate captain fell. With that, the tense deadlock ended, and all hell broke loose. 
 
    Drakon and his crew surged forward, and the remaining men of Quikk’s crew scrambled to meet them. As the ring of swords and shouts of men filled the air, I rushed forward to Edward.  
 
    “Who the hell are you?” he asked breathlessly as I began to cut away his bindings with Quikk’s sword.  
 
    “My name is Gabriel,” I answered. “Your cousin Yvaine hired my guild to get a ring from you. Looks like we got here just in time.” 
 
    “I’m certainly glad you weren’t delayed along the way,” the man replied shakily. 
 
    “Can you fight?” I asked as I cast a glance at the battle raging around us. 
 
    “What?” Edward looked aghast. 
 
    “I’ll take that as a no, then,” I replied, but I handed him Quikk’s sword, anyway. Better that he wasn’t completely defenseless. “Stay back.” 
 
    Just then, I heard the report of a musket across the room and turned as a flash of green light exploded from the barrel of another pirate’s gun. 
 
    It seemed I’d been right about the magical nature of the guns, because the projectile that shot forth wasn’t made of lead, but rather seemed to be a ball of condensed magical energy. The pulsing ball of light clipped the side of Sulla’s head before it exploded against the bookshelf behind him, and the orc let out a terrible roar of pain and fury as he rounded on the pirate who’d shot him. As he turned, I saw that the magic bullet had vaporized his ear, and all that was left was a bit of smoking, discolored flesh on the side of his head. 
 
    The gunman scrambled back, but Sulla caught him easily with one gigantic hand around the man’s throat and lifted him into the air. The pirate didn’t even have the chance to scream before the orc crushed his windpipe and dropped him back to the floor. 
 
    Smoke filled the room as bursts of light erupted throughout the library, fire from the pirate’s guns, Emeline’s flame attacks, and Lena’s homemade bombs. I had no idea what maritime battles were usually like in this realm, but Drakon and his crew seemed to be entirely in their element and thrived on the chaos and confusion of the fight as they cleaved the human pirates in half with their massive swords or caught them in chokeholds and broke their necks. 
 
    On my right, Aerin and Emeline stood back-to-back as they fought off pirates with axe and flame, and on my left, Lena disoriented Quikk’s pirates with her smoke bombs while Rezo proved his skill as a swordsman.  
 
    A lean man with a wild beard and wilder eyes charged at me with his sword raised, but I was just slightly faster and cast an illusory clone of myself between us. Confusion flashed across the man’s face, but he had too much momentum to stop, and as he drove his sword through the clone’s chest, I closed my hand into a fist. The clone exploded in a burst of blue light, and the pirate staggered back, momentarily blinded by the flash. 
 
    I summoned my mana dagger and moved in before he had a chance to recover and stabbed him through the chest. As his body slumped to the floor with a soft thud, I saw that one of the pirates had backed Lavinia into a corner. She was out of arrows, and the pirate laughed as he raised his gun to shoot. 
 
    Before I had a chance to react, Maruk seemed to materialize between the ranger and the gunman with his shields up to block the blast. It exploded in a shower of sparks against Maruk’s shield, and I saw the orc wince as some of the errant sparks flew into his face.  
 
    The pirate with the musket had already begun to reload, but Maruk couldn’t see him. He struggled to rub at his eyes where the sparks had hit, and the movement left him vulnerable. I threw up my hand, and my mana surged down my arm as I cast an augment to Maruk’s shield. The blue light of my magic sprang up around the metal shield just as the pirate shot again. 
 
    The explosion that occurred when the magical bullet hit Maruk’s shield, enhanced with my own magic, was enough to shake the building. The pirate with the musket and several others in the immediate area were thrown off their feet as raw mana, pure white and blindingly bright, shot out in every direction. Only Maruk protected by his shields, with Lavinia safely behind him, managed to keep their footing.  
 
    The carpet where they stood was blackened and smoking, and the bodies of the last of Quikk’s crew lay dead on the floor, their flesh melted down to the bone where they’d been directly exposed to the explosion. The fight was over. 
 
    Aerin rushed toward Maruk and Lavinia, and Emeline, Lena, Rezo, and I followed close behind.  
 
    “Gods,” Aerin breathed as she stood on her toes to examine the burns on Maruk’s face. “Can you see? How many fingers am I holding up?” 
 
    “I can see, Aerin,” Maruk answered, but he winced and seemed to be fighting the impulse to rub at his face. “It just stings.” The burns were scattered like freckles on his forehead, and one cut through his left eyebrow dangerously close to his eye. 
 
    “Well, you’d better let me take care of those burns, anyway,” the healer replied. “Or else they’ll scar.” 
 
    “Don’t.” Drakon stepped forward and laid a massive hand on Maruk’s shoulder. “Scars won in battle are marks of honor for our people. You should be proud of yours, Maruk. I know Auntie will be when she finds out how you fought here.” The orc captain smiled around his tusks. “And I’m proud, too. You’re finally growing up.” 
 
    A bit of a blush darkened Maruk’s cheeks, and he waved Aerin away. “It’s alright.” 
 
    “Here,” Drakon said then, and he retrieved the large feathered hat that Quikk had been wearing and placed it on Maruk’s head. “That’s your style, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Thanks,” Maruk replied with an uncharacteristic amount of sheepishness. Still, he looked proud as he adjusted the tilt of the hat over his brow. 
 
    “Where’s that guy?” Lavinia asked as she shouldered her bow. “Edmund, or whatever his name was...” 
 
    “My name is Edward,” Edward corrected testily. “Viscount Edward, to you.” He sniffed proudly, but his pompous indignation was undercut slightly by the fact that he was half-hidden behind a curtain and still clutched the sword I’d given him like a child with a teddy bear.  
 
    Lavinia rolled her eyes and muttered something about ungrateful rich people.  
 
    “Now, perhaps you’d like to tell me what you’re all doing in my home?” Edward demanded. 
 
    “We just saved your life,” Emeline scoffed.  
 
    “You destroyed my library,” Edward shot back.  
 
    I stepped between them and held up my hands.  
 
    “Your cousin Yvaine sent us,” I explained. “She hired our guild to retrieve an heirloom from you, a ring.” I reached into my pocket and pulled out the note Yvaine had given me as proof and handed it over to Edward. He frowned at me as he moved out from behind the curtain and plucked it from my fingers, and he frowned deeper as he read it.  
 
    “You do have it, don’t you?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, I have it,” Edward replied with a sigh. “One moment.” He strode across the library and took great care to avoid the bodies of Quikk and his men as he did so before he stopped before one of the tall shelves. He muttered to himself as he ran his fingers over the spines, then he pulled one book out and stepped back. There was creak, then the sound of wood sliding against wood as the shelf retracted and slid behind the one next to it to reveal a small room beyond. No doubt this was the safe room that Rezo had told us about. 
 
    There was only a small table inside, and on it, a tiny dark box. Edward took the box and walked back over to me. He hesitated as I reached out to take it and caught his lower lip between his teeth.  
 
    “Perhaps, er, perhaps you could refrain from telling my dear cousin about the, erm, events that have transpired here today, hmm?” he asked hopefully. “She already thinks I’m irresponsible and, well, I’d just prefer if we could keep this little incident between ourselves, you know.” 
 
    I frowned. The pirates had attacked the whole city, it wasn’t as though the news wouldn’t reach Yvaine eventually, even if we didn’t tell her.  
 
    “Sure, whatever,” I replied, and Edward placed the box in my hand. 
 
    Given all the trouble we’d gone through just to get it, I wasn’t about to leave without checking that we had the ring that Yvaine had described, so despite the sour look the nobleman gave me, I opened the box. Sure enough, it did contain the heirloom ring that Yvaine had sent us to retrieve. A large, rectangular sapphire was set on a band of silver and surrounded by diamonds. It was beautiful, and I was sure that it was worth a fortune. 
 
    At my shoulder, Aerin let out a low whistle. “That’s a big rock,” the elf said softly. 
 
    “Indeed it is,” Edward remarked with a sneer. “And it’s worth more than any amount of money you’ve ever possessed, I’m sure, so do take care with it.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrow at the nobleman as I closed the box and handed it to Aerin, who I trusted to guard it more securely than any of us could.  
 
    “It’s not as though we can’t do any worse than you,” I told him coldly.  
 
    Edward dropped his gaze and said nothing. 
 
    I knew that Yvaine had promised her cousin would host us for the night, but given the state of the place after the attack and Edward’s attitude, I didn’t find the prospect particularly appealing. What was more, part of me suspected that if we stayed, Edward would try to enlist us to clean up his palace and set the city in order like we were some sort of personal police force, and as far as I was concerned, my guild’s business here was done. We could drive to another town for the night. 
 
    As I turned away, Edward moved as if to stop me.  
 
    “Wait, you’re leaving? Just like that?” he demanded. “What about all this?” He gestured at the bodies that were sprawled across the floor. 
 
    “We came to get the ring,” I replied. “You’re welcome, by the way, for saving your life.” 
 
    Edward scoffed in disbelief. “You can’t just leave!“ 
 
    “Actually,” I said without looking back, “we can.” I waved to the others to follow, and we filed out of the library with Drakon and his crew following close behind.  
 
    “Aitona’s close,” Lavina reminded us as we made our way back out onto the grounds. “We could stop there for the night, then keep going to the ogre’s keep.” 
 
    The smoke had cleared somewhat as the fires around the city burned out, and the patchy clouds from earlier in the evening had grown thicker and promised rain. I knew we couldn’t stay here. We didn’t even know how many of the civilians had remained in the city, and whoever had managed to ride out the attack would be recovering themselves. 
 
    “That sounds good,” I replied.  
 
    “Did you say you were going after an ogre?” Drakon asked. Most of his crew had already dispersed to celebrate and claim Quikk’s ship, but Drakon, Sulla, and a few others remained behind.  
 
    “Yes,” I answered. “We’re going to collect some texts for the Mage Academy.” 
 
    Drakon exchanged a glance with Sulla before he turned back to me. “What do you say Sulla and a few of my men tag along? They’ll help you out in exchange for a few shares of the loot from the ogre’s lair.” 
 
    “And teeth,” Sulla added. 
 
    “And Sulla’s been after some ogre tusks for awhile,” Drakon amended. 
 
    “Fine by me,” I replied, and I glanced back at the others for their input. After having seen how the orc pirates fought, a few shares of the loot was a small price to pay for their assistance, and we would still get all the reward money for returning the bounty, plus the payment from Yvaine for retrieving her ring.  
 
    “Hell yeah,” Lavinia said with a grin as she punched Sulla on the arm. “I still want to learn some of your moves.” 
 
    “Ha!” Sulla bared his teeth in a broad smile. “I like this one. Maruk, you should be more like this tiny dragon person.” 
 
    “Oh, sure,” Maruk replied with an exaggerated roll of his eyes. “I’ll just start wearing black all the time and develop an unhealthy attachment to a piece of wood and string.” 
 
    “You wish you could be me,” Lavinia taunted in return, and she reached over and pulled Maruk’s hat down over his eyes. 
 
    “Would you be coming, too?” I asked the orc captain. 
 
    Drakon shook his head. “I have to stay with my crew.” He grinned. “Especially now that we have two ships to look after. Sulla will join you, and Urim.” 
 
    Urim stepped forward and beat his fist to his chest in a salute. Though not quite as large as the mighty Sulla, he was still close to seven and a half feet tall and looked just as terrifying as the rest of Drakon’s crew. He had a pair of axes strapped to his belt, which was decorated with the skull of a boar. The hair on either side of his head was shorn to reveal the tattoos and scars along his scalp, but the hair on top of his head was long and pulled back in a series of braids studded with bits of bone and silver beads, and he wore a leather eyepatch over his right eye.  
 
    “Now, I’ve got a new boat to see to, and you’ve got your ogre,” Drakon said as he clapped me on the shoulder so hard that I nearly lost my balance. “I’d wish you luck, but I saw you fight back there, and I don’t think you need it.” He turned then to Maruk and grasped him by the forearm. “You did well, Maruk. I think you might be an orc after all.” 
 
    Maruk returned his cousin’s smile. “Give my best to my mother, won’t you?” 
 
    Drakon nodded, and with a short grunt of farewell, he turned and followed the rest of his crew back down to the beach. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    Since even Yvaine’s magnificent carriage couldn’t possibly fit our whole party now, we took turns riding and walking over the course of the next few days on the road to the ogre’s keep. It made for longer travel time, but no one really minded. The truth was, we were all really enjoying ourselves, and despite their occasional teasing, even Maruk didn’t mind having Sulla and Urim join us on our quest.  
 
    It was our second morning on the road since we had left Edward’s palace, and the weather was warm and clear. Many of the trees had begun to turn as autumn settled in, and I learned that in this realm, the leaves didn’t just change from green to orange and red, but also to blue and purple before they fell. The forest of rainbow leaves was an amazing sight, and the air had a fresh, crisp scent. At the moment, Aerin, Lena, and Emeline were riding in the carriage while Lavinia, Maruk, Sulla, Urim, and I walked. Although we offered several times, the orc pirates never took us up on taking a turn in the carriage, which I guessed Rezo was secretly grateful for. There was no telling what bloodstained armor studded with fangs might do the upholstery.  
 
    “What is this little creature in your bag?” Urim asked as we trailed along behind the carriage at an easy pace. 
 
    At my back, I felt Merlin stir as he twisted himself around in my pack where he’d spent the morning napping and pulled him out. He sneezed and blinked at me sleepily. 
 
    “This is Merlin,” I said as I gave him a scratch beneath his chin. “He’s a puca and sort of our pet.” 
 
    “What is a pet?” the orc asked. 
 
    “Forgive them their lack of cultural awareness,” Maruk said. “They don’t read. A pet, Urim, is an animal that people keep around for companionship.” 
 
    “It looks like something they would sell in Bagamul,” Sulla put in, “fried on a stick.” 
 
    Merlin’s eyes went wide, and he clambered over my shoulder and disappeared into the relative safety of my pack again.  
 
    “You mean none of you have pets?” I asked the orcs. 
 
    “We only keep animals that are useful,” Urim replied with a shrug. “Creatures that provide meat or milk, or that can hunt and fight alongside us.” 
 
    “Don’t be fooled, it can cause plenty of trouble when it wants to,” Lavinia said flatly. “Trust me.” 
 
    “Merlin can shapeshift,” I explained with a small smile. “He’s helped us in a lot of fights.” 
 
    “I had a wyvern, once, for hunting,” Urim mused. “You remember that, don’t you Maruk?” 
 
    Maruk frowned. “All too well.” 
 
    “We named it Ar-maruk,” Urim said, and he exchanged a cheeky glance with Sulla. 
 
    “What does that mean?” I asked, curious. 
 
    “’Little dragon,’” Maruk answered before either of his cousins could. “Not exactly the most creative name, but those are pirates for you. No need to dwell on it.” 
 
    “But that sounds like your name,” Lavinia pointed out. “Does Maruk mean dragon?” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Urim corrected her. “The word for dragon is ar-uhm.” 
 
    “Wait, seriously?” the ladona archer asked with a glance back at Maruk. “Your name means ’tiny?’“ 
 
    “I’ll have you know, it’s a term of endearment among orcs,” Maruk said proudly. “It’s a good name, dozens of great orcs have held it.” 
 
    “Ah, you know we’re just teasing,” Urim said as he gave Maruk a friendly punch on the shoulder. “We can’t all be Sullas.” 
 
    “What does Sulla mean?” I asked. 
 
    Sulla raised his scarred chin proudly. “It means, ’one who cleaves his enemies with a single stroke.’“ 
 
    “Oh,” I said. “That’s uh, very nice.” 
 
    “You don’t have to flatter him,” Urim told me. “He knows he got the best name.” 
 
    “What does yours mean?” Lavinia asked. 
 
    Urim frowned thoughtfully for a moment, then turned back to Maruk. “Maruk, how would you say it? You know their language better than I do.” 
 
    Maruk grimaced and scratched his head. “There isn’t really an analogous term,” he replied. “I guess you could say it means something like, ’one who minces,’ but there’s a more gruesome connotation in orcish. It has nothing to do with butchery, it’s more like killing something until it is soup-like and drinkable.” 
 
    “If you were on our crew, we would call you Mor-dura,” Urim told us as he waggled his eyebrows at Lavinia, “Swift killer.” Then he looked to me with his single eye. “And you would be Ragat-it-zur.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” I asked, curious and a little apprehensive.  
 
    “Light sword,” Maruk answered. He gave Urim a sideways look. “Because of your mana blade. I told you, pirates aren’t very creative with names.” 
 
    “I like it,” I replied with a smile.  
 
    We hadn’t been walking for more than another hour at most when I became aware of a strange and uniquely disgusting odor in the air. On my right, Maruk turned with a frown to his cousins. 
 
    “Urim--” he started. 
 
    “Don’t look at me!” the other orc snorted. 
 
    “Well, what is that, then?” Maruk demanded. He put his hand over his nose. “It’s getting worse.” 
 
    He was right about that. I had no point of comparison to describe the smell, but it was definitely getting stronger. It was as though the air was condensing around us, warm and humid and saturated with the stench.  
 
    “There’s a bog up ahead,” Lavinia said as she consulted her map. “Probably another mile or so, bet it’s coming from there.” 
 
    “Unless that bog is filled with, ugh, rotten eggs and corpses, I don’t think that’s the source,” Maruk replied.  
 
    “It’s on the map,” Lavinia said matter-of-factly. “Mazheaz Mire. The cartographer even drew a little skull and crossbones by it, look.” She held out the map for Maruk to review, and he frowned at it a moment before passing it back with a long-suffering sigh. 
 
    “I don’t suppose there’s a way to go around?” I asked with a glance back at the archer. 
 
    “Right you are,” Lavinia answered. “The road is bottlenecked by a ravine, so the only way is through. I don’t think it’s anything to worry about, merchants use this road all the time. Probably just some goblins or trolls or something, nothing we can’t handle, anyway.” 
 
    “You think goblins are making this smell?” Urim asked. 
 
    “It’s not as though they bathe,” Maruk pointed out. “Well, whatever it is, if we can’t go around, let’s just try to get through quickly.” 
 
    It wasn’t long before the bog came into view. The land hadn’t risen above sea level at any point along the road since we’d left Kepa, and now it sank even lower until it disappeared beneath the stretch of mud and murky water before us. Oak and aspen gave way to tall cypress trees that loomed up and tangled their branches into a dense canopy overhead, their image reflected on the still, dark surface of the water.  
 
    Insects chattered and droned amongst the trees, and I felt Merlin twist around and poke his head out of my pack, no doubt interested in the prospect of a meal. He clambered up onto my shoulder, took one sniff of the muggy swamp air, and recoiled with his nose wrinkled up in an exaggerated expression of disgust before he retreated into my pack again. I wasn’t sure how much of a difference that would make, but I couldn’t blame the puca for trying to avoid the stench. Combined with the thick, humid air, it almost seemed to have a physical presence, and I had to resist the impulse to try to wipe the odor off my skin. 
 
    Where the dirt road finally succumbed to the swamp, someone had constructed a wooden bridge on stilts above the water, but either the contractor hadn’t built the bridge high enough, or recent rains had swelled the swamp, but even from here, I could see places were the water lapped sluggishly over the old planks. Rezo pulled the carriage to a halt just before the planks began, and I noticed that the wheels had already begun to sink into the swamp. The underside of Yvaine’s beautiful carriage was splattered with greenish-gray mud, and the horses kicked up more of the stuff as they snorted and stomped, obviously unhappy to be stalled in a place like this. 
 
    Rezo picked his way down from the driver’s seat carefully, but before he’d even reached the ground, the carriage door flew open and Emeline jumped out, followed by Lena and Aerin. 
 
    “Ugh!” the panthera woman cried as thick mud splattered up the hem of her robes. The carriage must have provided the women some protection from the smell because Emeline looked startled as it hit her for the first time and reached up to cover her nose. “What is that?” 
 
    “The leading theory is goblins,” I said as I nodded to the swamp behind her.  
 
    Lena and Aerin were a bit more careful as they stepped down from the carriage and looked around. 
 
    “Why did we stop?” Aerin asked with a frown. 
 
    “I don’t trust that bridge,” Rezo answered, and he threw a nervous glance back at the planks that spanned the water. “The horses are already nervous, I’ll have to lead them across. It’d probably be best if all of you go on foot until we’re out of this place.” 
 
    “And there are goblins?” Aerin asked as she turned back to me.  
 
    “We don’t know,” I told her, “but I’d be surprised if we didn’t run into something nasty out here. Let’s all be on our guards.” I looked at Rezo. “We’ll go first, that way we can deal with anything that crawls out of there before it gets to the horses.” 
 
    The man nodded, and I walked past him toward the bridge. The mud sucked at my boots and water pooled in the impressions my feet had left in the soggy ground, but when I stepped up onto the first of the planks, I realized the bridge was only slightly better, and I understood Rezo’s reservations. The wood groaned and sagged beneath my weight, and just a few yards down, the low railings had fallen away from the platform and hung halfway into the water. Slimy moss trailed from the tree branches overhead, and the weather worn planks of the bridge were coated in the stuff.  
 
    At least from here, there was no sign of goblins or any other danger besides slipping and falling into the stinking water, but I kept a sharp eye out as I moved forward and gestured to the others to follow. Mosquitos buzzed through the air around us and water striders darted across the dark surface of the swamp as our group moved carefully forward, but the rest of the swamp was still. It wasn’t comforting. Instead, the stillness seemed to indicate that something was lying in wait. I kept my hand on the hilt of my dagger as I led our party forward. 
 
    My guild seemed to share my discomfort, but behind me, I could hear Maruk’s cousins still laughing and joking around as before. It seemed like even the smell didn’t bother them much. I supposed they had gotten used to that and worse spending most of their time crowded onto a pirate ship. 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted the hazy bulbous bodies of wisps between the trees. They hung low to the water and danced about in swirling patterns, seemingly oblivious to the turtle that watched them closely from the roots of a cypress. Every so often, I’d catch the burst of a bubble or a splash as fish came near the surface to hunt the water striders and other bugs, but it was difficult to see the fish themselves in the murky water, and absolutely impossible to gauge how deep it was. 
 
    “Hey, Lavinia,” I called back. “Do you have an idea of how big this place is?” The bridge and the rest of the swamp stretched on as far as I could see until they were lost between the looming trunks of the cypress beyond. Of course, we didn’t have any choice except to follow the bridge, but I wanted to get a better idea of what we were in for.  
 
    “It’s not very large,” the ranger replied. “Looks like it’s about a mile-and-a-half across the bridge here.” 
 
    I had just opened my mouth to respond when something flickered beneath the surface of the water, noticeably larger than any of the fish I’d seen so far. I frowned and leaned forward to try to get a better look at the creature, but whatever it was, it had already slid back into the depths, and the water was so thick with mud and silt that I couldn’t even try to track it by the light of its mana. I sighed and shook my head. It was probably just a fish.  
 
    Then the bridge shuddered as something jostled it, and I threw a warning glance back at the others as I reached for my dagger. I caught sight of the shadow again, this time on the left side of the bridge, and as I watched, a monstrous worm-like creature with a dark, slick body raised itself up out of the water and turned its triple rows of fangs toward us. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9  
 
    For a heartbeat, the only sound was the trickle of water as it streamed off the beast’s black hide. Its body appeared to be nothing more than a tube of muscle as big around as a bus, studded with fishhooks and was scored across with innumerable scars, and its face ended in a gaping hole of a mouth with row after row of curved fangs that led down to its throat. As I stared into the darkness behind those teeth, my mind finally supplied a name for the creature. It was a leech, a giant leech. 
 
    Then that moment of frozen shock ended, and behind me, Sulla and Urim cheered. Before I could say or do anything, the orc pirates rushed forward along the narrow bridge and threw themselves at the monster. Urim swung both of his axes out as he leapt for the leech, but Sulla left his sword strapped to his back as he swung himself onto the leech’s back and grabbed it in a chokehold without a care that leeches don’t have necks. 
 
    The leech, which most likely had intended to prey upon a few hapless travelers through its swamp, seemed as shocked by this development as the rest of us. It was like the world’s weirdest rodeo as the leech twisted and writhed in an attempt to fling Sulla off its back, and by some astounding feat of skill and brute force, the orc managed to hang on.  
 
    For his part, Urim sloshed through waist-high swamp water as he attacked the leech with his axes and shouted taunts to Sulla. 
 
    “Will you pull its teeth from its mouth now, Sulla?” the orc called up with a wild grin. “Or do you need to wait until it is dead like you did with that sea dragon?” 
 
    “That one was still moving when I broke its jaw!” Sulla argued. He grunted as the leech thrashed and nearly bucked him off, but he had his massive arms wrapped tightly around the beast just past its terrible mouth and kept his hold. 
 
    “We should--” I started but before I could finish saying “help them,” there was another splash from behind us. The bright blue light of my mana blade gleamed against the green and brown tones of the swamp as I whirled around to face two more leeches as they reared up out of the stinking water.  
 
    “So, not goblins,” Aerin observed as she drew her axe. The elvish writing along the handle subtly glowed as the redheaded elf hefted the blade in her hands. 
 
    “Not goblins,” I confirmed. With one hand, I reached behind my back and pulled Merlin out of my pack by the scruff of his neck. The puca chattered in annoyance at being disturbed before he caught sight of the leeches, but when he did, his hackles rose as he hissed.  
 
    Behind Aerin, I could see that the others all had their weapons, magic, tools, whatever they fought with, ready, and they glanced from the leeches to me as they waited for my signal. If the water was waist-high on Urim, I knew that even Maruk would have trouble trying to wade through it, and the rest of us wouldn’t even be able to get our heads above the surface. That meant we’d have to keep to the bridge. 
 
    “Spread out along the bridge!” I called back to the rest of the guild. “We’ll have to draw them close and hit them from here.”  
 
    As it turned out, drawing the leeches in was no problem. I suppose our weapons had given them pause, or else they’d hesitated to attack once they got a look at what Maruk’s cousins were doing to their friend, but before I’d even finished my sentence, the first of the leeches dove for the bridge at Merlin. 
 
    The puca yowled and jumped for the leech at the same time, and he shifted in midair into a gigantic eagle with dusky black feathers and goat-like green eyes. He caught the top of the leech’s lip in his talons and yanked it back just as Emeline cast a jet of flame at the beast’s exposed underbelly.  
 
    The fire caught as if the leech had been doused in gasoline and burned furiously through its flesh. I glimpsed sections of red exposed muscle where the flames ate through the leech’s body, but within seconds, the monster appeared to be nothing more than a writhing column of flame. 
 
    The leech screeched in pain and twisted violently to free itself from Merlin’s hold and dive below the waves. It managed to do so, but as it fell back into the water, I noticed that Merlin had torn loose a sizable chunk of its rubbery flesh with his talons.  
 
    Water splashed over us as the leech retreated beneath the swamp and sloshed up over the planks of the low bridge, and I felt my stomach lurch as another wave of that terrible smell hit full-force. I remembered what Maruk had said about the bog smelling like it was full of corpses and wondered if he hadn’t been that far off the mark. 
 
    The second leech ducked as Merlin swooped back toward it, but it didn’t flee. Instead, it lashed out at the puca. Its jaws extended from its mouth like a grasping hand as rows and rows of teeth tried to clamp down on Merlin’s wing, but the puca swerved just in time to avoid them.  
 
    I could still hear Urim and Sulla as they grappled with the third on the other side of the bridge, but I didn’t dare look away to see how they were faring as the leech gave up on Merlin and turned back to those of us on the bridge. 
 
    “Get it to look over here!” Lena called. The alchemist had a round bottle clasped tightly in her hand, the inside of which was filled with a shockingly bright purple fluid.  
 
    “Hey!” Maruk shouted to the leech as he banged his shields together. “This way, you big ugly worm!“ 
 
    “Over here!” Emeline joined in, and she summoned several tiny fireballs to her hands to entice the monster’s attention.  
 
    The leech’s jaws moved slowly as it turned toward them, and Lena threw the vial in her hand. The leech reacted more quickly than I would have thought was possible and lunged to snap the vial out of the air. Its throat convulsed as it swallowed the bottle whole, and I could see the lump as it traveled down the leech’s esophagus.  
 
    “Agh, no!” Lena wailed. “It wasn’t supposed to swallow it!“ 
 
    “What did you think it was going to do?” Lavinia asked. 
 
    “I thought it would chew it or something!” Lena replied. “It was supposed to break the glass!“ 
 
    Merlin dove for the leech again, and it was just about to snap at him, too, when it suddenly stopped. I would have sworn I could see a look of surprise in its blank, black eyes.  
 
    A heartbeat later, purple light exploded inside it and shone through its muscles and blood vessels as the beast twisted and heaved. Its entire body convulsed again, and I just had time to grab Aerin by the wrist and pull her after me out of the way as the leech vomited.  
 
    Bits of glass and bright purple potion spewed out of the leech’s gaping mouth. The vomit fizzed and burned the wood of the bridge where it splashed, and even the water smoked where poison dripped from the leech’s mouth. The leech screeched and writhed as its flesh bubbled and was eaten away by Lena’s potion, and Lavinia took advantage of its moment of pain to shoot a volley of arrows into its body.  
 
    I summoned an illusion, another eagle like Merlin, to help keep the leech busy and draw it near enough to the bridge for Aerin to swipe at it with her axe and Maruk to hit it with his shields. I took care that the illusion would be visible only to the leech since I hadn’t yet told Emeline about my powers. If the panthera mage had noticed anything strange at Edward’s estate, she hadn’t brought it up, and I’d concluded that the chaos of the battle had given me some cover. With all of us lined up on the bridge here, though, I couldn’t rely on that again. 
 
    The leech, delirious with pain but still very much alive, twisted over itself as though it was trying to tie its own body into a knot. Lavinia continued to shoot at it, and it was a miracle that any of her shots connected given how erratically the monster flopped around and slammed into trees. Still, despite the acid and the arrows, it showed no signs of slowing, and as it thrashed, I realized with a spike of dread that it would only take one hit, even an accidental one, for the leech to destroy the bridge we were all standing on.  
 
    “Emeline!” I shouted as I turned back toward the mage. “You have to burn it!” That had worked against the other one, at least. Maybe they had a weakness to fire. 
 
    The panthera mage nodded and adjusted her stance as she prepared to cast another spell. Her mana was like liquid sunlight as it flowed out from the center of her chest and down her arms, collected in the palms of her hands, then burst forth as a flame. Twin fireballs, each the size of a basketball, arched toward the leech with a sharp whistling sound. The fire spread rapidly once it hit the monster’s body, and the leech screamed as it twisted in agony, a ribbon of flame. Then its flesh sizzled as it sank back beneath the water and disappeared.  
 
    “Ha! Got it!” Sulla shouted from behind, and I turned to see the orc still wrapped around the third leech’s worm-like body, his arm soaked to the elbow in dark blood as he pulled one of the monster’s teeth out of its mouth. One of the leech’s eyes had been torn out in the struggle and hung limply from an oozing socket by a few strands of muscle, and blood streamed from gouges in its body where Sulla had evidently torn it open with his bare hands.  
 
    Urim was still in the water, and he had hacked a good quarter of the way through the leech’s body with his axes. Blood splattered over his face as he hit a major vessel, and he whooped as the leech cried out and fell with a heavy splash.  
 
    Sulla leapt from its back even as it fell and landed in the water next to Urim, and the pair exchanged wild, triumphant grins and slapped one another on the back before they hauled themselves back onto the bridge with the rest of us.  
 
    “Ah, that was fun.” Sulla sighed as he wiped the blood away from his new leech fang to admire it. “I wonder what other sorts of creatures are around here.” 
 
    “I think your arm is bleeding,” Aerin told him with a worried frown. “Are you sure you don’t want me to heal that? Or at least wash it? There’s no telling what kind of parasites live in there.” She threw a glance toward the silty water, once again as still as it had ever been.  
 
    Sulla lifted his arm and examined the pair of long gashes across it as though he hadn’t even noticed them before.  
 
    “Hmph,” he grunted proudly. “These will become nice scars.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure what they’ll become is infected,” Aerin argued, but when she saw the stubborn set to Sulla’s jaw, her shoulders fell. “If I promise not to close the wounds, will you at least let me rinse and bandage them?” 
 
    “Fine,” he replied, and he held out his arm while Aerin took the stopper out of her canteen and poured clean water over Sulla’s arm. The orc didn’t so much as blink though I was sure a wound like that must be painful. With the mud and blood rinsed away, it was apparent now just how deep the leech’s fangs had gone, and I glimpsed a pale section of bone beneath the bright red muscle.  
 
    “Oh, goodness,” Maruk groaned. “That is quite severe.” 
 
    “Urim, look!” Sulla called out proudly. “Down to the bone.” 
 
    “I want to see,” Lavinia urged as she shouldered past Maruk to marvel at Sulla’s battle wounds. 
 
    “That’s going to need stitches,” Aerin said, and even the healer’s face was a bit pale. “You’re not against stitches, are you?” 
 
    “Stitches are fine,” Urim answered as he leaned over Sulla’s shoulder and prodded at the edge of the wound with one finger. “These will look good. Too bad it is just the one arm, eh, Sulla?” 
 
    “Don’t encourage him,” Maruk pleaded. “In case you two forgot, we do have an actual mission to complete here. You can tempt fate later.” 
 
    Sulla laughed and punched Maruk on the shoulder good-naturedly, and as Maruk took a step to regain his balance, the bridge shuddered.  
 
    “Watch it, this thing probably isn’t built to have us all stomping around on it,” Lavinia warned. 
 
    Maruk opened his mouth to protest, but before he could get a word out, the bridge shuddered again.  
 
    “What was that?” Lena asked nervously as she looked out at the ripples that traced across the water. 
 
    “Looks like there’s one more of those leeches,” I answered gravely. “Get ready.” 
 
    Merlin squawked from his perch on one of the bridge posts and took to the air just as the bridge was knocked again, this time hard enough to rock the platform. 
 
    I summoned my mana blade and scanned the water for any sign of the leech. It wasn’t that deep, six feet at most where Sulla and Urim had been. Was it possible that a swamp this size could support so many giant leeches?  
 
    Then, as a column of muddy swamp water shot up on my right, I realized with a sinking feeling that it wasn’t another leech. It was the swamp itself.  
 
    The creature that reared above us wasn’t entirely unlike the leeches with its long serpentine body, beady eyes, and rows of fangs. The difference was that this monster wasn’t made of skin and muscle, and its teeth weren’t bone. Every part of it was churning, swirling swamp water run through with faintly glowing veins of magic.  
 
    I had read about creatures like this. It was an elemental, created by mages or druids to serve as guardians of natural places, and they could lie dormant for hundreds of years, long after their creator had passed away, as long as the place it protected was undisturbed. We must have alerted this one when we’d killed those leeches. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” Lavinia muttered behind me. 
 
    Unsurprisingly, Sulla and Urim didn’t share that sentiment, and they charged forward with the same enthusiasm as before and threw themselves at the elemental. 
 
    “Wait!” I called, but the orcs had already jumped into the water before I could warn them that a creature like this, water that was given life through magic, would be invulnerable to their attacks.  
 
    “They’ll be fine,” Maruk told me. “What do you want us to do?” 
 
    I thought quickly. We’d taken down the leeches with arrows and axes and fire, all of which would be useless against a water elemental. My magic could destroy it, and the obvious answer would be to have Lavinia shoot it with an arrow that I’d enhanced, just like we’d done with Captain Quikk at Edward’s estate. The problem with that was that the elemental was made of the swamp water, and I was afraid that the explosive effect of the mana attack would kill Sulla and Urim when it hit, as well as any other living thing in the water.  
 
    Though mana-enhanced weapons were too dangerous, I reasoned that I should be able to subdue the elemental and kill it by suppressing the magic that animated it, and hopefully I could pass off such manipulation as water magic to Emeline. All of that was easier said than done, of course, but at least Sulla and Urim were keeping the thing distracted. 
 
    “I’ll see if I can use water magic against it,” I called to the others behind me, though my statement was more for the panthera mage’s benefit than anyone else’s. 
 
    I could tell by the steady, bright light that shone around the elemental’s body that strong magic animated it. Countering that magic would take a great deal of focus, and no doubt the creature would try to resist my influence if it could.  
 
    “Be ready to distract it,” I warned the rest of the guild. “I doubt it’ll go down easy, and it’ll probably come for us when it realizes what I’m doing.”  
 
    I felt Aerin’s hand on my shoulder then and heard the chime of bells as her healing mana flowed through me and bolstered my strength. I turned and gave the healer a grateful smile before I stepped forward, braced myself on the bridge, and turned to face the elemental where it was locked in battle with Sulla and Urim. Though the orc pirates had no way of wounding the creature, they were indefatigable in their attacks, and every time the elemental wrapped around one and slammed him beneath the water, the other would take the opportunity to charge forward and try to wrestle it down again. Still, I knew that even they wouldn’t be able to last forever in a fight like this. 
 
    I raised my hand up in front of me, fingers outstretched toward the water elemental. I could hear the flow of the magic that gave it life as a deep hum like a whale song, at such a low pitch that it was just barely audible beneath the splashing and cursing of the battling orcs. At first, the creature was still completely preoccupied with the pair of pirates who were trying their hardest to cut it apart with axe and sword, but it paused in its latest attempt to drown Urim as I flexed my power and tested my control over it.  
 
    The elemental was almost twenty feet away from me, but I could feel the surge of magic that animated it like a physical thing, heat and a slight, prickling sensation against the skin of my outstretched hand. As I began to close my fingers into a fist, it was as though I was wrapping my hand around a charged wire, and the elemental’s magic sparked like an electric shock against my skin.  
 
    The elemental stopped short like it had been paralyzed, and I felt a surge of triumph, but then the light of its magic flared brighter as it broke free of my control and turned toward me. As its murky, swamp water eyes met mine, a chill ran down my spine. Sulla and Urim redoubled in their attacks, but the water elemental didn’t so much as glance their way as it flowed forward like a tidal wave toward the bridge. 
 
    Stinking greenish water sloshed up over my feet as the elemental reared over the bridge. I heard the others rush forward to meet it and try to keep it distracted, but I kept my gaze locked on the creature’s eyes and my hand out as I concentrated on its mana. I curled my hand even tighter in the air, and the elemental paused again, but holding it in check was like trying to hold on to an electrified rail. The elemental’s mana burned my hand, and my arm began to tremble as I fought to subdue the creature.  
 
    Aerin slashed at it with her axe, Maruk tried to beat it back with his shields, and Lavinia, Lena, and Emeline shouted to get its attention, but the elemental hardly paid attention to them, and it wasn’t affected in the least by any of my guildmates’ attacks. Only my will and the tenuous control I maintained over it kept it from retaliating, and it twitched and struggled as I tried at least to hold it still. 
 
    Sweat or swamp water, I couldn’t tell which, trailed down the side of my face as I fought to close my hand into a fist, and my head began to pound. I was only vaguely aware of the others around me on the bridge, of Sulla and Urim as they waded back to help, as I stared up at the serpentine body of swirling green water before me. The elemental continued to thrash as it tried to break my influence over it, but the light of its mana was growing dimmer. 
 
    The headache which had begun at my temples had spread to pulse against the rest of my skull, but I gritted my teeth as I finally, finally, closed my fist, and the water elemental’s mana blinked out. As soon as it did, the creature’s serpentine form broke apart, and the water rained back down into the swamp. 
 
    I let my hand fall with a gasp and staggered back as a wave of nausea rippled over me, but then I felt Aerin’s hands on my arm and the warm sensation of her magic as it spread through my body again.  
 
    “Easy, now,” the healer murmured as she rubbed my back. “Do you need to sit down?” 
 
    I shook my head in response, and then another, much larger hand clapped me on the back. 
 
    “Excellent, Ragat-it-zur!” Urim congratulated. The orc was soaked through and smelled strongly of the swamp water, but he grinned broadly at me all the same. “You strangled the beast without even touching it!“ 
 
    I didn’t bother to correct the orc about the nature of my attack against the elemental with Emeline a few feet away, and I supposed quelling its mana was similar enough to having strangled it, anyway.  
 
    “Yes, yes, we all did very well,” Maruk agreed, “but perhaps we can postpone celebrating our victory until we’re out of this foul place? I’m already afraid I won’t be able to get this smell out of my clothes.” 
 
    This suggestion was met with eager assent by the rest of the group, and we paused just long enough for Aerin to put stitches in Sulla’s arm before we set off again, as quickly as we dared down the old bridge across the swamp. I kept an eye out for any more giant leeches or elementals, but all I saw were mosquitos and ugly, red-eyed turtles with lumpy shells that basked on the cypress knees.  
 
    Finally, mercifully, dry land and sunlight were ahead of us once again.  
 
    We decided to carry on another few miles before we made camp, just far enough that we wouldn’t still have to smell the swamp while we tried to clean up and rest. In a spot of good luck, we found a nice spot on a hill by the road that was sheltered by a copse of aspen. What was even better was that a meadow of wildflowers encircled the hill, and their sweet smell helped to cover up the lingering odor of the swamp water on our clothes, and Lavinia reported that there was a creek nearby where we could refill our canteens and wash up.  
 
    We still had some of the food that Yvaine had packed for us left which Maruk and Lena began to pass around while we got the rest of the camp set up. Thanks to Emeline’s magic, we didn’t have to struggle with flint to start our fire, and within just a few minutes, we were all more comfortable than we’d been since we’d left Kepa.  
 
    Sulla and Urim had little interest in Yvaine’s food, but they sat with us around the fire anyway as they produced from their own packs a few of the swamp turtles that I’d seen earlier. They cracked open the turtle’s shells with their bare hands and ate the meat raw which caused Rezo to turn a pale shade of green. Merlin, however, was quite interested in this new food, and the orcs took great pleasure in tossing bits of turtle guts into the air for the puca to leap after and catch.  
 
    “Perhaps your pet is not so useless,” Urim mused as he offered Merlin a turtle skull to chew on. “When it turns into an eagle, anyway.” 
 
    Merlin sniffed, apparently offended, but not so offended as to abandon his treat.  
 
    “He’s turned into a gryphon before,” I told the orc, “and a giant dog.” 
 
    “Really?” Sulla raised his eyebrows. “If it can turn into something as great as that, why do you have it be so tiny like this?” He gestured with a broken piece of shell at Merlin, who had gone back to his ordinary form, small and lemur-like with long ears.  
 
    Merlin narrowed his eyes and brought his turtle skull over to my feet to show that, special treats or not, his patience was growing thin. 
 
    “I mostly let him do what he wants,” I replied as I scratched the puca behind the ears. “He hasn’t let us down yet.” 
 
    Sulla shrugged and stuck a bone his mouth.  
 
    “We should reach the ogre’s keep by about mid-day tomorrow,” Lavinia reported. Her voice was mostly back to normal, but it still sounded a little hoarse. The glare she leveled at Maruk made sure he knew that she wasn’t to be teased about that fact. “Then we can probably get back to the princess by the next evening.” 
 
    “Lady Yvaine is a marchioness, actually,” Rezo and Maruk said at once. 
 
    Lavinia arched her brow. “Right.” 
 
    “Can I see that map?” Emeline asked as she edged closer to the ladona ranger. Lavinia showed it to her, and the two of them began to discuss the road ahead while Maruk and Rezo talked amongst themselves about the hierarchy of nobility.  
 
    Aerin insisted on checking Sulla’s stitches again, and I decided that it might be a good time to slip away down to the creek for a bath. I had just started to push myself up when I noticed Lena stand as well, and our eyes met.  
 
    “I think I still have some leech vomit in my hair,” I told her. “I was just going to go wash it out.” 
 
    The elf smiled and blushed slightly. “I guess I’d better help you since I was the one who made it sick in the first place.” 
 
    “I’d appreciate that.” 
 
    We left the others to their conversations in the camp as we slipped off down the hill toward the little burbling creek nestled in the woods. The sun had almost finished setting, and the tops of the trees were burnished with golden tones against the soft navy hues of the sky. Crickets chirped in the distance, a welcome and relaxing counterpart to the drone of the swamp bugs from earlier in the day, and the air was pleasantly cool and fresh.  
 
    When we reached the creek, I began to take off my boots and frowned.  
 
    “We probably should have brought a light,” I admitted with a chuckle. I hadn’t meant much by it, but Lena jumped up. 
 
    “Oh, hang on!” she said eagerly, and I paused as she reached into a pouch at her waist and pulled forth a few small vials of pale, milky liquid with what appeared to be a small dark blue bead suspended within. “Remember that idea I had for mustache wax that would glow in the dark?” 
 
    “I do,” I replied with a curious look and reached for one of the vials. “Is this it?” 
 
    “It’s better!” Lena insisted. “Aerin helped me develop it. Shake it until the bead dissolves.” 
 
    I did, and after a few seconds of vigorous shaking, the blue bead broke apart and disappeared, and the liquid began to glow like an LED.  
 
    “It’ll stay bright for hours, and then you just have to replace the bead which is actually just a mixture of some dried herbs and a few other ingredients,” Lena explained. “It’s safer than a candle or a torch, too. No risk of burning yourself.” She smiled proudly as she hung the light on a tree branch by a little loop of thread attached to the bottleneck. 
 
    “This is brilliant, Lena,” I said with a smile, and the elf blushed again. I took her hand. “You’re brilliant.” I drew her closer and kissed her.  
 
    Lena wrapped her arms around my shoulders as she met my kiss, and I heard her moan softly as I pushed my tongue between her lips. Somehow, despite our ordeal in the swamp, she still smelled faintly of cinnamon, and her hair was smooth as I threaded my fingers through it.  
 
    We sank down onto a patch of grass, and I knelt as Lena straddled my hips and moved to unfasten my cloak and the lacings of my shirt. Her thin fingers traced over my chest and paused on the necklace that I always wore, the one that helped to conceal my identity as a manipulator. Then she leaned down and pressed a kiss to my collarbone, then another, and another until I guided her face back toward mine with a hand on her jaw. 
 
    She shrugged off her shawl, and I helped her remove the rest of her clothes before I settled us in a more comfortable position over my cloak spread out on the grass. Lena sighed as I pushed inside of her, one hand clasped in hers, the other on her thigh, and began to move my hips in a steady rhythm.  
 
    With her free hand, Lena cupped the back of my neck and bent down to me, and we kissed again. The burble of the stream, the songs of crickets, and the cool breeze all drifted out of my awareness until all I felt was the warmth of Lena’s body pressed against mine, the sweet smell of her hair, and her soft breaths as they caressed my cheek. At last, she gasped and gripped my hand tighter as she clenched around me, and when she pulled away, just slightly, her violet eyes glittered beneath their thick lashes. 
 
    I kissed her mouth again, and then her cheek, then moved to sit up with her in my lap. I continued to thrust, and Lena rolled her hips against mine with little moans of pleasure as her eyelids fluttered closed. 
 
    Without breaking our rhythm, I bent my head to trail kisses along her collarbone and breasts, and the elven woman’s breath hitched again. Spurred on by that little gasp, I began to snap my hips more vigorously as I pressed Lena against my body with both hands on her back. 
 
    She climaxed for the second time a moment later with a warm breath against my ear, and I shifted our position again so that Lena was on her back. The soft shadows of the leaves in the moonlight wavered over the delicate arch of her neck as she bent her head back, and I leaned down to nip gently at the skin of her throat.  
 
    Lena’s fingers pressed eagerly into my shoulder blades, and I thrust faster as I felt my own release coming on. Lena gasped again and twitched beneath me as she climaxed for the third time, and I followed seconds later and came deep inside of her womb. 
 
    As I shifted so that I was lying next to her, Lena moved to face me.  
 
    She hummed slightly as she ran her fingers through my hair, her full lips pressed into a smile. In the dim light, she seemed to glow of her own accord, and her eyes glittered as she trailed her gaze down my body. 
 
    For a few minutes, neither of us said anything, but then Lena sighed. 
 
    “We still have to wash our clothes,” she reminded me as we lay stretched out together on the cloak.  
 
    “I know.” That was our excuse for having come down here, but I didn’t want to get up just yet.  
 
    Lena trailed her fingers over my chest as we took a few more minutes just to lie there and enjoy a moment’s peace. The sky was clear above, and now that the sun had fully set, we could see the first of the night’s stars. I breathed deeply as I mapped out the unfamiliar shapes in my mind and idly traced them on the back of Lena’s hand against my chest. It was so rare to have a quiet moment like this on the road, and I wanted to enjoy it, especially since I had such a beautiful woman next to me. Then Lena angled her face up toward mine.  
 
    “If we put them under a rock, the current will do all the work for us, and we can do... other things… again.” 
 
    “You are a genius,” I replied with a grin.  
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    The next morning, I was awoken by Merlin sitting on my chest and gnawing on the last bits of a turtle skeleton that he’d gotten from his new orc friends the previous night. The puca flicked his tail in a pleased sort of way when he noticed that I was awake and loudly crunched up a piece of bone as if to brag about what he had. 
 
    “That’s all yours, buddy,” I assured him as I lifted him off my chest and set him on the grass next to me. Then I brushed the crushed turtle bone off of my blanket before I got up and began to pack up my bedroll and other belongings. Across the fire which had burned to a low smolder, Lavinia stirred and sat up.  
 
    “Sun’s up,” she observed with a frown, and I guessed that she was disappointed to have slept past the sunrise. The ranger had an uncanny ability to wake up before dawn no matter where we were or how late we’d been up the night before. 
 
    “Barely,” I replied with a teasing smirk. “You are allowed to sleep in every now and then, you know.” 
 
    Lavinia swept her long white hair back away from her horns and into a ponytail as she mulled that over. Finally, she sighed as she stood and began to pack her things. 
 
    “It’s hard to get used to,” she said quietly. “Hunting’s better before dawn.”  
 
    I remembered what the ladona woman had told me about her life before she’d joined the Shadow Foxes. Orphaned at a young age, she’d had to learn to shoot to provide for herself. Her incredible skill as an archer and a tracker were born out of necessity, and it made sense that the habits she’d learned from that part of her life would be hard to break.  
 
    Before I could respond, Urim sat up and rubbed his eyes, and when he saw that Lavinia and I were already awake, he turned to Sulla’s sleeping form, shoved him roughly, and growled out some sort of command in orcish. Though Lavinia and I had taken care to keep our voices down, Urim spoke loud enough to wake the whole camp.  
 
    Lena, Aerin, Emeline, and Rezo raised their heads sleepily, but Maruk’s reaction was much more pronounced. The orc shot up with a look of panic and was halfway to his feet before he seemed to realize where he was and fixed a tired glare at Urim and Sulla. 
 
    “Must you do that?” Maruk groaned, his blanket still clutched in his hand.  
 
    “What did you do?” Lavinia asked as she stared at Urim. “It’s impossible to get him up.”  
 
    “It is the wake-up call we use on the ship,” Urim replied as he grinned around his tusks.  
 
    “It’s also a call to battle stations,” Maruk grouched. “You nearly gave me a heart attack.” 
 
    “Ah, don’t get soft, Maruk,” Sulla chided as he stood and shook out his blanket. Like everything else the orc owned, it appeared to be spotted with old blood stains.  
 
    “Can you teach me how to say that?” Lavinia asked. 
 
    “Don’t you dare!” Maruk warned before either Sulla or Urim could respond, and he rounded on Lavinia with a frown. “It’s not funny.” 
 
    The ladona ranger patted him on the arm as she passed by him to stoke the fire. “It was pretty funny.” 
 
    “What time is it?” Aerin asked with a yawn. She’d managed to sit up, but she was still wrapped snugly in her blanket and looked as though she could fall back to sleep at a moment’s notice. 
 
    “Late enough,” Lavinia replied. She prodded the fire back to life and added another few pieces of wood to fuel it. 
 
    “Mmph,” Aerin muttered and wrapped her blanket over her head. “Just wake me up when breakfast is ready.” 
 
    Lavinia rolled her eyes. “It’s too bad you were never a pirate, Aerin.” 
 
    I chuckled as I walked over to the carriage to see what was left of the food Yvaine had packed. There were enough rolls and cheese for everyone to have toast for breakfast, but after that, we’d be back to relying on our own supplies until we’d finished dealing with the ogre. Not that it would be a problem. By Lavinia’s estimate from the night before, that could be as early as this afternoon.  
 
    I brought the basket over and took my share of the remaining rolls, and Merlin followed close at my heels and mewed pitifully as if he hadn’t just been gorging himself of swamp turtle. I broke off a bit of cheese and offered it to him to keep him occupied while I toasted the rest over the fire. A few moments of work and the toasty, melty combination of bread and cheese was ready, so I sat back against my pack to eat. 
 
    “This isn’t so bad,” Emeline said as she took a roll for herself and settled back onto her blanket. “Etienne told me adventurers in guilds have to eat bugs and tree bark to survive.” 
 
    “It’s not usually this good with the carriage and everything,” I admitted with a half smile, “but we haven’t had to resort to eating grubs yet.”  
 
    Emeline laughed as I fed Merlin another piece of cheese. 
 
    “Is everything else more or less what you expected?” I followed up with. I’d been meaning to ask Emeline how she felt about the first two real fights of her life. She’d handled herself well against the pirates and the leeches, but I knew from experience what a shock it could be to be thrown into this world so suddenly, and I was sure there were some things that her training with the Mage Academy couldn’t have prepared her for. 
 
    The panthera woman looked down as she picked at a loose thread on the hem of her robes, and her ears tilted back slightly. 
 
    “I keep thinking about those people we saw leaving Kepa,” she said quietly. Suddenly she looked up at me again, and there was an earnest, worried light to her green eyes. “Do you think they were able to make it back home?” 
 
    I considered her question for a moment. I understood her concern, but I knew, too, that beyond killing the invading pirates, there was nothing we could have done for the city and its people.  
 
    “I don’t know,” I answered honestly, “but I hope so. We did what we could for them, and Edward and the other nobles will see to repairing the damage to the city. We’ll tell Yvaine what happened, and I’m sure she’ll hold him accountable.” 
 
    Emeline nodded. “Maybe when we get back to Ovrista, I can tell the archmages about it and organize a relief effort. I’m sure they’d want to help.” 
 
    I didn’t share Emeline’s confidence in the goodwill of the archmages, but I supposed we had very different perspectives of Eamon Maderel and his colleagues. For the sake of Kepa’s people, at least, I hoped Emeline was right. 
 
    “How do you feel about your mission?” I asked her then.  
 
    I’d never faced an ogre myself, but I’d read about them. They were intelligent, largely solitary, and fond of treasure. In the past, guilds had often sought them out for their treasure, or because the Mage Academy had put bounties on their heads. While they weren’t mages in the sense that humans and elves and other people were, they did possess some magical skill, and as limited as it was, it was apparently enough to make them a threat to the Mage Academy.  
 
    Our bounty only specified that we were to retrieve some documents from the ogre’s belongings, but I was sure that if our mission had to end violently, there would be no tears from the Academy on the ogre’s behalf. The thought stirred a faint sense of kinship and remorse within me, and I wondered what our odds were of simply convincing the ogre to let us take the documents we needed. Probably slim, if I had to guess.  
 
    “I’m ready,” Emeline replied confidently. “We already beat the pirates and those giant worm things and the water elemental.” Then her ears flicked back, and she blushed. “That’s more than Etienne ever thought I’d be able to accomplish, anyway.” 
 
    “I’m sure that’s not true,” I told her gently. 
 
    “He barely even let me do this,” Emeline complained. Her brows knit in a frustrated expression, and she snapped the loose thread on her robes over her fingernail. “He still thinks I’m just a clumsy little kid.” 
 
    “He’s worried about you, but that doesn’t mean he doesn’t believe in you,” I said. Emeline didn’t look up, and she was in danger of beginning to unravel the hem of her robe if she kept picking at it, so I reached out and took her hand. “For what it’s worth, I believe in you. You’re going to do great.” 
 
    Emeline’s bright green eyes widened in surprise, and then she blushed again and smiled. “Thanks, Gabriel. I appreciate that.” 
 
    After everyone had eaten, we packed up the camp and started on the road again. It was a clear, cool morning, and I felt optimistic about the day ahead. I was riding along in the carriage with Maruk, Aerin, Lena, and Emeline while Lavinia walked behind with Sulla and Urim. She had a vested interest there as she asked them about various combat maneuvers that she could implement in the next fight. The orcs were loud enough that we could hear them from inside, and Maruk groaned and rubbed his forehead when Urim began to explain a leg-sweeping technique for taking down a larger enemy. 
 
    I was preoccupied with wondering what sort of enemies the orcs faced who were larger than they were, but Aerin looked over to Maruk. 
 
    “Something wrong?” she asked. “Is it your wound?” 
 
    The scratches Maruk had received during the battle in Edward’s library had scabbed over and appeared to be healing rather well, but Aerin still asked Maruk if they were bothering him at least three times per day. According to her, our net profit faced a serious reduction if we were not all in peak physical condition.  
 
    “It’s not that,” Maruk answered. “I just know Lavinia is going to want to practice that maneuver on me later.” He sighed. “They always used to make me practice that one with the children back home, and I hated it. My back would be sore for days, and I’m not as young as I used to be.” 
 
    “You’re not that old now,” Aerin pointed out.  
 
    “We’re about to fight an ogre,” I put in. “Maybe she can practice on him instead.” 
 
    Maruk grunted and settled back against the plush seat with his arms crossed. 
 
    “So everyone in your family really is a pirate?” Emeline asked, her ears pricked up with interest. “You grew up on a ship and everything? What was that like?” 
 
    “Oh, it was dreadful,” Maruk replied with a frown. “The food was especially bad. Pickles and sea biscuits aren’t all that pleasant at first, but believe me, they can get so much worse when that’s all you’ve had to eat for weeks.” 
 
    “Did you go on raids?” Emeline pressed. “And fight with swords? Did you find any cursed gold? Do pirates really talk like they do in books?” 
 
    Maruk raised his eyebrows and straightened up a bit, and Aerin threw me a glance and rolled her eyes as she mouthed, “Here he goes.” 
 
    “Well, I tried to forgo all that violence as much as possible,” Maruk started. “As I’m sure you’ve noticed, I only fight with my shields. As far as the cursed gold, there was one instance where my sister Oghash’s crew tried to rob a clan of leprechauns. They must have taken about two dozen chests full of gold and silver, but of course, it all turned into dried leaves and twigs the next morning. Oh, they were terribly upset. Smashed all the chests and threw them into the sea.” 
 
    “What happened to the leprechauns?” Emeline asked eagerly. 
 
    “Oghash and her crew went back for them,” Maruk answered. “She claims they slaughtered the entire clan and roasted them over spits, but I think she was just trying to save face, honestly.” 
 
    There was no end to the questions Emeline had for Maruk about his life as a pirate, and for his part, the orc seemed pleased to answer, though he frequently commented on how much better off he was now after having left such a barbaric lifestyle behind, and he recommended several books on philosophy to the panthera mage. 
 
    As we rode on, the forest pressed in closer on either side of the road, and hills rose up across the landscape. It was late in the morning when I felt the carriage slow and roll to a stop, and then Rezo jumped down and knocked on the door. 
 
    “I think we must be close,” he said gravely. “The horses are refusing to go any farther.”  
 
    We filed out of the carriage and looked around at the dense woodland that surrounded us. I could see no sign of the ogre’s keep yet, but there was something in the air that made my hair stand on end, and I rubbed my thumb against the hilt of my dagger. 
 
    Lavinia cast us a curious glance as she and the orcs caught up to the carriage. 
 
    “We’ll have to go the rest of the way on foot,” I explained. “The horses are too nervous to continue.” 
 
    The ranger nodded. “We shouldn’t be far, anyway.” 
 
    I turned back to Rezo.  
 
    “It might be better for you to stay here and keep an eye on the horses,” I told him. I’d appreciated his help with the pirates before, but I knew we’d be able to handle the ogre, and I didn’t want to be responsible for allowing one of Yvaine’s best people to get injured on the job.  
 
    “If that’s what you believe would be best, I’m happy to oblige,” Rezo answered with a small bow.  
 
    “We shouldn’t be long,” I told him. “I expect we’ll be back before dark, but if we get delayed, we’ll find a way to signal to you.” 
 
    Rezo dipped his head in a nod and with that, we gathered up our weapons and supplies and continued on foot. The road was clearly delineated from the surrounding forest, but it was still nothing more than packed dirt, and there was barely any impression of wagon wheels or other tracks to show that it saw much use. I supposed the ogre in the area had something to do with that.  
 
    Our boots crunched on the loose stones along the trail as we began a steady ascent up the road, but aside from that, the forest was quiet. There was hardly even birdsong or a rustle of leaves in the breeze. I wondered if that also had anything to do with the ogre, and I tried to remember if I’d read anything about them driving away animals. 
 
    Merlin at least seemed relaxed as he trotted up the road ahead of us, and of course, Maruk’s cousins weren’t the least bit put off by the stillness of our surroundings. The orcs talked and joked as before, sometimes in the common speech, though they switched mostly to orcish when they spoke to each other. I didn’t speak orcish, of course, but I gathered from context that they were debating the best ways to construct armor out of the skeleton of an ogre.  
 
    We’d been walking for about forty-five minutes when we came to a spot where a narrower path branched off from the main road, and Lavinia informed us that this was the way to the ogre’s keep. There was still no sign of the keep itself, but the road was lined carefully with stones, and it even appeared that the trees that grew over it had had their branches trimmed back to allow for easier passage.  
 
    As we started up the path, I cast a glance at Emeline to see how she fared now that her test was really about to begin. She rubbed her thumb over the worn leather strap that fastened her spellbook to her hip in little anxious swirls, but her expression was resolute and determined.  
 
    “Check it out,” Lavinia called and nodded up the path ahead to where the edge of a stone structure was just barely visible through the trees.  
 
    “Looks like we made it,” I replied and then turned back to the others. “Now, we don’t know what kind of defenses he has in place, so let’s take it slow from here and be careful.” My advice was mostly an attempt to keep Sulla and Urim in check, and I threw a glance over my shoulder at the pair to make sure they’d heard.  
 
    They didn’t look thrilled, but they nodded when they caught my eye, and I was satisfied that I wouldn’t have to worry about them setting off any traps by running ahead at the first sign of a challenge. 
 
    As we rounded a bend in the road, the trees fell away, and we got our first full view of the keep.  
 
    I wasn’t sure what exactly I’d been expecting, but I’d thought the ogre’s keep would be more or less like your typical abandoned ruins filled with magical creatures or rogue mages. Once-grand buildings that had fallen into disrepair so that they would make suitable hideouts for those who were scorned by the rest of civilization. The ogre’s keep, however, resembled Yvaine’s estate more than some old, crumbling castle or fort, at least from a distance.  
 
    It sat solidly on the edge of a hill, and its five towers of sturdy gray stone reached up above the treetops that surrounded it. Ivy clung to the walls, and along either side of the great oak doors were rose bushes heavy with white blooms. Definitely more Beauty and the Beast than Dracula. 
 
    As we made our way up the hill, I saw that all the windows were intact, and thick drapes were drawn across those at the lower levels. The trees nearest to the keep itself had obviously been pruned, and the dirt road had been covered over with a layer of fine white gravel.  
 
    “Are you sure this is the place?” Aerin asked as she looked around. The redheaded elf’s brow was furrowed in a skeptical expression. “It seems too nice for an ogre’s keep.” 
 
    “This is it,” Lavinia confirmed. “I’m sure of it.” 
 
    “Just because he’s an ogre doesn’t mean he can’t have good taste,” Maruk chided. “Perhaps he’s a gentleman, and we can simply negotiate for the texts that the Mage Academy wants us to recover.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t get my hopes up,” I warned. Of course, we wouldn’t rush into a fight we didn’t need to get into, but I doubted a bounty like this would be completed as easily as knocking on the door and asking politely. “Let’s see how we can get inside.” 
 
    “I’ll check the windows,” Aerin offered, and she waved Lena forward to help her. 
 
    “Maruk and I will look around the back,” Lavinia said. “There might be a side door that’s unlocked.” 
 
    “We could just break down that door,” Urim suggested, and his tone indicated that he viewed that as the most obvious solution.  
 
    “It looks pretty solid, I don’t think Lena’s bombs would be powerful enough, and we don’t have--” I started to reply, but I stopped and turned as I heard one of the orc pirates grunt followed by the rustle of leaves and a tearing sound.  
 
    Sulla had his huge arms wrapped fully around an oak tree that he was in the process of pulling out of the ground. Dirt trickled from the roots, already halfway torn up out of the ground. Sulla met my questioning look with raised brows. 
 
    “Battering ram,” he answered simply. 
 
    “Hey, there’s a window that’s open here,” Lavinia called back to us. “Second story, but I think we can all make it.” 
 
    “Put the tree down,” I told Sulla, and the orc stuck his lower lip out in a pout as he let the tree fall back into place and followed me. 
 
    Lavinia and Maruk stood below a wide window that had swung open just a crack. It opened in the middle with the two separate panes moving on hinges like a door. A stone ledge ran along the bottom, and a trellis woven through with vines was braced against the side, perfect for climbing. It was a lucky find, for sure, and it would definitely allow us to maintain a stealthier approach than busting down the front door. 
 
    “I stood on Maruk’s shoulders to look inside,” Lavinia said. “There was no one there, so as long as we aren’t too loud, we might be able to sneak in.” 
 
    There was one problem, however. 
 
    “Do you think we’ll all be able to climb up that?” I asked with a nod to the trellis. The iron frame looked sturdy enough for me, maybe even for Maruk, but I wasn’t sure that it would be able to support Urim or Sulla.  
 
    “Oh,” Lavinia said quietly. “Damn it, I didn’t think of that.” 
 
    “Maybe we could pull them up after us,” Aerin suggested. “We have a rope.” 
 
    “Let’s give that a try,” I said. If it didn’t work, there was always Sulla’s method. 
 
    Lavinia went first, and the ranger picked her way up the trellis to the ledge with perfect grace. Once at the top, she pushed the window the rest of the way open and slipped inside. A moment later, she stuck her head out the window again and nodded down to us.  
 
    “All clear up here.” 
 
    Aerin followed next, then Lena and Emeline, and then it was my turn. I shook the trellis lightly to test its hold, wary of the unpleasant fall that would await me if it gave out, but it didn’t budge, so I began to climb. The vines that grew along it tickled my arms and twisted around my toes as I hauled myself up onto the ledge and through the window.  
 
    The room it opened into looked like some sort of parlor. There were three other windows, closed and latched with heavy brocade drapes pulled back to let in the light. An ornate little desk was pushed against one wall and topped with a stack of parchment, a bottle of ink, and a set of writing quills, though all appeared to have been left untouched for some time and were coated in a fine layer of dust. A pair of plush couches stood on either side of a low coffee table. Like the writing desk, the table was dusty. Obviously, this room didn’t see much use, which was probably why the ogre hadn’t noticed the open window.  
 
    As Maruk pulled himself through the window, he turned back to help haul Urim up. There was a creak followed by a metallic groan as the orc put his full weight on the trellis, but it held beneath the weight of the smaller of the two pirates. Then Maruk and Urim tossed a rope down for Sulla. With most of his considerable weight supported by the rope, Sulla half-climbed and was half-pulled up by the other two orcs. 
 
    The floor shuddered as the huge orc warrior stumbled into the room, and for a moment, we all froze and listened. I was half-certain that after all of our efforts to be stealthy, we’d just given ourselves away, but as the seconds passed with no response, I relaxed again. 
 
    “We’re here for two books,” I reminded the group. “Corcan’s Treatise on the Arcane Arts, volumes one and two. We’ll deal with the ogre if we find him, but let’s do this quietly if we can.” 
 
    The others nodded, though the pirates were clearly reluctant about the last part, and I led the way out into the hall as quietly as I could.  
 
    Like the parlor, the hallway we entered was finely decorated but appeared as though it hadn’t been looked after in some time. Dust clouded the dark wood floor, and cobwebs drifted from the bottoms of the wall sconces.  
 
    “It doesn’t look like our ogre friend is home,” Lavinia whispered.  
 
    “What?” Emeline’s voice was strained and nervous. “Where else would he be?” 
 
    “It could be that he just doesn’t come through this part of the place much,” I said quietly. “Keep your guards up.” 
 
    Several closed doors led off the hallway, but I passed them by. I doubted the books we needed would be tucked away on some random shelf. If they were this important to the Mage Academy, I was sure the ogre wasn’t oblivious to their worth, and the creatures were known for their vanity. The ogre would want to show off a prize like those books, so they’d be in a more central location such as a library or a trophy room of some kind, and that would be in a part of the keep that the ogre spent more time in.  
 
    I led the guild down a few dim, dusty hallways before we reached a landing where the staircase from the first floor connected. At least here, the keep seemed a little more lived-in. The windows were clean and the banisters dusted, and the plush, wine-colored runner that covered the wooden steps was worn down in the center.  
 
    It was easy enough from here to see which parts of the keep the ogre frequented. The hall going forward to the western tower showed more signs of its owner’s passage, little things like the candelabra set on a table and the corner of the run which had been folded over as someone walked over it. The wooden floor beneath it still shone so it couldn’t have been moved long ago.  
 
    I put a finger to my lips to remind the others to stay quiet as I led them down the hall. The doors were all closed, but I didn’t stop to check in each of them. Their size and location made me suspect they would be bedrooms or sitting rooms like the one we’d come in. With any luck, the ogre was asleep behind one of these doors, and we could slip in and out without ever disturbing him. 
 
    The hall ended at a set of double doors with polished brass handles and floral designs etched into the wood, and I smiled. That was what I’d been looking for.  
 
    Briefly, I considered having the others wait while I scouted ahead with my invisibility cloak, but ultimately, I decided against it. If the ogre were inside, he’d probably hear me open the door, and we’d only end up delaying a fight that would be inevitable by a few seconds. It would be better, then, for us to stick together. 
 
    I waved to Emeline for her to come forward as I stopped just outside the doors. 
 
    “I think this is it,” I said, mostly to the panthera woman but in a loud enough whisper that the whole group would be able to hear. “Are you ready?” 
 
    Emeline’s brow was creased slightly as she met my eyes and drew a steadying breath before she nodded back. 
 
    “I’m ready,” she replied, quiet but determined. 
 
    I stepped back slightly so that the dark-haired mage could open the door, prepared to cast an illusion to buy us some time should an angry ogre be waiting on the other side. When the door swung open, however, there was no one in the room. The light of early afternoon streamed through windows that stood from floor to ceiling along the western wall, their rich curtains drawn back by heavy, tasseled ropes. The other three walls were covered in massive shelves filled with books and an assortment of other objects, organized by no apparent theme.  
 
    The shelf nearest to me was crowded with animal skulls as well as some more humanoid ones that I supposed had once belonged to goblins. Directly above a glass tank dominated the shelf on which it sat. It was filled with colorful sand, artfully poured so that it created a sort of pastoral design, and next to it was an arrangement of porcelain vases. The other shelves were similarly crowded with random curios from brass navigational instruments to what could only be the shed skin of some monstrous snake propped up on a stand.  
 
    As interesting as it would have been to look through a collection like this, I knew we didn’t have that kind of time.  
 
    “Spread out,” I ordered, still careful to keep my voice down. “Look for the books. Remember, Corcan’s Treatise on the Arcane Arts.” 
 
    I started for a shelf, and the others fanned out around me as we all began to scan the spines of the volumes for the Mage Academy’s texts. Much like the rest of the ogre’s curios, there was little apparent organization to the books. A vegetarian cookbook for centaurs was placed right next to a volume titled Mun-an’s Guide to Torture by the Orc Chieftain Mun-an Wyrm-Strangler which appeared to speckled with old bloodstains. I came across a few other fascinating titles, but I found neither the Mage Academy’s books nor any that could be of any value to me personally. Lena was already checking the next shelf over, so I turned to go to one across the room.  
 
    As I did, I passed the few plush armchairs situated by the windows around a painted coffee table where a little china tea set sat on a tray and stopped in my tracks as apprehension pricked up my spine. There was tea in the teacup, and it was hot enough to still be steaming.  
 
    I had just opened my mouth to alert the others that the ogre would be back very soon when the door opened again, and we all turned at once to the hulking figure in the doorway.  
 
    The ogre was tall enough to rival even Sulla with broad shoulders to match. Jutting fangs stuck out of his mouth, and twisted horns sprouted from his craggy brow like tree branches. His orange, cat-like eyes widened in shock for half a moment, and he dropped the little china sugar bowl that he’d held in one clawed hand.  
 
    The sugar bowl shattered against the wood floor, and the spell was broken. The ogre’s expression shifted into a snarl of rage as he lunged at me.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    My first thought wasn’t even to attempt a spell. I just threw myself out of the way as the ogre reached for me, and he tripped over the coffee table behind me. He practically belly-flopped onto the table, and it shattered beneath his weight. That didn’t keep him down for long as the ogre howled in fury and picked himself up again. As he swept bloody shards of the teapot off of his face and hairy forearms, he rounded on me again with a snarl. Tea now stained his paisley jacket and the limp lace cravat at his throat. 
 
    This time, I actually had enough of my wits about me to counter. As I raised my hand, the familiar prickle of my mana coursed down the length of my arm, and a shimmering blue mana clone appeared between the ogre and me. Though he said nothing, the ogre’s snarl became something more like a derisive sneer, almost as though he was insulted that I thought I could distract him with this little puppet of mine, as though he wouldn’t know the difference. That was his mistake. While I found it interesting that the ogre was so intelligent, he wasn’t smart or knowledgeable enough to know that my clone was capable of doing more damage than I could alone.  
 
    Despite deeming himself too clever for my tricks, the ogre swatted lazily at the clone as he advanced past it, and the moment his hand connected with the clone’s body, I closed my hand into a fist, and the clone exploded in a shower of pure mana. 
 
    The ogre reeled back with a cry of pain as he clawed at his eyes and crashed into one of the armchairs. He managed not to topple over it, but he was thrown off balance so that he couldn’t avoid Lavinia’s arrow as it arced through the air and embedded itself in his thigh. As Maruk charged for him then, I was beginning to think this was going to be a relatively easy fight. With the shield-warrior blocking the ogre’s advance, I caught a flash of light as the mana in the ogre’s chest flared up, and I readied myself to counter whatever spell he was about to cast.  
 
    Then, without a trace or even a spark of the release of mana, the ogre abruptly vanished.  
 
    Maruk stumbled to a halt and blinked at the empty space where the ogre had been. Sulla and Urim were close on his heels, their weapons brandished. 
 
    “Ogres can... teleport?” Maruk asked though he didn’t seem to be addressing any of us in particular. 
 
    Merlin had his hackles raised as he prowled at my feet, and his cat-like teeth were bared. 
 
    “I haven’t read anything like that,” I answered, then turned to the others for any confirmation on the matter.  
 
    Before they could weigh in, a gnat buzzed past my face… a gnat that glowed like a lightning bug because its little insect body was trying to contain more mana than a creature its size was meant to have. I made the connection at once, but I’d only managed half a step away before the ogre shapeshifted back to its normal form and swung one of its massive fists at my head.  
 
    That half-step saved me from a blow that could very well have knocked me out as the ogre’s knuckles clipped the side of my jaw instead of slamming into my temple. Still, it hit me hard enough to knock me back against another of the armchairs. I lost my balance and fell sideways into the chair, but even as I did, I had the presence of mind to cast an illusion over the ogre to make him see me sprawled over the broken table instead. 
 
    He could shapeshift then. I gritted my teeth. Nothing in my reading had indicated that that was an ability that ogres had. Anyway, I knew now, and I wasn’t about to forget any time soon. 
 
    Aerin called my name, and I heard the sound of breaking glass as Lena threw a vial, but I had no time to address either as the ogre moved toward the table to try to hit me again, an arrow thudded into his shoulder, and he whirled with a blood-chilling growl.  
 
    The ranger already had another arrow knocked, and Maruk had moved to block the ogre on his left while Sulla and Urim approached from the right. Before the ranger could let the arrow fly, however, a sharp whistle sounded as a fireball shot through the air and hit the ogre square in the abdomen. 
 
    The ogre roared and moved to swat out the flames, and by the dumb luck of his wild flailing, Lavinia’s arrow sailed between his gnarled horns and stuck into the wall behind him instead of piercing the ogre’s temple. Even as he beat out the flames, I saw the light in the ogre’s chest begin to grow brighter again. 
 
    He wasn’t going to get away with the same trick twice. Instead of waiting for a gesture that wasn’t coming, I twisted to raise my hand toward him and clenched my fingers into a fist. The ogre’s body lurched as I quelled his mana and snuffed the shapeshift coming on. His eyes bulged in shock as he reached for his chest, and Urim took advantage of his moment of distraction to charge at the ogre with a war cry and both of his axes raised. 
 
    The ogre must have been tough as nails because he recovered faster than I imagined. Before Urim could split him in half, the ogre shouted out something in a language I didn’t recognize and turned to grab the pirate. With a combination of skill and raw power, the ogre hurled Urim roughly to the ground, much to the orc’s surprise.  
 
    Sulla was close on Urim’s heels and swung his gigantic sword in an arc over his head, the toothed blade on track to cleave the ogre in two, but the ogre shifted as soon as I dropped my hand and took to the air in the shape of an enormous golden eagle. Sulla’s blade hissed as it sliced through the air and embedded itself deep into the plush armchair that had been previously knocked over, and the ogre flapped out of reach, unharmed.  
 
    Sulla grunted as he pulled his blade free and shook stuffing and shredded fabric from the ridges while behind him, Aerin helped Urim back to his feet. 
 
    An arrow thudded into the crown molding that decorated the ceiling as Lavinia tried to shoot the ogre down, but he was surprisingly agile even in this bird form. Emeline was on Lavinia’s right, and I could see the glow of a ready spell in the mage’s palms, but her face was drawn in an anxious frown as she tried to track the ogre’s movements. Given that a crack shot like Lavinia was struggling to shoot her target, I couldn’t blame the panthera mage for her caution.  
 
    After all, if Lavinia missed, there was relatively little harm done, but if one of Emeline’s fire attacks missed, she risked setting the room on fire and even destroying the very books we’d come to get.  
 
    As Emeline hesitated with tongues of flame rippling over her hands, a dark shape swept over her shoulder and barreled into the ogre-hawk as he wheeled around. Merlin, in the form of a black eagle to rival the ogre’s new form, locked talons with the golden eagle, and the pair screeched as they twisted, beat their wings, and then began to drop. The birds slammed against one of the display tables and scattered the tiny crystal charms that had stood along it in a flurry of feathers. The ogre recovered first, and his mana flared up again.  
 
    I threw my hand up, but I hesitated at the last moment before I cast my spell. The ogre wasn’t going to let us trash his library, and despite his initial transformation, I figured that he would continue to favor more large and powerful creatures like this eagle form during the rest of the fight to counter our onslaught. He wouldn’t be able to kill us or drive us away as a mouse, anyway, and it was all the better for us that that was the case. The bigger the animal the ogre transformed into, the easier he’d be for us to hit. 
 
    I dropped my hand again as the ogre shifted into the form of a monstrous brown bear.  
 
    The bear’s lip jutted as it bellowed in anger and swatted at Merlin with an enormous paw. Merlin flapped frantically and got out of range just as Lena tossed a small glass jar at the bear’s feet that shattered on impact and released a cloud of pinkish smoke. The bear twitched, sneezed, then disappeared abruptly, but I knew it hadn’t shifted again, at least not of its own accord. Its mana would have glowed brighter if it had.  
 
    For a few heartbeats, everyone was still as the pink smoke cleared to reveal a rather panicked-looking trout flopping against the wooden floor.  
 
    Merlin was the first to act, and dove for the trout with his talons outstretched. He carried it high into the air, but as he neared the high ceiling of the library, the ogre apparently recovered from his shock enough to try to shapeshift again. As the trout began to glow, I raised my hand to counter the shift, but the ogre’s mortal desperation lent him an edge, and he resisted my magic. 
 
    As the ogre morphed back into his true form, I saw the deep cuts Merlin’s talons had made across his body, as well as the innumerable other injuries he’d accumulated in the last few minutes. It was a wonder the creature had made it this far, and he wasn’t out of this fight yet. 
 
    Merlin dropped sharply at his captive’s sudden increase in weight and lost his grip on the ogre who plummeted to the floor and landed with a thud that shook the surrounding shelves.  
 
    I heard the soft sliding sound of Lavinia’s arrow scraping across her bow’s riser as she took aim, but the ogre lurched forward at the last second, and the shot meant for his heart instead pierced his hip. Our attacks and that fall had taken their toll, though, and the ogre’s roar now was more of a breathy groan as he broke off the arrow shaft where it stuck out from his flesh and began to pull himself to his feet. 
 
    Maruk moved forward quickly and bashed the ogre in the back with his shield, and Urim and Sulla were close on his heels with their own weapons raised. The ogre looked up from the floor with fire in his orange eyes, and I saw the spark of his mana begin to shine a little brighter. My head still pounded from the first effort to control his magic, but I reached out my hand again and curled it into a fist. 
 
    The ogre convulsed as his mana flickered down beneath my control like a candle flame being snuffed out, but I could already tell that I only had it in me to hold him for another second or two. 
 
    “Now!” I shouted. I didn’t care who finished the ogre off as long as someone did.  
 
    Then there was a whoosh, and the ogre’s entire body erupted in flame.  
 
    Maruk and the other two orcs staggered back as the flames burst forth, faster and wilder than any fire I’d ever seen. The ogre was barely visible through the inferno, but I could make out his silhouette as he writhed and howled and clawed at his body.  
 
    I wasn’t sure how long it was, a few seconds, a few minutes, before the ogre’s cries of anguish subsided and his body curled into the fetal position. Almost as soon as he went still, the flames began to subside, and when Emeline stepped forward and raised a trembling hand, the last of the fire was extinguished, and all that was left was the ogre’s charred corpse, a few tendrils of dark smoke, and the stench of burnt flesh.  
 
    Huddled on the floor like it was, the ogre’s body seemed to me to be smaller than he’d been in life. I tried to fix on that observation and not on the way the ogre’s burned skin had cracked and flaked away from the underlying tissue in several places to expose the pale bone beneath, or the way his eyes dripped down his cheek like two runny eggs melted in their sockets.  
 
    As I looked away from the ogre’s body, I met Emeline’s gaze. The panthera mage’s green eyes were wide, and she trembled where she stood, her hand still stretched out toward the smoking mass of flesh on the floor.  
 
    I moved over to her, careful to step around the shards of glass. As I placed myself between her and the ogre, I put my hands on both of her arms to steady her.  
 
    “Hey,” I whispered, “are you okay?” 
 
    She drew in a shaky breath, then smiled. 
 
    “I did it,” she said quietly, as though she could barely believe it herself. “I actually did it. I passed.” 
 
    “You did it,” I confirmed with a smile of my own. “You slew the ogre. That was the hardest part.” 
 
    I sensed Urim and Sulla behind me, and I knew the orcs must be anxious to see what sort of trophies they could claim from the fallen ogre’s body, so I pulled Emeline aside and guided her toward one of the armchairs that had survived the battle. Merlin, back in puca form, followed and rubbed up against Emeline’s leg. 
 
    “I’m okay,” the dark-haired mage insisted, but she reached out to steady herself on the back of the chair, anyway. “We still need to find the books.” 
 
    There was a pop before the wet sound of tearing flesh filled the air as Sulla and Urim twisted off one of the ogre’s charred arms behind us. 
 
    “We can loot and dismember after we’ve found those texts,” I said sternly as I threw the orc pirate a look. “Keep looking.” 
 
    “Aye, aye,” Urim replied as he swung the ogre’s detached arm up so that its twisted fingers met his forehead in a salute. Sulla smacked him playfully between the shoulder blades, and the pair laughed heartily as they dropped the arm and returned to the shelves to search for the books. 
 
    Maruk, Lavinia, and Lena joined them while Aerin picked her way through the debris over to Emeline and me. 
 
    “You’re not hurt, are you?” the healer asked, her brow furrowed. When Emeline shook her head no, Aerin turned to me. “Gabriel, I saw it hit you.” 
 
    I touched my jaw where the ogre had clipped me. I’d forgotten about it until Aerin brought it up, but as I pressed it, I could tell that a bruise was beginning to form. 
 
    “Here, let me,” Aerin offered in a gentle voice, and as she reached up to cup the side of my face lightly in her hand, I glimpsed the pale golden light of her mana and heard the soft chime of bells. As soon as the elf’s fingers brushed over my skin, the pain in my jaw evaporated, and I knew from having seen Aerin work before that there wouldn’t even be a spot of discoloration to show for the injury. 
 
    As she was about to pull away, I caught Aerin’s wrist and held her hand in place against my cheek. She blinked in confusion, but as I leaned in to kiss her, I felt her smile against my mouth before she returned the kiss.  
 
    “You know, you don’t have to get knocked around by an ogre to get me to kiss you,” Aerin teased when we broke apart. “You can just ask.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind,” I replied with a smile. 
 
    “Hey, the author we’re looking for!” Lena called from over by one of the shelves across the room. “It was Corcan, was it not?” 
 
    “That’s right,” I told her. “Did you find them?” 
 
    Lena stood up on her tiptoes and pulled two thick volumes down from the shelf, then brought them over to us.  
 
    “They got a little burnt,” she said as she brushed at the old spines where a few specks from flying embers had burnt the faded leather. “But I think they’re okay. It’s too bad the leather was not treated with some sort of flame resistant material...” The alchemist’s eyes lit up. “Something like that would be easy to make, you’d just need salamander saliva and a binding agent, perhaps an oil, and then you could coat all of your books in it to make them flame-proof.” 
 
    “That’s not bad,” Aerin mused. “Lots of mages and collectors would be interested in something like that, but we could expand our market a bit and make a fortune selling fireproofing armor polish to the rest of the guilds, too. Emeline, you could help us with the marketing for that. It’d look much more impressive if we had a mage involved instead of just waving a torch around.” 
 
    “She just killed an ogre, Aerin,” I teased as I took the books from Lena and passed them to Emeline. “Let her catch her breath before you start recruiting her.” 
 
    Emeline gave a shy laugh and clutched the books to her chest. “You’d really want me to help you? I mean, I know I can be kind of clumsy.” 
 
    “Of course!” Aerin replied enthusiastically. “That’s even better, that way it won’t look too staged. We just need to figure out who we’re going to set on fire. Probably--“ 
 
    “Don’t even finish that sentence, Aerin,” Maruk warned. “I absolutely draw the line at being set on fire.” 
 
    Aerin blew out a breath. “Oh, come on, Maruk, you’re the best one for the job.” 
 
    “By which you mean I’m the tallest, and therefore attract the most attention when you’re doing your little displays in the market,” Maruk muttered. “Have Lavinia do it, I’m sure the public will find her just as interesting.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Lavinia cut in, “No way am I going to be the mascot for Aerin’s fireproof armor polish.” 
 
    “The thing is, Maruk, Lavinia just doesn’t have your natural charm or flair for the dramatic,” Aerin argued. “You know how to draw the crowds and keep their attention! It’s an art, really.” 
 
    “I dare say you could get everyone’s attention no matter who it is you set on fire,” Maruk replied with a frown. 
 
    “We can figure out the marketing later,” I said with a chuckle. “We still need to deliver Yvaine her ring and turn in the bounty for these books so Emeline can pass her final exam, and we should check out the loot around here before we go.” 
 
    The prospect of loot proved to be a sufficient distraction from their friendly argument, and the group broke up in search of valuables. While Sulla and Urim set to dismembering the ogre’s corpse and arguing over pieces of its skeleton, I took a final pass at the shelves for any books I could use, and I was glad to find a small notebook filled with handwritten spells.  
 
    Like most of these sort of books, which was to say, the illegal ones, it was small, and the author’s handwriting was smudged in places, but a quick perusal was enough to assure me of its value to me. There were a few diagrams that looked like they pertained to illusion magic and several other illustrations that depicted the way mana traveled through the body. The latter seemed to relate specifically to blood magic, but I thought there might still be something that could aid a manipulator like me and slipped the little book into my pack.  
 
    Lena picked through an assortment of unusual-looking plants that the ogre had had growing in a windowsill and packed them carefully among her own belongings. When she noticed me watching her, she smiled.  
 
    “These are rare herbs,” she informed me. “I should be able to make some wonderful potions with them.” 
 
    “Check this out,” Lavinia called from across the room, and she turned with her fists up to show off a set of dark leather wristguards that she’d taken from a display mount.  
 
    “They’ve got some orcish writing on them,” the ladona woman went on. “Bet they’re enchanted or something.” 
 
    Maruk took the archer’s wrist and turned it so he could read the etching on the wristguards.  
 
    “Oh, yes, these are the closest orcs have to jewelry,” he explained, “and it says here that these will make the wearer smell of dragon sweat and boar musk.” He frowned and sniffed the air. “I think they’re working.” 
 
    Lavinia snatched her hand back. “It does not say that!“ 
 
    “No,” Maruk relented with a grin. “They’re not enchanted, but they were the childhood bracers of Graguhm the Flayer, apparently. I suppose that’s why they can even fit you.” 
 
    “Ah, too bad,” Sulla put in. “Dragon sweat and boar musk is a good combination. We bathe in it for celebrations and special occasions.” 
 
    “What sort of things do orcs celebrate?” Lavinia asked. 
 
    “Oh, you know, regular life milestones,” Urim replied. “When you come of age, when you get married, when you lead your first raid and slaughter everyone in your rival’s village, things like that.” 
 
    By the time we’d finished scouring the ogre’s keep, everyone was leaving with something. Maruk was delighted to discover that not only did the ogre share his taste in fashion but that several items in the ogre’s wardrobe could fit him. In addition to a new pair of gloves, he took a fine woolen coat that Aerin said had been enchanted, and a few tests revealed that the fabric couldn’t be cut by any of our metal blades. 
 
    Aerin had taken a small purse for herself that had the unique magical property of being able to hold much more in volume than its size would suggest. What was more, it was lined with the same fabric as Maruk’s coat, which meant it couldn’t be cut or torn open. The elf had also managed to sniff out a fair amount of gold and silver coins that we agreed to split with Sulla and Urim, and we all left richer and better supplied than we’d come. 
 
    With the actual work behind us and the prospects of rest and rewards ahead, we were all in good moods as we met up with Rezo again and started on the road back to Yvaine’s estate. With the smell of well-done ogre still clogging my nostrils, I opted to take the first stretch on foot to get some fresh air, and Emeline joined me. She hadn’t been very keen on taking anything for herself from the ogre’s keep at first, but she’d relented when she discovered a few editions of a particular adventure serial, and she flipped through one of the books as we walked behind the carriage. 
 
    “I haven’t read this one yet,” she said. “They went out of print ages ago. I used to go down to the bookshop every week to see if any merchants had brought by used copies, but no one ever had.”  
 
    “That was a lucky find,” I remarked.  
 
    “Maybe it was fate,” Emeline replied with a smile. “You took some books, too, didn’t you? What did you get?” 
 
    “Oh, just a spell book,” I answered casually and hoped the mage woman wouldn’t ask me to elaborate. 
 
    Emeline didn’t ask what kind of spell book, but her silence then was of little comfort to me. The air between us felt slightly charged, tense. I had half a mind to try to bring up another topic, to ask Emeline about her favorite foods or what sort of music she liked, anything but magic, but before I could speak, Emeline turned to me. 
 
    “Back at the keep, I saw you create that clone,” she said bluntly. “At the swamp, too. Then I thought it was water magic, or maybe a type of light magic. That’s rare, but I’ve heard about mages who could do that, play tricks with shadows, and you’d said you practiced a lot of different things.” 
 
    She paused and looked away, but I said nothing. She hadn’t actually accused me of being a manipulator yet, and I wasn’t about to admit it on the chance that she might still have reasoned through to another explanation, as slim as that chance was.  
 
    Still, dread twisted in my gut.  
 
    So far, I’d tried to be careful about how I used my magic around Emeline. I’d tried to be subtle, to take advantage of crowds and the chaos of battle. I’d planned to claim my mana blade was simply enchanted and excuse the illusions as clever tricks of light magic, as Emeline herself had suggested. All the same, I’d known since the beginning that this couldn’t last, not with Emeline fighting alongside us, and I’d been waiting for this moment.  
 
    “But back at the keep, you were preventing the ogre from shapeshifting, weren’t you?” Emeline asked finally. 
 
    “Yes,” I answered honestly.  
 
    “Controlling another creature’s magic like that is something only manipulators can do.” Emeline’s eyes didn’t leave my face. 
 
    Before, when I’d played out this conversation in my head, I’d come up with arguments as to why Emeline should keep my secret, appeals to logic and compassion, whatever I could think of, but now they all seemed ridiculous. How could I hope to undo a lifetime of the Mage Academy’s conditioning in a single conversation? How could I challenge the centuries-old rhetoric of the powers that be and come out on top?  
 
    So instead, I simply asked, “Are you going to tell them?” 
 
    Emeline frowned, and her eyes flicked down to the ground as her jaw worked. My heart hammered as I watched her and waited for her response, and though it was only a few seconds, it felt like an eternity before the panthera mage shook her head. 
 
    “You helped me recover those books and slay the ogre so that I could complete my training,” she said at length. “No one else in that tower would have done that for me. It would be pretty awful to repay you by turning you in... and well, you don’t seem like an evil sorcerer hell-bent on enslaving the rest of the magical world.” 
 
    “I’m not,” I told her. “I’m just trying to survive here and help my guild succeed.” 
 
    “I know,” Emeline said then, much to my surprise. “I can see how much you care for them all. You’re a good person.” She dropped her gaze and fiddled with the hem of her cloak.  
 
    “I never really believed all those things the Mage Academy teaches about manipulators,” she continued in a quieter voice. “I mean, you’re not even allowed to say things like that back at the university, but it never seemed right to blame everyone for what a few mages did hundreds of years ago. Besides, you can’t help being a manipulator, it’s not as if you’re a blood--” She snapped her mouth shut suddenly. Her face had gone pale. 
 
    “A blood mage?” I finished.  
 
    I’d learned that while there was some room for versatility, mages were typically born with one of three inclinations toward either healing, elemental magic, or mana manipulation. Of course, the Mage Academy had spent the last century systematically eradicating anyone in the latter category, but Emeline was right. I couldn’t help being a manipulator any more than she could help being an elemental mage, but some magic was different. Necromancy. Blood magic.  
 
    No one was born a blood mage, and it was a truly dark path to choose. 
 
    Though it wasn’t something I had the appetite to study in earnest, even in a strictly academic sense, I’d gleaned a little about blood magic from books and scrolls that we’d recovered from rogue mages that the guild had hunted down. Blood supplemented a mage’s mana and allowed them to cast significantly stronger spells than other mages, spells which almost invariably were meant to harm another living thing or even attempt to control them physically. It wasn’t the sort of thing anyone picked up as a casual hobby.  
 
     Emeline didn’t look at me and didn’t confirm that that was what she’d been about to say, but it was easy enough to guess. Based on the ashen pallor of her face and the almost determined way that she now fidgeted with her cloak, I guessed the horrors of blood magic had not been skimmed over in her lessons at the university. 
 
    “I just meant, it’s more like--“ 
 
    She broke off again and pursed her lips for a few moments as she collected her thoughts. “Well, it’s like they treat me and my brother, kind of, because we’re panthera. They don’t all say it, but I see the way they look at us and whisper when we pass. I know that’s not exactly what you’re going through, I just mean... well, I kind of get it, about being different, and having people judge you before they get to know you. I won’t tell anyone you’re a manipulator.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I replied quietly with a rush of relief. 
 
    Silence stretched between us again, but this time it was the peaceful sort of quiet that exists between friends. I felt lighter now that I’d been able to be open with Emeline about who I was, and I was relieved, of course, that she wasn’t afraid of me and that she wouldn’t turn me in.  
 
    “When do you think we’ll get back to Yvaine’s... uh...” Emeline frowned. “I want to say castle, but I’m not sure that’s right.” 
 
    I laughed. “I think it’s technically a chateau.” 
 
    “Right, that,” Emeline replied with a smile. 
 
    “I’d guess in another hour,” I answered as I tried to visualize the route in my mind. “If you want to know for sure, Lavinia has the map, but Rezo probably knows, too.” 
 
    “I don’t think either of them would be very happy with me if I made them stop the carriage so I could ask when we’d get back,” she said with a shy chuckle. 
 
    “Probably not,” I admitted.  
 
    Emeline and I spent the next hour chatting. She told me stories about her classes and friends at Ovrista’s Mage Academy, and I told her about my life. She was particularly interested in learning about my former job as a computer programmer, which I found somewhat challenging to explain to someone with no concept of what a computer was. It made for a pleasant conversation nonetheless, and any lingering apprehension I had over my confession to Emeline had evaporated by the time we reached Yvaine’s home again.  
 
    Emeline was sweet, and a talented mage, not to mention beautiful. I knew she wanted to join a guild after she graduated, and I decided that once we turned in the texts to the Mage Academy, thus fulfilling our bounty and marking the completion of Emeline’s final exam, I would ask her to join us.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    When we arrived at Yvaine’s estate that evening, we looked like quite a different party than the one that had set out to retrieve a ring and defeat an ogre just a few days ago. We were scruffy, travel-worn, and in the pirate orcs’ cases, covered in old blood stains, but Yvaine was the picture of courtesy when she received us into her home again. 
 
    “You’re back so soon!” the noblewoman said as she met us outside. “I knew I could count on you.” Her gray eyes took in the mud-splattered carriage and the enormous orc pirates that loomed behind it, but if anything seemed amiss about that to her, she was too polite to show it. 
 
    “I’ll have a wonderful dinner prepared for all of us,” Yvaine promised, and she smoothed down a lock of her dark hair. “The triumphant heroes’ return calls for a proper celebration. But come in, come in, you must all be exhausted. We’ll get you something to drink, and you can tell me all about it.” 
 
    As Rezo took the horses to the stables, the noblewoman waved the rest of our party inside and led us to the solarium where we’d dined with her before and instructed a servant to bring us tea and cakes.  
 
    Once we had seated ourselves amongst the fragrant flowers, I took the little box with the ring Yvaine had sent us for out of my pack and presented it to her. 
 
    “I hope this is the right one,” I said with a solemn tone. “It would be a shame if we had to go all the way back.” 
 
    The marchioness looked at me curiously, then laughed when she realized I was joking. She flipped the lid and examined the ring for a moment, then closed the box again and placed it on the table.  
 
    “I knew I’d placed my trust in the right guild,” she said with a smile. Then she glanced over to Sulla and Urim. “And if I’m not mistaken, it would seem your numbers have grown since last we met.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, these are--” Maruk started but broke off just as quickly, and I guessed he was hesitant to admit his relation to the pirates until he knew what Yvaine thought of them. 
 
    “They helped us get your ring back,” I explained. 
 
    The pirates each swept a surprisingly gallant bow as they introduced themselves, and Yvaine was delighted. 
 
    “How chivalrous of you to help,” she gushed. “Tell me, Sulla, is it? Is that cape of your own making?” 
 
    Maruk stared with his mouth hanging slightly open as Sulla drew himself up and held out the tattered, bloodstained scrap of cloth that he wore around his shoulders. Perhaps it had been a cape at one time, but it would barely pass as an old dishrag now. 
 
    “It was the flag of a navy ship,” the pirate replied. “One of my first conquests. We use the flags to mop up the blood of the crews we slay. It’s traditional.” 
 
    “How fascinating!” Yvaine breathed. “Would you perhaps be willing to sell it to me? Genuine orc craftsmanship is so rare around here.” 
 
    “Genuine--” Maruk echoed in disbelief. “That’s not art!“ 
 
    Sulla and Urim exchanged a glance.  
 
    “Two hundred silver pieces,” Sulla said. 
 
    “It’s just a bloody rag!” Maruk protested. 
 
    “You’ve got a deal,” Yvaine replied, and she took the scrap of cloth eagerly as Sulla handed it over. “Oh, this will be the highlight of my collection. My friends will be sick with envy.” 
 
    The noblewoman summoned one of her servants.  
 
    “Go and fetch two hundred silver marks for this gentleman here,” she instructed with a nod to Sulla. “And put this somewhere safe, I want to hang it in my gallery.” 
 
    The servant was considerably less excited than Yvaine had been to receive the bloodstained cape, but he nodded and disappeared to get the orc’s payment. 
 
    More servants arrived with tea and cakes, and we told Yvaine about our adventures over the last few days. With Sulla and Urim there as proof that we hadn’t had a calm reception in Kepa, I didn’t bother to hide the news of the pirate attack from the noblewoman. 
 
    “Ugh,” she scoffed. “I just knew something like that would happen. Edward has plenty of ships that could patrol that bay, but he never bothers to send them out.” She sighed. “Well, it was good that you all arrived when you did. I am eternally grateful, truly.” 
 
    “We’re glad we could help,” I told her with a smile. 
 
    After tea, we had some time to get cleaned up before dinner, and true to her word, Yvaine provided a feast beyond compare. We stuffed ourselves on roasted pheasant garnished with herbs, salads with sweet nuts and tart berries, and finally, a cake so light and fluffy that it practically melted in my mouth. I couldn’t have asked for a better end to the last few days. 
 
    Yvaine was sorry to see us off the next morning as we prepared to set out for Ovrista, and she tried several times to convince us to stay a little longer. Even as we stood on the lawn in the soft light of dawn, packed and ready for the day’s journey back to the city, she refused to give up. 
 
    “What is one more night, really?” the noblewoman argued with a pouting smile. She put her hands on my shoulders and gave them a slight squeeze. “You’ve all been working so hard, you deserve the rest.” Though she addressed the whole group with her statement, her gray eyes were locked on me. Not that I minded being the center of the beautiful woman’s attention, of course. 
 
    “We’ll come to visit again soon,” I promised in an attempt to compromise. “Emeline’s brother is waiting on us to return, and she has to turn in the books we got so that she can graduate.” 
 
    Yvaine cocked her head slightly and finally let me go as she moved to embrace Emeline instead.  
 
    “Oh, of course, dear, congratulations,” the marchioness gushed. “You must attend one of my salons when you get the chance. My friends would be so impressed by a young mage of your talents.” 
 
    “Thank you, ma’am,” Emeline replied, a blush coloring her cheeks. 
 
    Yvaine clicked her tongue. “None of that ma’am business, dear, we’re all friends here.” 
 
    “Wonderful friends,” Aerin agreed as she admired the collection of precious gemstones that Yvaine had given us as payment for retrieving her ring. In addition to the jewels, the noblewoman had gifted each of us with a new traveling cloak of the finest material. I wasn’t even sure what sort of fabric it was, but it was as soft as water and, Yvaine assured us, more than capable of standing up both to the elements and the scrutiny of anyone with an eye for fashion. The cloaks were all dyed a matching deep gray that seemed to shift color slightly depending on how the light hit them. The fabric was more blue-toned in the full light of day, but they blended almost perfectly in the shadows.  
 
    “Well, if you must go then, be sure to write once you’re settled,” Yvaine said. “You’re welcome here any time, you know.” 
 
    “Thank you, Yvaine,” I said. “You’ve been extremely kind.” 
 
    The noblewoman nodded graciously as we turned to leave, and I thought about how nice it would be to take her up on her offer some time and spend a week or so out here on vacation. For now, though, we still had the last part of our mission to complete, and though I wasn’t exactly looking forward to returning to the Mage Academy’s University Tower so soon, I was looking forward to collecting the reward for the bounty and returning home. We’d already started some renovations to our guild hall, and the contractors we hired would be finishing up their work right about now.  
 
    We’d arranged to add a practice range on the building’s first floor where we could all hone our combat skills, magical and nonmagical alike, and we were having some of the old windows refitted with new glass panes. We’d splurged on some that had been enchanted to block the view from the outside in while still allowing us to look out from inside. What was more, Maruk had ordered some new furniture as well, and our nice new sofas and armchairs had probably already arrived.  
 
    We made good time on the road, and by mid-morning, we were already halfway to Ovrista, and at last, we reached the fork in the road where we would part ways with Sulla and Urim, who would need to journey south to reunite with their crew.  
 
    “You should return with us to the city,” Maruk said suddenly as he faced his cousins. 
 
    Urim grinned and clapped Maruk hard on the back. 
 
    “Don’t want to see us leave so soon, eh, Maruk?” he teased. 
 
    “Actually,” Maruk replied with a self-important sniff, “I was concerned that you two might fall back on your thieving habits and rob hapless travelers if we aren’t around to supervise you.” 
 
    “Mhmm,” Sulla grunted, unconvinced. 
 
    I shared the orc’s skepticism. I could see how much Maruk appreciated his cousins’ praise when he got it, and I suspected that he’d missed his family a little more than he was willing to let on. 
 
    “You could sell some of their extra ogre bones on the black market, then purchase passage on a ship back to the coast,” Maruk said. 
 
    “I don’t see why we have to pay for a ride on a ship,” Sulla complained. “If we steal it, the ride will be free, and then we will have...” the orc paused and counted under his breath, “... three ships.” 
 
    “Because,” Maruk replied in an exasperated tone, “you are entering civilized society, and in a civilized society you cannot simply commandeer a ship at your whim. There are proper ways to do things, and theft is not proper.” 
 
    Sulla snorted derisively. “Stupid.” 
 
    “We will steal the ship later,” I heard Urim say quietly to the other pirate. “When the civilized people have let their guards down.” 
 
    “I can hear you, Urim,” Maruk sighed. Then he stretched his arms over his head. “Augh, I cannot wait to be home. It has been far too long since I’ve had a nice, hot bath and an evening of peace and quiet.” 
 
    “I thought you said you were going to take a bath last night at Yvaine’s.” Lavinia turned to the orc with a frown. “That was your excuse for leaving our croquet match early. I hope you didn’t just quit because I was kicking your ass.” 
 
    “Well, that hardly counts,” Maruk argued. “We were on the road, technically. It’s not the same as being at home.” 
 
    “I’ll say,” Aerin put in. “The bathtub was bigger than the fountain in the city square in Ovrista, it must have cost a fortune.” 
 
    “Oh, but it was exquisite,” Maruk said wistfully.  
 
    “Don’t get any ideas,” Aerin warned. “Unless you’ve got land and a secret title you’ve neglected to tell us about.” 
 
    “Hey, look,” Emeline said suddenly as she stopped and stared off into the distance.  
 
    The rest of us stopped as well, but when I tried to follow her gaze, I couldn’t make out what it was that had given her pause.  
 
    “What’s the matter?” Lavinia asked, one brow arched as she glanced back at the panthera woman.  
 
    Emeline frowned and shook her head slightly. 
 
    “It’s just, well, I don’t think that cloud was there before,” she said, and she pointed out at the gray mass that hung low over the horizon. 
 
    “Well, clouds do that, you know,” Lavinia replied. “Form and gather together. How long did they have you locked up in that tower?” 
 
    “I know how clouds work.” Emeline’s tail twitched irritably. “I’m saying, the sky was totally clear a minute ago, and suddenly, there’s this huge, dark cloud, and that’s sort of strange.” 
 
    “Alright, alright, I hear you.” The ladona ranger held up her hands in a placating gesture. “It’s nothing to worry about, though. We can handle the rain.” 
 
    “Uh, Lavinia?” Aerin said hesitantly. “It’s getting bigger. A lot bigger.” 
 
    Aerin was right. Just moments ago, the cloud had been a foreboding but narrow strip of gray hanging over the distant farmland, but it had grown rapidly even as we’d been talking, and a coil of unease twisted up in my stomach. 
 
    “I don’t think that’s a normal cloud,” I said. What it was, I had no idea. My first suspicion, naturally, was that it was magic in origin, but there was no way something like that could be the work of a lone mage or even a group of mages. The cloud continued to grow until it dominated the north-western horizon, like a thick fleece blanket being draped over the landscape. 
 
    “It could be a hurricane,” Urim suggested, and Maruk turned to him with a frown. 
 
    “Hurricanes only form over the ocean,” the shield-warrior said, with the air of a disappointed schoolteacher. “It can’t be a hurricane.” 
 
    I caught a look at Lena then, and I noticed that all the color had drained from the alchemist’s face. I reached out and grabbed her arm, worried that she might faint. 
 
    “Lena?” I shook her slightly to get her attention. “What’s wrong? Are you okay?” 
 
    “It’s not a cloud.” Lena’s voice was barely above a whisper, but everyone turned to stare at her as she made her proclamation.  
 
    “What do you mean, it’s not a cloud?” Lavinia demanded. “What else could it be?” 
 
    As I looked back to the mounting mass of gray, I realized with a sinking feeling that there was a slight ripple to it, almost like television static. It wasn’t one large mass, and Lena was right, it wasn’t a cloud. It was a swarm. 
 
    “Pixies,” Lena answered, her voice hollow. “It’s a plague of pixies.” 
 
    “Pixies?” I asked. “Like the tiny little elves?” 
 
    The others all gave me the same confused look, and then Aerin shook her head. 
 
    “Right, you don’t have pixies where you’re from, do you?” she asked. “They’re nothing like elves. They’re like...” 
 
    “Locusts,” Lavinia offered. 
 
    “Piranhas,” Maruk suggested. 
 
    “Yeah,” Aerin said, her brow creased. “Locust-piranhas.” 
 
    I looked out toward the undulating gray mass that now blocked out almost a third of the sky. It was closing in fast. 
 
    “What do we do about them?” I asked. “How do we fight them?” 
 
    “You don’t fight pixies,” Lena answered gravely, “especially not a swarm that size. All you can do it get to cover and hope they pass over. We need to find shelter, and fast.” 
 
    We all looked around. Aside from a few birch trees along the road, all the land for miles was open pasture where the local farmers left their sheep and cattle to graze. There was nowhere we could go to escape the swarm, a fact which became apparent to all of us in a matter of moments.  
 
    “Okaaaay,” Aerin said in a nervous sing-song. “How does everyone feel about fighting?” 
 
    “I’ve seen pictures of what happens to creatures that get caught in a pixie swarm.” Emeline’s voice was high and fearful. “There are barely any bones left.” 
 
    Sulla frowned and clutched his ogre skull protectively.  
 
    “We have our tents,” Maruk pointed out. “We could wrap up in those.” 
 
    “That wouldn’t do anything but give them one more layer to eat through,” Lavinia argued. “If we can’t get to shelter, and we can’t, that leaves us with one option. Fight.” 
 
    “Lavinia’s right,” I said. “We should at least try to fight these things. I don’t want to die as a human burrito.” 
 
    The others gave me confused looks. 
 
    “What’s a burrito?” Aerin asked. 
 
    “Nevermind that,” I said quickly.  
 
    I could hear the pixies now. The buzz of their wings as they flew was like the rev of a chainsaw. No, more than that. Millions upon millions of little chainsaws all together. It certainly inspired a sense of urgency. I took another look around again and had some small relief as I noticed a low ditch along the right side of the road ahead. It was far from a proper shelter, but it was better than nothing, and hopefully, the slope of the ground could help to protect us while we fended off the pixies with our attacks. 
 
    “Over here,” I called to the others, and I waved them after me as I ran toward the shallow ditch and slid into it. By then, the noise of the pixies was so loud I could barely hear myself think, and the living curtain of their millions of tiny bodies passed over the sun and cast the land in a twilight shade. 
 
    As the others climbed into the ditch after me, I pulled my cloak from Yvaine tightly around my shoulders and put the hood up, then signaled to the others to do the same. The special material could weather the elements, but we were about to find out how it could hold up against a carnivorous pixie plague. 
 
    “I’ll use an illusion to conceal us for as long as I can,” I told the others. I practically had to shout above the noise of the swarm. “After that, we’ll have to try to fight them off if they get too close.”  
 
    I twisted to face the oncoming storm and braced my back against the slope of the ditch behind me as I held up both hands. I wasn’t sure how accurately I could project or maintain an illusion like this over so many individuals at once, but I knew I had to try. As the swarm darkened the sky above us and the buzzing of the pixies’ wings became a roar in my ears, I cast my illusion over the group. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 13  
 
    A heartbeat later, the front of the swarm rolled over us like a tidal wave. As focused as I was on the illusion and with their sheer speed and numbers, it was almost impossible to make out the look of the pixies individually, but amongst the rush, I glimpsed portions of the creatures’ tiny, insect-like bodies, narrow limbs, and shimmering wings. They were all crammed together in an impossibly dense cloud, and it wasn’t until they had begun to pass over us that I really understood the magnitude of the swarm. As I stole a glance to the others on either side of me, crouched in this ditch, I saw the same look of awe and apprehension that I felt mirrored on their faces. 
 
    My heart hammered against my ribcage as the seconds dragged on, and I channeled my focus into maintaining the illusion that concealed us from the swarm. My skill had improved in the months since I’d been here, but to cast an illusion like this, to affect the awareness of so many millions at once, was more than I’d ever practiced before. After about a minute, my head began to ache, a pounding pain that rippled over my skull. Sweat dripped down my temple, and my arms trembled with exertion as I held them up. The mana in my veins almost burned as it coursed through my body, but I tried to ignore the pain and focus on the illusion.  
 
    At least it was a simple one, just the image of an empty ditch, and the pixies didn’t question it. Still, as spots began to cloud my vision, I knew I wouldn’t be able to hold on for much longer. 
 
    I tried to give some sort of warning to the others, but my strained voice came out only as an inarticulate grunt. I doubted the rest of my guild was even able to hear it over the chainsaw-buzz of the pixies’ wings overhead.   
 
    On my left, Aerin reached out and touched my arm, her beautiful features creased in a nervous frown as she looked over at me. I glimpsed the glow of her magic and caught the chime of bells as she began to transfer some of her own mana to me, and though it made me feel a little stronger, I shook my head at her. Aerin could give me all of her mana, and it still wouldn’t be enough to hold this illusion until the swarm passed. We were going to be in for a fight no matter what, so I wanted Aerin to have the mana left to heal us afterward.  
 
    The redheaded elf looked reluctant to do so, but she drew her hand back, the light faded, and the chime of the bells stopped abruptly. At once, the dark spots clouded in my periphery again and my arms shook, but I found my voice. 
 
    “Get ready!” I shouted to the rest of the guild, and then I let my arms drop.  
 
    For a heartbeat, the pixie swarm continued to pass over us with no change in their behavior to indicate that they’d noticed us at all. For that moment, I had the brief flicker of hope that the whole swarm might simply fly over us, but then there was a heavy thunk as one of the lower-flying pixies clipped the shield that Maruk had propped up over his head. 
 
    The pixie screeched shrilly as it tumbled into the ditch among us, and I got my first clear look at the creature. Like the little fairies I’d read about in storybooks growing up, it was no longer than the length of my hand, and it sported iridescent wings much like those of a dragonfly. Unlike the pixies I’d read about, this pixie’s otherwise humanoid body was green, segmented like that of an insect, and covered in a shiny layer of chitin. Antennae sprouted from its little head, and little mandibles twitched around its mouth.  
 
    It had rolled into the grass between Maruk and me after it had bounced off the orc’s shield and began to right itself. I was just thinking about whether I should try to crush it or not when Merlin slipped out from where he’d been curled under the bend of my knee, snatched up the pixie, and shoved it whole into his mouth. 
 
    Maruk gave a horrified gasp as Merlin loudly crunched up the pixie, but he didn’t have long to be offended by the puca’s manners. Several more thunks sounded as several more pixies collided with his shield in their flight, and I could feel them smack against the arm I had stretched over my head.  
 
    Another pixie dropped down among us, and before Merlin could catch it or any of us could react in any way but to stare at it, it scuttled forward and bit down hard on my finger. 
 
    I drew my hand back with a hiss and swatted the pixie away, but it was only the first of many. Though most of the swarm passed us by, more and more pixies began to disengage from the pack to investigate us, which I quickly learned involved only one thing: biting us to determine whether we were worth eating.  
 
    Merlin chattered excitedly as the first few pixies came within his reach, and he plucked them out of the air and ate them whole almost as quickly as they came. But as four became a dozen, and a dozen became three dozen and more, Merlin wasn’t quick enough to keep up.  
 
    I did what I could to protect my face as I swatted at the pixies with my hands, and what little I could see of my guild through the descending chaos told me that they were all more or less doing the same thing. Jets of flame shot up at intervals as Emeline tried to ward the pixies away, and even through the near-deafening noise of the swarm, I could hear Lavinia curse as she brandished her knife and sliced at the pixies. 
 
    I craned my neck to try to see how Urim and Sulla fared on Maruk’s other side. The orc pirates had the disadvantage in this scenario of being both the largest targets for the pixies and those with the most exposed skin, and for what was probably the first time, it seemed as though the orcs had found a battle they didn’t thoroughly enjoy. They bared their tusks and bellowed war cries as they snatched pixies out of the air with their bare hands and crushed them in their massive fists. Given the density of the swarm, it was impossible not to catch some, but for the same reason, there were far too many pixies to make the orcs’ strategy effective, and they were bitten and scratched twice over by the rest of the swarm for any number of pixies they managed to kill. 
 
    As I beat back the pixies that flew too close, I realized that the sheer numbers involved meant we might not be able to keep up this rudimentary defense of ours for as long as it would take the swarm to pass. What else could we do? I wracked my mind as I leaned back against the side of the ditch and panted. Killing all the pixies, or even all that hadn’t yet passed us, was unlikely, but they were still basically animals, weren’t they? They had an instinct to survive, and they would turn away in the face of a great enough threat like any normal animal would. What, then, could be threatening enough to deter a swarm of millions of carnivorous pixies? 
 
    As I turned the question in my mind and attempted to form some kind of plan, I tried to gauge how much mana I had left. Thanks to Aerin, I hadn’t used up all of it earlier to cast my illusion, but I still had only a little left, and it would take time we didn’t have to regenerate fully. I could probably manage one good spell, but that would be it.  
 
    Next to me, Merlin bit off the head of another pixie, and I watched as the light of the little creature’s mana flickered out when it died. It gave me an idea. We couldn’t kill all the pixies, no, but if we could kill enough of them all at once, perhaps that would cause the rest of the swarm to flee. We needed to orchestrate one big, coordinated attack to blow a hole in the swarm, and I had just the idea as to how to accomplish that. 
 
    I shuffled over across the grass and leaned in toward Maruk, but I still had to shout several times before the orc was able to hear me. 
 
    “Do we have any guns?” I asked. 
 
    Maruk looked at me as though I’d gone insane. 
 
    “Buns?” he shouted back. “Really, Gabriel, I don’t think now is the appropriate time to be thinking about food.” 
 
    “No, guns,” I repeated, “from the pirates!” In an effort to get the message across, I touched my eyebrow in the same place that Maruk had been burned when the pirate’s mana bullet had collided with my mana shield and hoped he would see what I was trying to say. 
 
    Maruk’s confused frown shifted to a look of recognition, then understanding, and he nodded quickly.  
 
    “Urim had one,” he answered. “I’ll ask him for it.” 
 
    I swatted away more pixies as Maruk turned to his cousin on his other side. 
 
    “Sons?” Urim yelled. “What does that have to do with--“ 
 
    “No, guns,” Maruk corrected, and he mimed holding a pistol and pulling the trigger. 
 
    Urim’s eyebrows went up, and he grinned excitedly as he pulled one of the pistols Quikk’s crew had had from his belt and handed it over to Maruk. Maruk turned back to me and passed me the gun, and I nodded to him as I turned to Aerin on my left. 
 
    “Give this to Lavinia,” I told her. “I’m going to create a target, she just needs to shoot on my signal.” 
 
    Aerin stared at the gun and then at me. “What?” 
 
    “Do it!” I urged as I ducked the assault of another three pixies. 
 
    Aerin took the gun and passed it and my orders down to Lavinia, and the ranger gave me a curious look. In response, I pointed up toward the torrent of pixies that still flew above us. 
 
    “Get ready!” I shouted. I didn’t want to waste any mana to do this. The target would have to be a certain size to create an explosion large enough to make a difference, but I’d need to save enough magical power to be able to create a barrier to protect myself and my friends from the blast. 
 
    Lavinia cocked the pistol and held it up, then nodded to me to signal that she was ready when I was. 
 
    I took a deep breath to steady myself, then raised my hand up toward the swarm and cast out the target, a disc of shimmering blue mana about a foot in diameter. I hoped it would be big enough.  
 
    Then I hesitated. The timing for this next step was critical. If I cast the mana shield too soon, Lavinia’s shot would hit it instead of the target, and we’d all be vaporized. If I cast it too late, we’d be killed by the explosion as the shot hit the target. I steeled myself, then turned to Lavinia. 
 
    “Fire!“ 
 
    The ranger pulled the trigger, and a bright ball of raw mana exploded from the muzzle of the gun.  
 
    “Everyone, look away!” I ordered. I concentrated the last reserves of my mana and threw up a shield over the ditch to cover my companions and me just as the mana bullet hit the target and detonated it. 
 
    Even turned away, even with my eyes closed, I sensed the blinding flash as the target exploded. The crackling boom it made was like the earth had opened up beneath us like a giant egg, louder even than the swarm had been. This was followed by sizzles and a drumming sound like hailstones as sparks from the explosion and the bodies of the pixies that hadn’t been completely vaporized rained down on my mana shield. I held up the shield for as long as I could, but the bodies of the pixies still rained down around us when I was forced to let it dissipate. 
 
    The little corpses that fell among us were so charred and twisted as to be unrecognizable as pixies for the most part, and they had a slightly chemical smell, almost like lighter fluid. Maruk grimaced as he held his shield over his head as an impromptu umbrella, but as I sat back against the side of the ditch, I breathed a sigh of relief. The sky was clear. Whatever remnants of the swarm that had survived the explosion had scattered, or were thrown off-course by the blast. Either way, the only pixies around now were the dead ones. 
 
    “Gods of the Vales,” Aerin breathed, and she threw her arms around me and kissed me.  
 
    For a moment, I stopped and just let myself enjoy the kiss, the softness of the healer’s lips, the comfort of her embrace, but with dead pixies still thudding back to the ground around us, my enjoyment was short-lived. 
 
    “You’re all scratched up,” Aerin said as she pulled away and pushed my hair back to examine my face. “Evarun, look at you.” 
 
    I guided her hand away from my face before she could use all of her mana healing the few bites and scratches the pixies had gotten in. Yvaine’s cloaks, it turned out, could hold up against quite a lot more than bad weather. Though we all looked like we’d just had a tough fight with a tornado of cats and were scratched and bitten on just about every exposed bit of skin, our new cloaks were hardly any worse for the wear. Even the grass didn’t cling to them as much as it should have. Since they were the only two without cloaks, Sulla and Urim were the worst off, but I was relieved to see that the orc pirates had already begun to compare their various injuries eagerly and were obviously excited by the prospect of new scars to show off for their ordeal. 
 
    Though the drain on my mana made me a little wobbly, I managed to get to my feet. 
 
    “Lena, do you have any health potions?” I asked. 
 
    “A few bottles,” the alchemist responded, and she pulled her pack onto her lap and began to dig through it for the potions. 
 
    “Good,” I said with a relieved smile. “Split them up evenly and help Aerin get everyone healed up.” 
 
    A few minutes later, between Lena’s potions and Aerin’s healing magic, there was virtually no sign that we’d been attacked. Well, except for the circle of burnt grass by the ditch and the thousands of tiny pixie corpses that were scattered across the field. I was certain that the explosion would have drawn the attention of the nearby farmers, but either they were all still shuttered in their homes to ride out the swarm, or they were simply too far away to have reached us yet. I decided it didn’t matter, and it was better if we didn’t have to answer any questions, especially since my magic was the cause of the blast. No one argued when I suggested we carry on, and so that was what we did. 
 
    By the time the high, white stone walls of Ovrista rose into view a few hours later, news of the pixie swarm and the explosion in the outlying farmlands had already reached the city, and everyone we passed on the street was talking about it. From snatches of conversation, I gathered that the Mage Academy had already sent out riders to investigate the site, duly suspecting that some strange magic had to have been involved. All the better, then, that we hadn’t delayed there, and that we had been able to heal our wounds before we’d returned here.  
 
    The last thing I needed was to be at the center of an inquiry by the Mage Academy. 
 
    “We will go now,” Urim said when we reached the street that led off toward the black market, “to sell these ogre bones.” 
 
    “You’re leaving already?” Maruk asked with a slight frown. 
 
    “Can’t sell anything where you’re going,” Sulla replied with a shrug. “We’ll ask around for the black market. You know… persuasively.”  
 
    “Well, meet us back at our guild hall when you’re done,” Maruk said. “It’s on Garner’s Cross. I have something I want you to bring to my mother.” 
 
    The pirates nodded, then broke off to go their own way.  
 
    We threaded through the crowd on the main street on our way to the city center. Once we had just reached the lawn that surrounded the University Tower, Aerin suddenly grabbed my wrist, her expression anxious. 
 
    “Maybe we shouldn’t go in now,” the redhead urged quietly. Her gaze flicked to the glittering facade of the University Tower. “We can come back later when the archmages aren’t so... well, when they don’t have so much on their plates.” 
 
    Despite her excuse, I knew Aerin wasn’t actually concerned about the archmages’ stress levels. She’d heard the whispers about the investigation into the explosion, and she was near frantic about the mages discovering me on a good day. I couldn’t blame her for being worried, but there was no way for the mages to trace the explosion to us. No one had seen us when we’d dealt with the pixies, and there was no reason for anyone to suspect us. 
 
    “It’ll be alright,” I assured her. “We’re a respectable guild returning from a routine bounty mission. Everyone will be so wrapped up in speculation right now that they won’t even look twice at us.” 
 
    Aerin held my gaze for a moment, then sighed and nodded. “Alright, then.” 
 
    With that, we crossed the lawn and stepped through the tower’s grand double doors. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    The University Tower lobby was busier than I’d ever seen it before, though I had always made it a point to arrive at slower times whenever I was forced to come here to submit my mana tithe. Ordinarily, there would only be a few mages passing through on their way to lessons or studying together around the tables by the windows, and a single, sleepy clerk stationed behind the large desk at the end of the room.  
 
    Now, however, the place was buzzing with activity. Several dozen mages, all dressed in sweeping robes that ranged in color from the youngest students’ violet to the professors’ dusky Byzantine purple, either stood in small huddles to whisper about the explosion or pushed out the front doors to join the conversation on the street. They were so preoccupied, in fact, that no one so much as glanced our way when we entered.  
 
    I saw how tense Aerin was as she walked along beside me. I reached out to take her hand and give it a comforting squeeze as we wove through the crowd and made our way to the front desk. 
 
    Instead of the young, sandy-haired student who usually worked as the receptionist when we came here, we were met by an older mage dressed in professors’ robes. He had a neatly trimmed goatee, and his dark brown hair was slicked back against his head with so much gel it was practically a helmet. He watched us closely as we approached from behind thin wire spectacles. 
 
    “We have some books to return for a bounty,” I said as I stopped in front of the desk. Ordinarily, I wouldn’t have been so abrupt, maybe tried to lighten the mood with some friendly small talk, but the impatient expression on the older mage’s face made me decide that it would be best to just get straight to the point.  
 
    The man’s pale green eyes flicked from me to Aerin, then briefly to the rest of the group behind us. 
 
    “You know,” the mage drawled, “that you can return bounties to the charter office for processing?” 
 
    “Yes,” I answered, careful to keep my tone polite despite the self-importance in the mage’s voice, “but since it’s a Mage Academy bounty, we thought it best to return it directly to you, to help prevent dangerous magical items or texts from falling into the wrong hands.” 
 
    “Very well.” The man sighed through his nose. “The books?” 
 
    I pulled out my copy of the bounty sheet for the mage to stamp as a receipt, then turned back to Emeline. The panthera woman came forward and set the two volumes on the desk before the mage, and she rocked on her heels in excitement.  
 
    The mage slid the books across the desk, checked that they were the correct editions listed on the bounty documents, then stamped the receipt with the Mage Academy’s emblem.  
 
    “You must present your receipt at the charter office to receive payment for the fulfillment of the bounty,” he recited in that same bored drawl, and I resisted the urge to roll my eyes and tell him that I was well aware of the process.  
 
    “This was for my final exam,” Emeline told the mage, either because she didn’t notice the mage’s open disdain for us or couldn’t contain her excitement. “I’ll get to graduate now.” 
 
    The mage looked down his long nose at the panthera woman. “Congratulations,” he droned, and he had just begun to look back to the books we’d brought when he blinked suddenly and stared at Emeline. “Hold on, you’re--”  
 
    He was interrupted as a man rushed down the stairs on our right and nearly crashed into us. It was Etienne, and the panthera man’s expression was near frantic. 
 
    “Emeline!” Etienne breathed, his eyes wide. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    I suddenly sensed that several of the mages nearest to us had turned and begun to watch us, and a coil of dread began to form in my gut. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Emeline said with a little laugh. “I thought you’d be anxious for me to get back.” 
 
    Etienne shook his head and was about to respond when several gray-robed archmages strode up behind him.  
 
    “There,” said one, and he pointed at me. “That’s the mage who was practicing forbidden magic.” 
 
    My blood froze in my veins, and I was just about to try to cast some sort of spell, I didn’t know what, when two of the other archmages pushed past me and grabbed Emeline by the arms. 
 
    “What?” Emeline gasped, her face drained of color. “What are you talking about? I haven’t done anything wrong!“ 
 
    My hand went automatically to the hilt of my dagger, and I glanced back at Lavinia, Maruk, and Lena, a plan to attack the mages holding Emeline and cut our way out of there already half-formed in my mind. Then I felt Aerin’s hand on my wrist, and the healer gave me a warning look and shook her head almost imperceptibly.  
 
    “I’m sure there’s been some mistake,” Aerin said loudly as she turned toward the archmages.  
 
    The two mages that held Emeline had restrained her with her hands cuffed behind her back, and they each had a hand clasped tight on one of her shoulders. The panthera woman looked terrified, her ears pressed back almost flat against her head.  
 
    I curled my hand around the hilt of my dagger but forced myself to stay still and let Aerin talk. I knew she was right to have stopped me. There was no going back if we did try to fight our way out of here, and I couldn’t let my emotions get the better of me, as angry as I was to see Emeline treated this way. It had to be a mistake, and we would sort it out. 
 
    The archmage who had pointed out Emeline, a relatively young man with short red hair, narrowed his eyes at Aerin and turned to the panthera woman. 
 
    “You are Emeline Solé, are you not?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes, but--” Emeline started to respond in a trembling voice. 
 
    “Then it is my duty to inform you, Emeline Solé,” the red-haired mage interrupted, “that you have been charged with the possession of illegal texts pertaining to blood magic and the study of forbidden arcane arts by High Enchanter Alphonse Cuvier. Your trial will take place in two days, for which you will be provided with legal representation, and in the interim period, you will be imprisoned.” 
 
    “Blood magic?” Emeline echoed in disbelief. “Wait, what texts? I’ve never- Cuvier is lying!”  
 
    “She’s telling the truth,” Aerin said forcefully. “I’m a healer, I can read auras. She isn’t a blood mage, this is ridiculous!“ 
 
    “Take her away,” the red-haired mage ordered with a nod to the mages who were restraining Emeline. He didn’t so much as look at Aerin, let alone regard what she’d said. 
 
    “Hang on!” I said as I pushed forward. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Lavinia and Maruk shift, still ready to back me up. “You heard Aerin. She’s telling the truth, Emeline is not a blood mage. You can’t just arrest her like this! Where’s your evidence?” 
 
    “Don’t worry, if you believe this to be unjust, you’ll get your chance to testify at her trial,” the red-haired mage said with a sneer, “and you should count yourselves lucky that you are not currently being detained as well for associating with her.” Before I could respond, he turned with a sharp flutter of robes to follow the other mages and Emeline through a door behind the lobby desk, and they were gone. 
 
    A stunned silence had fallen over the previously bustling lobby, and all the remaining mages stared at us. I couldn’t have cared less about them, though, and I rounded on Etienne. 
 
    “Did you know about this?” I demanded. “Did you know they were going to arrest her when she came back here?” 
 
    The panthera man looked startled and took a half-step back.  
 
    “Of course I knew,” he answered, but he sounded more desperate than defensive. His eyes flicked over to the mages who were still huddled around the lobby, and he dropped his voice. “They came for me first, they thought I was involved.” He shook his head. “They found a book in her room, a book about blood magic. I thought that was why she was so eager to leave and go with you, that she had anticipated this and managed to escape. I never dreamed she would come back.” 
 
    “We shouldn’t talk about this here,” Aerin said quietly. “Come back to our guild hall with us, we’ll figure out what to do next.” 
 
    “What to do?” Etienne repeated. “What do you mean? What is there to do?” 
 
    I could hardly believe what I was hearing. 
 
    “What the hell do you mean?” I asked, my anger plain in my voice. “Are you saying you really believe your own sister is secretly a blood mage?” 
 
    “They found the book in her room,” Etienne hissed. Then he bit his lip, his expression pained. “I don’t... I don’t want to believe she could be capable of something like that, but...” 
 
    “She was telling the truth when she said she wasn’t a blood mage,” Aerin reminded him. “She’s innocent.” 
 
    “They won’t take your word for it,” Etienne replied miserably. “How could we hope to prove it?” 
 
    “That’s what we’re going to figure out,” Aerin said, “but not here. Will you come with us?” 
 
    Etienne hesitated for a moment as he looked from Aerin to me to Lavinia, Lena, and Maruk behind us, then his shoulders sagged, and he nodded. 
 
    As we turned to go, the crowds parted for us and cast nervous glances at our group, as though they were afraid we were the carriers of some contagious disease. I supposed they thought that if they so much as brushed against us, they would be guilty by association of harboring a blood mage. I remembered what that red-haired mage had said, that we were lucky we weren’t being arrested as well.  
 
    We made our way quickly back toward our guild hall, but Etienne seemed nervous about even leaving the University Tower. He’d pulled up his hood as soon as we stepped outside and seemed reluctant to take it off even when we were all seated around the dining table in our guild hall, well out of sight of any onlookers. I remembered what Emeline had told me about people in Ovrista treating her and her brother differently for being panthera, how quick people were to assume the worst about them. I didn’t doubt that prejudice played a factor in Emeline’s arrest now, especially after seeing how nervous Etienne was.  
 
    At the moment, the panthera man had his head in his hand as he stared blankly at the rough wood grain of the table. Maruk sat on his left, his expression sympathetic, while Lavinia seethed quietly on his right. Lena had gone to the kitchen to make tea, and Aerin paced behind her seat. Sulla and Urim had returned from the market, and they leaned against the wall with their arms crossed. 
 
    “That book they found wasn’t Emeline’s,” Aerin said. “She wasn’t lying.” 
 
    “So someone must have planted it among her things to frame her,” I suggested. “What was the name of the person who accused her in the first place?” 
 
    “Cuvier,” Etienne answered. He didn’t look up from the table. “Alphonse Cuvier. He’s one of the highest-ranking mages at the Academy. He was the author of several papers on the history of magic and the civil war. He’s known for his... strong opinions regarding magic, he’s even argued against holy healing. He believes it’s too similar in nature to blood magic.”  
 
    Etienne sighed. “He won’t be convinced by the testimony of a cleric, especially an elven cleric, as proof of my sister’s innocence. It would be easy enough to claim that you were lying to protect Emeline, and he’ll use his influence to sway the jury.” 
 
    “There must be some way to prove that Emeline isn’t guilty,” Maruk said thoughtfully. “Perhaps the jury wouldn’t be convinced by Aerin’s testimony alone, but the rest of us could also testify as character witnesses.” 
 
    Lena returned with a steaming teapot and poured fragrant herbal tea into mugs for everyone. 
 
    “Will that be enough to counter the charges?” the alchemist asked as she set down the teapot and swept back a lock of her blonde hair. 
 
    “Doubt it,” Lavinia responded bitterly. “That book they found will look a lot more convincing to a jury than all of us going on about how nice Emeline is. The mage elites already don’t care about what people like us have to say. They’re not going to be any more willing to listen to us in a trial, especially if it makes them look bad.” 
 
    Etienne turned slightly to look at the ladona woman as if he was surprised by her insight. Lavinia returned the look with an arched brow. 
 
    “This Cuvier guy is a big-shot, right?” she asked knowingly. “He’s the one who accused Emeline, so even if he weren’t the one who framed her, he’d lose face if she was found innocent. If I’ve learned anything about those assholes in that shining tower of theirs, it’s that they don’t really like to be embarrassed.” 
 
    “We’ll have to find out who framed her, then,” I said firmly, “and be able to prove it.”  
 
    Even as I said it, I knew an undertaking like that would be much, much easier said than done, but Emeline’s life wasn’t something I was willing to leave in the hands of whoever the Mage Academy appointed to represent her in her trial. Even so, the truth was that I wasn’t even sure where to start. I doubted the archmages would be willing to let us examine the book they claimed to have found in Emeline’s room, and even then, the trial was to take place in two days. What kind of compelling case could we construct in that time?  
 
    I set my jaw. First things first, we should determine the suspects. 
 
    “Etienne, you said the mages came to you first,” I said then. “Did they say anything about who found the book?” 
 
    “They said they were tipped off by an anonymous source that Emeline had been acting strangely,” the panthera man answered. “Someone had left a note for the archmages. It was the day after she left with you. Cuvier and a few other archmages, including that man you met today, Kieran, went to investigate and found the book. They say it was under a loose floorboard by her bed.” 
 
    “How convenient that they got an anonymous tip the moment she left the tower,” Lavinia said drily.  
 
    “Well, can you think of anyone who might have a reason to try to frame Emeline like this?” Aerin asked.  
 
    The panthera man shook his head.  
 
    “People on the street, nobles, even some of the mages, don’t particularly like panthera,” he answered after a moment. “We would always get a few sideways looks when we went out, and I know Emeline was teased sometimes by the other students, but I didn’t think there was anyone among them who hated us, hated her, so much as to do something like this.”  
 
    “Who would have had access to her room to plant it?” I asked. 
 
    “It could have been anyone, really,” Etienne replied with a weary shrug. “Well, any mage. Even the youngest students are not barred access to most places in the tower, and the dorms are open to everyone. Honesty and adherence to the rules are expected, and well, with so many hundreds of people living in such close quarters, you’re never really alone. Knowing that someone is always watching encourages obedience.” 
 
    “Then there could be someone who noticed something,” Aerin put in hopefully. “Someone who might have seen who planted the book or left the note.” 
 
    “Great.” Lavinia leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms. “We’ll just interview every single mage in the tower in two days and hope someone saw something.” 
 
    “At least it’s somewhere to start,” Aerin replied with a frown. 
 
    “You’re making it too complicated,” Urim said suddenly, and we all turned to the orc.  
 
    “How so?” I asked. 
 
    “You know who accused her,” Urim said with a shrug. “He was probably the one to frame her. It is not necessary to have more people involved.” 
 
    “I’d bet my bow it was this Cuvier bastard,” Lavinia said with a nod.  
 
    “Did you know he bullied Emeline?” I asked Etienne.  
 
    “We all know each other in the tower,” Etienne replied. Then he sighed and rubbed his hand through his hair. “Cuvier taught some of Emeline’s classes, and she complained about him a few times to me, but he’s known to be a strict instructor, and my sister was hardly the sort of restrained, quiet pupil he would expect. I’m sure they weren’t fond of one another, but Cuvier is not an unreasonable man. He wouldn’t try to have Emeline executed over a grudge like that.”  
 
    Etienne looked desperately around at us as he spoke as if he wasn’t sure about the truth of his statement and needed one of us to confirm that Cuvier couldn’t be capable of such evil. 
 
    “You sure about that?” Lavinia asked bluntly to pop Etienne’s bubble.  
 
    “We should try to talk to Emeline,” I suggested. “Maybe her relationship with Cuvier was worse than you realized.” 
 
    Etienne looked hurt. I knew he must be terrified, and I hadn’t meant to offend him, but at the moment, Emeline’s safety mattered more than his ego. If he’d misjudged Cuvier or written off Emeline’s complaints about the archmage, we needed to know.  
 
    “Would they allow us to visit her?” Maruk asked. 
 
    “Not all of us,” Aerin whispered into my ear so that Etienne couldn’t hear. “And Gabriel, you definitely shouldn’t go.” 
 
    “What?” I frowned at the healer. “Of course I’m going.” 
 
    “The archmages are already suspicious of Emeline practicing illegal magic, they’re going to be suspicious of us, too.” Aerin gripped my hand tightly, her expression earnest and fearful. “You more than anyone shouldn’t go out of your way to subject yourself to their scrutiny.” 
 
    She made a good point, but it was precisely because of the danger that I faced as a manipulator that I was so invested in helping to clear Emeline’s name. Emeline had never hurt anyone who didn’t deserve it, she wasn’t a danger to society like her trial would more than likely make her out to be. The Mage Academy shouldn’t have the authority to imprison and execute her because they found a book under her floorboard, and they shouldn’t get to kill manipulators just for existing. I wasn’t going to stand by on this. 
 
    Before I even said anything, I could tell Aerin had seen the resolve in my expression by the way her shoulders fell. 
 
    “I have to help,” I said softly. “I’ll bring my invisibility cloak, we’ll be careful, but I have to be there.” 
 
    Aerin frowned down at the table for a moment.  
 
    “Alright,” the healer said at last, “They won’t want to let us all in, so Gabriel, Lena, and I will go try to talk to Emeline. Lena, were you able to finish that sleeping draught we were working on?” 
 
    The alchemist stood up slightly on her toes when Aerin addressed her, and when she nodded her earrings jingled. 
 
    “Bring it,” Aerin said. Her hazel eyes flicked over to me. “Just in case.” 
 
    With no time to waste, I retrieved my invisibility cloak. The fabric was so fine that even folded over several times, it was hardly visible tucked in my vest pocket, and when I adjusted my traveling cloak from Yvaine over it, no one would know I had it at all.  
 
    Lena returned just as I’d clasped my traveling cloak around my shoulders. She had a small vial of dark fluid in her hand that she tucked into the pouch at her waist.  
 
    “We’ll be back in a few hours,” I told the others where they waited, still arranged around the dining room table. “Lay low, and plan those character witness testimonies.” 
 
    It was dark by the time Aerin, Lena, and I swept out into the street again, and the night was cool and still. The only sounds were the buzzing of insects around the street lamps and the far-off chatter of a few people returning home from the tavern, and we were untroubled as we made our way back to the Arcane University Tower. 
 
    As we approached the Tower’s lawn, I realized that I’d never been here at night, and so I’d never seen the hazy bulbs of light that floated like wisps around the tower and reflected off its mirrored surface like so many stars. It certainly looked magical, but I wasn’t in the mindset to appreciate it.  
 
    In stark contrast to earlier that afternoon, the lobby was completely deserted when we entered save for the lone receptionist at the desk. The older mage we’d seen before was gone, and another mage, a young man I didn’t recognize, was in his place. His light brown hair was a little rumpled, as though he’d dozed off behind the desk and had suddenly awoken when he heard us enter, and he watched us with interest as we approached him. 
 
    “Can I help you?” he asked when we stopped before the high desk for the second time that day. I couldn’t help but glance at the door behind him where the archmages had taken Emeline. 
 
    “Our friend was arrested,” I told him plainly. There was no way I could see that lying about our intentions would do us much good in this situation. We didn’t even know where Emeline was being held. “We need to speak with her.” 
 
    “Your friend?” The young man blinked, then he frowned. “Oh, the panthera girl? Her name is Emeline, right? We had a class together. She always seemed so nice. She used to sneak in candy and share it with the rest of us when the professors weren’t looking.” 
 
    “Can we visit her?” I pressed. 
 
    “Um...” The mage caught his lower lip between his teeth and looked around as if hoping someone else could give him the answer, but the lobby was empty.  
 
    “I’m not sure...” he started, but Lena stepped forward and cut him off. 
 
    “We just want to talk to her for a few minutes,” she said earnestly. “Just to make sure she’s alright.” 
 
    The mage frowned sympathetically and nodded. “Wait here, I’ll see what I can do.” He turned and slipped through the door behind him. 
 
    As the minutes passed and the mage did not return, I found it hard to keep still, and I couldn’t stop looking at that door. It was silver with a sweeping, curling design carved into the wood and a crystal knob. The longer it stayed closed, the more certain I became that our request to visit Emeline would be denied. 
 
    “We could just go in,” I whispered as I glanced to Aerin. “I could do that with the cloak.” 
 
    “We don’t know what all is back there,” she argued. “You might not find her at all.” 
 
    Before I could respond, the door opened again, and the young mage appeared.  
 
    “Follow me, please,” he said with a small nod. 
 
    The door opened onto a long corridor that split off into two directions at the end. Lamps were placed along the walls at intervals to provide light, but there was something else strange about the hall. The walls themselves seemed to be glowing slightly, and as I stepped through the door, I caught a faint, high-pitched sort of whining sound. It had to be magic, some sort of enchantment. I was sure it was for security purposes, though I could only wonder about what, specifically, the enchantment did. 
 
    The young mage took us down the lefthand branch of the corridor and past several doors, all with heavy locks and glimmering with the sign of more enchantments. I recalled what Etienne had said about the lack of restrictions in the tower. Apparently, the archmages’ trust only went so far.  
 
    We took a few more turns, all of which I was careful to map out in my mind, but we saw no one else until we came to a small door at the end of the hall where a guard waited. I could see at a glance that his armor was enchanted, and I could tell just as easily by the appearance of his mana that he was not a mage. He watched us closely from beneath his helmet as we passed, and I realized that he was the first non-mage I’d ever seen here in the tower. It would seem that even the archmages weren’t willing to trust magic in all circumstances. 
 
    In the next room, a tall mage with salt-and-pepper hair stood by with his hands clasped behind his back. He wore the gray robes of an archmage and a suspicious expression.  
 
    “You may return to your desk, Rory,” he said when we entered. “I’ll take them from here.” 
 
    The mage who had led us down here dipped his head in a nod. “Yes, sir, Professor Brennon,” he mumbled, and he slipped past us quickly, seemingly very eager to get back to his desk or perhaps just away from this Professor Brennon. 
 
    The older mage regarded us silently for another moment, then turned without a word and began to walk down to the end of the room. I exchanged a nervous glance with Aerin and Lena, and then we followed him. 
 
    He stopped before yet another door that shimmered with the signs of enchantments, and he recited something under his breath before he reached out to open the door. I strained to listen, but I could only catch a few of the words. Still, Brennon seemed to sense that I was trying to listen in because he glanced back at me with a frown before he turned the knob and opened the door. 
 
    The next room was sparse and dim, with exposed brick walls and a line of iron-barred cells along one side. Four more armored guards stood by inside, and they followed us with their eyes as we entered. 
 
    “She’s at the end,” Brennon said simply. “You have five minutes.” 
 
    Aerin, Lena, and I rushed forward to the last cell where Emeline was curled up with her chin on her knees. She looked up when she heard us approach and came up to the bars, her green eyes wide. I could see the shimmer of tears on her cheek in the low light and knew she’d been crying. 
 
    “Gabriel, Aerin, Lena, what are you doing here?” the panthera mage asked, her voice hoarse and urgent. “I don’t know what they told you, but I swear, I’m innocent.” Her look was intense, and she gripped the cell bars so hard, her knuckles turned white. 
 
    “We know,” I assured her. “We believe you, and we’re going to fix this.” Wary of being overheard by the attendant guard or Brennon, I lowered my voice. “We think you were framed, but we wanted to ask you if there was anyone you think might have done something like that.” 
 
    Emeline’s eyes went hard, and she cast a quick glance over to Brennon. 
 
    “It was Cuvier,” she whispered back. “I know it was. He’s always hated me.” 
 
    “Etienne told us you hadn’t gotten along with him,” Lena said quietly. 
 
    “That’s what he told you?” Emeline scoffed and shook her head. “Etienne has never taken me seriously. Cuvier despised me. He always singled me out in classes, and it was like he was just looking for excuses to give me detention. Anytime anything went wrong, he’d find some way to blame me, even when I had nothing to do with it.” Then she stopped and glanced over to the guards and Brennon again. “But… there’s something else.” 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    Emeline’s eyes flicked down to the floor, as though even now she regretted bringing it up. 
 
    “He summoned me to his office, this one time, for detention,” she said, so quietly even I could barely hear her even though we were right next to each other. “I got there early because I knew he’d never let it go if I was even a second late and….” 
 
    “Emeline, we don’t have much time,” Aerin urged.  
 
    Emeline’s eyes flicked up to us, and her gaze was intense. “I saw him with a book and a knife,” the panthera mage said. 
 
    “You mean you saw him practicing blood magic?” I asked. 
 
    “That’s what it looked like.” Emeline nodded with a shiver. “I was scared, I turned to leave, and that’s when he saw me. I pretended I didn’t see anything, but he knew I had.” Her voice became fearful again. “I was never going to tell, I knew no one would ever believe me if I did.” 
 
    “We believe you,” I assured her. “We’ll find a way to expose him.” 
 
    Emeline just frowned and shook her head. “Cuvier is one of the most influential mages in Ovrista. I doubt anyone on the jury would challenge him no matter what you did. And… and I heard one of the guards say he’s trying to get my trial pushed forward to tomorrow. It’s already too late.” 
 
    “Don’t say that,” Lena urged. 
 
    Just then, Brennon swept forward. “Your time is up.” 
 
    “You said we had five minutes,” Aerin argued. “It hasn’t been that long!“ 
 
    The mage’s stare was cold. “Your time is up,” he repeated. “If you insist on staying, it will have to be on the other side of the bars.” 
 
    I met Emeline’s eyes as we turned to go.  
 
    “We’ll fix this,” I vowed. “It’s not too late.” 
 
    Emeline looked as though she wanted to say something else, but Brennon stepped between us and ushered me forward. 
 
    I would keep my promise, we would find a way to prove that she was innocent, and that Cuvier was guilty. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    My mind raced on the way back through the corridors with their shimmering walls, through the tower lobby, and out into the quiet night. What Emeline had told us made me certain that Cuvier was the one who had framed her, and now he was trying to accelerate her trial to prevent anyone from discovering the truth before the sentence could be carried out. The questions that remained, then, were whether we would find a way to prove Emeline’s innocence and Cuvier’s guilt in time for the trial, and how we would be convincing enough to counter whatever sway Cuvier might hold over a jury.  
 
    We would need hard evidence, irrefutable proof that Cuvier was the one practicing blood magic, but finding that could take longer than Emeline had.  
 
    With those realizations, a new plan began to form in my mind, and by the time Aerin, Lena, and I reached the guild hall again, I was ready to present my proposal to the group. Lavinia, Maruk, Sulla, Urim, and Etienne were all still gathered around the dining room table, and they looked up when we entered the room. 
 
    “How is she?” Etienne asked as he rose halfway out of his seat. The panthera man’s voice was slightly strained as though he had been holding back tears. 
 
    “She’s scared,” Aerin answered. “They have her in a cell, and she heard that they might try to move her trial up to tomorrow.” 
 
    “Can they do that?” Maruk demanded with some of his normally repressed orcish anger. “This isn’t justice!“ 
 
    “The Mage Academy has complete authority over mages’ affairs,” Etienne replied as he sank back into the chair. “They can do whatever they like, and we are powerless to stop them.” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” I said, and the others all turned to look at me. I took a deep breath before I continued. “It’s true, we probably can’t come up with the case to prove Emeline’s innocence by tomorrow, and I don’t think we should count on whatever lawyer they assigned to her to do so, either, but Maruk is right, this isn’t just. If the Mage Academy isn’t going to do this lawfully, we shouldn’t either.” 
 
    “What are you suggesting?” Aerin asked nervously. 
 
    “We need to break Emeline out tonight,” I said. “We’ll take her somewhere where she can hide out while we find evidence that Cuvier has been practicing blood magic.” 
 
    “What?” Etienne went pale. 
 
    “Emeline told us she saw him in his office one day,” I explained. “That’s why he wants to have her executed, so she can’t tell anyone about him.” 
 
    “Figures,” Lavinia said with a sneer. “Fucking mage assholes. Well, I think it’s a great plan, but how do we get her out?” 
 
    I glanced over to the pirate orcs. “No way is blocked for Sulla, right?” 
 
    The pirates grinned broadly around their tusks.  
 
    “I noticed some enchantments when they took us down there,” I whispered to Aerin, “and I think we can expect at least one mage to be standing by, and five other guards, maybe more. I can disable the enchantments and deal with the mage if you two hold off the guards. Of course, we’ll need to do this quietly so that we don’t end up alerting anyone else, but we’ll definitely have the element of surprise.” 
 
    “Gabriel, you can’t be serious!” Aerin hissed under her breath as she grabbed my arm. “You cannot go in there! Visiting Emeline was risky enough, and now you want to lead the mission to break her out? It’s like you’re trying to get yourself killed.” 
 
    “I’m the only one who can disable those enchantments,” I argued, “and I can cast illusions to get us in and out. I’ll wear the invisibility cloak the whole time, no one will even know I was there. The rest of you will have to stay here so that we have a solid alibi.” 
 
    “What?” This time it was Lavinia who objected. “I don’t want to sit around here, I want to help.” 
 
    “So do I,” Maruk put in, and next to him, Lena nodded.  
 
    “We all want to help Emeline,” the alchemist insisted. 
 
    “We can’t all go in there,” I argued. “It’ll attract too much attention, and it’ll be harder for me to keep an illusion up over all of us.” 
 
    “Maybe there’s something else we can do,” Lena said thoughtfully, and we all turned to look at the blonde elf. 
 
    “Everyone was really worried about that explosion with the pixies,” Lena continued as she twirled a blonde lock around one finger, “especially the mages. If they saw what looked like another one even closer to the city, don’t you think they’d send out everyone they could to investigate? We could go out to those empty fields in the north and set something off as a diversion while you smuggle Emeline out.” 
 
    “Not just one,” Lavinia said as excitement filled her voice. “Several, one after the other. We’ll lead them away from the city. Aerin, Maruk, and I can help. That’s four bombs, four distractions.” 
 
    “You saw how crowded it was today,” Aerin protested. “If we were to set off four bombs, the whole city would be out in the streets. Someone would see them before they even got back outside.” 
 
    “Hang on.” Lavina leaned her elbows on the table. “When we came into the city earlier with those two behind us,” she gestured to Sulla and Urim, “no one even looked our way. Stirring up a crowd as Lena said could be the best way to do this. Hide in plain sight. They’d just need to make sure no one sees them leaving the University Tower. That’s what the invisibility cloak and the illusions are for, right? Once they’re in the street, they could be any random citizens from any random building.” 
 
    Aerin still looked nervous.  
 
    “Okay, so say you manage to break in, get past the magical security and the guards, and get Emeline out,” she said, and her tone made it clear how doubtful she was that we could accomplish any part of that plan. “Then what?” 
 
    “We get her out of the city,” I answered. “We take her somewhere the mages won’t think to look for her.” 
 
    “Do you have somewhere in mind?” Aerin prompted. 
 
    “I thought we could take her to Yvaine’s,” I replied. “It’s close enough that we could get her there tonight and be back by morning, and we know we can trust Yvaine.” 
 
    “When she said we were always welcome to visit, I don’t think she meant we could use her place to harbor fugitives,” Aerin said with a frown. “What if she doesn’t believe Emeline is innocent?” 
 
    “Yvaine is a good person,” I said firmly. “We have to trust her… and we don’t really have a better option. They know we’re her friends, so this is the first place they’ll come looking, but if we don’t do something now, Emeline will be tried and executed tomorrow.” 
 
    The healer pressed her lips together, and I could see that she was trying to reconcile her reservations surrounding my plan with her understanding of the urgency that prompted it. 
 
    “You know there’s no other way, Aerin,” I said gently as I took her hand. “I know you’re worried, but we’ll be careful.” 
 
    Aerin held my gaze for a few long seconds, then, at last, she nodded.  
 
    “Alright,” she said, her voice quiet but resolute. “I’m with you. What do we need to do first?” 
 
    I walked over to the heap where we’d all dropped our packs when we’d come in, retrieved two identical maps of the city and surrounding farmlands and wilderness, and spread them out in the center of the table. 
 
    “We need to decide where you, Lavinia, Maruk, and Lena will be setting off the explosions,” I said as I traced my finger over the section of empty fields on the northeast side of the city walls. They would have been farmland, but the soil proved to be too acidic, and so nature had been left to its own devices.  
 
    “Here.” Lena selected four points a little over a mile away from the city wall where the edge of the surrounding forest grew closest. “We’ll be able to use the trees for cover when the mages come.” 
 
    “Good,” I said with a firm nod. “We’ll need to time this carefully, but we won’t have a way to signal each other discreetly if you’re so far out of the city.” 
 
    “What about the clock tower?” It was the first time Etienne had spoken since we’d told him about his sister. He looked around nervously when we all turned to him. “You can hear it for miles out, right? Count the chimes, and you’ll know when you need to set off your explosion.” 
 
    “Good idea,” I said with a grin. “Lena, how long do you think you’ll need to get your supplies set up and get everyone out there?” 
 
    “Half an hour to get everything together,” the alchemist answered after a moment’s thought, “then another half-hour travel time.” 
 
    “Alright, let’s leave a buffer in case you get delayed.” I moved to glance out the window where the clock tower outside the charter office was just visible over the neighboring rooftops. It was just after ten. “Let’s plan to start right at midnight. You four set off the explosions at five-minute intervals. Sulla, Urim, and I will enter the tower a few minutes before the first one, deal with the guards, get Emeline, and leave the city.” 
 
    “You can’t go through the main gate,” Etienne said suddenly. “It’ll be choked with guards if they don’t close it entirely, but there’s a drainage tunnel on the southern wall. That part of the city is at a slightly lower elevation than the rest, and it used to flood every spring until the tunnel was added in 907...” He trailed off when he saw that we were all staring at him.  
 
    “I studied architecture and city planning,” he said a little sheepishly. “Look, the tunnel will be covered by a grate, so you’ll have to break through it somehow in order to get out, but there won’t be anyone guarding it. If you follow Knight Street from the tower, it’ll take you right to it.” 
 
    “Great,” I said, still slightly surprised by Etienne’s detailed knowledge of the city’s layout. “Thanks.” 
 
    The panthera man gave me a wry smile. “You’re the one doing the dangerous work here to save Emeline. How else can I help?” 
 
    “You should meet us there, by the drainage tunnel,” I replied. “You can go with Emeline to Yvaine’s. I’m sure she’ll want you to be there, and you’ll be safer. If the mages already suspected you once, they’ll no doubt accuse you of helping her escape.” 
 
    “You don’t want me to help you fight?” Etienne asked. 
 
    Considering his hopeless attitude when Emeline had first been arrested, I was somewhat taken aback by Etienne’s willingness to be so directly involved now, especially given the risks involved. My surprise must have shown on my face because the panthera man’s ears flicked back against his head and he pressed his lips together. 
 
    “I do want to help if you’ll have me,” he said firmly. “I can’t help but feel as though this is in some way my fault. Emeline had told me she was afraid of Cuvier before, and she was always asking to leave the tower, but I thought she was just being dramatic, wanting to pretend her life was some storybook adventure.” He sighed and passed his hand over his face. “I should have listened to her, and I want to make up for my negligence now if I can.” 
 
    “We’d be glad to have you,” I told him, “but you know what will happen if we get caught?” 
 
    Etienne nodded. “I know.” 
 
    I turned back to the map and selected a point not far from the farm where we had once returned a prized basilisk to a man who raised flocks of the creatures. The forest was dense there and would give us good cover, and it was far enough from the explosion site that we wouldn’t have to worry about being spotted by the investigation party. I marked it on both of the maps.  
 
    “We’ll all meet up here,” I explained. “Lena, Aerin, Lavinia, and Maruk, you all leave as soon as you set off your explosion, and stay off the roads and away from the houses. We’ll head straight there once we have Emeline.”  
 
    I leaned toward the window to check the time again. It was half-past ten. When I turned back to the others, their expressions were grim, and I set my jaw. 
 
    “Let’s do this.” 
 
    In less than half an hour, we were all ready to go. Lena had supplied Aerin, Lavinia, and Maruk with the materials for several bombs each, just to be safe, and given them written copies of the instructions on how to detonate them safely when the time came.  
 
    Etienne, Sulla, Urim, and I had our weapons concealed beneath our cloaks, and I had my own invisibility cloak at the ready. As we gathered by the door to leave, Aerin took my hand. 
 
    “Please be careful,” the elf said softly as she looked into my eyes. “I don’t know what I’d do if I lost you.” 
 
    I tilted her chin up and kissed her, and she hugged me tightly.  
 
    “I will,” I promised as we broke apart. “You be careful, too.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about us, we can handle our explosives,” Lavinia assured me, and she stepped in to kiss me as well.  
 
    “This will work,” Lena said with utter conviction. “The Goddess of Luck is on our side, is she not?”  
 
    I smiled as I pulled Lena in for a farewell kiss as well. “She is.” 
 
    With that, we all pulled up our hoods and slipped out quietly into the night. Etienne led our party through the darkest, least-traveled back alleys toward the shining University Tower, and I was grateful to have the panthera man along. I realized now that his knowledge of the city could very well prove critical to our success here. Certainly, it was coming in handy now, since, despite their best efforts, the eight-foot-tall orc pirates weren’t exactly discreet. Without Etienne to guide us along a route where we could pass unnoticed, I would have had to use my magic to help conceal us as we took a more direct route. 
 
    Etienne’s route was safer, but it took longer. It was only seven minutes to midnight as we neared the main street and the plaza we would have to cross to reach the tower. In the safety of the alleyway, I draped the invisibility cloak over my shoulders and pulled up the hood. I moved my arms and took a few steps to test how it moved, and I was relieved to find that it didn’t show gaps that could give me away.  
 
    “We’ll be right behind you,” I whispered to Etienne, and I raised my hand toward Sulla and Urim. The two pirates couldn’t sense the difference, and Etienne wasn’t looking back at us, so he didn’t notice when I cast my illusion over the orcs and they vanished from his sight. The illusion would muffle any sounds they made as well, and I would only have to maintain it long enough to keep anyone who might still be out on the street from noticing the enormous orc pirates entering the University Tower. We didn’t want to raise the alarm too soon after all. Once we got behind the door into the corridor that led to the cells, it wouldn’t matter who saw the pirates which was certainly one advantage to the fact that they were already outlaws.  
 
    At exactly five minutes to midnight, Etienne slipped out of the alleyway and crossed the plaza toward the tower with Sulla, Urim, and I close on his heels. Of course, between my cloak and my magic, the only thing any onlookers would be able to see was the panthera man. 
 
    As we entered the tower, I made a quick sweep of the lobby, but it was empty. Just as before, the only person here was the young mage we’d met earlier when Aerin, Lena, and I had come to visit Emeline. He looked up when Etienne approached, and his brow creased in a sympathetic expression.  
 
    “You want to see her?” he guessed. 
 
    “Yes,” Etienne responded, “if I can.” His voice had a slight tremor to it, but whether that was due to anxiety about our plan or simply remorse, I couldn’t guess.  
 
    The attendant mage nodded. “Just a moment, let me check with Brennon.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    The mage disappeared behind the enchanted door again, and this time, he returned more quickly than he had when I’d come earlier. He held the door open for Etienne.  
 
    “Just take a left down here, Brennon is waiting,” he said. “He’ll take you to her.” 
 
    Etienne paused and reached out to grasp the young man by the shoulder which I knew was to buy me time to clear the way ahead.  
 
    “Thank you, Nolan,” the panthera man said honestly. “I appreciate this.” 
 
    I gritted my teeth as I was forced to split my focus between maintaining the illusion to conceal Sulla and Urim and disabling the enchantments in the corridor. I had never tried to do anything like this before, but there hadn’t exactly been time for a trial run. I kept Sulla and Urim in my periphery to make sure the shimmer of magic around them didn’t falter as I raised my hand toward the corridor and focused on the way the ambient magic rippled along the walls, the high-pitched tone it made. 
 
    “For what it’s worth,” Nolan responded, “I’m sorry. She was-- She always seemed like such a nice girl. I’m sure this is hard for you, of all people.” 
 
    I closed my hand into a fist, and the tone that rang in my ears lowered in pitch and then was quiet. At the same moment, the shimmer of the enchantments faded from the walls, and the corridor was cleared. I breathed a sigh of relief as I shifted my full attention back to the illusion over the orcs, and I nudged Etienne’s heel with the toe of my boot to signal to him that we could go on. 
 
    “You’re a good mage, Nolan,” Etienne said quietly, “and a good man. Well, I should go.” He stepped away and entered the corridor, and Sulla, Urim, and I slipped in behind him before Nolan let the door fall closed again. 
 
    Etienne’s posture was rigid as he started down the hall and sweat beaded on his brow. He swept it away just before we turned the corner and nearly ran into Brennon, the older mage we’d met before. He said nothing to Etienne but turned and led us down the same winding way as before toward the cells, and I was relieved to realize that I’d remembered all the turns from my first trip down here. 
 
    When we came to the end of the corridor and the door that led to the jail, the same guard stood by as before. Only, this time, he followed us inside when Brennon took us through to the jail and nearly ran into me as he did.  
 
    As the heavy door fell closed behind us, I moved quietly out of the guard’s way and scanned the room. The other five guards that I’d anticipated were here, and they stood when we entered and placed their hands on the swords at their hips. 
 
    There was a scuffling sound from the cell at the end, and Emeline’s face appeared behind the bars. 
 
    “Etienne?” she called, her voice hoarse but hopeful. 
 
    “Emeline!” Etienne craned his neck to try to get a look at her when she called out to him, but Brennon and the other guards blocked the way forward. 
 
    Brennon had his hands clasped behind his back as he regarded the panthera man. Then the corner of his mouth twitched up in a smirk. 
 
    “To think you’d actually come back here,” Brennon drawled. “If you had any brains at all, you’d have put this city behind you and never returned. Did you really think we would believe you weren’t involved in your sister’s crime? That you weren’t helping her cover it up? The only reason Cuvier didn’t order your arrest sooner was that we hoped you might somehow lead us to the girl.”  
 
    Brennon’s smile was cruel. “And now here you both are. I suppose it’s true what they say about panthera--“ 
 
    Whatever Brennon was going to say, he was cut off by an echoing boom, the first of Lena’s explosions. 
 
    “What in the Goddess’ name was that?” Brennon demanded a moment before Etienne punched him in the jaw. 
 
    I figured that was as good a signal as any and dropped the illusion over Sulla and Urim. At the orcs’ sudden appearance, the guards’ eyes bulged, and they scrambled to draw their swords.  
 
    While Urim turned to the guard who had followed us inside, Sulla grabbed the two guards nearest to him by the backs of their necks and slammed their heads together. The orc’s strength was so great that the guards’ helmets crumpled as they connected as easily as if they were aluminum cans, and blood dripped down over the men’s faces as Sulla dropped them to the floor. 
 
    “What is this?” Brennon demanded, his expression a mixture of shock, rage, and fear. He didn’t wait for an answer, however, before he rounded on Etienne again. The older mage raised his hand, and I saw the light of his mana flare up and begin to course down his arm.  
 
    Etienne and I both raised our hands at the same moment, but whatever spell the panthera man was about to cast, I was just slightly faster. As I closed my hand into a fist, Brennon’s mana froze on its track down his arm, and the light in his chest dimmed rapidly.  
 
    The old mage gave a breathless cough, and he clutched at his chest with a panicked look on his face.  
 
    “What did you do?” he wheezed, his eyes locked on Etienne. Of course, he would assume it was the panthera man who had attacked him, given that I was still hidden beneath my invisibility cloak.  
 
    For his part, Etienne seemed just as surprised, but before he could respond, one of the guards fell between the dueling mages with one of Urim’s axes buried in his back. Brennon took the opportunity to scramble further back into the room and to put some space between himself and Etienne, Sulla, and Urim.  
 
    There were still two guards left to mount a defense, but they were little match for the orcs. As Urim pried his axe out of the dead guard’s back, he swung it around and lodged it into the throat of another. Flecks of red splattered the guard’s lips as he gargled on his own blood and reached weakly for the blade in his throat, but Urim pulled the axe free, and the man slumped forward as blood gushed from the wound. 
 
    One of the remaining guards let out a cry as he attempted to drive his sword into Sulla’s abdomen, but the orc stopped the blade against one of the thick bracers that encircled his enormous forearms before he grabbed his attacker around the neck and lifted him off the ground. The guard spluttered and kicked desperately at the air as Sulla held him up, and he clawed at the arm that restrained him, but it was only for a moment. Sulla closed his massive fist around the guard’s neck, and the man went limp.  
 
    Brennon watched in horror as Sulla dropped the last guard to the floor, and his wide, wild eyes flicked between the orcs and Etienne.  
 
    “You won’t get away with this!” the old mage hissed. “Not if you kill me!” He was half crouched and still had a hand on his chest, and a vein stood out on his forehead. “But let me live, and I can help you get out of here.” 
 
    Etienne’s face was set in a mask of cold fury, his fists clenched at his sides.  
 
    “Until a few moments ago, you were all too eager to see my sister and me executed for crimes we didn’t commit,” the panthera man said in a low voice. “I have no reason to trust you, and no reason to spare your life.” 
 
    Brennon bared his teeth and threw up his hand, and I raised my own hand toward him to counter his attack, and the spark of the old mage’s mana stopped short before it could reach his palm. I closed my fist, and Brennon’s mana shrank back even more until it was just a dim flicker in his chest.  
 
    Brennon jerked back and nearly fell but managed to hold himself up against the wall, and he stared at Etienne.  
 
    “How are you doing that?” he demanded, and flecks of saliva flew from his lip.  
 
    Etienne didn’t answer, he simply raised his free hand out toward Brennon. The panthera mage’s mana glowed brighter as he made a motion with his hand as though he was plucking something out of the air, and Brennon’s eyes went wide as he wheezed and reached for his throat.  
 
    The old mage fell onto his knees and elbows, and he clutched desperately at his throat as Etienne drew the air from his lungs. In a last attempt to save his own life, Brennon began to crawl forward, but even as he reached out toward Etienne, he collapsed and was still, and the light in his chest went out. 
 
    “Etienne!” Emeline cried. She must have heard the thud of Brennon’s body and assumed it was her brother who had fallen because her voice was raw with panic. “Etienne?! I can’t see you. Are you okay?”  
 
    As I glanced back to her cell, I could see her hands wrapped around the bars and the side of her face as she tried to see where we were.   
 
    “He’s alright!” I told her. “Hang on, we’re coming.”  
 
    I searched the guards until I found the one with the keys, and he was already crouched in front of his sister’s cell by the time I made it over to unlock it. Emeline’s cheeks were streaked with tears, and Etienne’s eyes shone with unshed tears of his own as I unlocked the cell door and pushed it back.  
 
    Emeline let out a choked sob as she threw herself into her brother’s arms.  
 
    “I’m so sorry, Emeline,” Etienne said quietly as he hugged her. “I should have listened to you, I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I’m just glad you’re here now,” Emeline replied, and as she pulled away from her brother, she turned to me.  
 
    “You came for me.” She sounded surprised as much as relieved. “We barely know each other, but you risked your life to rescue me.” Suddenly, she rushed forward and wrapped me in an embrace as well. “Thank you, Gabriel.”  
 
    “I told you we’d fix this,” I murmured back. “We’re going to take you somewhere safe, then we’ll find a way to prove that you’re innocent, but we need to leave right now.” 
 
    Emeline stepped back, and her eyes flicked over to the bodies of the guards and Brennon. Any lingering fear in her expression melted away, and she had the same stony look her brother had worn when he’d killed Brennon.  
 
    “Right,” Emeline replied. “I’m ready.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    A few hours later, Aerin, Lavinia, Maruk, Lena, and I were back inside the walls of Ovrista. Much to Maruk’s chagrin, we had to sneak back in through the drainage tunnel to avoid being stopped and questioned by the guards at the gate, but we managed to get back inside unnoticed. Now, we could start the final stage of our plan.  
 
    Emeline had seen Cuvier practicing blood magic, and we had to find a way to prove it. That meant sneaking into his office in the university tower to look for evidence. Compared to facing down the guards and Brennon and smuggling Emeline out of the city, I hoped it would be relatively easy. 
 
    A thin fog hung low over the streets as dawn seeped into the sky, but the crowds from earlier in the morning had hardly abated. If anything, there were more people out now, the numbers swelled by those who had chosen to ignore the explosions when they’d initially gone off but had now decided that the situation was indeed their concern. All the same, it was easy enough for us to slip among them as though we’d always been there as we wove our way through the throngs toward the university tower.  
 
    On Aerin’s insistence, I’d put the invisibility cloak back on before we’d come anywhere near Ovrista, but as we walked up the path to the mage’s tower, I was glad I already had it on. While there had been no one around to witness me suddenly vanish before we’d broken Emeline out of her cell, there was absolutely nowhere I would have been able to get away from prying eyes now to have put it on, and I’d need it to get into Cuvier’s office to search for evidence.  
 
    If the streets were chaotic, the lobby of the university tower was a nightmare. Students, professors, and even several archmages were packed onto the floor, and dozens more hung back on the steps as they watched the commotion below. Everyone, naturally, was talking about the explosions, and I realized that the four gray-robed archmages that stood together around the statue in the center of the lobby were those who had gone to investigate the blasts. They were trying in vain to get the crowd under control as the other mages, from the youngest students to the gray-haired professors, demanded answers.  
 
    “We have not yet been able to discern the cause of the explosions,” one of the archmages called out about the clamoring of the crowd. He was straining so much to be heard that his voice was almost hoarse. “However, we believe they were the work of an alchemist.” 
 
    “Are we under attack?” someone shouted from the crowd. This triggered more panic, and people began to whisper amongst themselves as several others shouted out similar questions. The archmages could hardly get a word in edge-wise, and it was obvious that they were beginning to become frantic. I couldn’t help but feel a little bit proud of that. With the kind of iron control they usually had, maybe it was about time they had to deal with a little chaos.  
 
    Even so, we didn’t stick around to see how the archmages were going to handle this slew of questions and the people’s rising panic. It was exactly the sort of diversion we needed to be able to slip up to Cuvier’s office and have a look around.  
 
    As we pushed our way up the first flight of stairs, I paused on the landing and scanned the crowd below for any sign of Cuvier, but I didn’t see anyone in the archmages’ gray who matched the description Emeline had given me. I tried not to let it bother me. Just because he wasn’t here didn’t mean he wasn’t somehow otherwise occupied, and even if he was in his office when we got there, we had a plan for the others to distract him while I went inside. 
 
    We were careful and quiet as we made our way up the flights of stairs to the appropriate floor. I knew Aerin had already prepared an excuse for why she, Lavinia, Lena, and Maruk had a reason to be up here, but as we came to the hall where the professors’ offices were located, there was not another soul in sight. Perhaps that should have been a relief, but I couldn’t help but feel somewhat apprehensive.  
 
    If Cuvier wasn’t here, and he wasn’t in the lobby with everyone else in the tower, where was he?  
 
    Now that I thought about it, I realized that the only archmages I’d seen downstairs had been the four who had gone out to investigate the explosions. There had to be at least a dozen more. It was possible they were all out on the streets or, more likely, meeting with Ovrista’s other government officials, but for some reason, I felt sure that they were still in the tower. I could imagine them, Eamon Maderel and the others, the people who really ran this city, all seated together around a table in some secret room. Not answering people’s questions, not trying to restore order to the city, but sitting back like spiders at the center of a web and plotting how they might turn this chaos into their favor.  
 
    “We’ll stand guard here,” Aerin whispered. “You go ahead.” The elf’s posture was rigid, and she kept fiddling with her necklace the way she always did when she was nervous.  
 
    I forgot for a moment that I was invisible and reached out to take her hand. The healer started as my fingers brushed against her knuckles, but then she gripped my hand tightly. I gave her hand a squeeze and then slipped past the group toward the office that Emeline had said belonged to Cuvier. 
 
    Fortunately, there was a plaque on the door with Alphonse Cuvier written in a straight, commanding font, so I knew I wasn’t going to waste any time accidentally searching the wrong office. There was also the telltale shimmer of an enchantment around the edge of the door, but I was able to dispel it with a touch of my hand and a bit of mana. I opened the door quietly and paused for a few seconds on the threshold as I scanned the room for more signs of magical security.  
 
    The office was dim, and the only light at the moment came from the three narrow windows at the far end. I was able to make out a leather armchair before a fireplace, a few shelves with neat rows of books and a few other magical objects, and a writing desk where a stack of blank pages sat ready next to a quill and a pot of ink.  
 
    I closed the door behind me and pulled down my hood as I made my way further into the room and tried to think of where I would hide my illegal books in a place like this. My eyes flicked down to the wooden floor, and I remembered that Cuvier had claimed to have found the blood magic book in Emeline’s room beneath the floorboards. None of them looked like they could come loose, and there were no indications of enchantments along the floor. Wherever Cuvier had hidden the evidence of his dabblings with dark magic, I was certain that he would have laid some protective enchantments around the area. 
 
    I circled around the office a few times, lifted the top of the desk, checked beneath the cushions of the armchair, even poked around in the ashes of the fireplace, but I found nothing, not even a scrap of paper. Anxiety began to well up in my chest. I was keenly aware that we didn’t have much time. Eventually, someone would come this way and wonder what Aerin, Lavinia, Lena, and Maruk were doing in this corridor. Maybe they’d buy Aerin’s excuse that they were waiting for a professor, but it was just as likely the rest of my guild would be told to move on. Eventually, Cuvier would return, and if he suspected that anyone had been snooping around as I was, he would be quick to destroy the evidence of his crimes. That was, assuming he hadn’t already.  
 
    As the thought occurred to me, my stomach sank. Were Emeline and Etienne’s deaths meant to be the final loose ends to be tied up? Could Cuvier have already rid this place of any sign that he’d ever practiced blood magic? 
 
    I leaned against the bookcase with a groan. That was it, wasn’t it? I’d been here looking for something that wasn’t here to be found. Frustrated, I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. I couldn’t get too discouraged now. Maybe I couldn’t find evidence of Cuvier’s guilt here and now, but there would have to be another way. 
 
    My sense of hope reaffirmed, I opened my eyes again, and that was when I saw it. The telltale shimmer of a protective enchantment along the row of books at the bottom of the shelf. I hadn’t noticed it earlier with the glare of the sunlight on the polished wooden edge of the shelf, but at this angle, it was as clear as day.  
 
    My heart raced in anticipation as I knelt and touched the row of books to dispel the enchantment over them, and Lena’s words from the previous night echoed in my mind. 
 
    “Hidden in plain sight,” I whispered as the shimmer fell away, and the orderly row of what had moments ago appeared to be boring legal texts were revealed to be ancient grimoires and scrolls. I pulled out one of the books and opened it to a random page. It showed an illustration of a man in apparent agony. Blood poured from his eyes, nose, ears, and mouth, and a mage stood by, his arms outstretched. The text below the illustration described a means of healing oneself by extracting the blood of a victim.  
 
    Despite the grim nature of what I’d just discovered, I smiled. This was it. This was exactly the proof we needed. Now we’d see how Cuvier liked being the subject of an anonymous warning, one delivered directly to the High Mage of Ovrista, Eamon Maderel, himself.  
 
    Just then, I heard voices and footsteps out in the hall. 
 
    “Wait, sir!” Aerin cried. 
 
    “How dare you!” a man’s voice responded. “Let go of me!”  
 
    Before I could so much as pull up the hood of my invisibility cloak, the door swung open and Alphonse Cuvier entered. He was tall and thin, with pale, hollow cheeks and a long, straight nose. His dark eyes were set deep in their sockets, and combined with hair and eyebrows so pale blond as to be nearly white and a thin-lipped gash of a mouth, they gave him a sort of skeletal appearance.  
 
    The mage locked eyes with me immediately, and as his gaze went to the book in my hands, his face contorted into an absolutely murderous expression.  
 
    Aerin, Lavinia, Lena, and Maruk appeared behind him just as he tried to rush at me, and Maruk grabbed him by the collar and hauled him back. They stumbled back against the door, and I saw Cuvier’s mana flare up.  
 
    I raised my hand to block the imminent spell, but Cuvier was insanely fast, and before I was able to quell his mana, he cast his spell. There was a burst of red light, and we were all thrown back away from the mage as if by an explosion.  
 
    I gritted my teeth against the sudden pain in my chest as I pulled myself to my feet and did a quick mental assessment of my condition. My chest ached, and my heart was pounding rapidly, but it seemed Cuvier intended to knock us back rather than do any serious damage. 
 
    The mage had fled to the center of the room as soon as he’d gotten away from Maruk, and his chest heaved as he looked us over and took in our weapons, and there was something manic in his eyes. 
 
    “I can’t imagine what sort of trouble you all came looking for in here,” he said with a sneer, “but I can assure you, you’ll get far more than you bargained for coming at me like this.” 
 
    “You’re the one who’s out of your depth,” I told him. “We know you’re a blood mage, and we know you tried to frame Emeline and Etienne and have them executed. I wonder what Eamon Maderel will think of that? I expect he won’t be pleased.” 
 
    “Are you threatening me?” Cuvier demanded. “Because if you are, then I would simply have no choice but to kill every last one of you. Unfortunate, of course, but seeing as I’m acting in self-defense, who could blame me?” 
 
    Suddenly, the mage threw up his hand toward Maruk, and his mana sparked up and turned a deep red. I moved to counter it, but Cuvier’s magic was the fastest I’d ever witnessed, faster than the ogre, faster even than Brennon had been. His mana reached his hand before I even had my arm all the way up, and Maruk cried out in pain and staggered forward as cuts began to appear all over his skin as if he was being sliced up by an invisible knife. The orc moved his shields into a defensive position, but they couldn’t stop the magic that was already cutting him open.  
 
    “Maruk!” Aerin cried and moved to aid the orc as I returned my focus to Cuvier, a knot of fury coiled tight in my chest. I held my hand out toward the mage and closed it sharply, and the blood red spark of Cuvier’s mana dipped like a candle flame in the wind. The mage’s whole body jolted as though he’d been electrocuted, and he stumbled back with his hands held out for balance.  
 
    I gritted my teeth as I curled my fist tighter, and Cuvier’s mana flickered dimmer in response to the motion. His eyes went wide as he choked out a strangled cough and reached for his chest, and his panicked gaze passed from Lavinia, who stood with an arrow nocked to her bowstring, to Lena and Aerin where they were attempting to heal Maruk’s wounds before it moved to me. I saw the light of realization burn in the mage’s dark eyes.  
 
    “You...” he gasped out, his voice hoarse. “You can’t be... No. This is a trick. None of the manipulators survive to adulthood, we made sure of it.” 
 
    “Oh, shut up already,” Lavinia growled, and she released the arrow that she’d had ready. 
 
    It should have struck the old mage right through his throat, but Cuvier moved with impossible speed to dodge it, and the arrow only grazed the side of his neck before it thudded into the wooden desk behind him. 
 
    The mage’s thin lip curled as he reached up and touched the wound on his neck, and his eyes darkened when he examined the blood on the tips of his fingers.  
 
    As astonishing as it was for him to have dodged the arrow to begin with, what happened next was even more unbelievable. Though I could feel him trying to resist my influence, I still had control over Cuvier’s mana, yet, as he held up his bloodied hand and turned to Lavinia, the droplets of blood came away from his fingers and swirled in the air around his hand.  
 
    I clenched my fist so tightly it hurt, and Cuvier’s mana dimmed even more, but as he splayed his fingers out in a sudden gesture toward the ranger, Lavinia cried out, and a bright red gash appeared on her cheek.  
 
    I realized with a spike of icy fear that he wasn’t using any mana now. He couldn’t have been because I still quelled it. Cuvier hadn’t simply dabbled in blood magic, he’d mastered it enough that he could cast spells with the power of blood alone. 
 
    My hand began to tremble with the effort it took to control Cuvier’s mana. His will was stronger than any other mage or creature I’d encountered yet, and I almost thought I could feel the fire of his mana burn against the inside of my closed fist as the mage fought against my influence.  
 
    Cuvier seemed to sense it, too, because the look of shock on his face morphed into a proud expression.  
 
    “No matter,” he spat. “You’ll die here and now, and all will be right in the world again.” 
 
    The heat in my hand surged up as Cuvier took a step toward me, and I was forced to release the hold I had over his mana.  
 
    I fumbled for my dagger just as the twang of Lavinia’s bowstring sounded, and one of the ladona ranger’s dark arrows arched forth and pierced the mage in the chest. Cuvier stopped and stared down at the arrow, startled, for a beat, and then he laughed and turned to Lavinia with a cruel sneer. 
 
    “You think you can kill me so easily?” he taunted, and as he spoke, he gripped the shaft of the arrow and began to pull it out of his chest. “I am one of the greatest mages this world has ever seen. I cannot be killed by the likes... of... you.” He panted around the words as he yanked the arrow free, the wood and the barbed tip slick with his blood, and tossed it aside as if it were nothing more than a minor inconvenience.  
 
    The barbs had torn open a jagged wound on his chest, and crimson blossomed over the front of his gray robes, but he didn’t topple over as he should have, as any normal mortal creature would have. Instead, he dragged his hand across the wound and smeared it with blood, and as he flung his hand out toward Lavinia, the ladona ranger gasped and stumbled forward with her hand on her chest.  
 
    Blood began to drip from between the ranger’s gloved fingers, and her red eyes were wide with shock and fear. 
 
    “Lavinia!” Fear and fury washed over me as I pulled out my dagger. The mana blade formed at the end of the hilt as I lunged for Cuvier, but the mage was fast, and he caught my wrist before could I bring the blade down. 
 
    His dark eyes shone with a wild light, and he bared his teeth in a bitter grin as we grappled. Beneath the tear in his robes, I saw that the wound on his chest had vanished, and there was nothing left to suggest it had been there at all except for the torn fabric and the blood smeared across the mage’s skin. 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Lena and Aerin move to attend to Lavinia and Maruk, and Cuvier’s dark gaze flicked over to them.  
 
    “It’s too bad you never had a good teacher, boy,” the blood mage sneered. “Someone who could have told you how dangerous it is to allow such distractions into your life.” 
 
    He kicked out sharply at my shin and twisted my knife arm behind my back as my knee buckled, and I cried out. Cuvier started to say something else, but I reared back and slammed my head into his face, and we both crashed to the floor.  
 
    My dagger flew from my hand as I sprawled across the floor, and Cuvier moved to kick it away as I reached for it. His nose was bent at a grotesque angle and streamed blood over his lips and chin, and his eyes shone with murderous rage. 
 
    I lunged for the blade again, and Cuvier grabbed me by the shoulders and pulled me back, and he yanked the invisibility cloak away from my shoulders as he did so. I wrestled one arm free and brought my elbow back sharply into his face, and I was rewarded with the sound of crunching cartilage and a howl of pain from the mage as he was forced to release me.  
 
    As I grabbed the dagger again and whirled to face Cuvier, bright, hot pain exploded over my face, and I felt my nose break as a surge of blood flowed into the back of my mouth.  
 
    Cuvier sneered at me as he swept the blood out from beneath his nose with the back of his hand, and I lunged for him again.  
 
    Again, he tried to grab my wrist to stop me, but I was expecting it this time, so I twisted my hand as I pulled my arm back sharply to break out of the mage’s grasp. He had only a moment to look surprised before I plunged the dagger into his throat. The spark of mana in his chest exploded outward and outlined every blood vessel and nerve ending in the mage’s body as he convulsed. Then he was still, and I was left with a feeling like static on my arms and blood dripping from my broken nose. 
 
    My mana blade flickered out as I leaned back onto my knees and exhaled a shaky breath of relief. The moment wasn’t to last, however, because a second later, the door to Cuvier’s office was flung open and half a dozen gray-robed archmages, led by none other than Eamon Maderel himself, rushed into the room. 
 
    The mages’ faces paled as they took in the scene before them. Lena and Aerin crouched by Lavinia and Maruk as they healed them with potions and mana, and me, kneeling in front of the bloody corpse of one of their most esteemed colleagues.  
 
    Maderel stepped forward with barely a glance at the others, his icy gray eyes instead trained on me.  
 
    “What,” he demanded in a low, cold voice, “has happened here?”  
 
    I exchanged a glance with my guildmates as I pulled myself to my feet and ran my sleeve under my nose to wipe away the worst of the mess, but my voice was still thick with the blood in my nose and throat as I answered. 
 
    “Cuvier attacked us.” I walked over to the book I’d first found, picked it up, and brought it over to Maderel and the other archmages. “He was practicing blood magic.” 
 
    At first, Maderel didn’t look at the book, and he kept his flinty gaze locked on me. My heart slammed against my ribs, but I forced myself to remain calm and hold his stare as I held the book out to him.  
 
    “See for yourself.” I swallowed thickly, and the smell of my own blood made my head spin. “There are more on the shelf.” 
 
    One of the other archmages stepped forward and examined the book that I held open in my hands.  
 
    “That’s Cuvier’s handwriting in the margins,” she said softly, her tone tinged with horror. “By the gods, that’s his handwriting.” 
 
    The other archmages shifted so that they could get a look as well, and they gasped and murmured among themselves when they saw the proof with their own eyes. Finally, Maderel broke the stare and took the book from my hands. His expression was inscrutable as he studied the page, then reached out with long fingers and flipped to another. No one moved, and I barely breathed as he slowly, thoroughly examined the pages, until at last, he closed the book with a soft thump.  
 
    “I suppose,” Maderel said slowly, “given that the five of you have just apprehended a dangerous blood mage, we can ignore the question as to why you are here in the first place, just this once. Consider it your reward.”  
 
    “There’s something else,” I said quickly as I sensed that we were about to be summarily dismissed and wanted to take advantage of Maderel’s gratitude while we could.  
 
    Maderel raised a brow in question.  
 
    “The panthera mage who was imprisoned yesterday, Emeline Solé, she’s innocent,” I told him. “Cuvier framed her because she discovered him practicing blood magic.” I took a deep breath. “The charges against her should be dropped, and she should be set free. It’s only just.” 
 
    Maderel studied my face for a moment before he responded, and I hoped he couldn’t hear the wild pounding of my heart. 
 
    “As it would happen,” he said slowly, without taking his eyes off me, “she is already gone. Her brother came here last night and managed to break her out. I will drop the charges of blood magic against her if that is what you want, seeing that she is innocent, but I’m sure she’s long gone by now. And as for her brother, he slaughtered five guards and murdered Archmage Alistair Brennon. Despite what you’ve done here, that I cannot forgive so easily. Should Etienne Solé ever return to Ovrista, he will have to answer for his crimes.” 
 
    I released the breath I’d been holding and nodded. I knew it was no use arguing now, but Etienne was safe at Yvaine’s with Emeline, far from Ovrista. If there were still a way we could help him, too, I would find it.  
 
    “Thank you, sir,” I said earnestly.  
 
    Maderel arched a brow and looked from me to Lena, Lavinia, Aerin, and Maruk behind me. “You’d all best get down to the infirmary,” the archmage said. “We shall deal with the rest of the mess here.” His steely eyes flicked over to Cuvier’s bloody body as he said ’mess,’ but his expression was as unreadable as ever.  
 
    As the other archmages began to gather up the other blood magic texts from Cuvier’s shelves and deal with the body, the one who had first identified Cuvier’s handwriting in the book I’d shown them came over and helped Aerin, Lena, and I get Lavinia and Maruk to their feet. 
 
    “Come with me,” she said gently. “I’ll take you all down to the infirmary.” 
 
    Between Lena’s potion and Aerin’s healing magic, neither were any longer in critical danger, but they were both pale and obviously shaken, and their skin still bore faint traces of the wounds Cuvier had inflicted upon them.  
 
    We gathered our things and stepped out of the office to give the archmages room to do their work. Aerin stopped me in the corridor to wipe some lingering blood away from my face, and I heard the soft chime of bells as the healer pressed her hands to my cheeks, and her healing magic flowed through me. Immediately, I felt better, but as I touched the bridge of my nose when Aerin stepped back again, I could feel the slight indent of a scar where the skin had broken during the fight. That was unusual. Aerin’s healing had never left behind scarring before. 
 
    As if she guessed my thoughts, the elf squeezed my shoulder sympathetically. 
 
    “It’s the best I can do, I’m sorry,” she said softly. “These wounds don’t heal the same as others.” These wounds, meaning the wounds inflicted by blood magic.  
 
    The archmage who was leading us to the infirmary paused and looked back. “Come along, now, all of you. We’ll see that you’re all taken care of.” 
 
    I was too exhausted to argue, and even if I might have preferred to just go home, or to go to Yvaine’s to tell Emeline what had happened, I knew Lavinia and Maruk deserved to be cared for properly in the infirmary. They looked as tired as I felt, and their complexions were ashen.  
 
    After our guide delivered us to the infirmary, the next several hours passed in a blur. In truth, I wasn’t fully conscious for all of it, and I drifted in and out a hazy sleep as I sat propped up against a stack of pillows in one of the narrow beds alongside my friends. When I was awake, I was foggily aware of Aerin and Lena standing by and talking to me in gentle voices or helping the attending healers care for me, Lavinia, and Maruk.  
 
    It was dark outside when I finally awoke and felt certain that I wasn’t going to drift off again in a moment, and when I sat up in the bed, Aerin and Lena were each curled up in a chair nearby, fast asleep.  
 
    Maruk was asleep as well, but as I turned to the bed on my other side, I saw that Lavinia was awake. She had a tray on her lap with a muffin, and I watched as she broke off a piece and tossed it at Aerin. It bounced off the elf’s knee onto the floor, but Aerin didn’t wake. 
 
    When Lavinia realized I was watching her, she flashed a grin and held the muffin out to me. “Want some?”  
 
    Relief flooded through me at the sight of the ranger’s mischievous grin. She looked like her old self again though I noticed with a pang that there was the slight shine of fresh scar tissue just beneath her collarbone where Cuvier had transferred his arrow wound to her. At least she was alive. 
 
    “To eat?” I asked with a small smile. “Or to throw?” 
 
    “Whatever you want,” Lavinia replied with a shrug, and Aerin stirred at the sound of our voices. 
 
    A relieved smile broke across the elf’s face, but she frowned again almost as quickly when she realized that she was covered in crumbs and saw the muffin Lavinia held.  
 
    “What are you doing?” she demanded. 
 
    “You wouldn’t wake up,” Lavinia said, “and they said we couldn’t leave until you and Lena said so.” 
 
    “Well, excuse me for being a little tired after I helped save your life,” Aerin retorted as she stood and brushed the crumbs off her robes. She tried to sound annoyed, but the relief was evident in her tone. “I’ll go get the healers and see about getting you all discharged since you’re so eager to go.” 
 
    Lavinia grinned at me as Aerin slipped out of the room, and the elf returned a moment later followed by a human mage, one of the infirmary’s healers. As they entered, Lena woke up as well. 
 
    When the healer went to check Maruk’s vitals, the orc groaned and tried to pull the thin sheet up over his head. 
 
    “Surely you can spare five more minutes,” he muttered. “I did almost die.” 
 
    “You did not,” Lavinia argued. “I almost died. I got way closer to dying than you.” 
 
    “Oh, please do not turn that into a competition,” Aerin pleaded, and I couldn’t help but laugh. 
 
    “Well, you’re all free to go if you feel up to it,” the mage told us with a patient smile. “If you need anything else, I’ll be in the next room.”  
 
    “I want to get out of here,” Lavinia said emphatically as the healer left us again. The ranger swung her legs over the bed and stood, then she eyed her muffin scornfully. “And I want some real food.”  
 
    “Oh, yes, I’m famished,” Maruk agreed, and to prove his resolve, he threw back his sheet and got up as well. Like Lavinia, his skin was marked with the faint traces of scars from Cuvier’s attack.  
 
    When I saw his scars, I reached up to the bridge of my nose and pressed my finger against the raised section of skin there.  
 
    “It looks cool,” Lena said, and I turned to find the blonde elf had been watching me. She smiled. “Really, it makes you look like a hero.” 
 
    I returned her smile as I got out of bed.  
 
    “Thanks,” I replied.  
 
    “Yeah, it’s a real don’t-fuck-with-me look,” Lavinia agreed. “It suits you.” 
 
    “Are we ready to get out of here?” Aerin asked. “The streets are still packed, news spread pretty fast about Cuvier. Everyone wants to talk to us. Actually, a lot of people have come by already to pass on their thanks. It looks like he screwed over a lot of people, and they’ve decided we Shadow Foxes are their personal heroes since we killed him. If we want to make it back any time before midnight, we should get going.” 
 
    I was surprised to hear that the public had already been informed about everything that had happened, but I guessed Maderel had decided that given the circumstances, transparency was the best policy. Or maybe he just hated Cuvier, too, and didn’t care about exposing him. I supposed it didn’t matter now. We had secured Emeline’s innocence, and tomorrow, we could return to Yvaine’s and tell her in person. That was tomorrow. For now, a good meal seemed like the perfect way to end the night. 
 
    “Let’s go home,” I said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    The streets of Ovrista were still crowded when we left our guild hall just before noon. We were headed, of course, to Yvaine’s estate to inform Emeline and Etienne about all that had happened the previous day. Unlike the confused and nervous crowds that had gathered at the time of the explosions, however, the people here now had a goal in mind. They all wanted to see us.  
 
    Most were mages, other students or colleagues of Cuvier’s who he had mistreated and blackmailed. They’d been too afraid to speak against the powerful archmage while he lived, but they arrived outside our guild hall en masse now to thank us for finally exposing his crimes.  
 
    We could barely get off our doorstep with them all gathered around, and of course, they had questions. Eamon Maderel couldn’t stop the news of Cuvier’s death or his ties to blood magic from reaching the public, but he’d managed to keep most of the details under wraps, and with rumors running rampant, everyone came to us for answers. How did we defeat such a powerful blood mage? Is it true that he could use his magic to enthrall others and bend them to his will? Was he trying to take over the Academy itself and train an army of blood mages to serve him? And on and on. 
 
    I had no answers for most of the questions that were whispered or, in the case of the bolder members of the crowd, shouted to us, and even those I could answer, I didn’t want to. At least, not now, and not like this. I couldn’t very well tell the whole truth about the fight with Cuvier without exposing myself as a manipulator, and I needed time to come up with a plausible story that wouldn’t put my friends or me in danger.  
 
    As far as the rest of the authorities knew, Etienne had broken Emeline out of prison on his own and escaped with her, and Aerin, Lavinia, Maruk, Lena, and I had simply stumbled upon Cuvier practicing blood magic later. I was sure Eamon Maderel was smart enough to guess, at least, that these two events taking place within a few hours were not purely coincidental, nor was the series of explosions that so conveniently provided cover for Emeline’s escape. We’d been careful though, and he had no proof with which to accuse us. I didn’t want to give him any by saying anything careless now.  
 
    Fortunately, between Maruk’s bulk and Lavinia’s cutting glare, we were able to make our way through the crowds and out the city gates before too long. 
 
    “If they’re still there when we get back, I think I should be allowed to shoot some of them,” Lavinia grumbled as we left the city behind.  
 
    Though it would make the journey longer, we elected to stay on the main roads and avoid the areas where Lena and the others had set off the explosions, as well as the farmlands where we’d fought off the pixies. There were still plenty of Academy mages crawling around there trying to figure out the cause of the blasts, and we didn’t need to draw their attention. 
 
    “I thought you wanted to be famous,” Lena replied. “Isn’t that why you practice your archery so much?” 
 
    “Well, sure,” the ranger replied as she pulled her white hair back into a ponytail, “but then I’ll be insanely rich, and I’ll hire bodyguards to keep all those annoying assholes away from me.” 
 
    “Annoying assholes?” Maruk repeated with a grin. “You’ll need a good public relations manager if that’s how you refer to your fans.” 
 
    “If they’re standing outside my house at all hours and bugging me with their stupid questions, then yes, they’re assholes,” Lavinia replied firmly. “You’re saying it didn’t bother any of you?” 
 
    “I rather liked the attention,” Maruk answered, and he smoothed down the front of his tunic with a large, green hand. “It’s nice to be recognized for a job well done.” 
 
    “That attention will lead to money,” Aerin said as a smile crept over her lips. “After this, I bet we’ll start getting more offers for private bounties, and if we get big enough, some of the wealthier citizens might even sponsor the guild.” 
 
    “And it’s nice to know we were able to help so many people,” Lena put in. 
 
    I thought about Lavinia’s question. While the crowds and their questions rightfully put me on edge for fear of being discovered, I had to admit, part of me liked the attention and the praise. We wanted to make a name for ourselves, to become the best guild in Ovrista, and this was a big step in the right direction. We were far from our humble beginnings in our tiny apartment above the tavern with barely enough money to pay our bills. We were well on the road to something far greater, and the prospects that lay ahead, fame, fortune, freedom, were exciting.  
 
    Without really meaning to, I lost myself in daydreams that included a guild hall as grand as a castle, filled with eager recruits and surrounded by adoring fans who couldn’t wait to hear about our adventures, and by the time I returned to the real world, I could see the top of Yvaine’s roof peeking above the trees.  
 
    As we made our way up the gravel road, everyone was out in the front garden. Emeline and Etienne were perched on stools before easels upon which they appeared to be painting the fountain and the elegant rosebushes that surrounded it. Much to my surprise, Sulla and Urim were there as well, though I’d expected the orcs would have taken their leave after dropping off the mages. The pirates were working on paintings of their own though their interpretation of the landscape looked decidedly more like a burning battlefield. Yvaine watched them work eagerly, and as we neared the group, I heard her talking about the best spots in her gallery to hang the orcs’ paintings. 
 
    “Perhaps I shall clear out another of the rooms to make space,” the noblewoman said thoughtfully. “Art such as this shouldn’t just be hung alongside all the rest, it must be afforded the proper respect.” 
 
    Emeline, who appeared to be growing bored with painting and had started to drip paint from her brush onto the rocks to see how it would splatter, was the first to see us. The panthera mage jumped up so eagerly that she knocked over her stool and bumped into her brother’s easel as she tried to regain her balance. 
 
    “Hey!” Etienne protested. “Be careful!“ 
 
    Emeline didn’t pay him any attention, because she had already started running toward us, and almost before I realized what was happening, she threw herself into my arms. I caught her just in time to prevent us both from tumbling to the ground in a heap, and I returned the woman’s embrace as she laughed. 
 
    “It’s so good to see you!” She squeezed my shoulders tight before she stepped back again. “I was so worried that you’d be caught or worse.” 
 
    By then, the others had all realized we were there, and Yvaine, Etienne, and the orc pirates came around to greet us as well, with kisses on the cheek from the noblewoman and hearty slaps on the back from the pirates.  
 
    “You must tell us everything!” the marchioness gushed. “I shall call for tea, come, come.” 
 
    Once we were all seated around one of the tables outside with cups of tea, I began to recount the rest of the previous night’s events to the others. 
 
    “Cuvier found us while we were searching his office,” I said. “I found several books and scrolls that proved he’d been practicing blood magic, and he attacked us. I killed him.” 
 
    “By the goddess,” Etienne breathed. The panthera man’s eyes were wide and fearful, but his sister’s face was grim. 
 
    “Good,” Emeline said firmly. “He can’t hurt anyone else.” 
 
    “What did you do with the body?” Urim asked. He had his teacup pinched between his thick thumb and index finger, and the tiny china cup looked like a toy in his hand. 
 
    “Mm,” Sulla interrupted around a mouthful of little cucumber sandwiches. “Shoulda cut it up and stuffed all the pieces into the drawers of his desk.” The orc grinned. “That’d be funny.” 
 
    “Do you mind?” Maruk asked with a chastising frown directed at each of his cousins. “We’re trying to tell you.” 
 
    “Maderel and a few other archmages found us,” I explained.  
 
    “What?” Emeline gasped. Her face drained of color.  
 
    Etienne looked as though he might faint. 
 
    “How did you get away?” the panthera man asked breathlessly. 
 
    “We didn’t,” I replied. “We convinced Maderel that we’d only acted in self-defense, and when we showed him that Cuvier was a blood mage, he decided that we’d done the right thing.” I stopped then and took a drink of tea, my mouth suddenly dry. There was some bad news, unfortunately, and I was reluctant to deliver it. “We cleared your name, Emeline, and you can come home, but....” I looked over to Etienne, and he dropped his eyes and gave a slight nod, as though he’d guessed what was coming. 
 
    “Etienne, they know it was you who broke Emeline out,” I finished. “They’ve charged you with the murder of Brennon and the other guards.” 
 
    “I knew that this would be the most likely outcome when we started,” he said with a solemn nod, and he glanced to his sister. “All that mattered was getting Emeline to safety.” 
 
    “But....” Emeline frowned. “But you can’t go back to Ovrista. You’re a fugitive now.” 
 
    “I--” Etienne started, but he was interrupted when Urim clapped him on the back hard enough to nearly knock the wind out of him.  
 
    “No matter,” the orc said merrily. “We are fugitives, too. You can come with us.” 
 
    Etienne stared at Urim, then looked hesitantly to Sulla. 
 
    “Come with... you?” he repeated. 
 
    “You are... what is it called?” Sulla glanced to Maruk. “The whoosh.” 
 
    “An air mage,” Maruk supplied. 
 
    “Yes! Air mage!” Sulla grinned and stuffed another handful of sandwiches into his mouth. “Always useful on a ship. With you, we will not have to row when there is no wind, and we can sail faster to catch up to prey. It is good to have an air mage.” 
 
    Etienne sat silently for a few moments as he processed the offer the pirates had made to him, then slowly, he nodded.  
 
    “It would be better than constantly having to hide,” he said, “but I don’t know anything about ships.” 
 
    “You will learn.” Urim waved him off.  
 
    “My own brother, a pirate,” Emeline said with a little laugh. “I can hardly imagine it.” 
 
    “The novelty wears off after a while,” Maruk muttered as he cast a disdainful look at Sulla, who was loudly chewing his cucumber sandwiches. 
 
    “What are you going to do?” Etienne asked his sister.  
 
    “I still want to join a guild,” Emeline replied. Her bright green eyes flicked over to me, and she offered me an uncharacteristically shy smile. “There was one, in particular, I wanted to apply to.” 
 
    I smiled back at her. 
 
    “We would be happy to have you, Emeline,” I said. “Welcome to the Shadow Foxes.” 
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