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 Chapter 1 
 
    The sun shone high overhead, unobstructed by even the wispiest of clouds as we walked along the side of the wide dirt road. All around us as far as the eye could see were gently rolling hills, farmlands and pastures for sheep and cattle, broken up into neat sections by hedges and copses of trees. It was unusually warm for so late in the year, and with the extra weight from the loot we had to carry back, we were all sweating. Still, that could hardly dampen the Shadow Foxes’ moods right now.  
 
    We’d just recovered a good bounty. A pack of goblins had been harassing some of the sheep in the area, and the farmers had contacted our guild specifically to get rid of them. It wasn’t one of the more prestigious missions, sure, but it meant a lot that they’d actually sought us out in particular, and they had paid us well once we’d gotten rid of the goblins. In addition to paying the hundred and twenty silver pieces that we’d charged, the farmers had shown their appreciation with a basket of sweet apples and a few jugs of homemade cider. We’d also recovered several pieces of gold and silver jewelry from the goblins’ den, trinkets and ornaments that the creatures had stolen throughout the years. Aerin would have no trouble selling them when we returned to Ovrista. 
 
    As Maruk took a bite from one of the apples, Merlin leapt down from his usual perch on my shoulders and clambered up the orc’s leg and onto his shoulder.  
 
    “Aww,” Maruk said with a smile, “look how friendly he’s being. How do you do, Merlin?”  
 
    Maruk reached up with his free hand to pet the puca, but Merlin slithered out from beneath the orc’s large green hand, climbed down his other arm, and stole the apple out of his hand before Maruk could even realize what was going on. 
 
    The puca stuffed the apple in his mouth and jumped to the ground, where he bounded a few yards ahead before he finished off the apple in three enormous bites.  
 
    “Why, you little thief!” Maruk spluttered. “And here I thought we were friends.” 
 
    “It doesn’t have friends,” Lavinia replied matter-of-factly. “Just victims.” 
 
    “You cut me deep, Merlin,” Maruk told the puca, his lips pulled down into an exaggerated frown around his tusks. “Perhaps you ought to have gone with my cousins, you’d have made an excellent pirate.” 
 
    “There are plenty more apples,” Aerin said. 
 
    “It’s not about the apple so much as the betrayal,” Maruk told the redheaded elf. He threw a pointed look at Merlin as the puca swept his gray tongue over his whiskers. 
 
    “I think he’s still upset about that little jacket you made him wear,” Lena proposed. 
 
    Merlin chattered as he trotted alongside us as if to confirm Lena’s suspicion, and Maruk looked even more crestfallen than before. 
 
    “He doesn’t like to be restrained,” I said.  
 
    “We must suffer for beauty, sometimes, Merlin,” Maruk lectured.  
 
    “You’d know all about that, wouldn't you, Maruk?” Lavinia teased, and the orc gave her a light shove. 
 
    “Since when do you take Merlin’s side?” the orc demanded. 
 
    Lavinia held up her hands. “Hey, I’m not on anyone’s side.” 
 
    “Hey, look,” Emeline interrupted suddenly. The panthera mage squinted up at the road ahead. “Is that a person up there?” 
 
    I followed her gaze. Beneath the shade of a young aspen tree about twenty yards ahead, a cloaked figure was sitting hunched over on the side of the road. Whoever it was had their hood pulled up and their patched cloak wrapped completely around them, and they almost looked more like a pile of old rags than a person, but even from here, I could see the light of their mana glowing in their chest.  
 
    “We should see if they need help,” I said and I quickened my pace as I led the group forward. 
 
    As we approached, the figure suddenly leapt up like a startled rabbit and tried to run, but their legs caught in the folds of his long cloak, and they crashed back to the ground without having gotten more than a few steps. Their chest heaved with panicked breaths as they cowered in the grassy ditch along the roadside, but even as I stood before them, it was impossible to see their face beneath the shadow of their drooping hood. I imagined it couldn’t have been very comfortable to be so bundled up with the weather as warm as it was, and I wondered why the stranger had chosen to dress like this. Even the hand that clutched the cloak around his neck was covered by a frayed old glove with the fingers cut out. 
 
    “Are you alright?” I asked gently, wary of accidentally startling him again. It was difficult to resist the urge to peer beneath the hood into the stranger’s face, but he kept his head angled downward.  
 
    “If you need food or something, we can help you,” I went on when the stranger didn’t respond.  
 
    The stranger lifted his head then, and I saw that bandages covered the top part of his face. There was only a small gap for his eyes and mouth, and the little strips of exposed skin were bright red and puckered like he’d been severely burned. He was trembling violently, and he hadn’t moved again even to pick himself up from his sprawled position in the grass, as if he feared he’d face retaliation even for that. At first, I thought we’d simply surprised him, but I now realized he seemed genuinely afraid of us.  
 
    “We don’t mean you any harm,” I assured him. I supposed that while our party wasn’t out of place within the walls of Ovrista, suddenly seeing a guild that consisted of three mages, an alchemist, a fierce-looking ladona archer, and a seven-foot-tall orc warrior might put a person on edge out here.  
 
    The man still didn’t answer. He seemed to be trying to catch his breath, and his fingers were curled tightly around his cloak. Like his face, they appeared to have been burned and hastily bandaged.  
 
    “Are you hurt?” I asked as I crouched down on the road. “We can help, my friend is a healer.”  
 
    I glanced over to Aerin and nodded slightly at the man. She’d be able to heal even severe burns with ease. 
 
    As Aerin came over and knelt next to me, the man’s pale blue eyes flicked nervously between us, but at last, he seemed to find his voice. 
 
    “I have no money,” he said. His voice was reedy and slightly breathless.  
 
    “That’s okay,” I said quickly before Aerin could try to start bartering. “We just want to help.” 
 
    The man’s gaze flitted over to the rest of the guild who waited behind us, and his brow furrowed.  
 
    “You’re travelers?” he asked. 
 
    “We’re a guild,” Aerin replied. “The Shadow Foxes.” She spoke slowly, and I detected the hint of suspicion in her tone, but when I tried to catch her eye, she kept her gaze focused on the man before us. 
 
    “Oh.” The man shifted slightly and pulled himself to his knees. When he spoke again, his tone was tinged with awe. “A guild, all the way out here, imagine that.” 
 
    “You’d better let me take a look at those burns,” Aerin pressed. “The fresher the wound, the better I can heal it.” 
 
    The man seemed not to have heard her. 
 
    “Usually it’s just farmers out here,” he said. “Poor farmers.” 
 
    “Do you need help or not?” Aerin asked, and I was surprised by her uncharacteristic abruptness.  
 
    “Aerin,” Maruk said sternly.  
 
    “If you’d prefer, I might have a salve that can help,” Lena offered.  
 
    The man didn’t answer right away, and he glanced between us as though he was trying to make up his mind. 
 
    Suddenly, Aerin stood. 
 
    “We should go,” she said as she tugged on my hand. “He doesn’t need our help.” The healer met my questioning gaze with a firm look of her own, and my stomach tightened as I stood, too. Aerin could read auras, so if she had a reason to be suspicious of this man, I was going to trust her judgment.  
 
    “Wait!” the man cried, and he half-stood as well. “Don’t go!” 
 
    “What are you doing out here?” Lavinia demanded. The ranger already had her hand on her bow, but I wasn’t sure if she’d picked up on Aerin’s suspicion or if her actions were motivated by her own general distrust of strangers. 
 
    “I - I was attacked,” the man answered hesitantly.  
 
    “Who attacked you?” I asked. 
 
    “Bandits,” the man answered in a voice barely above a whisper. “Not the usual kind. These were dressed in strange uniforms, and they had jars of smoke and fire--” 
 
    Suddenly, the man leapt to his feet and pulled his other hand out of his cloak. I just had time to register the smoke bomb in his hand and pull Aerin with me back a step before he smashed the glass on the ground. Dark purple smoke billowed up at our feet with a cloyingly sweet smell. 
 
    I dragged Aerin back further, but we’d both gotten a noseful of the smoke, and I could feel it beginning to fog my head. 
 
    More glass smashed around us in a circle and eight clouds of the dark smoke bloomed. The others drew their weapons while Merlin darted between us with panicked chattering. 
 
    “Don’t breathe in the smoke!” I warned as I pulled the edge of my cloak up to cover my nose and mouth and backed up toward the others.  
 
    We were penned in a circle about thirty feet in diameter by the clouds, and as the smoke drifted away, eight figures stood in the place of the clouds, including the stranger we’d first encountered. In the space of a few seconds, he’d undergone an impressive transformation. His tattered cloak and bandages were gone, and he wore instead light armor, scarlet with gold embroidery in the design of a phoenix across the chest. The other bandits were similarly dressed, and they all wore shining bronze masks that resembled the faces of birds, though the man we’d first encountered was set apart by the red and purple feather affixed to his mask.  
 
    I made a quick note of the bandits’ assortment of daggers and bows, and I realized with surprise that two of the eight were mages. In my experience, when a mage turned to a life of crime, he would usually sequester himself in a tower somewhere and try to raise the dead or weave curses.  
 
    “For form’s sake, we’ll give you the opportunity now to drop your weapons and surrender,” the leader said. His voice was stronger now, distinctly more confident than his reedy tones from before. His mouth stretched into a lopsided smirk. “But I’m guessing you’ll want to fight it out, hmm?” 
 
    “You got that right, asshole,” Lavinia growled, and she loosed the arrow that she had nocked.  
 
    The arrow should have gone straight through the man’s throat, but at the last moment, he vanished in another puff of smoke.  
 
    I heard a chuckle from the tree above, and we all craned our necks up to where the bandit leader was now perched among the branches.  
 
    “You’ll have to be a little faster than that, dear,” he taunted. His swept his bright blue eyes over our party and his own people around us. “Well, you heard them, boys, they want a fight!” 
 
    That was the only signal the others needed.  
 
    I turned to the mage nearest to me and stopped the spell he’d been about to cast with a curl of my fist. He just had time to look surprised and let out an abrupt cough before I drew my dagger and drove the mana blade into his chest. He shuddered as his nerves lit up with an explosive burst of mana, and his eyes rolled back in his head as he fell to the dirt. I let him drop as I whirled to face the next opponent. 
 
    Since manipulators weren’t supposed to exist, I had the additional advantage of surprise when battling other mages, but it quickly became clear that these bandits were seasoned fighters in their own right, and the rest of this fight wasn’t going to be as easy as that first blow. 
 
    The second mage was my target, but I couldn’t pick him out in the frenzy before me. Clouds of smoke filled the air as the bandits smashed more vials against the ground and evaded the attacks of my guild members. Their flashy red armor suddenly seemed more appropriate, since they almost looked like circus performers by the way they leapt around.  
 
    Even in such close quarters, the bandits nimbly avoided nearly everything from Aerin’s axe to Emeline’s fireballs, and trying to track them was like trying to keep an eye on one red ball out of seven that a juggler was tossing around.  
 
    Maruk’s mana flared as he swept his larger shield out at the legs of one of the bandits in a move that would have knocked even an ogre off its feet, but the bandit vaulted off the orc’s shield and over his shoulders to land behind him. Before Maruk could regain his balance, the bandit shoved him forward, and the orc crashed to the ground.  
 
    I moved to intercept the bandit just as Maruk rolled to his side and kicked the red-clad rogue squarely in the gut. For all the bandits’ agility, even this one hadn’t expected Maruk to counter like that, and Maruk’s foot sent him flying back.  
 
    The orc was on his feet again in a moment, so I left him to finish off his opponent as I searched for the second mage again. I focused on the bandits’ mana, and then I saw him, a dozen feet away with Emeline.  
 
    Emeline’s mana was bright, but she couldn’t cast her spell. The other mage had both arms raised toward her, and ice flooded my veins. He couldn’t be a manipulator. I hadn’t even been here for a year and I’d had more close calls with the Mage Academy than I was comfortable with. There was no way someone who’d lived here their whole life could have hidden their magic for so long. 
 
    As I raised my hand toward him, though, I realized that his mana was the silver-white of an air mage, not like my mana, which was bright blue. At the same moment, I saw Emeline reach up toward her throat, and what the bandit mage was doing finally registered to me. As he moved his hands, almost like a potter shaping a lump of clay, he was creating a vacuum around Emeline. It wasn’t that she couldn’t cast, it was that even magical fire required oxygen to burn.  
 
    I closed my hand into a fist and the air mage’s body jolted as I interrupted his mana. His eyes went wide, and he stumbled back, but a second later, a jet of flame arched through the air and hit him in the chest. The magical fire burst forth and enveloped the mage’s entire body in less than a second, and he barely had time to scream before he curled in on himself like a roasted autumn maple leaf.  
 
    Emeline shot me a grateful look, and I nodded back to her before I turned back to the rest of the fight. 
 
    Two bandits lay dead with arrows in their eye sockets, and even as I turned, Aerin planted her axe into the back of another that had been trying to dodge one of Lena’s own smoke bombs.  
 
    There were two left. Maruk, Lavinia, and Merlin in the form of a large black dog were attempting to corner the bandit who had attacked Maruk earlier, but the leader was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    At that moment, a smoke bomb exploded at my feet, and I felt a sharp pain on my left side, just beneath my ribs, as thick purple smoke clouded my vision.  
 
    I heard Aerin call my name as I reached around and grabbed the bandit leader by the mask with my right hand.  
 
    The bandit leader snarled as he clawed at my wrist, but I had my fingers stuck through his mask’s eyeholes and I wasn’t about to let go. I wrenched my right arm back as I pulled the bandit leader around in front of me and plunged my mana blade into his gut. His body twitched violently as every nerve lit up bright blue, and then he went limp. My fingers were still curled around his mask, and it came away as his body fell back into the dirt with a soft thump. 
 
    “Gabriel!” Aerin was at my side in a second, and I winced as she pressed her hand against the deep cut in my side. A moment later, though, her mana flowed through my body like liquid sunshine, and I was comforted by the gentle chiming of bells as she healed me. 
 
    “Thanks, Aerin,” I breathed as the redheaded elf finished healing me, and she pressed a kiss to my cheek before she went to tend to the others’ injuries as well.  
 
    When I looked around, I saw that Maruk and Lavinia had taken care of the last bandit. Where minutes ago the road had been empty, it was now covered in scarlet-clad corpses.  
 
    That tended to happen when assholes tried to take on the Shadow Foxes.  
 
    I examined the mask in my hand, and that was when I noticed that there was a small slip of paper stuck to the inside. It had been carefully folded and glued on, obviously on purpose, and I frowned. Then I noticed the faint glimmer of a protective enchantment around it, and my frown deepened. Why keep this here, on the inside of a mask instead of in a pocket? What could it be that it needed a protective enchantment? 
 
    I dispelled the enchantment, and very carefully, I pried the paper loose and unfolded it. As I read what was written on it in looping cursive, my stomach twisted.  
 
    “Guys, look at this,” I said as I walked toward them. Lena looked up as she passed a potion bottle to Maruk, and Emeline came up to look over my shoulder at the paper. Aerin was healing a cut on Lavinia’s arm, but something about the graveness in my tone caused even the healer to pause in the middle of her work. 
 
    “Those are all seals of noble houses in Ovrista,” Emeline noted. “Why would a bandit all the way out here have something like that?” 
 
    “Look here,” I said, and I pointed to the name scrawled at the top. “The Firebirds. I guess that’s what these guys called themselves. But I don’t know what this means.” I gestured to a series of symbols along the right side of the page that appeared to correspond to each of the houses on the left. It was clearly some sort of cipher, but I had no idea how to decode it. Not at a glance, anyway.  
 
    Aerin finished healing Lavinia’s arm, and the two women came over to look as well. Maruk and Lena followed and all my friends crowded around me.  
 
    “What strange symbols,” Maruk remarked as he peered down at the paper. “Any idea what it means?” 
 
    “Well,” I said finally. “They’re thieves. I’d be willing to bet this is a list of places they wanted to rob. And look at this.” At the bottom of the page was a stamped symbol of a swan in deep blue ink, and next to it were what I guessed were the names of other bandit groups. Finally, there were more symbols from the cipher. A chill settled in my gut. “I don’t think they were planning on doing it all alone.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    I continued to review the swan-stamped paper on the way back to Ovrista in an attempt to decipher the code, though my effort was somewhat complicated by the fact that I only understood the common speech of this realm, and anyone who’d gone to so much trouble to encrypt a message like this might very well have also made it so that the translation would be in one of the rarer languages, some obscure gnomish dialect or runic oldspeak. Still, I did what I could to match up specific symbols and try to form words as we walked. 
 
    As I scratched out some of the notes I’d made on a scrap of my own paper in frustration, Lena came up on my right and peered at the bandits’ paper, so I passed it to her. 
 
    “Think you can make anything out of it?” I muttered. At least she’d grown up in this world, she’d have better luck than me, probably. 
 
    The alchemist caught her lip between her teeth as she frowned down at the page. I noticed that she held it carefully and just pinched the edges with her turquoise-painted nails, so as not to smudge any of the writing accidentally, I guessed. The ink had seemed dry enough to me, though, so perhaps she had another reason. 
 
    “It means nothing to me, I’m afraid,” she answered, and she did sound truly sorry that she wasn’t able to help. “But I know a woman, a fence in the black market, who has a talent for this sort of thing. Perhaps when we return to the city, we can visit her, and she could help us.” 
 
    Better than us wasting anymore time trying to figure out the code when we could be putting a stop to the whole operation. 
 
    “That’s a good idea, we’ll talk to her. Thanks, Lena.” 
 
    Lena smiled and brushed back a lock of her dark honey blonde hair as she handed the paper back to me.  
 
    “I recognize those houses, anyway,” Emeline said as she came up on my left. “Etienne and I used to go to this banquet the governor would hold once a year for the city’s orphans. It was mostly just a publicity thing, a bunch of nobles would come together and wring their hands around us all for one night before they went back to their mansions and forgot that we even existed.” 
 
    “I don’t really see how it’s our problem,” Lavinia put in. “Who cares if someone swipes some rich asshole’s golden chamber pot or whatever? Let’s just hand it in to the city guard and pick up another bounty we can actually get paid for.” 
 
    “I’ll tell you why,” Aerin said in a lecturing tone. “Because if this goes through and those bandits do steal... whatever it is they’re trying to steal... the guards are going to head straight to the black market and arrest anyone they can just to make it look like they’ve accomplished something. That’s a whole lucrative subset of the city’s economy that’s going to collapse, and we’d all suffer for it. What’s more, the city would be crawling with guards for days, maybe even weeks, and we don’t need them sniffing around Gabriel. Besides, if we bring this straight to the governor and city council instead, I bet I can convince them to hire us to stop it or at least pay us for the information. We’ll need to have Lena’s friend decode it first, though, if we want them to take us seriously.” 
 
    When we finally reached Ovrista, we started straight for the black market, tucked away in a corner of the city that had fallen into disrepair. Maruk was still uncomfortable visiting this area, but he was slowly coming around to rubbing elbows with the underbelly of society.  
 
    Most of the buildings in this district, if you could even call it that, had been abandoned and fallen into disrepair, home only to rats, stray animals, and the occasional squatter. So few prying eyes made it a good location to buy and sell contraband or stolen goods, and a little square between some dilapidated apartment buildings had been the designated meeting place for illicit exchanges of all sorts long before the black market as it existed now grew into being.  
 
    Now, the black market was also home to the sort of vendors who didn’t quite fit in amongst the merchants of the true market. Usually, these were fortune tellers, like Lena had been, or artisans and farmers who had been pushed out by the heavy competition, but the majority of what was bought and sold here was still illegal to some degree, and everyone was ready and able to pack up their wares and disappear into the alleys at a moment’s notice should the need arise. 
 
    The city guard rarely patrolled here, however, and when they did, they tended to be some of the black market’s best customers. The thing was, Aerin was right. The black market had become a cornerstone of the city’s economy, though officially, it didn’t exist. The guard, the council, even perhaps the governor himself, were all willing to turn a blind eye to the activities in this forgotten corner of their fine city if it meant they got steep discounts on their imported spices or access to beauty potions that hadn’t been approved by the Mage Academy.  
 
    So it was that when we ducked through the dim alleys and entered the black market, the square was almost as busy as the shops along the main street on a good day. There were a few permanent shops built into the old apartments, owned and operated by those with the least to lose should a particularly uptight guard or someone from the Mage Academy come around. Ostensibly, they sold more or less the same things you could get anywhere else in the city, just lower-quality and a bit cheaper, but I knew that at least some of them were fences.  
 
    Aerin and I had come here occasionally to sell loot from bounty missions that we’d smuggled in but had no use for ourselves. We were supposed to report magical contraband, such as illegal books or enchanted items, that we were turning over to the Mage Academy at the gate, where it would be checked and processed, after which we’d be given a receipt to collect the reward from the Academy. Sometimes that was what we did, just to keep up appearances. But of course, a lot of those illegal books were useful to me, and as for the rest... Well, a fence could often give you a better price than the Mage Academy was willing to pay, and we had a guild to run.  
 
    No one paid us much attention as we wove between rickety stalls with their shelves full of everything from fruit, which was almost overripe, to shrunken goblin heads, which were definitely overripe. Windchimes made with bits of iron and glass that purportedly deterred wisps and other pesky fae creatures tinkled gently amid the harsher cries of vendors plying their wares and customers haggling with them.  
 
    As Lena led us through the crowd to her friend’s shop, I realized someone had brought orrans to sell. Though I couldn’t see the cart with the deep purple, spiny-skinned fruits, their smell was unmistakable, at once sharp and cloyingly sweet, like someone had mixed ammonia with caramel. It was because of the fruit’s strong odor that they were banned from the true market, but apparently, the rind was a key ingredient in many potions, so they sold pretty well here, and I made a point of breathing through my mouth until Lena led us inside the store. 
 
    The blonde elf took us back to the smallest of the old apartment buildings, and a bell on the door tinkled as we entered the cramped little shop on the ground floor. It was an alchemy retail shop, judging by the shelves stocked with jars of powders with neat labels, thin bars of various metals, and other, less pleasant things, like pickled lizard’s eyes and beetle carapaces.  
 
    The shopkeep, an old elven woman with round spectacles that made her eyes look as large as saucers, looked up expectantly at the sound of the bell, but Lena only gave her a polite nod as she stepped around a table crowded with bottles of iridescent oil and headed for a narrow staircase tucked away in the corner of the room. The old elven woman grumbled something I couldn’t make out and went back to the book she had spread out over her desk. 
 
    “Up here,” Lena said as she waved us after her. “My friend is on the top floor.” 
 
    The staircase creaked as the six of us ascended, and we had to pass through another shop on our way up. Or, at least, what I figured was a shop. Assortments of bones, from what appeared to be an entire weasel skeleton to a massive troll skull in the far corner, were set out on every available surface. Along the back wall were shelves with little vials arranged in rows and a sign above them that read “Pre-powdered for your convenience.” The shopkeep was nowhere in sight, so we continued on to the third and final floor. 
 
    Of the three, this last room looked more like an old apartment than any of the previous rooms had. There was a low coffee table in the center of the room, its blue paint beginning to chip off from years of use. There were no couches or chairs, just heaps of pillows piled up on the frayed and faded rug, but I glimpsed a bed around the corner, covered by a gauzy canopy.  
 
    A single window was open to let in the sounds and smells from the market below, and I could see at least two other rooms, one that appeared to be a kitchen, and another that was more like a repurposed closet, barely large enough for two people to be in at the same time. A beaded curtain was drawn back from the empty doorframe of this last room, and there was a scarf spread out on the bare floor with tarot cards arranged on it. 
 
    “Zarina?” Lena called out as we crowded awkwardly into the apartment. “It’s Lena.” 
 
    At first, there was no response, but then I heard a scuffling sound on the roof, and a moment later, a young elven woman climbed in through the window and brushed her hands off on the front of her shirt. As soon as she saw Lena, she rushed over to the alchemist and wrapped her in a tight embrace. 
 
    “Lena!” Zarina cried. “It’s been so long since I’ve seen you!” 
 
    “I’ve been keeping busy,” Lena replied. She smiled. “I’ve joined a guild, the Shadow Foxes. This is Gabriel, Aerin, Lavinia, Emeline, and Maruk.” 
 
    Merlin emerged from his favorite napping spot in my pack and poked his head over my shoulder with an annoyed chirp. 
 
    “And Merlin,” Lena added apologetically. “Everyone, this is my old friend Zarina.” 
 
    As they stood next to each other, I noticed that Zarina had the same enthusiastically curious look in her eye that Lena did, but that was more or less where the resemblance ended. Zarina was tall and willowy, with rich brown skin, eyes that were nearly black, and dark brown hair that hung in neat braids down to her waist. Her pointed ears were pierced in multiple places and glittered with gold and green jewelry. She wore leggings and a long-sleeved tunic of light, jade-colored fabric that flowed around her graceful arms with every move she made. She was stunning, and her smile was infectious as she looked around at our group. 
 
    “It’s good to meet you!” Zarina’s greeting was directed at all of us, but her attention was devoted almost entirely to Merlin as she scratched the puca beneath his furry chin. “Isn’t this one a sweet little one?” 
 
    “Careful,” Lavinia warned. “It has sticky fingers.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, pucas have to be kept busy,” Zarina replied. “I’ve got just the thing.” She turned and took down a box from a shelf nailed into the wall and rummaged around in it for a moment before she produced what appeared to be a frayed cotton ball. It glowed slightly as the elven woman brought it over.  
 
    “Imitation wisp,” she explained in answer to my curious look. “Floats around just like the real thing.” She held the false wisp in front of Merlin’s nose, and the puca sniffed at it curiously. When Zarina let it go, the little glowing ball floated in place a moment longer before it suddenly drifted away as though caught in a gentle gust of wind. Merlin leapt eagerly after it and began to chase it all around the little apartment. 
 
    “That ought to keep him busy,” Zarina said confidently, her hands on her hips. 
 
    “We’re not interrupting, are we?” Lena asked. 
 
    “Oh, no, not at all.” Zarina glanced to the window. “A gargoyle’s been trying to nest on my roof, so I have to keep putting up enchantments to keep it away. You haven’t happened to have invented a better gargoyle repellant than that garbage Varela sells downstairs, have you?” 
 
    “I’ll see what I can come up with,” Lena promised, “but my guild and I were hoping we could get your help with something.” 
 
    “I’d be glad to lend my assistance,” Zarina replied. “Got some contraband you need to move? Or a tarot reading?” She gestured to the tiny room with the beaded curtain. 
 
    “Actually,” I said, “we were hoping you might be able to decode something for us.” I pulled out the folded bit of paper we’d gotten from the bandit leader’s corpse and held it out. “We think it’s a list of houses that some bandits are planning to rob.” 
 
    Zarina frowned slightly as she took the paper and looked it over.  
 
    “Do you recognize the code?” Lena asked hopefully after a few moments. 
 
    “It’s not one I’ve seen before,” Zarina replied, “but I bet I can figure it out if you give me a day or two.” 
 
    Lena exchanged a nervous glance with me. 
 
    “We might not have that long,” I said.  
 
    Zarina caught her lip between her teeth and nodded. “Right. Well, I’ll do my best, but I expect it’s going to take a few hours, at the very least. It doesn’t look like a simple cipher.” The elven woman swept over to her coffee table where she produced a sheet of her own paper and a pen and made a copy of the sheet, down to a sketch of the swan stamp. Then she returned to us and handed the original back to me. 
 
    “I’ll contact you when I’ve decoded it,” she said. “I’m sure you have other business to attend to, and not to be rude, but I really work better in private.” 
 
    Just as she said it, there was a crash as one of the shelves broke away from the wall and spilled several books and a very surprised puca onto the floor. I whistled sharply, and Merlin slunk back with his ears pressed against his head and jumped back onto the safety of my shoulder while the false wisp floated lazily above the coffee table. 
 
    “I’m sorry about him,” I started, but Zarina waved the rest of my apology away.  
 
    “That shelf comes loose every time Varela closes a door too hard downstairs, don’t worry about it.” 
 
    With that, we said our goodbyes for the moment and left Zarina to her work while we returned to the market below to sell the rest of the loot we’d picked up from the bandits and our latest bounty.  
 
    We wandered through the market without any rush as we looked for buyers for the old jewelry and other assorted trinkets that we’d gotten from the goblins’ den and browsed the merchandise. As always, I kept my eye out for any useful magical texts, but even here, such things weren’t readily displayed. I did find an old history book which gave a more objective account of the civil war than the Mage Academy’s propaganda, and that was almost as good, so I bought it. By the time Zarina called us back, I had my book, Lena had picked up some potion ingredients, and Aerin had sold all of our goblin jewelry. The redheaded elf had even managed to get a good price for a few jugs of the farmers’ cider, as well.  
 
    Anticipation coiled in my gut as I ascended the stairs up to Zarina’s little apartment for the second time that day, with Lena in front of me and the rest of the guild following behind. I was certain we’d stumbled across something big, but we’d need more than my intuition to convince the governor and the council. 
 
    Open books and loose papers covered the coffee table where Zarina sat, and the elven woman had even more papers and notes spread out on the floor around her. I wasn’t sure if that was a good sign or not, but it was clear Zarina had been hard at work. 
 
    She jumped up as soon as she saw us and stepped lightly over the papers scattered around her workspace. Her dark eyes glittered with excitement, and she smiled broadly as she came over to us. My heart skipped a beat, though I couldn’t say if it was due to anticipation regarding the bandit code or the elven woman’s gorgeous smile. 
 
    “It was complicated,” Zarina told us with a small shake of her head, “one of the most complex codes I’ve ever come across, actually. Whoever came up with this really didn’t want it getting into the wrong hands, but fortunately for you, it came into my hands, and there isn’t a code I can’t crack.” 
 
    She smiled proudly and produced her copy of the bandits’ note with a little flourish, her translation written above each line in an exacting hand. 
 
    “The first part was actually pretty standard. It’s a unique cipher, but consistent. Here on the left are symbols of some nobles’ houses in Ovrista, and on the right, some rather pricey heirlooms and other valuables, as well as their locations in the house, and the security measures that are in place.” 
 
    That was more or less what we’d expected, but Zarina hadn’t mentioned the note at the bottom of the page, or the swan stamp. 
 
    “What about the rest?” I prompted. 
 
    “That’s where it gets interesting,” Zarina replied. “They used a different code than the first part. The best I can figure, it’s only a partial message. They left most of the letters out, and the only full words I could make out were “cavern” and “moon.” I’ve seen something similar before on a treasure map. Four copies, but each one had a piece that was incomplete, to see the whole thing, you had to have all four pieces together. All these other symbols are probably other bandit groups that are in on this. Did you find any more of these notes?” 
 
    I shook my head. “That was the only one.” So we’d need to find the rest of the bandits involved to complete the message. Would we have time to do all that before this heist was to take place? 
 
    “Moon,” Lena echoed thoughtfully as she leaned over my shoulder to get a better look at the paper. “I wonder if that has anything to do with the blood moon in a few days.” 
 
    Zarina’s eyes widened. “I didn’t think of that,” she said.  
 
    “It would make sense,” Maruk put in, and we all turned to the orc in surprise. 
 
    Maruk’s cheeks darkened in a green blush. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Lavinia demanded. 
 
    “Well, among pirates, at least, blood moons are supposed to bring good luck for thieves,” Maruk explained. “Perhaps these bandits adhere to the same superstitions and intend to act then.” 
 
    “When is this blood moon, exactly?” I asked Lena. 
 
    “In six days,” the alchemist responded with a slight frown.  
 
    That meant we had less than a week to find the other bandits, decode the rest of the message, and put a stop to this heist. 
 
    “We’d better go warn the city guard,” I said. “If they won’t hear us out, we can go straight to the council. It looks like a few of them are on this list, so I’m sure they’d be willing to listen.” 
 
    We left Zarina’s directly to the guard headquarters in the center of the city. The building was directly next to the charter office where we turned in our bounties, but I hadn’t paid much attention to it before. In truth, there wasn’t that much to look at, anyway, at least not compared to the palace-like charter office with its grand white pillars or the Arcane University Tower nearby that shimmered from every angle of its mirrored surface.  
 
    The guard headquarters was comparatively bland, designed for function over beauty, a single-story, rectangular building of gray stone. The little patch of grass that surrounded it was kept neatly trimmed, but it was nothing compared to the potted roses and manicured topiaries that stood outside the university tower and the charter office. The headquarters itself mostly suffered from the same lack of ornamentation, though at some point someone had clearly tried to make it fit in with the surrounding buildings by having some stone reliefs added to the walls on either side of the main entrance.  
 
    These reliefs depicted the various peoples of the realm, from humans and elves to ladonae, panthera, orcs, dwarves, and others I couldn’t immediately recognize, all standing hand in hand. A few were dressed in the formal version of the city guard’s uniform, and I supposed they were all meant to be singing since their mouths were all shaped into Os. The problem was, their expressions didn’t really make it clear what their mood was meant to be. They didn’t look like they were singing out of the spirit of harmony and joy. I guessed that the artist had meant to convey the look of a person lost in their song, earnest and heartfelt. The singers instead appeared rather pained. Maybe a little gassy. Either way, it wasn’t a great look. 
 
    To add insult to injury, the reliefs seemed to have become the favorite nesting site of the city’s pigeons, and a couple years’ worth of white slime coated all the singers. Most had nests in their open mouths or tucked into the crooks of their shoulders. It didn’t exactly inspire a feeling of pride in one’s city, and I had to wonder what the criminal classes of Ovrista or visiting diplomats thought of the guards because of it. How could they keep the city in order when their own headquarters looked like this? I supposed that the city hadn’t descended into chaos and lawlessness yet, at least. 
 
    We headed quickly up the narrow stone walkway and entered the building. The inside was just as sparsely decorated and drab as the outside, but at least there wasn’t pigeon shit everywhere. There were a few chairs organized around a coffee table just off the doors on the right-hand side of the room, to give the impression of a waiting room, though I expected the guard headquarters saw few visitors, if any.  
 
    As if to confirm my theory, the young ladona man behind the front desk looked up in surprise when we entered, set down the book he’d been reading, scooted his chair across the floor, and leaned forward attentively. 
 
    “Good morning,” he called pleasantly before the whole of our party had even stepped through the doors. “How can I help you?” 
 
    I still had the bandit’s note and Zarina’s decrypted copy in my hand, and I brought them up to the desk.  
 
    “I guess you could say it’s a tip,” I told the ladona man. He had on a nametag that read Cassio. I spread out the papers on the desk. “My guild and I were attacked by bandits on our way back to the city earlier today. We discovered this note on them and managed to decipher some of it. We believe they were among a larger group that plans to rob a number of houses here in Ovrista. We don’t know for sure, but we think it’s supposed to happen on the blood moon in a few days. 
 
    Cassio raised his eyebrows and looked over the papers. “Well, that would really be something,” he said finally. He had seemed more excited to see us than he was to receive news of a potential heist. 
 
    “Are you going to do anything?” I prompted when he passed the papers back across the desk to me. 
 
    “Oh, yes, of course,” the ladona man replied, though his tone suggested more of a spirit of friendly customer service than actual alarm. “I’ll let the captain know as soon as he returns from lunch.” 
 
    “Don’t you think you should write any of that down?” I asked with a frown. I’d been prepared for the guards to brush us off if we hadn’t been able to decode the note, but I’d thought that the information we’d brought had to be a cause for a bit more concern on their part. 
 
    “Certainly.” Cassio’s friendly smile became a little strained as he made a quick copy of the note on a piece of paper. I got the sense that he’d done it just to appease me. “Is there anything else that I can help you all with today? Perhaps a tour?” 
 
    “You do tours here?” Emeline asked. She sounded genuinely interested, but we had more important matters to deal with. 
 
    “Maybe we should wait for the captain and tell him ourselves,” I suggested. We would try to stop this heist before it started, but we were still working with incomplete information, and I would feel better if I knew the city had some defenses in place, just in case, and I didn’t trust Cassio to take this as seriously as he should.  
 
    “Tell the captain what, exactly?” came a deep, gruff voice from behind us.  
 
    We all turned to face the man who had just walked through the door. He was barrel-chested and square-jawed, and his brow was furrowed into a deep frown. His bright orange hair was shaved into a no-nonsense buzzcut, and there was a nasty-looking scar through his left eyebrow.  
 
    He was also about three and a half feet tall.  
 
    “Are you the captain?” I asked the halfling. 
 
    “What?” he shot back, as though the mere question annoyed him. “’Course I’m not the captain.” He scoffed. “Who’d be stupid enough to take on that job, eh? Get trapped behind a desk all day, filling out paperwork, when there are criminals running around? What this place needs is some good old-fashioned law and order.” When he got to the last part, he brandished each of his fists, and I saw that the words “law” and “order” had been tattooed across his hairy knuckles. He pulled out a flask as he strode up to us and took a swig.  
 
    “Dehn, you can’t drink on duty,” Cassio protested, and I could tell by the pleading note in his voice that this was not the first time he’d had this conversation with the halfling. “Gods, at least not in the building. You’re making us look bad.” 
 
    “I’m not the one making us look bad,” Dehn replied with a wag of his finger. “You want to blame someone, blame the brass who are too concerned with their damn politics to do anything that needs doing around here.” He snorted derisively and turned back to me and the rest of the guild. “Now, what’s the problem?” 
 
    I found myself exchanging a quizzical glance with Cassio before I answered. I didn’t have the slightest idea of who this Dehn character was and I wasn’t sure if I ought to trust him. Still, he obviously worked here, he was standing right in front of me in the city guard uniform, though his shirt was untucked, and his pants were rumpled.  
 
    The halfling raised his shaggy eyebrows impatiently at me. At least he seemed enthusiastic about controlling crime in the city. Perhaps he was the right person to talk to if Cassio wasn’t going to take our concerns seriously.  
 
    “We found a note on some bandits we encountered earlier,” I explained quickly as I held out the papers to Dehn. “We think a few groups are planning some sort of heist.” 
 
    Dehn frowned over the papers and took another drink from his flask. We waited. 
 
    “Yep,” the halfling stated after a moment, and he rubbed his stubbly chin. “That looks like a heist plan if I ever saw one.” 
 
    “We’re going to try to find the rest of the groups involved and put a stop to this,” I said, “but we thought it might be wise for the guard to increase security around these houses in the meantime.” I cut another glance to Cassio, who looked as though he’d just been forced to swallow a slug. 
 
    “Well?” Dehn barked at the ladona man. “File a report for the captain! He’d hate to miss out on any of his damned paperwork.” Then the halfling turned to me and attempted to clap me on the shoulder, but he was only able to reach my elbow. “Now, if you want to actually get something done about this, I’m your man. I’ve been beating up bandits since I was a boy. If you’re tracking them down, I’ll join you, offer my expertise.” 
 
    “Uh...” I wasn’t entirely sure how to respond. I’d hoped to have more guards out on the streets, I didn’t expect any of them would actually want to leave the city to join us, and while I appreciated Dehn’s enthusiasm, and I was sure his experience would be useful, there was the small matter of my existence as a practitioner of illegal magic. The guard wasn’t affiliated with the Mage Academy, but would Dehn care if I was a manipulator? 
 
    The halfling took yet another swig from his flask, belched, and wiped his mouth on his sleeve. 
 
    On second thought, it was possible he wouldn’t even notice or would assume anything strange that he did see was an effect of alcohol. I’d been able to keep my magic a secret from Emeline for a while, and she was much more suited to recognizing it. Maybe it would be good to have the guard tag along. I could be careful about my magic, and he could help us take care of the bandits. I looked over at the rest of my guild behind me to gauge their reactions to the halfling’s proposition. Maruk was trying to hide his obvious distaste for Dehn’s manners, but Lavinia caught my eye. 
 
    “The extra muscle couldn’t hurt,” she said, one brow raised.  
 
    “How much would you be charging for your... expertise?” Aerin asked with a measured look at the halfling. 
 
    “Bah, money!” Dehn waved the question off. “I don’t care about that, I care about putting the hurt on some no-good thieves. You want my help or not?” 
 
    Aerin shrugged. “Sounds like a good deal to me.” 
 
    “How many criminals have you arrested?” Lena asked the halfling with interest. 
 
    “Have I ever had to kill anyone?” Dehn repeated. “Of course I have! The criminals of this city may be a pack of rotten, mangy curs, but they’ll still bite if you let ’em. Only thing to do is lock ’em up or put ’em down. I prefer the later.” 
 
    “How many people have you killed?” Emeline’s green eyes were wide. 
 
    “Emeline--” Maruk interjected with a disapproving frown. 
 
    “Eh, I stopped keeping track,” Dehn replied with a wave. “There’s always one more to go, that’s what I say.” 
 
    “That is remarkably cynical,” Maruk said, but the halfling ignored him. 
 
    I took Lena and Emeline’s interest in Dehn’s work as an indication that they were in favor of the guard joining us for this mission. Maruk was still looking down his nose at the halfling, but given the incredible height difference between the two of them, there wasn’t much other way for the orc to look.  
 
    Dehn’s experience could prove useful, and at the very least, he could provide another target for their arrows when we found them. If he started to become more trouble than he was worth, we could just send him back to Ovrista.  
 
    “Um, sure, you can tag along,” I answered finally, and the halfling flashed an exuberant grin and punched me on the arm.  
 
    “Excellent!” he cried. “Been a while since I was able to actually do something other than patrol and sit on my ass filling out paperwork. Let’s go!” 
 
    “Er, shouldn’t you let your captain know you’re leaving first?” I asked. 
 
    “There’s no need to stay, it’ll be fine,” Cassio said quickly. “Dehn, I’ll uh, I’ll let the captain know you’re taking some personal days, shall I?” 
 
    “Tell him whatever you want,” Dehn replied with a wave of his hand. He grinned as he yanked out the last part of his shirt that was still tucked into his waistband, sauntered back through the doors, and left the rest of us to follow him.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    Dehn turned to us and clapped his hands as we joined him outside.  
 
    “So,” he said loudly, “which hive of villainy are we gonna crush first?”  
 
    “Actually, I think we should still try to bring this up with the council,” Aerin said. “At least so we can negotiate some sort of reward for all this work we’re about to do.” 
 
    “If they’ll even listen to us.” Lavinia crossed her arms. “That guard didn’t even take us seriously, and that’s his whole job.” 
 
    “Several of the houses on that list belong to council members,” Aerin replied. “I’m sure that will get their attention.” 
 
    “It’s worth a try, anyway,” I put in. “We should go.” I turned to the halfling guard. “We’re probably going to be out of the city for a few days, at least. If you need to go pack some supplies, we can meet you back here after we’ve met with the council.” The truth was, I wasn’t as concerned about Dehn’s needs as I was about the fact that the halfling smelled rather strongly of spirits already, and it was barely afternoon. Better we petition the council without him and meet him later. 
 
    To my relief, the guard gave a curt nod. “See you back here, then,” he said, and with a mock salute, he turned sharply on his heel, wobbled a bit, and then strode off down the street. 
 
    The rest of us started off in the opposite direction, past the charter office, and toward the city hall. The building was impossible to miss at four stories tall with floral moldings around the dozens of windows, a roof of turquoise tiles, and the clock tower rising above it all. The clock itself was kept illuminated from within at all hours and had a face on each of the tower’s four walls. It stood so high that the clock faces could be seen clearly from any point in the city, even the oft-neglected areas closest to the walls, and I’d learned recently that it was the only structure in Ovrista that was taller than the Arcane University Tower. This fact seemed to be a point of pride for many city officials, and I had to wonder if it had anything to do with the unspoken rivalry between Ovrista’s governing body and the Mage Academy. 
 
    Dutifully manicured trees lined the multiple pedestrian paths that led toward the city hall like the spokes of a wheel, and their golden leaves shivered in the slight breeze as we passed beneath them. Nearly half the leaves had fallen off the branches by this time of the year, but either due to some enchantment or the efforts of some overworked civil servants, the paths had been swept completely clear of them. I kept my eye out for any leaves that fell to see what would happen, half-suspecting that they would vanish the moment they touched the pavement, but none fell before we reached the grand double-doors of the city hall. 
 
    As I stepped into the cool antechamber with its checkerboard-tiled floor, polished to a shine, I suddenly became aware of how travel-worn we all were. We hadn’t stopped to change since we’d gotten back, and we were all covered in dried mud, blood, scorch marks, and other souvenirs of our recent battle. That was more or less typical in the charter office, which saw dozens of guilds rotating through, returning with bounties or preparing to set out, but city hall wasn’t frequented by the likes of us, and we definitely looked out of place. Well, I figured that if the upper-crust of Ovrista didn’t want guilds stomping around in their shiny city hall, they’d at least be willing to address our concerns promptly in order to get us to leave. 
 
    There was a large desk of dark wood on the left side of the room, and a small, blond elven man sat behind it with his hands folded neatly in front of him as he waited to receive us. Even from about twenty feet away, I could tell that his smile was forced.  
 
    I glanced back to the others. Emeline, Maruk, and Lena all had their heads craned back as they admired the intricate painting on the ceiling, a nature scene with rolling hills, fluffy clouds, and fluffier sheep. Lavinia was trying to scrape mud off the bottom of her boot against the molding along the floor, and Aerin elbowed her in the ribs and gave her a disapproving frown. The ladona woman mimicked Aerin’s expression mockingly, and I set my shoulders as I started for the desk.  
 
    I hadn’t gone more than a few steps, however, before a group of men strode out of one of the rooms in front of us, and I nearly crashed into a tall mage in trim silver robes. I stopped short, and my heart skipped a beat as I recognized him. Eamon Maderel, High Mage of Ovrista’s Mage Academy. He was flanked by two other senior mages in gray, and three men who wore the red sashes that identified them as members of the city council followed after them. 
 
    They had been in the middle of a conversation, and one of the council members was still talking, but I didn’t hear anything he said, because at that moment, Eamon Maderel turned his cold gray eyes on me. When our eyes met, I got the acute sense that the mage was able to look right into my head and read all my thoughts, and I looked away automatically. My gaze fell instead on the silver pin that Maderel wore on his cloak, fashioned to resemble a wolf’s head, and I could have sworn that it was looking at me, too.  
 
    “Excuse us,” I started to say, with every intention of slipping past the mages and going over to the reception desk to schedule our own appointment with the council, when Eamon Maderel reached out and placed a hand on my shoulder. 
 
    “Vega, isn’t it?” he asked, though his tone indicated that he didn’t actually need me to confirm it, and before I could have, he went on. “I was just telling Lord Outen here about you and your guild.” 
 
    My blood was ice. 
 
    “This young man and his guild,” Maderel’s gaze passed over me to the others behind me where they shifted nervously, “are the ones who dealt with that small problem we had a few weeks ago, the night with all those... charming fireworks.” 
 
    He had to be talking about Cuvier, the blood mage who’d tried to have Emeline executed before we killed him and exposed his crimes to the rest of the Academy, that much was obvious. What was far less obvious was why Eamon Maderel was here discussing that with the city council at all. 
 
    “I’ve told you,” one of the council members, who I guessed was Outen, replied forcefully, “that was Mage Academy business. There’s no reason for the city guard to be involved. You mind your tower, we’ll mind the streets.” 
 
    Maderel gave him a slow smile. “Think on it, please, councilor.” While his words were perfectly diplomatic, there was something to the High Mage’s tone that made his request, however politely worded, sound instead like an order. “Ovrista is our city, too, after all.” 
 
    Lord Outen looked ruffled, and he said nothing. I hoped that would be the end of our interaction, but then Maderel turned back to me. 
 
    “It’s unusual to see a guild in city hall,” the mage remarked. “What brings you here?” 
 
    I suddenly felt reluctant to tell him, though I knew there was no way he could divine that I was a manipulator from anything I had to say about the bandits’ heist plan. Still, it wasn’t as though I could refuse, and we needed to bring it to the council, anyway, and there were three council members right here. 
 
    “My guild and I were attacked by bandits,” I replied and I was relieved that my voice was steadier than I felt. “We discovered this note on them, and we believe there are a few bandit groups who intend to stage a series of robberies here in the city in a few days. We brought all the information we have to the city guard, but we wanted to come here as well, to make sure the warning was, um, passed on.” 
 
    Eamon Maderel’s hand tightened on my shoulder, but he was looking at the three council members. 
 
    “You see,” he asked as he bared his teeth in a smile, “how Ovrista’s mages are invested in the welfare of our fine city?” Without looking away from the council, he held out his free hand to me; obviously for the evidence.  
 
    I swallowed and placed the papers in his hand. Maderel studied them for a moment, and then his brow furrowed in an expression of concern.  
 
    “This would appear to be quite serious, councilors,” Maderel intoned, but despite his frown and grave tone, I could see the smallest glint of excitement in the mage’s gray eyes, as though I’d just handed him an extravagant gift. 
 
    “Let me see that,” Outen demanded, and Maderel handed him the papers. 
 
    The lord’s ears flushed startlingly pink against his wispy white hair as he scanned the notes, and then he looked up at me with an almost accusatory expression. 
 
    “Did you decode this?” he asked.  
 
    I was startled by his brusqueness, and more than a little annoyed by his obvious, and unwarranted, suspicion. 
 
    “We had a friend of ours decipher it,” I replied.  
 
    “A mage?” The councilor peered at me with his small, watery blue eyes. I supposed he was trying to be intimidating, but he had nothing compared to the mage next to me. 
 
    “No,” I answered, careful to keep the defensiveness I felt out of my voice. I didn’t offer any more information. I didn’t want to reveal that we’d gone to the black market, especially given that Outen already seemed so distrustful of us. 
 
    Strangely, however, that seemed to be enough to satisfy the man, and he snorted as he passed the papers back to me. 
 
    “The council appreciates your service,” he recited with a bit of a sneer. “You may go.” He dared to give Maderel a pointed look. “All of you.” 
 
    I frowned. 
 
    “Sir, we believe this is serious--” I started, but Outen interrupted me.  
 
    “Yes, I’m certain you do.” The councilor looked from me to Maderel as though we were co-conspirators on a mission to ruin his day. “It’s certainly an ambitious plan for petty thieves, but the guard is well-equipped to deal with such endeavors, I assure you. Now, if you don’t mind--” 
 
    My annoyance with the man’s bad attitude got the better of me, and I cut him off. 
 
    “My guild and I think it would be best to try to stop this before it can happen,” I told him. “We’re going to try to track down the rest of the bandits involved.” 
 
    Outen’s face was flushed with anger, but Maderel seemed pleased as he clasped his hands behind his back. 
 
    “How refreshing,” the mage said with a slight smirk at the councilors. “That sort of initiative is exactly what this city needs.” 
 
    “There is the issue of funding,” Aerin said quickly. Of course, she wasn’t going to walk away from this without ensuring that there’d be some profit in it for us. “Since we don’t actually know which bandit groups are involved, we don’t know if there are bounties out for any of them, and of course, preventing a robbery of this magnitude would warrant an additional reward, I would think.” 
 
    Outen looked nearly apoplectic at that. Eamon Maderel wore an amused smile. 
 
    “The Mage Academy would be more than happy to provide a reward to your guild for the capture, or if necessary, execution, of these bandits,” the mage said, “as a token of goodwill toward the city, of course. Say, five hundred gold?” 
 
    I was stunned. We’d never received that much for a bounty, and I felt Aerin grip my arm to steady herself.  
 
    “T-That would work,” she practically panted.  
 
    Maderel smiled his slow smile. “Excellent. I look forward to hearing from you, Shadow Foxes.” Then, with a slight nod to the councilors, the High Mage turned, and he and his two colleagues strode out of the hall and left us there with the three councilors. 
 
    Outen didn’t bother trying to hide his sneer now, but neither he nor the other two lords bothered to say anything else to us before they, too, turned and swept off down the hall in a huff.  
 
    I breathed out a frustrated sigh. “Well, that wasn’t exactly what I was expecting.” 
 
    “At least we’ll get paid.” Aerin linked her hand in mine and gave it a comforting squeeze. 
 
    “They did seem to have been arguing about something,” Maruk commented, “the mages and the council. I wonder what it was?” 
 
    “I’m sure we’ll find out eventually,” Lavinia said testily. “We’ve got enough mysteries to uncover at the moment. Let’s deal with these bandits first.” 
 
    I looked down at the papers in my hand. Unfortunately for us, the bandits hadn’t included all of their friends’ addresses. All we had were the names of a few other gangs.  
 
    “We should go back to the black market,” I said as I folded up the papers and tucked them into my pocket. “We need more information on these gangs.” Who better to ask than the people who traded with them? That kind of information wouldn’t come cheap, of course, but it would be worth the cost, especially if we were able to collect on the reward that Maderel offered.  
 
    The others had no objections, so we stopped by the guard headquarters to pick up Dehn and then made our way down to the black market for the second time that day. The halfling had changed out of his guard uniform into a set of leather armor that had seen better days. I supposed it had been black at some point, but it was so faded now that it was more of a mottled gray and covered in old blood stains. Dehn had added embellishments of his own, which was to say, spikes over every spare inch of his armor. I couldn’t imagine how he was even able to buckle it without pricking himself. As if being a walking mace wasn’t enough, the halfling had his guards’ sword buckled at one hip, a small axe on the other, and at least six knives tucked into his belt and boots.  
 
    The guard grinned broadly at us as we approached, and I realized that one of his canine teeth was missing. Had I failed to notice before, or had Dehn managed to get into a fight in the hour and a half since we’d last seen him? 
 
    “So, who’s first?” Dehn asked. “I know a couple of thieves that hang out on the east road toward the Diru Wilds. If we leave now, we can probably catch ’em just as they’re waking up.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at the halfling. 
 
    “We’re not just going to go around attacking random bandits,” I told him. “We’re specifically trying to figure out which groups are involved in this heist. We’re going to the black market to see if we can get any information.” 
 
    Dehn snorted. “Research? What about, you know, punching?” 
 
    “I like this guy,” Lavinia said with a chuckle. 
 
    “Of course you do,” Maruk sighed as he rolled his eyes.  
 
    “We’ll get to that,” I promised the short guard. “Let’s go.” 
 
    The black market had gotten more crowded as the day wore on, but I knew from experience that the place wouldn’t really come alive until after dark. Unless we got lucky with our intel, I knew there was a good chance we’d be here until late. I decided that it was better, then, that we split up to cover more ground, and besides, I was sure the fences and traders around here would be more willing to answer our questions when we looked like a few random travelers and not a guild seven strong. We didn’t need to make it too obvious that we meant to hunt down some of their suppliers. 
 
    Maruk and Lavinia went to consult a secondhand arms dealer while Emeline and Lena decided to speak to a potion seller, which left Aerin, Dehn, and I to see what information we could get from Varela, the shopkeeper who lived on the ground floor of Zarina’s apartment.  
 
    There were a few more people in Varela’s shop than there had been this morning. A middle-aged man with a trim, dark beard and a flashy coat examined the selection of ores for sale and weighed them on a tiny scale while a short, hooded figure lurked in the corner and seemed to be petting the snout of a mounted stag’s head and whispering to it. By the single window, a gaggle of young mages in purple academy robes chattered and giggled excitedly as they passed around a jar of preserved rat heads. These last few received the special attention of Varela, who looked like a great, pointy-eared owl as she watched them intently to be sure they didn’t steal or break any of her merchandise.  
 
    Still, the old elven woman spared us a glance as the bell on the door tinkled to announce our arrival, and when we approached her, she managed to tear her unblinking gaze away from the apprentices to acknowledge us.  
 
    “Think your friend is still upstairs,” she said in a reedy voice when we stopped before her desk. She leaned over a bit to give Dehn a once-over, and I could tell by the frown in her brow that she was wondering if he’d been with us before, and how she’d managed to overlook a halfling with hair like fire, covered in spikes and bristling with weapons. 
 
    “Actually, we were hoping you might be able to help us,” I said as I pulled the bandits’ notes from my pocket and unfolded them. 
 
    “I’m always happy to help a customer,” the shopkeep replied pointedly. 
 
    On my left, Aerin selected a small packet that was labeled “shrinking powder” in a looping cursive and set it on the desk. 
 
    Varela gave us a toothy smile. “What is it that you need, loves?” 
 
    “We were wondering if you recognized any of these symbols,” I said as I spread out the papers over the packet of shrinking power. I pointed to the bandit groups’ marks on the page and the swan stamp. 
 
    Varela pushed her round spectacles up her nose with a bony finger and leaned over to inspect the papers carefully for several seconds. I exchanged a hopeful glance with Aerin, but Dehn was apparently already growing bored with the lack of violence and had wandered off to look at a display of dried basilisk feet. 
 
    At last, Varela slid the papers back across the desk to us and, to my dismay, shook her head.  
 
    “I don’t know them,” she said. “Are you going to buy anything else?” 
 
    I didn’t know if the shopkeeper’s brusqueness meant she was trying to hide something, but when I glanced to Aerin again and saw my own disappointment reflected on the healer’s face, I knew that Varela hadn’t been lying about whether she had recognized any of the bandits’ symbols.  
 
    “Just the, uh, shrinking powder,” I answered, and I placed a few copper coins on the desk for the old elf as I tucked the packet of powder and the notes into my pocket. 
 
    “We’ve only just started,” Aerin said gently as we turned for the exit, “and the others might be having better luck.” 
 
    “I hope so,” I replied, then I called out to the halfling, who was eyeing the hooded figure in the corner warily, “Dehn, we’re leaving.” 
 
    “Don’t you think that guy seemed a little funny?” Dehn asked as he joined us. He cast a glance back into the shop as I opened the door. “I think we’d better go talk to him.” He cracked his knuckles. 
 
    “Hey, we’re here to get information, not pick fights with strangers,” I reminded him. “If you need to wait outside--” 
 
    “Alright, alright,” the halfling interrupted. “Forget I said anything.” 
 
    “This way,” Aerin said and nodded toward another little shop tucked between two old buildings. “I know this guy, he keeps up with the gossip around here better than anyone. If anyone around here can recognize those bandit symbols, he can.” She led us to the shop front, which was little more than a booth that the owner appeared to have constructed himself, wedged in the tight alley space between the buildings. A few colorful scarves had been laid out over the top of the planks that served as a table, and a little handwritten sign advertised palm readings. I recognized a few of Zarina’s imitation wisps as they floated around the booth and cast a soft light over it. 
 
    A ladona man with maroon skin and spiraling horns lounged behind the desk with his chin in his hand as he flipped through a book about crystals. He glanced up when we approached and a smile spread across his face as he quickly closed his book and tucked it away.  
 
    “Hey, Leontes,” Aerin greeted. 
 
    “Aerin, is that you?” The ladona man placed a hand over his heart, and a set of rings on his fingers glittered in the soft light. “I was beginning to think you’d gotten too good for us down here, now that your guild is getting some prestige in Ovrista.” He turned his jade green eyes on me, and I noticed there was a gold ring in his brow, and several more to match it along the edges of his pointed ears. “You must be Gabriel, and...” Leontes trailed off as he leaned forward slightly to get a look at Dehn. “You’re rather small for an orc, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Hey!” Dehn growled. “I’m not short! And I’m not an orc!” 
 
    “The rest of the guild is split up right now,” Aerin explained. “This is our halfling... friend, Dehn.” 
 
    Dehn puffed out his chest. “And I’m the tallest in my family, I’ll have you know. Three feet, six and a quarter inches.” 
 
    “Very impressive,” Leontes drawled. He brought his gaze back to me and Aerin. “I suppose you didn’t come for a palm reading?”  
 
    “No, sorry,” I said as I took out the papers and passed them to the ladona man. “We were wondering if you would be able to recognize any of these symbols. We think they’re meant to represent different groups.”  
 
    Leontes’ eyes flicked over the sheet quickly, then his brows shot up, and I felt my heart leap. 
 
    “You know them?” I prompted. 
 
    “No,” Leontes answered. “That is, I don’t recognize these symbols, but I do know someone who was planning on trying to steal one of these items you have listed. This one, here,” he pointed a sharp-nailed finger at the line for a vase.  
 
    “Really?” Aerin leaned forward to see. 
 
    “Actually, they were just here,” Leontes went on, and he raised his chin to search the crowd behind us. “A couple of elves, they were wearing green cloaks. Not sure where they went, but I doubt they could have gone far.” 
 
    “Did they say anything else?” I asked eagerly. “Anything about who they were working for, or when they were going to actually stage the robbery?” 
 
    The ladona man frowned sympathetically and shook his head. 
 
    “I’m afraid not,” he replied. “They were speaking to one another, I just overheard them mention that vase as they passed.” 
 
    “We should try to catch up to them before they leave,” Aerin said. “Thank Leontes, you’ve been a big help.” 
 
    “Anytime,” Leontes said. “If I find out anything else, I’ll let you know.”  
 
    He waved farewell to us as we turned away and searched the marketplace for the elves he had described. It was almost evening now, and the black market was the busiest it had been all day. I saw flashes of green and figures with pointed ears, but never together, though it was difficult to pick anyone out in the hustle and bustle. 
 
    “Do you see them?” Aerin asked as she stood up on tip-toe to search the crowd. 
 
    “I’m just getting legs down here,” Dehn griped.  
 
    I ignored the halfling as I scanned the crowd, and then, just as they slipped into a dank alley, I saw the green-cloaked elves that Leontes had told us about.  
 
    “This way,” I urged and I grabbed Aerin by the wrist as I began to pull her through the crowd. There was no time to get Lavinia, Maruk, Lena, and Emeline now. These elves were our only lead at the moment, and I wasn’t going to lose them. I could hear Dehn’s cry of protest and insistence that we not leave him behind as I wove through the crowd, but I was too intent on finding the elves before they could get away to pay him much mind. Other market-goers shot me and Aerin dirty looks or muttered curses at us as we shoved past, and I threw a few “sorrys” over my shoulder for the toes I’d stepped on. 
 
    The alley where the pair of elves had disappeared was empty, but a faint light shone from the street on the other side. My heart pounded in my throat as I took off between the sulking forms of the old apartments on either side, and my boots splashed through the dirty water that pooled over the uneven cobblestones. I’d let go of Aerin’s wrist, but I could hear the redheaded elf’s light, quick steps just behind me, and a little further back, muffled curses and splashes as Dehn struggled to keep up with our longer strides. 
 
    The next street was desolate, eerily empty and quiet compared to the busy market. This was one of the truly abandoned sections of the city where none but rats and the most desperate of squatters dared to venture. The buildings that lined the street were worn and shoddy, their windows broken and dusty, their doors hanging ajar on broken hinges. I searched for any sign of movement, any sound to indicate which way the elves had gone. For a moment, I feared that they’d ducked into a side door in the alley and we’d missed them, but then I heard a muffled curse from my left.  
 
    I turned back to Aerin and Dehn. The elf watched me expectantly, her hazel eyes bright with excitement and determination. The halfling panted heavily with his hands on his knees.  
 
    I put my finger to my lips to signal for them to be quiet and pointed down the street to the left. Aerin nodded and Dehn gave me a surly look that I took for agreement, and I started off carefully down the street, as quickly as I could without being too loud. The elves didn’t know they were being pursued yet, of course, but they’d be naturally suspicious like everyone in this part of the city, and I knew they wouldn’t take kindly to us following. Besides, I figured we would learn more about their plans by eavesdropping than by trying to get them to give up the information.  
 
    Thankfully, even Dehn managed to quiet down as we crept down the street, and when we came to another alley, I could hear the two elves whispering. 
 
    “Sorry we’re late, that old hag at the market wanted twenty silvers for this invisibility spell,” one said. He had to be speaking to someone else, I reasoned. He wouldn’t have said that to whoever he had been with. 
 
    “I told you not to waste time haggling,” came another voice, stern and urgent. 
 
    “Relax, Calum, we’re here now,” said the third. “Are we all ready to go? I can’t wait to get this city air out of my lungs. It’s enough to give a dragon asthma.” 
 
    “Lower your voice, Ronan,” Calum insisted. “We’ll need to wait until it’s properly dark, less chance of being seen.” 
 
    One of the elves scoffed. 
 
    “Inry’s being real particular about this, isn’t he?” It was the first elf again. “Who’s he getting orders from? Nine hells, when did the Shrikes ever take orders from anyone? Thought that was the whole point of being thieves.” 
 
    “Shut up, Finn,” the one called Ronan snapped.  
 
    “Just saying,” Finn grumped, “if I have to be working for someone, I’d at least like to know who. Don’t act like you’re so comfortable with all of this. Some bastard none of us has ever heard of starts going around promising to make us all rich, but he never shows his face? He wants us to do all the dirty work, take all the risk, and he gets half our profits just ’cause he came up with the idea? I don’t trust it.” 
 
    “Then bring it up with Inry when we get back to Dredfen,” Calum said. “Come on, let’s start for the gate, we’ll need to go around the back way to keep from being spotted. You know what Inry said, from here on out, we kill anyone who sees us. No one can know we’re involved in this.” 
 
    Too late, I realized by the sound of his voice that the elf was walking out into the street, and before I could do anything but take a step back, he was in front of me. Like the pair that we’d followed, he wore a dark green cloak, and I could see the hilts of a pair of wicked daggers at his waist. His long fingers twitched to them as he locked eyes with me. 
 
    “Shit,” I hissed as I reached for my own dagger. 
 
    “Shit,” Aerin muttered behind me. 
 
    “Fuck yeah!” Dehn crowed.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    I drew my dagger and summoned the mana blade to it in the same moment that Calum drew his daggers. The elf’s eyes flashed as he took in my magical weapon and my companions behind me, and he wisely took a step back as his own friends rushed out into the desolate street after him.  
 
    Each of the other elves, who I realized by their matching shaggy blond hair and brown eyes must have been twins, were also armed with a pair of daggers each, and I noticed that the blades glistened with an enchantment of some kind. 
 
    For a tense moment, we all just sized each other up, but then Dehn rushed past me with a furious cry, his short sword in one hand and his axe in the other, at Calum. It was the sort of charge that could have been incredibly intimidating from someone like Maruk, a seven-foot-tall orc with biceps larger than most people’s heads, but the halfling reminded me more of an over enthusiastic Chihuahua in a spiked collar as he ran at our opponents.  
 
    But maybe Dehn did know what he was doing, because for a critical second, Calum seemed too stunned by the halfling’s wild charge to bother trying to block or dodge it, and Dehn leapt at the elf and knocked him to the cobbles.  
 
    With that, the spell over the rest of us was broken, and one of the twins moved forward with a swipe of his blades to drive me back. I raised my own dagger to block his without thinking about it, and there was a pop and a shower of sparks as the raw mana that made up my blade interacted with whatever enchantment the elf had used on his own weapon. The reaction wasn’t as extreme as the kind of explosion I’d created before with mana weapons, but so close, it was still nearly blinding. 
 
    The elf staggered back with a cry of pain as he covered his eyes, and I moved further out into the street while I blinked against the stars in my vision. When I could see again, I saw that Aerin was locked in combat with the second of the twins, and the pair struggled as Aerin tried to pry her axe out from where it was caught between the other elf’s daggers.  
 
    Calum was back on his feet, but it was all he could do to keep Dehn at bay as the halfling chased after him and shouted taunts. Dehn’s particular fighting style, I quickly realized, had little to do with finesse and more to do with moving so erratically that he couldn’t help but hit his enemy at some point. It might have been fun to watch, actually, but I didn’t have the chance, because the elf who’d attacked me had recovered enough to give it another try. 
 
    At a glance, I could tell that the contact with my mana dagger had cut cleanly through his blade, and it had permanently destroyed whatever enchantment he’d put on his own dagger, so at least I didn’t have to worry about that. Of course, it also meant that I couldn’t use the explosive effect to my advantage again.  
 
    No matter, this fight wasn’t going to last much longer, anyway. 
 
    Before my opponent had taken more than two steps in my direction, I rushed him with a jab aimed at his sternum.  
 
    He reacted quickly, and though he couldn’t adjust his forward momentum in time to dodge properly, he brought both of his daggers up in an x in an attempt to stop my blade. The move would have worked if my dagger had been an ordinary metal blade, but instead, it cut through the elf’s blades and fell just short of making contact with his body. 
 
    The elf threw himself awkwardly out of the way as I regained my balance, and his eyes were wide as he took in the severed sections of his weapons.  
 
    “What in the gods’ names--” he started, but I lunged at him again, and he yelped as he scrambled back. This time, though, he wasn’t quite fast enough, and the tip of my dagger sank into his shoulder just over his heart. The elf’s body convulsed like he was being electrocuted as his every nerve lit up bright blue, and then he slumped back onto the dirty gray cobblestones. The edges of the fabric of his shirt where my dagger had cut through were burnt, and the wound smoked. 
 
    There came a strangled cry from behind me as his brother saw what had happened, but he was cut off a moment later when Aerin drove her axe between his neck and shoulder and he, too, fell to the ground with a wild spray of blood.  
 
    Aerin and I turned at once to see how Dehn was faring. The halfling and the elf moved together in a strange sort of dance as Dehn slashed out with abandon, and Calum leaped nimbly out of the way, just barely in time. I stepped over the elf’s body at my feet to help, but Dehn gave a wild cry and threw himself into a somersault toward his opponent’s feet. 
 
    Calum clearly hadn’t seen that coming any more than I had, and he tripped over the halfling and fell on his face in the street. He was fast enough to flip around, but not fast enough to get up before Dehn landed on his chest and smashed the butt of his sword into the elf’s face.  
 
    “Take that! And that!” the halfling cried with each smack of his weapon until the elf’s face was nothing more than a bloody pulp. Calum’s limbs were limp, and his head jerked from side to side with every hit Dehn landed, as floppy as a ragdoll.  
 
    Speckles of blood sprayed up over the halfling as he continued to drive the butt of his sword into the mess that had once been the elf’s head. 
 
    “Lowlife bandit!” he growled. “That’ll teach you!” 
 
    “Dehn,” I called, when he showed no sign of letting up. “Dehn! It’s over, he’s dead.” 
 
    The halfling paused and blinked, almost as though he was coming out of a dream, and turned his gore-splattered face to me. 
 
    “We need to search them,” I said with my hands raised slightly in a placating gesture.  
 
    Dehn snorted and wiped his face, though he only succeeded in smearing the blood around.  
 
    “Right, yeah,” he muttered as he stood.  
 
    I knelt over the elf I’d killed and rifled through his pockets as I considered what we’d overheard. I supposed their group was called the Shrikes. Between them, the first group we’d encountered with their phoenix motif, and that mysterious swan stamp on the papers, there seemed to be something of a bird theme going on. I hoped that could turn out to be a helpful clue. They’d also mentioned someone called Inry, probably their leader, and a place called Dredfen. I was willing to bet that was the Shrikes’ camp.  
 
    The elf had nothing on him except a small vial of powder, the invisibility enchantment that he’d been complaining about having been overcharged for. It wasn’t everything I’d hoped to find, but I pocketed it anyway. 
 
    “Find anything?” I called to the others as I straightened up again. 
 
    “Nothing.” Aerin sounded uniquely dejected as she toed at the corpse of the other twin with her boot. “Not even a copper piece. Weren’t they just at the market?” 
 
    “What about you, Dehn?” I asked. The halfling was in the process of trying to remove one of the elf’s boots, and I went over to help him. 
 
    “He hid something in his boots?” I frowned as I pried the elf’s other boot off his foot. 
 
    “Nah, nothing in his pockets, either,” Dehn replied as he pulled the first boot free. “I just wanted these.” 
 
    I tried not to be too disappointed. Given how careful the elves had been trying to be, it made sense that they wouldn’t have kept anything on them that could be used to identify them, or their group. At least we had gotten some information before they’d realized we were spying. That would be enough to move forward, at least. 
 
    “Why do you want some elf’s boots?” Aerin asked as she slid her axe into the sheath at her belt. I heard the chime of bells as she used her magic to clean away the blood spray on her face and clothes from the battle. 
 
    “I think they’d look nice on me,” Dehn replied. “They’re pretty sturdy, though they could use some buckles, steel toes, maybe some studs.” 
 
    “Uhh, you don’t think they’re too big for you?” Aerin asked hesitantly as the halfling stood up one of the boots. It had reached the elf’s knee, and it came up fully up the halfling’s thigh.  
 
    “Oh ha ha, very funny,” Dehn sneered. “I’m the tallest in my family, you know.” 
 
    “So you’ve said,” Aerin replied. She looked over to me with a barely suppressed grin. “So, uh, if that’s all the loot we’re gonna get, we’d better get back and find the others. They’re probably wondering where we are.” 
 
    “Should we do something about...” I trailed off and gestured vaguely to the three corpses bleeding onto the cobbles. 
 
    “We could drag them into the alley,” Aerin offered uneasily.  
 
    “Don’t bother,” Dehn snorted as he gathered his new boots in his arms. “They’re not worth the trouble. We have more bandits to hunt, don’t we?” 
 
    This area was deserted, so it probably wouldn’t matter to anyone but us what we did or didn’t do with the bodies, but somehow it didn’t feel right to just leave them in the middle of the street, so Aerin and I dragged them into the alley and left them there while Dehn watched and shook his head. Then we retraced our steps back to the black market to look for the rest of the guild and tell them about what we’d found out. 
 
    We found Lavinia and Maruk first, which wasn’t difficult because they were arguing enthusiastically right where we’d left them.  
 
    “I’m not saying you have to actually beat him up,” Lavinia explained. “I think the threat would be sufficient.” 
 
    “And I told you,” Maruk responded as he drew himself up with a self-righteous air, “that’s not how I wish to conduct myself, even if he did insult my vest.”  
 
    Lavinia was about to say something else when she caught sight of us and stopped short. The ladona ranger’s red eyes went from me to Aerin to Dehn, who was still covered in the elf’s blood, and her shoulders sagged.  
 
    “Aww, you got into a fight?” she groaned. “You couldn’t have come to get us before?” She shot a glare at the orc. “Happy? We missed all the fun.” 
 
    “Goodness, what happened to you?” Maruk asked as he placed a large green hand over his heart. 
 
    “We found a lead,” I replied. “Things got a little messy. We’ll explain more later. Have you seen Lena and Emeline?” 
 
    “No.” Lavinia crossed her arms. “We spent about five minutes talking to that weapons merchant, but he didn’t know anything, and then we couldn’t decide where to go next and Maruk’s too good to threaten strangers for information, so we’ve just been here.” 
 
    No sooner had Lavinia finished speaking, however, than Lena and Emeline appeared out of the crowd to join us.  
 
    “There you are!” Lena said brightly.  
 
    “Looks like we got back just in time,” Emeline remarked. She and Lena each had two paper bags clutched in their fists that were almost full to bursting. 
 
    “Did you find something?” I asked hopefully as I eyed the bags. 
 
    “Oh!” Lena’s violet eyes went wide, and then she blushed slightly. “No, we asked all around, but no one we talked to knew anything about the bandits or the heist.” 
 
    “So what’s all that?” Lavinia asked, one brow arched as she jabbed a finger at one of the bags Emeline was carrying. 
 
    The panthera woman blushed as well.  
 
    “We were getting kind of hungry,” she explained, “and there was this merchant selling candy.” She opened one of the bags to reveal an assortment of colorful hard candies. 
 
    “We got all kinds,” Lena put in as she offered up her bags as well. 
 
    Dehn snorted derisively. “Well, at least we were able to get some real work done.” 
 
    “You three found something?” Emeline asked, her catlike ears pricked up in an expression of excitement. 
 
    “We did,” I replied. “Let’s get back to the guild hall, we can talk about it there and plan our next move.” 
 
    We wasted no time getting back, and when we were all gathered around the long dining room table in our guild hall, Aerin, Dehn, and I explained what had happened with the elves we’d followed. 
 
    “There’s no Dredfen here,” I reported as I pored over a map spread out on the table. I couldn’t find anything, not even a little village, with that name. An uncomfortable feeling twisted itself up in my gut. “Do you think that’s some kind of code, too? They seemed really worried about anyone being able to follow them.” 
 
    “Dredfen,” Emeline repeated as she leaned over my shoulder, and her dark curls brushed against the map. “Dredfen, Dredfen... It sounds familiar, but I can’t think of - oh! There was a story we used to tell in the dorms at the university on stormy nights about this place, the Dreaded Fen. According to legend, there was this great treasure there, but no one knew exactly what it was because the whole place was haunted, and anyone who tried to look for it was killed.” 
 
    “And do you know where this place is supposed to be?” Lavinia asked. “Or is that part made up, too?” 
 
    The panthera woman rolled her eyes.  
 
    “It is real, and it should be right around here.” Emeline tapped one long nail on the map in a spot in the Diru Wilds, several miles outside the city.  
 
    Lavinia arched a brow. “Maybe you spent too long in that tower,” she replied. “We’ve been all over that area on our missions, and we never saw any secret, haunted bandit hideouts.” 
 
    “That’s because it’s underground,” Emeline said matter-of-factly. When she realized we were all staring at her, she crossed her arms. “Look, I know what I’m talking about! I studied this whole thing, I was going to go look for it!” 
 
    “I’m sure you did, but this is a little too important to base on a treasure-hunting story, don’t you think?” Aerin asked with a sympathetic sort of frown. “I can get in touch with some contacts--” 
 
    “But I saw it!” Emeline insisted. “When we were escaping through those old drainage tunnels, when--” she cast a nervous glance to Dehn, “--when I was down there with Etienne.” 
 
    The halfling frowned suspiciously, but thankfully, he didn’t press Emeline about what she’d been doing sneaking around in the tunnels beneath the city. 
 
    “You believe me, don’t you?” Emeline grabbed my arm suddenly, and I was surprised by the intensity in the mage woman’s green eyes. 
 
    “Why didn’t you say anything before?” I asked. I remembered the network of tunnels, but we’d really only been concerned with the quickest and safest path out of the city when we’d broken Emeline out of prison. I figured the rest of those tunnels just led to dead ends and rank sewage, and I hadn’t given them much thought.  
 
    “I didn’t realize it until just now, but that must be the way,” Emeline said. “There’s a whole maze down there, and I’d bet anything that’s how to get to Dredfen.” 
 
    “You know, it would make sense,” Lena put in as she leaned on the table. “All these bandits want to rob houses in Ovrista, right? I’m sure they’d try not to use any of the gates to get in and out, especially with all the things they’re planning on taking. If I were the one organizing all of this, I’d make sure everyone had a good way of getting around without being noticed, and if some bandits already had a place that was connected to the city, I’d want to recruit them.” 
 
    I considered what the alchemist said. She made a good point. I still wished we had a little more to go on than stories, but Emeline seemed sure of herself, and we didn’t have any other leads. It was worth checking out, at least. Even if there was nothing there, it would be a good idea to ensure that the very tunnels we’d used to sneak in and out of the city weren’t available to the bandits.  
 
    “I’m hearing a lot of stories and speculation,” Lavinia remarked. 
 
    “Personally, I’d like to know that the crumbling sewers are our only option before we go splashing through them,” Maruk added. 
 
    “They are the only option,” Emeline said firmly. “I’ll go by myself if none of you believe me.” She stood with her chin held high, and her hands curled into fists as she looked around at the rest of us. 
 
    “I’ll go with you, Emeline,” Lena said gently, and the alchemist placed a hand on the mage’s shoulder. 
 
    “Count me in, too.” Dehn took a drink from his flask. “If there’s even a chance those lowlifes are crawling around down there, we need to administer a beating.” 
 
    Aerin sighed and ran a hand through her red hair. “I’ll go, too. Can’t have you all getting yourselves killed down there.” She cleared her throat. “And, you know, if there is treasure, I want first pick of the loot.” 
 
    A smile tugged at the corner of my mouth at that, and I turned to Lavinia and Maruk. The ladona ranger had her arms crossed over her chest, and the orc shifted uneasily in his seat. 
 
    “Look,” I told them. “You can stay here if you really don’t want to go, but I think it’s worth looking into. We’ve done more with less information before, haven’t we?” 
 
    Lavinia’s red eyes met mine, and her gaze softened somewhat.  
 
    “I’m not about to just sit around knitting with this one and miss the party again,” she said and jabbed her thumb at Maruk. “I’m in.” 
 
    Maruk looked even more uncomfortable with all eyes on him, but I could see that he didn’t want to be the only one to stay home. At last, he heaved a sigh and nodded.  
 
    “Very well,” he grumbled. “I suppose I’ll just have to bring a change of socks.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    It didn’t take more than a few minutes for us to pack up our gear and weapons. Merlin chattered excitedly as he followed me up to my room and wove between my feet as I shoved a change of clothes and my invisibility cloak into my pack and clasped the traveling cloak that Yvaine had given me around my neck.  
 
    When I returned downstairs, the others were already waiting by the door. Lavinia, Aerin, Maruk, Lena, and Emeline all looked inconspicuous enough with their weapons and other supplies concealed by the matching green cloaks, but Dehn, with his bright red hair, spiked armor, and surly expression, stood out like a sore thumb.  
 
    And he still had a bit of the dead elf’s blood on his face.  
 
    Well, he was a guard, and I figured his reputation among his peers was established. The guards wouldn’t suspect anything out of the ordinary with him. 
 
    As Merlin leapt up onto my shoulder, I gave him a scratch beneath the chin, and with a nod to the rest of my guild, we stepped out into the night and started for the tunnel entrance. We’d decided to use the same entrance that Emeline and I had used when we’d broken her out of prison. It was fairly close to the city walls, and in an out-of-the-way area where we’d be less likely to be noticed by any random passers-by. We were on a sanctioned guild mission, this time, at least, but if there were other bandits keeping an eye on things, I didn’t want us to give ourselves away too soon. They might warn the others about us, or at least cause more troubles and delays. The quicker and quieter we could handle this, the better, especially considering how careful all of these bandits were being. I had to admit that I was curious about the sort of person who could organize something like this heist in the first place. I wanted to find out who the leader was, the person with the swan stamp, and I didn’t want him to get away before we could catch up to him. 
 
    Thankfully, there were relatively few people about when we all slipped out into the streets. We took the back ways out of caution, but it was late, and the chill autumn fog that had settled over the city was enough to convince anyone who didn’t absolutely need to be outside to just stay indoors. As such, we didn’t meet anyone as we made our way to the old drainage tunnel entrance by the southern wall. It was covered by an old, rusted iron grate, but Maruk had no trouble pulling it up, and we all climbed down the old ladder into the tunnels beneath Ovrista. 
 
    Emeline went first, and she was certainly the most eager out of all of us to be dropping down into the dank, twisting tunnel system. A moment after, I heard the splash of her boots as she jumped the last few rungs of the ladder, and a bloom of orange firelight shone out from the manhole.  
 
    I looked down the twenty or so foot hole to the layer of foul water that glistened like an oil slick in the light of Emeline’s mage fire. The smell was no better than I remembered it, either. It was like some mysterious rotten thing from the back of a highschooler’s locker had been pickled, and then the whole mixture had been left out to ripen in the sun. I tucked Merlin into my pack so he wouldn’t fall or get in my way while I was climbing, and then I gritted my teeth and tried not to think about the smell or the strange warmth of the tunnels as I took the rungs by twos down toward Emeline. The metal rungs had the unique quality of being both gritty and slimy, however that was possible, and out of the corner of my eye, I spotted a roach as it skittered down the wall into the shadows. As I got near the end, I realized that Emeline hadn’t jumped the rest of the way out of excitement. In the weeks since we’d last been down here, the last several rungs had broken off from the wall.  
 
    Tepid water sloshed up over the toes of my boots as I jumped down next to the mage, and she flashed me an eager smile as she passed me a lit torch.  
 
    “I didn’t really get to enjoy it last time,” she said, “you know, with the threat of capture and execution, but this is a real adventure! I’ve always wanted to try to find Dredfen.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but grin back, the panthera woman’s enthusiasm was infectious.  
 
    “I just hope they got the part about the treasure right,” I replied. 
 
    “How is it down there?” Aerin called, and I could see the healer’s face high above, illuminated by the orange firelight.  
 
    “It’s cramped,” I called back, as loudly as I dared. “And it smells.” 
 
    “Fantastic,” Aerin muttered, and I saw her turn as she began to make the descent herself. “You said something about a city of gold, right, Emeline?” 
 
    “No one knows what the treasure is,” the mage answered. “But there probably wouldn’t be a legend about it if it wasn’t amazing.” 
 
    “If no one knows what the treasure is, it probably doesn’t exist,” Lavinia put in. “People make up stories all the time.” 
 
    Aerin splashed down next to us, then moved to the side so that Lavinia could follow. 
 
    “Besides, we’re after bandits, not mythical treasure,” the ranger reminded us as she climbed quickly down the ladder. “Let’s try to focus on our actual mission. Ugh, this place is worse than I thought. Maruk’s going to hate it.” 
 
    “What was that?” the orc called down.  
 
    “Nothing!” Aerin insisted with a pointed glare at Lavinia, but Lavinia was too busy trying to keep the tips of her horns from scraping the stone ceiling to pay attention. 
 
    “Move, move, you’re going too slow,” Dehn spat, and a moment later, I could see the halfling at the edge of the manhole. The ladder rungs were spaced for elves and humans, who made up the bulk of Ovrista’s population, and the halfling had to stretch to reach each one and muttered curses the whole way down.  
 
    “Careful, the rungs--” I started, but Dehn cut me off.  
 
    “I got it, I got it,” he snapped, but then his foot met air where the last portion of rungs had broken off, and he let out a startled cry as he slipped and was left hanging by his hands about five feet above the water. Aerin and I moved forward at the same time to help him down, but he twisted as he kicked out for a rung that wasn’t there, lost his grip, and fell into the shallow water with a garbled curse.  
 
    I backed up to avoid being splashed more as the halfling thrashed around in a fit of anger, spluttering and swearing, but I couldn’t really blame him. The water was hardly two inches deep, so it wouldn’t have done anything to soften the fall, and he’d be soaked through all night. Even Lavinia had the grace not to laugh, though I could see the look of amusement in her red eyes as she watched the halfling get to his feet. 
 
    “What happened?” Lena leaned over the entrance, her violet eyes wide. 
 
    “Uh, Dehn fell,” Aerin called back. “There are some rungs missing at the bottom.” 
 
    “Is he okay?” Lena asked. 
 
    “No!” the halfling insisted.  
 
    “He’s fine,” Lavinia answered. “Hurry up, we don’t have all night.” 
 
    Lena came down, swiftly but carefully, followed by Maruk, who was almost too big to fit. 
 
    “Goodness, the smell just gets worse, doesn’t it?” the orc remarked with a sour expression when he stepped hesitantly into the water with the rest of us.  
 
    “The sooner we find this Dredfen place, the sooner we can get out of here,” Lavinia assured him. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “This way,” I said, and I started down the southbound branch of the tunnel.  
 
    I’d been in plenty of caves, bogs, cramped rooms, and other uncomfortable places since I’d joined up with the Shadow Foxes, but there was something unique about these old tunnels. They managed to combine the worst aspects of every terrible place we’d been and rolled it all into one dark, stinking tube of slimy stone. Foul-smelling water sloshed over our feet with every step, but it also seemed to seep from the walls where it left tracks of black mildew stains. The ceiling was uneven, and every now and then, I was forced to crouch as I walked to keep from hitting my head, and just as often there came thunks and muttered curses from behind me as Lavinia and Maruk were faced with the same problem. 
 
    As unpleasant a place as it was, though, I couldn’t help but feel excited. Maybe that was Emeline’s energy rubbing off on me, but I sensed that this was the lead we’d been looking for. We’d find the bandits’ hideout and either get them to reveal who they were working with or figure that out from the information they left behind.  
 
    Emeline had taken the lead, mostly because she’d kept stepping on my ankles when she’d been behind me, but I didn’t mind. She set a quick pace in her excitement, and her fire magic lit the way ahead for the rest of us.  
 
    I kept track of our progress on the map as best I could while we walked. We had only a vague idea of where we needed to go to reach Dredfen, but our navigation was further complicated by the fact that there were roadblocks and other obstacles that we didn’t know about until we came upon them, sections where the stone walls had collapsed or were covered by enormous grates. We’d brought along the best maps we could find, and we had the one Etienne and I had used when we’d broken Emeline out of prison, but these tunnels would have been complicated enough to find our way through even if they had been in decent condition.  
 
    After we’d been walking for what I guessed was about forty-five minutes, we came to a horizontal fork in the tunnel, and Emeline stopped and glanced back at me.  
 
    “Haven’t we been this way already?” she asked, quietly enough that the others wouldn’t overhear.  
 
    I consulted the map, scratched across with my notes.  
 
    “No,” I replied. “We need to go south or west to get out of the city, though. That’ll be the left tunnel.” 
 
    Emeline gave me a grateful nod and started off down the left fork. Her steps were a little slower and a little less jaunty than when we’d first started, but the little candle flame flickers of mage fire that floated around her were cheerful. They almost reminded me of wisps.  
 
    Merlin had begun to get restless, and he twisted around and stuck his head out of my pack as I followed Emeline. I could hear his soft snorts as he sniffed the air experimentally. The dank smell must not have bothered the puca much, because he clambered up onto his favorite perch on my shoulder and rubbed against my ear until I reached up to pet him.  
 
    “We’re almost there, buddy,” I whispered to him, though I said it to reassure myself just as much as for the puca.  
 
    We hadn’t gone another five minutes or so, however, before Lavinia stopped. “Hey,” she said suddenly, her voice low and serious. “Hold up, I hear something.” 
 
    We all stopped, and Lavinia cocked her head slightly while her red eyes narrowed as she listened intently. I strained my ears, but now that our splashing had ceased, all I could make out was the occasional drip of water from further down the tunnel. Nothing out of the ordinary, but I’d learned to trust the ranger’s keen senses, and I kept my eyes on Lavinia. 
 
    “Is that... clicking?” Dehn asked after a moment with a confused glance up at the white-haired ladona woman. 
 
    “Great, you hear it, too.” Lavinia returned the halfling’s frown before she looked up to me. “Let’s be careful going forward, I don’t think we’re alone down here. Not sure what’s making that noise.” 
 
    “Can you tell which way it’s coming from? Or if it’s getting louder or quieter?” I asked. As much as I tried, my human ears couldn’t make out whatever it was that Lavinia and Dehn had heard yet. 
 
    The ranger shook her head. “It echoes too much down here to pinpoint it, but I didn’t notice it until now, so I’d say we’re getting closer.” 
 
    “I think it’s a good sign,” Aerin put in. “There’s supposed to be treasure down here, so there’ll be traps and you know, the bones of old victims and all that.” 
 
    “There’s supposed to be bandits down here,” Lavinia corrected her. “Just... everyone keep your guard up.” 
 
    “I never let my guard down!” Dehn insisted, as though he was offended by the very notion that he wasn’t ready to clock a lawbreaker in the jaw at all times. 
 
    I kept my hand on the hilt of my dagger as we moved forward, my stomach knotted in anticipation. After another few minutes of walking down the tunnel, I began to hear the noise that Lavinia and Dehn had talked about. A sort of clicking sound, almost like castanets. There wasn’t any rhythm to this clicking, though, which made me think it probably wasn’t man made. Of course, that didn’t mean it wasn’t dangerous.  
 
    The tunnels were growing wider as we continued, and I sensed that their downward slope had become a little steeper. The ever-present water along the floor had become deeper, until it crept well up my shin, almost over the tops of my boots, and the irregular clicking became lounder.  
 
    Suddenly, Emeline stopped short, and I nearly ran into her. On my shoulder, Merlin chattered uneasily and balled up the fabric of my cloak in his tiny, raccoon-like paws.  
 
    “What’s the matter?” I whispered. 
 
    “I thought I saw something,” Emeline responded, and the panthera mage took a half-step forward and raised her hand out toward the gloom before us. As she did, the light of her mana glowed brighter, and the crackling sound of her magic became louder as a ball of flames the size of a cantaloupe floated out from her outstretched hand to light the way forward.  
 
    The mage fire was like a tiny sun, but the tunnels it now illuminated had never seen the sun, and as the light spread over the scene before us, I could understand why. At first, all I could make out were the creatures’ slick carapaces, ghostly pale and nearly transparent. It wasn’t until the clicking intensified that I was able to reconcile the noise with the creatures I saw before me and the lobster-like claws that they snapped into the air as they tried to catch that little sun. As they lifted themselves up out of the water, I pieced together the rest of them, the four pairs of legs, the twitching antennae, the gnashing jaws.  
 
    I supposed it would be fair to say they looked like lobsters, but the truth was, they looked as much like lobsters as they didn’t. For one thing, they were the size of mastiffs, and their claws were easily larger than my head. Their eyes were shrunken and pale, but by the way they reacted to the mage fire, I knew they must have some sort of vision. Their eight legs were insect-like as they scuttled over one another in their desperation to reach the light, and their thick claws snapped at lightning speeds as they tried to pluck it out of the air.  
 
    When the light hit their weird, blunt faces just right, I could sometimes see a set of serrated, shark-like teeth behind the drooping tentacles that trailed like fleshy beards down the creatures’ noseless faces. They had no tails, and their bodies ended in awkward stumps like the back halves had been left off by mistake. I could see far more than I would have liked of the creatures’ internal organs due to the transluscence of their pale shells, and just beneath the light of each monster’s mana was a dark, beating heart. There were about thirty of them, I guessed, filling the tunnel in front of us. 
 
    “Gods of the Vales,” Aerin murmured from behind. “What are those things?” 
 
    “You’re asking the wrong person,” I whispered back as I drew my dagger, but I hesitated before I summoned the mana blade to the hilt. These things were obviously attracted to light, but they weren’t attacking us. Emeline and Aerin might be able to use their magic to distract the pack and allow us to get by without any trouble. I was just about to suggest the plan to the women when several of the monsters turned towards us, and their antennae and mouth tendrils flicked in the air between us. 
 
    “Shit!” Aerin hissed.  
 
    Had they heard us? They would have heard us splashing around and talking long before now. I whirled to look back at the others, and my heart sank as I realized what had suddenly drawn the creatures’ attention.  
 
    The torches, of course.  
 
    Before I could suggest that we extinguish them, however, I realized it wouldn’t matter. The light had gotten the creature’s attention, but now that they were aware of us, they were far more interested in what sort of beings we were. They all abandoned their attack on Emeline’s mage fire as they began to scuttle through the water toward our group. And judging by those teeth, they were carnivorous. Thankfully, Lavinia, Aerin, Maruk, and Dehn already had their weapons drawn to engage the beasts, so I summoned my mana blade to my dagger, and blue light shone out of the hilt. 
 
    At that moment, Dehn charged forward with a yell, his sword clutched in one fist, his axe in the other, and for a heartbeat, the creatures paused as if in shock. I almost laughed. I supposed that they’d never seen a beserker halfling before.  
 
    The guard threw himself into the crowd of lobster-creatures and chaos erupted. The monsters couldn’t seem to decide if they wanted to attack the halfling or get away from him, and they swarmed over one another in a wave of clicking claws and scuttling legs. Dehn himself was like the blade in a blender, a spinning instrument of destruction, and every time his sword or axe or the spikes on his armor hit the creatures’ shells there was a terrible scraping sound.  
 
    Not to be outdone, Lavinia began to fire volleys of dark arrows at the creatures, and Maruk pushed past us to keep them herded together and beat them back with his shields. Merlin leapt from my shoulder and transformed in midair into a falcon, and he dove at the creatures’ flailing tentacles with his talons outstretched. 
 
    “Emeline, we’re going to need more light!” I shouted. We wouldn’t be able to carry our torches and fight at the same time, but we weren’t all like Dehn, we needed to see what we were doing. 
 
    The panthera woman nodded and cast more balls of light that floated above the fray and illuminated the tunnel. I’d half-hoped the monsters might be distracted by them still, at least a little, but all their focus now was on the swearing, half-drunk whirlwind of death in their midst, not that I could really blame them. It wasn’t until Emeline got the rest of the lights up, though, that I realized something was wrong.  
 
    None of the creatures were crying in pain or fleeing. None had fallen, though several had some of Lavinia’s dark arrows sticking out of them. Dehn had startled them before, but they were all in the fight now, and they crawled over one another in an attempt to get to the halfling just as they’d done to pursue the light moments before. Despite being made entirely of sharp edges, however, Dehn hadn’t made so much as a cut into any of the monsters’ creepy translucent body armor, and even Lavinia’s perfect shots to the creatures’ heads hadn’t been enough to bring them down. If Dehn noticed that fact himself, it didn’t stop him from hacking away at them with all his might, but the archer knew better than to waste her arrows. 
 
    “These bastards have some seriously hard shells,” she growled. “You want to help me out, Gabriel?” 
 
    I knew what she meant. I could enchant her arrows with mana just like I did with my dagger. I nodded to her, then threw a glance over my shoulder to the others. 
 
    “Lena, Emeline, see if fire has any effect on them, but try not to hit Dehn.” That would be easier said than done with the way the halfling was moving, but he didn’t seem altogether too concerned about getting injured. 
 
    I stepped up to Lavinia’s back and placed my hand on her shoulder as she drew her bow again, and this time, her arrow lit up with the blue light of my magic. When she let the arrow fly, it whistled like a missile and pierced cleanly through the head of one of the creatures before it struck another in the abdomen. Both shuddered and went down.  
 
    From somewhere in the fray, Dehn cheered, but I could no longer see where the halfling was among all the swarming bodies. 
 
    A fireball from Emeline whizzed down into the crowd, followed shortly after by a blast of green flame as one of Lena’s bombs exploded in nearly the same spot. The heat rolled out over us like a tidal wave, but when the smoke cleared, it didn’t appear as though any of the lobster-monsters had even been injured by it. I cursed under my breath. Were those carapaces impervious to flame, too?  
 
    Maruk grunted as he smacked one of the monsters aside in a blow that would have shattered the bones of any other creature, but the lobster-thing only staggered, and there was only a scuff mark on its shell where Maruk’s shield had hit it. 
 
    The creature that Maruk had attacked lunged to retaliate, followed by two others, and the orc roared in pain as one clamped its claw around his arm.  
 
    I was about to tell Lavinia to shoot them when she loosed another set of arrows, not at the monsters attacking Maruk, but at the three that had broken away from the main group and were scuttling toward us. She brought down two, and one of Emeline’s fireballs hit another in the face. The fireball didn’t kill it, but the creature reared as its tentacles caught fire, and it was stalled long enough for Lavinia to draw another arrow and put it out of its misery. 
 
    Aerin had rushed forward to help Maruk, but even her enchanted axe couldn’t cut through the monster’s armor. The things had seemed to realize that they couldn’t get to Dehn through his own covering of spikes, and half turned to deal with Maruk and Aerin while the other half started for me, Lavinia, Emeline, and Lena. This last group was pursued by Dehn, who shouted insults and curses as he continued, fruitlessly, to hack at their bodies.  
 
    My heart hammered as I tried to form some kind of plan. The only thing that really seemed to work against them was my mana, but even if Lavinia could pick all two dozen of them off before they killed us, she didn’t have enough arrows, not with all the ones she’d already shot. What I needed was to enhance everyone’s weapons, but I’d never done anything like that before. I didn’t even know if I could. Whenever I’d done it with Lavinia, I’d needed physical contact with her to transfer my magic.  
 
    “Gabriel!” It was Emeline. The dark-haired mage was backed up against the other wall, about ten feet away, shooting jets of flame as fast as she could at the advancing monsters, and Lena was just behind her, throwing explosives. Neither woman’s attacks were having any effect, and I could see that Emeline was running out of mana.  
 
    “Go help them, I’ve got this,” Lavinia shouted. Her tone was as firm and confident as ever, but she knew as well as I did that without my mana, her remaining arrows weren’t going to have much of an effect. “Go!” the ranger insisted, and I raced over to Emeline and Lena. 
 
    Three of the monsters swarmed over them, and I heard them scream as I lunged with my mana blade and drove it into the back of the first of the creatures that I could reach, right at the point where its mana glowed. The monster gave a jerk as its body lit up with blue light along every nerve, and I stepped over its still-twitching legs as I threw myself between the rest of the creatures and Emeline and Lena.  
 
    As I moved to stab the next one, Emeline reached out and grabbed my free wrist in a panic. I don’t really know how to explain what happened next, because I hadn’t even known my magic could enhance other spells, but as Emeline’s fireball exploded from her hand, it wasn’t orange, but blue.  
 
    The blue fireball soared into a group of three of the monsters, and it was as if they’d been struck by lightning. There was an incredible boom as their bodies exploded, and bits of flaming flesh rained down around us. That was when I realized it wasn’t just Emeline who’d been affected by my magic. Maruk’s shields, Aerin’s axe, Lavinia’s arrows, even Lena’s explosive vials all glimmered blue with mana, and the lobster creatures no longer had the upper hand. With every strike from one of my guild members, another of the creatures went down. 
 
    There came a wild cheer from my right, and I turned to see Dehn clinging to the back of one of the creatures like a rodeo bull rider. His weapons, too, shone with mana, but the spell had worked for his armor as well, and he looked like some sort of techno-goth version of Bilbo Baggins with his glowing weapons and spiked armor. He whooped and hollered as he cut down the monsters around him and then finally drove his mana-enhanced sword into the back of the one he’d been riding.  
 
    Maruk and Aerin worked in tandem, shields and axe shining as they killed the swarm that had surrounded them, and Lavinia picked off the rest of the stragglers with her remaining arrows. 
 
    When it was over, the blue light flickered out, and I let my mana blade dissolve as I caught myself on the tunnel wall. The expense of so much mana at once like that made me dizzy, and for a moment I thought I might faint, but then I felt Aerin’s hands wrap around one of mine, and I heard the chime of bells as her healing magic flowed through me.  
 
    “Thanks,” I said quietly, and the healer smiled and stood up on her tiptoes to kiss me.  
 
    “Thank you,” she whispered when we broke apart. “I didn’t even know you could do that.” 
 
    “Neither did I,” I replied. 
 
    Aerin stepped back to see to the others’ injuries, and no one had gotten away without any. Lavinia looked pale as Aerin healed the fracture on her arm where one of the monsters had caught her in its claw, and Maruk was covered in the creatures’ strange, cookie-cutter-like bite marks. Lena had been burned, and Emeline had lacerations on her arm, but Aerin spoke to everyone in calm and soothing tones as she went to each of them and worked her magic. 
 
    Dehn’s attitude was markedly different. It was hard to tell just by looking at him how much of the blood that he was covered in was his or the monsters’, but he didn’t seem to be in considerable pain. Quite the opposite, actually, as the halfling was trying to recount his recent feats to Lavinia as she gathered up her arrows. Merlin followed them in puca form and sniffed at the softly smoking hunks of flesh that Emeline’s last fireball had left behind. 
 
    “They were pretty tough to start with, I’ll admit, but then something just came over me!” Dehn said loudly. “I was on fire! Knocking those bastards down left and right! I bet you’re happy you let me come along now, huh?” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” Lavinia caught my eye and worked her jaw, and I gave her an appreciative smile. It was fine by me if Dehn attributed the effects of my magic to his own warrior prowess. It didn’t seem like he’d even noticed how the others had been similarly affected, but I guessed he’d been too wrapped up in the joy of the fight.  
 
    When everyone was back in fighting shape thanks to Aerin, we reconvened to check our location on the map.  
 
    “We’re here,” Emeline said as she tapped on a spot on the map. I marked a star at the spot and drew the little fanged symbol beneath it that I had decided to use to denote the presence of monsters. These were all dead, but there could be more down here. I was relieved to see, though, that we were near the edge of the maze of tunnels, at least as far as the map showed. Hopefully, our journey would be coming to an end.  
 
    “Next stop, Dredfen,” I said, and Emeline grinned. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    Theira must have been watching over us, because we encountered no more monsters, of the lobster variety or otherwise, on our way through the drainage tunnels, and it only took us about another hour of sloshing through the dank underground before there was a marked difference in the passages around us. The centuries-old slime and persistent layer of dirty water gradually disappeared, the air smelled cleaner, and the tunnels became more regular and less twisting. Emeline optimistically took all of these as signs of frequent use that meant that the bandits’ hideout must be close.  
 
    I couldn’t be sure if it was the fabled Dredfen that we were nearing, but I did get the sense that these tunnels saw more use than the abandoned drainage network beneath Ovrista, and if I’d charted our progress correctly, we were far from the city now. Someone was using these tunnels and caring for them, and I didn’t see any reason why it shouldn’t be the bandits that we were looking for. 
 
    Only Lavinia had managed to hang on to her skepticism for this long, though I’d begun to think she was simply refusing to give in out of pride. 
 
    “It’s probably some farmer’s root cellar,” the ranger said. 
 
    “Oh, come on,” Aerin scoffed. “No one has a root cellar this big, and besides, we’re well into the Wilds now. There are no farmers out here.” 
 
    “A crazy hedge mage’s secret escape tunnel, then,” Lavinia amended. 
 
    Aerin shook her head. “I don’t know why you’re so unwilling to believe we might be on the right path. Even you can’t be this cynical.” 
 
    “Hey, I just don’t want you to get your hopes up about some bandits’ lost city of gold only to discover that that sort of thing just doesn’t exist,” Lavinia replied. 
 
    “Maybe the treasure part is exaggerated, but the stories have to come from somewhere,” the redheaded elf pointed out. “And these tunnels are too big and too well-kept to be some random mage’s personal escape route. The bandit theory makes the most sense, whether you want to admit that or not.” 
 
    “Lets at least entertain the idea that we could be walking into a nest of ruffians and thieves with a thirst for violence and treachery only matched by their lack of fashion sense,” Maruk hissed. “Perhaps, in that case, we ought to be quiet so they don’t hear us coming from a mile off.” 
 
    “Pfft!” Dehn snorted. “Only fair to give the bastards a little warning, don’t you think? After the way I slaughtered all those... all those whatever those things were.” The halfling cocked his fists and landed a double punch on Maruk’s thigh.  
 
    The orc heaved a sigh. “I suppose if you told them that story a few dozen times, you could bore them to death,” he muttered. “I know I’m getting close. You’re just like that wretched little Burrowes fellow from the desert.” 
 
    Dehn looked surprised. “Did you say Burrowes? As in Adalbert Burrowes? He’s my cousin!” 
 
    Maruk froze.  
 
    “That’s not what he said!” Aerin insisted quickly. 
 
    “That’s what it sounded like,” Dehn replied. “My cousin lives in the desert, too.” 
 
    Lived, I corrected silently. We’d killed Dehn’s cousin and all the other halflings we’d encountered there when they’d challenged us to a fight, but it didn’t seem like a good idea to share that with Dehn.  
 
    “Um, no, I said, um...” Maruk looked panicked and looked to Lavinia for help. 
 
    The archer shook her head and held up her hands. 
 
    “What?” Dehn demanded. “I’m not an idiot, I can tell you’re hiding something.” The halfling looked between the three of them, his eyes narrowed with suspicion.  
 
    I swallowed and stepped forward. This wasn’t going to end well, but as the guild leader, I felt like it was my responsibility to tell Dehn what had happened. 
 
    “We, uh, we met your cousin,” I started, and Dehn turned to me. I prepared to dodge ninety pounds of spike-covered halfling as I went on. “Well, he challenged us to a fight over something that we needed, and we killed him. I’m sorry, I--” 
 
    Suddenly Dehn burst out laughing.  
 
    “We’re serious,” Lavinia told him.  
 
    Dehn sobered somewhat and wiped at his eyes. “I fucking hope so. Serves that asshole right.” 
 
    I was shocked, to say the least. 
 
    “You’re... not upset?” Aerin asked hesitantly. 
 
    “Hells, no!” Dehn replied. “Burrowes always was a bastard. You know, he didn’t send me anything for my birthday last year? Not even a card.” 
 
    I had no idea how to respond to that. 
 
    “Well that was rather indecorous of him,” Maruk agreed. 
 
    “Besides, he was kind of a weakling,” Dehn went on. “No offense to you or anything, but if you wanted a real fight with a halfling, you should have come to me. Did you see how I flayed those monsters back there!” The death of his cousin apparently forgotten, the halfling guard launched into another recounting of what he perceived to be his grand finale against the lobster-monsters as the rest of us traded uneasy looks and then started down the tunnel again. 
 
    “We didn’t--” Aerin began.  
 
    “I just felt all this power rush into me!” Dehn interrupted. “It had to be my noble warrior spirit, giving me an extra boost of strength so that I could save all of you. I swung myself up onto the monster’s back and cut down every one in my path!” 
 
    I stopped listening, however, when I noticed something on the tunnel wall just ahead, and I hurried forward to get a better look. It was a carving, like a marker, I guessed, and it looked sort of familiar... While Dehn prattled on, I dug the heist notes out of my pocket and peered at them in the torchlight. My heart leapt. 
 
    “We found it,” I said, and I turned back to the others with a grin as they caught up. “This is the same symbol as on the papers, it’s this group’s seal.” 
 
    “The Shrikes,” Aerin said as she came up and looked at the carving on the wall. It was a circle, but the edges were slashed through so that it looked like a ring of thorns. In the center was a small bird standing over a tiny human skeleton.  
 
    “So... this is Dredfen.” Emeline’s voice was hushed but brimming with excitement as she looked down the tunnel. “We found it!” Then she turned back to Lavinia and flashed a bright, teasing grin at the ranger. “And you thought it was a root cellar.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, congratulations,” Lavinia muttered with a roll of her eyes.  
 
    “May I remind everyone that the bandits will no doubt hear us coming if we carry on like this?” Maruk asked through gritted teeth.  
 
    “Maruk’s right,” I said quietly. “We need to be careful now, we don’t even know how many of them there will be.” 
 
    “And they’ll probably be a little on edge,” Aerin added, “since their friends didn’t make it back last night.” 
 
    I nodded. That was a good point. The elves we’d seen had been really paranoid, it was a good idea to assume we’d get the same attitude from the rest of their band.  
 
    “I should scout ahead,” I said. “I have my invisibility cloak.”  
 
    “What about light?” Emeline asked. “You won’t be able to see. I’ll go with you.” 
 
    “A floating fireball kind of defeats the purpose of an invisibility cloak, don’t you think?” Lavinia crossed her arms. As if she’d guessed that I might still protest, she added, “And so does a glowing knife. It’s not going to matter if they can’t see you if you can’t see them, either, Gabriel. We should all just keep going for now.” 
 
    I was reluctant to admit it, but she was right. The tunnel ahead was still pretty dark, and though I’d guessed the bandits would have set up some torches or skylights or something further down, I didn’t know that for sure. It wouldn’t do any good for me strike out on my own now. Better that we continued on together.  
 
    “Alright,” I said. “We’ll all go.” I gave Dehn a pointed looked. “Quietly.” 
 
    “Quietly,” the halfling promised, still far too loudly. 
 
    I turned back and led the way down the dark tunnel. Emeline dimmed her mage fire so that it wouldn’t be as noticeable from afar, and the others put out their torches so that only a hazy yellow light reached into the tunnel about a half-dozen feet in front of us. 
 
    I kept my eye out for more carvings or other signs on the walls, as well as the shimmer of enchantments, or signs of other magical traps, but I saw nothing but the smooth tunnel walls as we crept onward. We’d gone about half a mile when I noticed a light up ahead, and I signaled to the others to stop. I dug my invisibility cloak out of my pack, handed Merlin off to Aerin, and slung the cloak over my shoulders. Invisible, I moved forward quickly and quietly on my own toward the light. 
 
    I was so eager, I almost missed the line of magic along the ground and the walls of the tunnel, but I managed to stop just short of it. It had to be some kind of alarm or defensive enchantment, but the specifics didn’t really matter. I disabled it with a wave of my hand and continued on a little more carefully. Gradually, the tunnel began to slope up, and as I neared the end, it opened into a wide cavern.  
 
    From the mouth of my tunnel, I could see at least a dozen others leading off from the cavern, offering plenty of escape routes for the bandits, should they need them. Floating balls of mage fire drifted around the cavern and illuminated it in a sort of perpetual twilight. What really drew my attention, though, was the mound in the center of the cavern. 
 
    It was like a briar patch had suddenly sprung up underground. The whole thing was almost the same size as our guild hall in the city, just layer upon layer of thorns as far as I could tell. The whole thing shimmered with magic.  
 
    I threw a glance over my shoulder, and I could just see the pinprick of light from Emeline’s mage fire down in the tunnel. Part of me wanted to go ahead on my own, just to have a better look around the enormous thornbush before I brought the rest of the guild, but I knew they’d want to come along, and there was no one in the cavern to see us. The Shrikes must all be inside. I figured it was still pretty early in the morning, three or four o’clock, maybe. Perhaps we’d catch all the bandits sleeping.  
 
    I turned and walked swiftly back down the tunnel, then pulled down the hood of the invisibility cloak. 
 
    “There’s no one up there,” I told them. “Not outside, anyway.” 
 
    “What do you mean, ‘not outside?’” Lavinia asked. “We’re still underground, aren’t we?” 
 
    “They’ve built some sort of...” I struggled to put a name to the structure I’d seen. “They’re all in their hideout in the cavern up there.” 
 
    “Well then what are we waiting for?” Dehn demanded. “Let’s go bash some skulls!” 
 
    “Ugh,” Maruk groaned. “He’s like a teeny tiny Sulla.” 
 
    “Hey! I am the tallest in my family!” Dehn shot back. “My height is considered above average by halfling standards.” 
 
    “Save your energy for the fight, there, warlord,” Lavinia said. She turned to me. “They’re in their hideout?” 
 
    “It’s surrounded by magic, but well, you’d better come get a look at it yourselves,” I replied, and I waved the rest of the group after me as I started back up the slope. I hoped that the magic I’d seen was at least in part an illusion and that the Shrikes hadn’t actually constructed their entire base out of thorns, as that would certainly make infiltrating it more challenging.  
 
    As the others crouched with me at the edge of the tunnel, I knew I wasn’t the only one thinking that. 
 
    “Sorry, Aerin, it looks like there was a mistranslation somewhere,” Lavinia snarked. “Your city of gold is actually a gigantic nest of briars. That’ll be fun to dig through.” 
 
    “It’s worse than that,” Maruk said. “It was called the Dreaded Fen, wasn’t it? It’s not a fen. Not even close. Honestly, does no one appreciate linguistic integrity anymore?” 
 
    “Do you think it’s haunted?” Emeline whispered. The panthera woman’s voice was tinged with awe. “The stories all say Dredfen is haunted.” 
 
    “It’s haunted by bandits, at least,” Lena pointed out.  
 
    “Yeah, the bandits are in there, so why are we still out here sitting on our asses?” Dehn asked. I supposed with armor like his, getting pricked a few times on a mission wasn’t chief among the halfling’s concerns. 
 
    “We need to be careful,” I warned. “When we get close, I’ll dismantle whatever enchantment they have set up here, but they might notice when I do, so we’d better be ready.” 
 
    “I’m ready!” Dehn insisted. 
 
    “I got that,” I replied. “Everyone else good?” 
 
    The others nodded.  
 
    “Alright then, let’s go.” 
 
    The briar patch was about thirty yards away from the mouth of our tunnel, but for the few seconds it took us to cross that distance, I kept my gaze locked on the entrance, certain that someone would appear and see us and sound the alarm, but we got up to the edges of the thorny structure without incident. Up close, I realized that referring to the thing as a briar patch was something of a misnomer. Each vine was as thick around as my arm, each thorn as long as my hand, and the whole thing was at least two stories tall.  
 
    I held my breath as I reached my hand out and disabled the enchantment, but as the shimmer of magic faded away, I was disappointed to discover that the thorns were no illusion. It must have been a different kind of protective spell. The Shrikes really had constructed their base out of a tangle of thorns. I bit back a sigh. 
 
    “I guess they never have to worry about pushy door-to-door salespeople,” I muttered. 
 
    “What?” Lena asked. 
 
    “Nothing, nevermind,” I replied. “Everybody get ready, we’re going in.” 
 
    The entrance itself was fairly low to the ground, enough that Maruk, Lavinia, and I would have to duck. I decided I would go first so that I could keep an eye out for any other enchantments and magical defenses. 
 
    “Maruk, I want you to come in second, after me,” I whispered so as not to be overheard by the bandits who were no doubt inside. “They’re not going to go down without a fight, and we’ll need you to provide cover.” 
 
    The orc eyed the small entrance skeptically, but nodded.  
 
    “Dehn, Lavinia, and Emeline after Maruk, then Lena and Aerin,” I finished. When the group confirmed their understanding of my instructions with nods, I turned back to the entrance and ducked inside.  
 
    The entrance was basically another tunnel, except this one’s walls and ceiling were covered in thorns. They scratched my arms and snagged at my clothing as I passed, but I was relieved to find that a small antechamber opened up after about ten feet or so. 
 
    There was no one in the antechamber, and a normal wooden door separated it from the rooms beyond. I checked for enchantments as Maruk forced his shoulders through the tunnel behind me, but aside from some old protective runes that had been partially rubbed away and were no longer effective, there was nothing, not even a lock on the door. That seemed strange, after how cagey the elves had been in Ovrista, I’d expected heavy security. Maybe those lobster-monsters had always been enough to deter or kill potential intruders. We’d only defeated them because of my magic, after all, and mages like me were supposed to be extinct.  
 
    The little room quickly became cramped as Dehn, Lavinia, Emeline, Lena, and Aerin filed in as well. We were all perfectly silent, and from the other side of the door, I could hear people speaking. It sounded like they were playing a game, something with dice. There was a clatter as the dice rolled against a table, and then one of the players groaned while his friend cackled.  
 
    “And I win again,” said a cheerful voice. “Best fifteen out of twenty seven, Manas?” 
 
    “Oh, go fuck yourself, Seoc,” Manas muttered.  
 
    I exchanged a last look with the others and then opened the door. The next room was some sort of lounge area, clearly, and there was a pair of hobgoblins seated around the simple wooden table in the center. They were dressed more or less like the elves that Dehn, Aerin, and I had fought outside the black market had been, which was to say, in simple, practical clothing, not armor, though they each had on silver bracelets, and their pointed ears glittered with gemstone earrings. They were both quite a bit larger than the elves, though not quite as tall or muscular as Maruk, and their skin had a distinct, purple-gray tinge. Swirling tattoos in a darker purple ink decorated the left sides of their bodies, from their cheeks down their necks and arms to the tips of their clawed fingers.  
 
    Each of the hobgoblins had a cup and a pair of dice in front of them, and one had been in the process of handing some coins to the other. He still had his hand outstretched as he stared at us. 
 
    The other recovered from his shock first, and he laughed slightly before he tucked his friend’s money into his pocket and scratched the back of his neck.  
 
    “Startled us there, you did,” he said, and elbowed his friend. “Didn’t they, Manas?” 
 
    Manas blinked and laughed uneasily. “Uh, yeah, we don’t usually get guests down here.” 
 
    For a moment, I felt a flicker of dread. Were we somehow in the wrong place? But no, there’d been that mark on the wall, just like on the heist notes.  
 
    “You’re the Shrikes,” I said slowly.  
 
    “Oh, yeah, we sure are,” the first hobgoblin, Seoc said. His tone was perfectly casual, as though I’d asked him if he was going to be home for dinner, but he must have been able to tell we were a guild, and we obviously weren’t here for tea.  
 
    “We had a run in with some of your friends,” I went on, suspicious. I tried to remember one of the elves’ names. “I think his name was Calum.” 
 
    “Oh, Calum!” Manas said. “How was he?” 
 
    I could feel the others taut as wires behind me, just as wary about this exchange as I was. 
 
    “He’s dead,” I replied. “He attacked me and my friends.” 
 
    Seoc clicked his tongue and threw a glance to Manas. “Always knew that boy was going to get himself into some serious trouble one of these days.” 
 
    “He was an impulsive one, our Calum,” Manas replied with a sage nod.  
 
    “Well, we appreciate you coming all the way down here to tell us,” Seoc said as he stood. “We’ll be sure to pass the message along. Would you like some tea?” 
 
    It was my turn to stare. Why we weren’t all fighting, I had no idea. Dehn seemed to be of a similar mind. 
 
    “Tea?” he blustered. 
 
    “Tea?” Maruk asked. “Do you have something with mint?”  
 
    “Maruk!” Lavinia hissed. 
 
    “What? They’re being so civil,” Maruk whispered back. 
 
    “We have mint with blueberry, is that alright?” Seoc asked. 
 
    “Mint with blueberry would be lovely, thank you,” Maruk answered.  
 
    “Mint with blueberry for everyone, then?” Seoc waved his hand, palm up, as an invitation to submit other requests, but when no one else responded, he gave a little nod. “Right, then, I’ll get some water boiling.” He strode across the room to where a little fire burned and set a kettle over the flames.  
 
    “They’re bandits!” Dehn insisted, furious. He rounded on the other hobgoblin, who was still seated. “You’re bandits!” 
 
    “Well, I mean, that’s true,” Manas said with a shrug. “But personally, I don’t like to define myself solely by my profession, you know? I do a lot more than rob travelers and all that, don’t I, Seoc?” 
 
    “You’re very good at losing at dice,” Seoc replied with a grin thrown over his shoulder. Then he glanced over at all of us still standing in the doorway. “Would you like honey? It’s fresh.” 
 
    “I’d love some,” Maruk said.  
 
    “Sorry,” I said as I held up my hands. “You’re not going to try to kill us?” 
 
    Seoc frowned. “Well, that seems a bit rash.” 
 
    “A bit rash,” Manas agreed. “You’ve only just got here.” 
 
    I looked back at Aerin. If they were lying or otherwise being deceitful, she would be able to tell from their auras.  
 
    The healer read the silent question on my face, and she lifted her shoulders in a confused shrug that I took to mean she was as puzzled as I was by our reception, but the hobgoblins were being sincere about not intending to harm us. At least for the moment. 
 
    Okay, then. This was about the furthest possible outcome from what I’d expected when I opened the door, but I was willing to work with it. All the better if we could manage without the bloodshed, after all. Stopping the bandits didn’t have to mean killing them. We could just convince them to give up on the heist. Maybe they’d even work with us to find the others. I wasn’t sure I believed all of that, but I was willing to give it a shot. 
 
    “We came across another group of bandits,” I said, “the Fire Birds. We found their copy of the plans for the heist in Ovrista and had it decoded. We know you Shrikes are involved, too.” I remembered what Calum had said, about someone called Inry. That must be their leader. “We’d like to speak to Inry.” 
 
    Seoc paused as he was filling up wooden cups with tea and looked over at Manas.  
 
    Manas looked back at him. 
 
    “Well, go on,” Seoc prompted. “Our friends here want to speak to Inry.” 
 
    Manas looked reluctant to do so, but he picked himself up out of his chair and started for one of the doors that led off from the room. I tensed as he moved and clenched my hand into a fist, prepared to counter some sort of surprise attack, but he just slipped through the door. 
 
    Seoc’s smile was perfectly friendly as he set all of the cups onto a tray and brought them over.  
 
    “You all must be worn out, why don’t you have a seat, make yourselves comfortable?” He gestured with a nod to the chairs and the couch that surrounded the little table where he and Manas had had their game. “Inry’ll be right out.” 
 
    Even knowing that the hobgoblins were being sincere, I wasn’t going to let my guard down that much. All it would take was one wrong word for a fight to break out.  
 
    “We’re fine,” I said firmly as Maruk moved to take Seoc up on his offer. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Suit yourselves,” our host replied as we each took a cup of tea. He whistled a tune as he brought the tray back over to the little kitchen corner of the room. 
 
    Maruk breathed in deeply as he held the steaming cup up to his nose, but before he could take a drink, Lavinia elbowed him in the ribs.  
 
    “It might be poison,” she warned under her breath. 
 
    “It smells like mint tea with blueberry,” Maruk replied, “and the first nice thing we’ve come across since we came down here. I spent the last three hours hunched over, ankle-deep in stinking water. Can’t you let me have this?” 
 
    “Everything alright?” Seoc asked.  
 
    “Great,” I replied. “Thanks for the tea.” Then, in a lower voice, I said to Maruk, “Look, just leave it. They’re being a little too nice.” 
 
    “I think we all just have an estranged relationship with cordiality and decorum,” the orc replied, “from being on the road so much. When did we all get so cynical?” 
 
    Before any of us could respond, the door opened and Manas returned, along with a tall elf. The elf looked fairly young, but his long, straight hair was perfectly silver, and I wondered if he used magic to dye it that way. He wore finer clothes than either of the hobgoblins, green mage robes with gold stitching along the hem that resembled thorns. So, I figured, that aspect of this place’s decor was probably his idea. He smiled when he saw us, just as friendly as Seoc and Manas had been.  
 
    “So, these are our guests,” he said. “I am Inry, and as you know, we are the Shrikes. What might we call you, friends?” 
 
    “My name is Gabriel,” I replied. “We’re the Shadow Foxes.” 
 
    “What a charming name.” Inry’s smile didn’t waver as he gestured to the couch and the chairs. “Won’t you sit?” 
 
    “I’d like to know more about who it is you’re working with,” I said. “The person who put this whole heist together.” 
 
    Inry’s eyebrows shot up. “Right to the point, then, very well. Unfortunately, there’s really nothing I can tell you.” 
 
    “You can tell us,” Lavinia said with a glare, “or we can figure it out after we’ve killed you.” 
 
    “There’s no need for threats,” Inry laughed as he held up his hands in a show of surrender. “I mean I really can’t tell you. I don’t know who he is.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I stared. “You must have met him. He contacted you, didn’t he?” 
 
    “Of course, but he was always in disguise.” The silver-haired elf gave a shrug. “Ordinarily we wouldn’t take to that sort of thing, of course. We’re bandits, after all, we like to keep things simple and straightforward, but, well, he was offering quite a lot of money and seemed to know what he was talking about. You have the note from the Fire Birds, don’t you? Then you’ve got just as much information as I do, I’m afraid.” 
 
    I cast a glance to Aerin.  
 
    “He’s telling the truth,” she replied with a slight frown.  
 
    “Of course I am,” Inry said. “You want in on the heist, isn’t that why you’ve come? To take the Fire Birds’ place?” 
 
    “No!” Dehn growled, unable to contain himself any longer. “We came to bring the hammer of justice down on all of you lowlife, cowardly, sneaky--” 
 
    “We want to stop the heist,” I interrupted quickly. “If you back out and help us find the others who are involved, we can see that you’re rewarded.” 
 
    “What?” Aerin hissed behind me, but I had Inry’s attention. 
 
    “How much are we talking about, exactly?” he asked.  
 
    Maderel was going to give us five hundred gold if we were able to stop the heist. I tried to calculate what would amount to fair compensation for the Shrikes’ compliance without giving away so much of our reward that Aerin would never forgive me. 
 
    “One hundred gold,” I said, and Aerin gripped my wrist tight. 
 
    Inry frowned, and Seoc and Manas exchanged glances. 
 
    “Oh, as much as I’d love to help you, really, Shadow Foxes, I’m afraid that’s pocket change to what we’d be getting from this heist,” Inry replied. His frown was sympathetic. “It’s nothing personal, you know, you seem like very nice, upstanding people, but it really comes down to the numbers with us, doesn’t it boys?” 
 
    The two hobgoblins nodded. 
 
    “That it does,” Seoc said.  
 
    I threw a glance to the rest of my guild. Dehn was practically trembling with his eagerness to fight. 
 
    “Well, I hope that you know,” I answered, “it’s nothing personal, but we really can’t take no for an answer.”  
 
    That was enough of a signal for Dehn, and the halfling charged forward with a war cry, weapons brandished, at Inry. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    The elf raised his hand, and his mana flared up suddenly. I threw my own hand up to counter it, but Inry was adept, and his spell was half-cast by the time I was able to quell his mana. The earthen floor between us rose up like a wave on the ocean and Dehn tripped and tumbled to the ground before the three bandits.  
 
    Seoc scooped the halfling up and held him in the air by one leg while Dehn cursed and twisted and lashed out at his captor with his weapons.  
 
    Lavinia didn’t bother with any kind of warning, and a second after Seoc had lifted Dehn off the ground, an arrow pierced his wrist and he cried out in pain as he dropped the halfling.  
 
    Inry put his fingers to his lips and gave a sharp whistle, and at the leader’s signal, the other doors that led off from the room opened, and the rest of the Shrikes poured into the room. There were about fifteen of them in all, elves, hobgoblins, ladonae, even a dwarf, and I recognized the wiry black fur of a puca as it darted between their legs. When Merlin saw it, he arched his back and hissed. 
 
    Then I realized something even more troubling.  
 
    Though most of the bandits were armed with daggers or bows, at least, nearly a third of them were mages, judging by their mana. I didn’t have much time to think about what that meant for me, however, because Dehn was back on his feet.  
 
    The halfling charged at Seoc again. The hobgoblin was preoccupied with getting the arrow out of his wrist, and Dehn took advantage of his distraction to bury his axe in Seoc’s foot.  
 
    As the hobgoblin roared in pain and stumbled back, he collided with another of the Shrikes, who panicked and fired his crossbow. The bolt whistled as it sailed toward us, but Maruk was prepared and caught it in his shield as he moved into a defensive position in front of our group. 
 
    Lavinia was quick to retaliate with a shot of her own that took out one of the elven bandits, and the room erupted into pandemonium.  
 
    Merlin sprang from my shoulder and into the crowd in pursuit of the rival puca, his hackles fluffed up. Just then, I heard a swell of noise like a whirlpool and turned just in time to counter the spell of a ladona mage before he could finish casting it. I closed my hand into a fist, and the blue-green light of his mana dipped sharply. The mage coughed and clutched at his chest as he staggered back, eyes wide. A heartbeat later, a fireball sailed over my shoulder and struck him full-on in the chest, and he screamed and flailed as the magic flames erupted over his body. 
 
    I whirled and caught Emeline’s eye, and the panthera woman grinned and nodded to me before she turned and punched an advancing bandit in the face with a flame-covered fist. 
 
    Arrows and bursts of magic fire flew from every direction, and in such close quarters, it was almost impossible to keep track of anything. I glimpsed Merlin and the other puca, in more or less their usual forms except that they both had wings as they tumbled through the air, yowling and spitting like alley cats.  
 
    On my left, an elf with a pair of daggers lunged for me. I stepped back just in time to avoid a knife in the chest, but I then I was backed up against the thorny wall of the room. The elf spun with expert grace and lashed out at me again, and I did the only thing I could think to do. I ducked, and the elf’s dagger plunged into the wall where my neck had been a second earlier. Before the bandit could pull his weapon free, I kicked at his shin and he fell to one knee with a grunt of pain.  
 
    I unsheathed my own dagger and summoned the mana blade to it as I rolled out from between the elf and the wall of thorns, but before I could strike, the elf turned and kicked out at me. Whether through skill or simple luck, his boot connected with my hand, and my dagger went flying.  
 
    I scrambled back and as I did, I threw my hand up and summoned an illusory clone between myself and my opponent. While the elf grappled with the clone, I tried to see where my dagger had fallen. I caught sight of the silvery hilt next to an overturned wooden stool and lunged for it, but just as I did, the elf grabbed me by the ankle and tried to haul me back. With my free leg, I aimed a kick for his face, and I felt the bones of his nose crunch beneath the heel of my boot.  
 
    The elf released my ankle, and my fingers closed around the hilt of my dagger just as I was hauled into the air by the collar of my shirt. I slashed back with the dagger, but whoever had grabbed me held me just out of stabbing range. I twisted and caught a glimpse of Manas’ purple tattoos as the hobgoblin made to wrap one muscular arm around my throat.  
 
    He didn’t get that far, though, before a vial full of bright blue-green fluid smashed in his face. As soon as it was exposed to the air, it caught fire, and the hobgoblin screamed and dropped me as he pawed at his burning face.  
 
    I smacked at the shoulder of my cloak where some of the liquid had splashed onto me to smother the flames, and I heard Lena shout an apology from somewhere in the crowd.  
 
    Manas stumbled back and the other Shrikes scrambled to get out of the way as the green flames spread over his body. I could smell the fluid still, and the odor was sharp and chemical, like antiseptic mixed with gasoline. Whatever it was, Manas’ frantic beating wasn’t putting it out.  
 
    One of the Shrikes’ other mages started to cast a spell, a water spell of some kind, judging by the color of the mage’s mana, to put it out, but I raised my hand and quelled his mana before it even reached his hand. The mage looked startled and stared at his palms, and I cast a mana clone of myself, complete with dagger, behind him. The clone plunged its dagger between the mage’s shoulder blades and both the mage, and the clone exploded in a shower of blue sparks.  
 
    The other nearby Shrikes screamed as raw mana rained down on them, but there was nowhere to run. The mana burned through their clothes and scalded their skin. The smell of scorched flesh was sharp in my nose. 
 
    “Gabriel, duck!” Lavinia shouted from behind me, and I complied without hesitation. A second later, a volley of arrows arched over my head and struck four of the Shrikes through their throats and eye sockets. 
 
    It was hardly any easier now to make sense of the room than when the fight had first begun. The table and couch where we’d first found Seoc and Manas had been smashed to kindling, part of the thorn wall was on fire, and the air was thick with arrows and frantically cast spells, but I determined that we still had about six opponents still standing. Seoc and Inry were among them. The hobgoblin was trying to fend off a double-assault from Dehn and Aerin, so I focused my attention on the mage at the other end of the room, but I wasn’t the only one who was trying to take him down. 
 
    Maruk’s mana flared as he charged at the Shrikes’ leader, but Inry’s mana was even brighter as it coursed down the elf’s arm, and he finished casting a spell. The stone floor beneath Maruk split open like someone had taken a jackhammer to it, and the orc stumbled and fell to his knees.  
 
    There was a sharp whistle from my left, and I ducked instinctively as one of Emeline’s fireballs streaked over the remaining fighters toward the elven mage. Inry dodged just in time to avoid being hit full-on in the chest, but the fireball burned across his shoulder, and he hissed in pain as he ducked back toward one of the doors. That burn was far from a fatal wound, but it must have been more than Inry could handle because he collapsed to his knees, and I lost sight of him. 
 
    Merlin and the Shrike’s puca tumbled to the floor in a flurry of feathers, and only Merlin got up. He limped for a step, but before I could be too worried, he launched himself back into the battle and bit one of the Shrike’s archers on the hand before he could loose his arrow. 
 
    At that moment, Aerin slammed the blunt handle of her axe into Seoc’s solar plexus, and the hobgoblin staggered back. Dehn vaulted up and grabbed him in a chokehold, or the closest thing to a chokehold that the halfling could manage, given that his arms were barely long enough to clasp fully around the hobgoblin’s thick neck.  
 
    Seoc cried out in rage and pain as he tried to pry Dehn loose, but there was nowhere to grab the halfling that wasn’t covered in spikes or sharp edges, and after his run with the lobster-monsters earlier, Dehn was a seasoned wrangler. He flopped wildly from Seoc’s back as the hobgoblin whirled and tried to throw him off, but Dehn held tight. 
 
    Then an arrow, Lavinia’s or one of the Shrikes’, I couldn’t say which, struck Seoc in the ribs, and he stumbled back. Thinking quickly, I threw up a clone behind him, and he tripped over it and fell. I saw Den swing from his back the moment before he hit the ground, but then the whole room shook. I hadn’t even registered what was happening when the second tremor ripped through the floor beneath us, and everyone, Shrikes and Shadow Foxes alike, was knocked to the ground. 
 
    I caught myself on my elbow on the gritty stone floor, and a chill went through me as I realized that this wasn’t a natural earthquake. Through the smoke and the tangle of limbs as everyone tried to get back up, I searched for the green light of Inry’s mana, and the world shook again. A stalactite from the cavern above crashed through the twisted briar roof, and I heard someone scream. 
 
    What was Inry thinking, trying to bring the whole cavern down? Did he think he could somehow use his power to protect himself while he buried his own gang just to stop us? 
 
    I pulled myself to my feet, though I stayed low in anticipation of another tremor as I cast about for the elven mage. The ground shook again, and I could hear more crashes outside as the weaker sections of the cavern began to cave in. 
 
    “Inry, stop!” someone shouted. One of the Shrikes, but I couldn’t see who. “You’ll kill all of us!” 
 
    It seemed obvious enough by now that the mage didn’t care if his people died, as long as he was able to escape, but I didn’t bother trying to tell that to whoever had spoken.  
 
    Then I saw him, crouched near the wall with his hands pressed to the floor, wisps of silvery hair in his face. His mana flared up, but this time, I was ready to stop it. As I threw my hand up and closed it into a fist, the force of the elf’s magic seemed to burn against my flesh, even though he was almost a dozen feet away. I gritted my teeth and forced my fist closed, and Inry’s body jolted as his mana dimmed. The mage looked up suddenly, his face twisted in an expression of rage and shock, and then his gaze fell on me. 
 
    I ran forward and vaulted over the remains of the table and the ruined couch, my mana dagger in hand. Inry was halfway to his feet when I reached him, and I caught the flash of a knife in his hand a millisecond before I felt it pierce my abdomen.  
 
    A cry of pain tore from my throat, but I brought my knife hand up and plunged my own dagger into the other mage’s chest. Inry’s eyes went wide and then his body jerked and lit up with blue light. I smelled burning flesh and something like ozone as I dropped him and staggered back, my hand going to the wound in my side. Warm blood welled up between my fingers as I pressed my hand to it. 
 
    Lavinia, Aerin, Maruk, Emeline, and Dehn were back on their feet, finishing off the last of the bandits. I opened my mouth to call out to Aerin, but then I felt a cool hand on my arm and turned to meet Lena’s violet gaze. 
 
    The alchemist’s brow was furrowed in a look of concern as she guided me to sit on the floor and pressed a folded bit of cloth to my side.  
 
    “Drink this,” she said firmly, and she uncorked a potion bottle and passed it to me. If it were anyone else, I might have hesitated before I drank the bright red liquid, but I didn’t argue with Lena. 
 
    The potion wasn’t what I expected when I gulped it down. The liquid fizzed slightly, almost as though it was carbonated, but it was warm and bitter. I forced myself to swallow, and as soon as I did, the pain in my side decreased dramatically to just a dull throb. 
 
    “Aerin should probably still take a look at it,” the blonde elf said as she threw a glance over her shoulder to where Aerin was prying her axe out of the back of a dead bandit. “Otherwise there will still be a scar.” 
 
    “Thank you, Lena,” I said quietly. Just then, there was a crash as another section of the cavern collapsed, and I pulled myself to my feet. Shit. Inry’s quakes had done some serious damage. “We need to get out of here!” I shouted to the others. 
 
    “Wait, we need their notes to decode the rest of the message,” Lena reminded me. 
 
    I gave her a nod and turned back to Inry’s corpse. We didn’t have time to go searching through the base, I just had to hope he still had it on him. The cavern shuddered again as I dug through the elf’s robes, and then my hand closed around a folded piece of scrap paper. I shoved it in my pocket without looking and turned back to the rest of my guild. “Let’s go, everybody out!” 
 
    We raced back through the door and the thorny tunnel exit, and then we were in the cavern again. Shafts of daylight shone through from hundreds of feet above where parts of the cavern ceiling had fallen through, and deep fissures spiderwebbed across the floor. The tunnel we’d come through had collapsed.  
 
    There was a shearing sound as a stone column to our left broke and crumbled, and another crack formed in the ceiling above us.  
 
    “This way!” I ordered, and I took off toward the next nearest tunnel. As far as I was concerned, it didn’t matter where it led as long as it led away from here. 
 
    Merlin darted ahead of me into the tunnel, and I could hear the others close behind. We threw ourselves inside just as another section of the cavern ceiling collapsed behind us and ran into the darkness. 
 
    Thankfully, the tunnel we escaped through led almost directly to the surface, and we emerged after about a half hour into the warm light of midmorning. At this end, the tunnel entrance was concealed by a curtain of vines, and beyond were the Wilds. The forest here was alive with birdsong and the soft sighing of the leaves in the breeze. None of the world up here seemed to have been the least bit affected by the chaos we’d just escaped, though I knew there must be a new sinkhole within a few miles from where we stood where the cavern had collapsed on top of the Shrikes’ hideout.  
 
    Since there didn’t appear to be any immediate danger, we all decided to take a few moments to rest here, recover from the battle, and figure out what we should do next. For a few minutes, no one spoke much while Aerin and Lena took care of everyone’s wounds, and we all appreciated being alive. In our line of work, however, near-death experiences only warranted so much reflection and the group’s priorities soon turned elsewhere.  
 
    “Think about all the loot they must have had hidden away down there,” Aerin pouted. She kicked despondently at a rock. “It’s all buried now.” 
 
    “I didn’t even get any tea,” Maruk muttered. 
 
    “But we got to kill a bunch of villains!” Dehn laughed.  
 
    “Who cares about that? I can’t believe we actually found Dredfen!” Emeline’s eyes shone with excitement. “No one back home is going to believe this!” Suddenly the panthera woman’s face fell as the realization dawned on her. “No one back home is going to believe this,” she repeated with a mournful groan. “We don’t have any proof we were down there, and we can’t even go back because, well, you know...”  
 
    At that, Lena looked to me, and I remembered the paper I’d taken from Inry’s body. I pulled it out of my pocket and unfolded it, and I felt a rush of relief when I saw that it was a copy of the heist plans, almost identical to the notes we’d gotten from the Fire Birds. I brought it over to where the others were sitting and spread it out on the grass so everyone could see. 
 
    “We did get this,” I said. “The Shrikes’ copy of the heist plans. We can use Zarina’s notes to decode it.” 
 
    Lavinia dug in her pack and handed me a stick of charcoal, and I scanned the notes and the translation Zarina had made of the cipher. Like the Fire Bird’s notes, the message was incomplete.  
 
    “Let’s see, this one says ‘blood’ and ‘masquerade,’” I told the group. “Then there was ‘cavern’ and ‘moon’ from the first copy. So it’s set to take place during the blood moon, but we already guessed that.” 
 
    “What does a masquerade have to do with any of this?” Lavinia asked.  
 
    “No idea.” I sighed.  
 
    After all the trouble we’d gone through to get these notes, it didn’t feel like we were much closer to figuring out the rest of the plan. I snapped a blade of grass against my thumbnail. At least we knew the Shrikes and the Fire Birds would no longer be contributing their services to the heist. That counted for something. The houses they were supposed to hit would be safe, at least, and we still had a few days before the blood moon to piece everything together.  
 
    “So, what now?” Lavinia asked as she gathered her long white hair up into a ponytail. “Back to Ovrista?” 
 
    I studied the grass at my feet as it swayed. The councilors weren’t convinced by the evidence we had before, and I didn’t think our having decoded only ‘blood’ and ‘masquerade’ would change their minds. We really only had two options.  
 
    “We could return to the city,” I said slowly, “and try to convince the nobles who are being targeted to let us guard their property. Ambush the bandits when they arrive.” I took a breath. “Or, we could try to hunt down the rest of the groups on this list, figure out who’s behind this whole thing, and stop them.”  
 
    “We go after the rest of the bandits, of course!” Dehn leapt to his feet. “Isn’t that what you guilds do?” 
 
    “When there’s money in it,” Aerin replied with a sidelong look. “Do we even know where to start looking for the others? Going back to the city and setting up some good defenses might be a better use of our time.” 
 
    “What, you think those noble pricks are going to let us lay booby traps in their yards?” Lavinia snorted. “They’ll just refuse to believe they’re in danger, and we’ll be left cleaning up the mess when they get robbed. We should at least try to take out more of these bandits while we can. Then there will be that many fewer who can try to steal stuff on the big night.” 
 
    Emeline nodded. “I think we should keep looking for the other groups.” 
 
    “We could spend the next few days seeking out the other bandits, then go back the night before the blood moon and try to warn the nobles again,” Lena suggested. “They might be more receptive to our advice when the event is closer at hand.” 
 
    “As long as we don’t have to go through the sewers again, I don’t really care either way,” Maruk said.  
 
    They all turned to me. As the guild leader, how we moved forward was ultimately up to me. I considered our options. Aerin made a good point. We didn’t exactly have a wealth of leads on where to find the rest of the bandits, and if we tried to look for them, we could very well spend the rest of the week wandering around without accomplishing anything. The thing was, Lavinia and Lena were right, too. If no one in the city would take us seriously, we’d have nothing to do but wait for the blood moon and hope our ambush would be enough to stop the bandits. The trouble was, we didn’t even know for sure how many groups were still involved, and that made preparation that much more difficult.  
 
    The truth was, I wasn’t just concerned about the bandits or the upcoming heist. We could stop it, I knew we could, but a few ragtag groups of criminals hadn’t put all this together on their own. I wanted to figure out who was behind all of this, and the only way to do that was to find the rest of the bandits. Inry might not have known who he was working for, but the others might have more information, or the rest of the coded message could provide a clue. Either way, it wasn’t something we could figure out from our guild hall in the city.  
 
    “We’ll keep hunting down the other groups,” I said finally. I would have liked to set out right away, but we’d hardly slowed down in the last twenty-four hours, and after the fight we’d just had and our narrow escape from the caverns, I knew we all deserved a break. “Let’s take a few hours to rest here, then we’ll figure out exactly where we are and make our way to the nearest town.” There, we could ask around and see if anyone recognized any of the other bandit symbols from the notes. At least we knew they were all groups that operated around Ovrista, and the locals they preyed on could be a good source of information for us.  
 
    The excitement of the night had taken its toll on the guild, and the warm sun and birdsong were perfectly lulling, but as the others settled in to catch a few hours’ sleep, I found that I was still wide awake. I couldn’t stop replaying the conversation with Inry in my head. I was sure there had to be some sort of clue I’d missed, something that could hint at the identity of the mastermind who’d plotted this whole scheme. After a few minutes of trying and failing to relax, I decided it was hopeless and got up. Merlin, who’d had no such trouble falling asleep, lifted his head with a confused purr and blinked at me. 
 
    “I’ll be right back,” I assured the puca as I scratched him behind the ears. “Just going to go for a walk.” 
 
    Merlin stood and stretched, then trotted over to where Aerin was stretched out on the grass with her cloak bundled up under her head as a pillow and curled up next to her instead.  
 
    I smiled to myself and started down the narrow trail I’d noticed that wound between the trees. Maybe a short walk would help me clear my head, and even if it didn’t, at least I would be free to pace without disturbing the others. There were still a few straggling leaves clinging to the branches here, unwilling to accept that winter was just a month away. They formed a canopy of gold and orange that shifted like a flickering candle flame whenever the crisp breeze stirred them.  
 
    As I took a deep breath of the clean, cool air, I remembered that it had been autumn back on Earth when I’d come home to find Theira, the elven Goddess of Luck, in my apartment, and my whole world had changed. It felt like lifetimes ago. I realized suddenly that I couldn’t remember what color my old couch had been. I’d barely thought of my old life since I’d come here, and it had all faded like a mundane dream. I didn’t miss it. This was where I belonged, where I could be who I was always meant to be. 
 
    I held my hand out in front of me and turned my wrist in a practiced motion, and my mana tingled in my veins as it coursed down my arm, then formed in front of me as a life-sized clone replica of myself. I performed the motion a few more times, and three more clones joined the first.  
 
    “You’ll have to teach me how you do that someday.” 
 
    The clones vanished as I whirled around to face Emeline, and the panthera woman smiled apologetically. I hadn’t heard her follow me. 
 
    “Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you,” she said quickly.  
 
    “It’s alright,” I replied. “I just thought everyone was asleep. You’re not tired?” 
 
    The dark-haired mage lifted her shoulders in a shrug. “I just keep thinking about what that elf said back there, about the person who put all this together. It’s like—” She broke off suddenly, and a blush rose into her cheeks. 
 
    “What?” I prompted. 
 
    “It’s like a mystery story, except it’s better, because we actually get to be part of it,” Emeline finished. She dropped her gaze. “Etienne would probably say I should be taking it more seriously. I know there’s a lot at stake.” 
 
    “Hey.” I walked over to her and raised her face to mine. “It’s okay to be excited about it.” 
 
    The panthera woman’s mouth curved up in an appreciative smile. “So, what were you doing out here?” 
 
    “Nothing important,” I replied as I glanced back at the spot where the clones had stood. “Just practicing while I can.” 
 
    “I meant to thank you for what you did before,” Emeline said then in a quiet voice. “In the tunnels, I mean, saving me and Lena from those lobster things. I thought we were goners for sure.”  
 
    I was a bit surprised to hear Emeline admit that she’d been afraid. It always seemed like the danger we faced was just part of the adventure for her.  
 
    “Of course,” I replied with a gentle squeeze to her hand. “I wouldn’t let the best pyromancer in Ovrista get eaten by sewer monsters.” 
 
    “My professors didn’t even think I was the best in my class,” she murmured. Then she made her voice stern and nasally. “‘You must focus, Emeline. Your magic isn’t a toy, Emeline.’”  
 
    “Well, I’m impressed,” I told her with a smile.  
 
    “No one’s ever believed in me as much as you, Gabriel.” Her green eyes met mine, suddenly serious, and then she stood up on her tiptoes and kissed me on the mouth. Her soft lips had barely brushed mine when she jerked back again just as abruptly, a furious blush coloring her cheeks. “Sorry--” she started, but I cut her off as I leaned down and kissed her again. 
 
    She sighed slightly as she leaned into me, and she wrapped her arms around my shoulders as I slid my tongue into her mouth.  
 
    I held her close with one hand against the back of her neck, the other at the small of her back, and deepened our kiss. Emeline made a pleased sound in her throat and threaded her fingers through my hair as she kissed me back.  
 
    When we finally separated, both of us were panting.  
 
    “That was, um,” the panthera woman cleared her throat and twisted a strand of her dark hair between her fingers. “That was not what I expected.” 
 
    “Disappointed?” I teased. 
 
    “No!” she answered quickly. “No, it’s just, well, I haven’t actually done that before.” 
 
    “Really?”  
 
    “The university tower isn’t really the most romantic place,” Emeline replied. “And most everyone there didn’t like me very much.” 
 
    “Well, I like you, Emeline,” I told her, and I pressed another kiss to her full lips.  
 
    “I like you, too, Gabriel,” she replied. “I, uhh, I’d like to do more than kiss you. Is… uhh.” 
 
    “I want that too,” I whispered as I gently kissed her on the lips again, “but I want to make love to you when we don’t smell like the sewers.” 
 
    “Oh! Yes!” she gasped and then her cheeks blushed bright red. “When the time is right, then.” 
 
    “Yep,” I replied, and hand-in-hand we walked back to the clearing where the others were resting. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    It was around midafternoon when we set out again in search of a road after about half an hour spent trying to determine where we were on our map. We could trace our path to Dredfen just fine, but since we had to take a different way out than we’d gone in, all we knew was that we were somewhere within a few miles’ radius of the old bandits’ hideout. Unfortunately, we were too far from Ovrista to see the city walls, or any other landmarks, for that matter, and the trees here looked exactly like the trees everywhere else in this region, so our only choice was to start walking until we did find something. 
 
    “Can’t your puca turn into a bird or something and fly up to see where we are?” Lavinia asked. 
 
    “I don’t know if he’d understand what we wanted him to look for,” I replied. Merlin’s intelligence was remarkable, but it was difficult to get him to focus on things that weren’t food or shiny trinkets. It was worth a shot, though, so I scooped the puca up. “Hey, buddy, you want to turn into a bird?” He’d understand that much, at least, and if I could get him to shapeshift, I could try to get him to help us navigate. 
 
    The puca swatted at my face and tried to twist out of my hands, more interested in the butterfly that had just flitted past his nose than doing tricks on command. 
 
    “There’s a pear in it for you if you do,” Aerin said quickly. She reached into her pack and pulled out a ripe green pear and held it in front of Merlin’s face. 
 
    That got his attention. He turned to the healer with wide eyes and chirped.  
 
    “You have to turn into a bird,” Aerin told him.  
 
    He twisted in my grip again, and this time, I let him jump down. Almost before he’d even touched the ground, Merlin shapeshifted into a falcon with shiny black feathers. He hopped in a semicircle and then looked up at Aerin, or rather, at the pear she held and cocked his head as if to say, “Well, I did what you wanted. Where’s my food?” 
 
    I crouched down between them and looked Merlin in the eye. No matter what shape he changed into, he always had his natural bright green eyes with rectangular, goat-like pupils.  
 
    “Alright, Merlin, we need you to fly up.” I pointed up into the cloudless autumn sky to help illustrate my point. “And look for a road.” That was the part I was worried wouldn’t translate.  
 
    Merlin hopped forward a few steps and screeched, obviously annoyed by these additional demands, but when he realized he wasn’t going to get his treat until he obliged, he took to the air.  
 
    We all craned our heads back to watch as the black falcon flapped hundreds of feet above us.  
 
    “I think he got it,” Lena said hopefully as Merlin turned in a few short circles. Even Lavinia seemed impressed. 
 
    “About time that thing contributed,” the ladona ranger remarked. 
 
    Merlin soared in one more tight loop before he dove abruptly, and Aerin yelped as the falcon tore past her in a dark blur and snatched the pear out of her hand. He landed in a tree nearby and began to tear off large chunks of pear with his curved beak. He eyed me warily as I approached. 
 
    “Which way was the road?” I chose my words carefully, but I was still worried he might not understand. After all, a creature that could shapeshift into whatever animal he wanted didn’t really need to think about roads. 
 
    Merlin finished his pear and then fluffed up his feathers before he shifted again to his natural form.  
 
    “Road,” he repeated in an uncanny echo of my own voice. Then he fixed me with a cat-like grin.  
 
    “Yes, road.” I nodded, pleased that he was at least still paying attention. “Which way?” 
 
    “Horse,” Merlin said. “Road.” 
 
    That seemed like a promising association, at the very least. Better yet, if he meant that he’d seen a horse, we must be closer to civilization than we’d thought. 
 
    “Where did you see the horse?” I asked. I dug into my bag and pulled out a bit of dried fruit as an incentive. Merlin honed in on it immediately and reached out a tiny paw to snatch it, but I closed my hand before he could. “Where’s the horse, Merlin?”  
 
    The puca’s eyes lit up, and he jumped down from the tree branch and vaulted off my shoulder before he tore off into the woods to the east.  
 
    “Come on!” I called to the others as I raced after him. Merlin wasn’t keen on waiting for us, but since I still had his treat, he paused every so often to allow us to catch up before he darted off again with a cackling cry of “horse” or “road” or “pear.” We might have been able to follow along a little easier if Merlin had found an actual trail, but I supposed he was taking us on the most direct route, and while the puca jumped from branch to branch above, the rest of us had to force our way through the thick undergrowth. Our efforts were rewarded not ten minutes later, however, when the trees stopped abruptly at the road, and it wasn’t just any road. 
 
    The road that stretched before us now was a paved driveway of pale stone, and it was one I recognized even before I saw the estate and the gardens in the distance.  
 
    Merlin had led us to Yvaine’s home. 
 
    I grinned as I pushed my way through the undergrowth and stepped out onto the paved path. We were farther from the city than I’d anticipated, but this was lucky. Perhaps Yvaine could loan us a carriage. Perhaps she knew something about some of the bandits we were looking for. Well, it was unlikely that she’d know about them personally, but the guards she employed would definitely have some information that could help us.  
 
    As the others crashed through the brush behind me, Merlin came up and tugged on my fingers with a tiny paw to demand his reward for having led us here. I chuckled as I uncurled my fist and let the puca take his treat, and he licked up the dried fruit eagerly before he clambered back up onto my shoulders. 
 
    “Good boy, Merlin,” Aerin cooed as she came up behind us. “Do you think Yvaine is at home?” 
 
    I hadn’t considered that she might be away and I felt a twinge of worry. Someone on her staff would recognize us, at least, even if the marchioness herself was out.  
 
    “Let’s go find out,” I said and I started up the wide, paved road toward the mansion. 
 
    Yvaine’s estate seemed untouched by the season. Every tree and rosebush in the sprawling gardens that stood before the house was still in full bloom, as though it was spring and not autumn. I assumed magic was involved, though I’d never encountered any enchantments or spells like that in my studies. Then again, I wasn’t studying magical horticulture.  
 
    As we drew nearer, I realized there was something different about the gardens. They were immaculate. The statues in the fountains had been scrubbed until they practically gleamed, the hedges had been trimmed and the cypress trees were pruned, and not a single leaf or petal in the entire garden was out of place. That fact alone wasn’t strange, Yvaine was fastidious about the upkeep of her household, but there was a pronounced quality to the perfection of the place now, as though it had been set up for a display, and there was a trail of tall lanterns with streamers tied between them along the garden paths that hadn’t been there a few weeks ago when we’d last visited. The noblewoman must have been preparing for something important. 
 
    “It looks as though Yvaine is expecting guests,” Maruk commented, in an echo of the conclusion I’d just reached myself. 
 
    “Hope she doesn’t mind if we crash the party,” Lavinia said as she shifted the strap of her quiver on her shoulder. 
 
    Just then, someone came out of a side door that was almost completely hidden by topiaries, and when he caught sight of us, he waved and jogged over. As he neared, I recognized the man as Rezo, one of Yvaine’s staff, who had accompanied us on an errand for the marchioness a few weeks before.  
 
    “Shadow Foxes!” Rezo gave us a little bow. “I wasn’t aware you all would be joining us this evening.” There was an anxious note to his tone. 
 
    “Well, we were just in the area and thought we’d stop by,” I replied. “We don’t mean to intrude, is there something special going on?” 
 
    “Oh.” Rezo relaxed slightly. “My lady is hosting a soirée. I’m sure she’d be overjoyed to have all of you attend, as well. If you’d like to come inside and make yourselves comfortable, I can go get her. I believe she’s overseeing the dinner preparations.” 
 
    We followed Rezo inside where he invited us to wait in a parlor room while he notified his mistress of our impromptu arrival. After tromping through damp sewers and crumbling caves all night, I was somewhat hesitant to dirty up Yvaine’s nice furniture, especially right before a party, but Rezo assured us that it was no trouble, and after quickly shedding his spiky armor, Dehn didn’t need any more encouragement before he threw himself in among the plump pillows that lined a brocade-patterned loveseat, so we all collapsed gratefully into the plush chairs and couches. 
 
    “Oh!” Maruk sighed as he ran his hand over the upholstery. “Feel that! That’s real velvet. Quality velvet, not like that scratchy imitation--” 
 
    “Don’t you get any ideas,” Aerin cut him off.  
 
    It was a mercy to be off my feet, and as the soothing notes from a piano somewhere else in the grand house drifted down to us, I felt some of the tension I’d been carrying around leave my shoulders. It wasn’t long before I heard the click of heeled shoes on the marble floor, and Yvaine swept into the room. I didn’t know how it was possible, but the noblewoman was more beautiful each time that I saw her.  
 
    At the moment, her cascade of dark hair was drawn over one shoulder and pinned by a clip set with pearls. A matching necklace and pair of rings adorned her throat and long fingers, and the dress of periwinkle satin hugged her curves and flowed gracefully with every movement she made.  
 
    The marchioness’ large gray eyes lit up when she saw us, and she didn’t hesitate to wrap her arms around me in a close embrace when I stood to greet her. 
 
    “Oh, my dear Gabriel,” she purred seductively in my ear, “if I’d known you were coming, I would have been better prepared to receive you.” 
 
    “Sorry,” I said quickly. “We would have sent word ahead, but we just realized where we were. I know you’re having a party--” I was going to repeat what I’d told Rezo, that we didn’t want to intrude, but Yvaine interrupted me before I could finish. 
 
    “Yes!” she said with a squeeze of my arms. “Oh, you all must stay for it. Some of the highest-ranking nobles in Ovrista will be in attendance, all dear friends of mine, of course, it’s going to be absolutely magnificent. Rezo, see to it that additional guest rooms are set up.” 
 
    “We appreciate the invitation, but--”  
 
    This time, it was Maruk who cut me off. “I didn’t bring anything to wear to a party!” The orc’s expression was fretful. “These aren’t even my nicest boots!” 
 
    Yvaine seemed to notice how travel-worn we all were for the first time, and she frowned thoughtfully.  
 
    “There’s no time to get new outfits done up, I’m afraid.” The noblewoman tapped her chin with one perfectly manicured nail. “Then again, going as you are now might be better. It’s authentic, it’s daring, it’s fresh.” 
 
    “Maruk doesn’t smell very fresh to me,” Lavinia commented under her breath. 
 
    Yvaine seemed to come to a decision, and she clapped her hands.  
 
    “You’re a guild, it’s only fitting that you look like one,” she said with a decisive nod. “It would be silly to dress you up in ruffles and ribbons like circus pucas.” 
 
    On my shoulder, Merlin gave a disdainful snort. 
 
    “But I like ruffles,” Maruk muttered. 
 
    “Can we at least take baths and change?” Emeline asked. “My socks are stiff.” 
 
    Yvaine pursed her lips and considered that. “I must say, I think the blood and dirt adds a certain je ne sais quoi,” she said finally, “but I do not wish for you to be uncomfortable all evening. If you would like to go get cleaned up, I can arrange to have lunch ready for you when you’re finished.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m starving!” Lavinia said emphatically. 
 
    “Thanks, Yvaine,” I told the noblewoman. “Are you sure we’re not imposing?” 
 
    “Imposing?” she echoed. “Nonsense! How many times do I have to tell you that you’re always welcome here, Gabriel? Besides, you’d be doing me a favor, really. Everyone knows about your guild, you’re famous in Ovrista, and all my friends are simply dying to meet you.” 
 
    “Well, when you put it that way, how can I say no?” I grinned, and Yvaine leaned forward and pressed a kiss to my cheek. 
 
    “Excellent!” the marchioness said with a bright smile. “Go on and get changed if you’d like, then, and I’ll meet you in the solarium for lunch.” 
 
    Rezo took us up to our rooms then. I was grateful for the opportunity to get properly cleaned up, and even more grateful for the food Yvaine provided afterward. While we ate, the noblewoman gossiped about the other nobles who would be arriving soon for the soirée and the recent affairs of court. Apparently, there had been something of a scandal recently when it was revealed that a certain baroness had been caught selling forged paintings. 
 
    “She won’t be coming, of course,” Yvaine assured us. She smoothed down a strand of her already perfectly smooth dark hair. “I always knew there was something up with her. She always tried too hard to please, you know, and her table manners! Positively gauche.” 
 
    Yvaine took a sip of tea, and I decided that now was probably the best opportunity to ask her if she or any of her staff knew anything about the bandits we were hunting. I wouldn’t likely get a chance later tonight. 
 
    “Speaking of felonies,” I said, “we’ve been trying to track down some bandits who we believe are planning a heist in Ovrista in a few days.” 
 
    “My goodness,” Yvaine gasped, and her gray eyes were wide as she pressed a hand over her heart. “That’s quite serious.” 
 
    “If only the city council or the guard saw it that way,” Aerin sighed.  
 
    “Well, is there anything I can do to help?” Yvaine asked. 
 
    “Maybe,” I replied as I took out the papers and the map. “Do you or your guards know where any bandits might be hiding out in the area?” 
 
    I was really just hoping Yvaine’s guards might know the approximate locations of one or two of the groups we were after, but the noblewoman plucked the heist notes from the table and unfolded them. Almost at once, her brows furrowed in a puzzled frown. 
 
    “What is it?” I resisted the impulse to jump out of my seat. The look of recognition of Yvaine’s face was unmistakable. Had her guards come across one of the copies of the notes?  
 
    “This swan symbol, it looks quite like the seal of a man I once knew,” she responded. “Previn was his name... Lucius Previn. He came from a prominent family in Ovrista. His father, Augustus, used to be on the council, and everyone expected Lucius to follow in his footsteps.” 
 
    “What happened to him?” I asked. I’d noticed that Yvaine had only referred to this man in the past tense. 
 
    “Oh, it was a terrible scandal,” the noblewoman replied. “He was accused of having made off with a fortune from the city coffers. He was furious and claimed over and over that he was being framed, but of course, there had to be a proper trial either way. The court date was set, and the very next night, Lucius vanished. No one in the city ever saw him again.” 
 
    “And now his seal is showing up in a bandits’ code,” I said. “Maybe he came back.” 
 
    Yvaine shook her head sadly. 
 
    “About a month after he disappeared, some belongings of his were discovered washed up on the shore near Sarroca,” she informed me. “Some city officials went to investigate, and the sailors there told them that Lucius had been lost at sea. His father was so ashamed by the whole affair that he never even held a funeral.” 
 
    “What happened to the money?” Aerin asked eagerly. 
 
    “Did he really steal it?” Emeline chimed in. 
 
    “The money was lost,” Yvaine answered, “and to this day, the nobles still argue amongst themselves about whether he was guilty. Some believe that his having fled was evidence enough that he’d stolen it, but he was always a popular one, and he still has friends who insist upon his innocence.”  
 
    I frowned. If Lucius was dead, who was using his seal now? Had he somehow become a hero among the criminals of the region, that they would organize themselves under his seal? It couldn’t just be a coincidence that the swan stamp appeared on all of the notes. 
 
    I wanted to ask Yvaine more about it, but just then, Rezo appeared in the doorway and gave a little bow. “My lady, the other guests have arrived.” 
 
    Yvaine stood quickly, and the rest of us scrambled up as well. “My, how the time has gone by! We’ll be right there.” As Rezo bowed again and slipped away, Yvaine turned to us, her gray eyes glittering with excitement. “Oh, I cannot wait to introduce you all! Come on now, let’s greet our guests.” She linked her arm in mine and strode purposefully out into the hall, and I could hear the rest of my guild following us. 
 
    While we’d been eating and talking, the afternoon had descended into early evening, and the estate had been transformed yet again. The lights that ran along the corridor cast the place in a stunning glow and made the polished floors seem made of gold, and through the tall windows, I could just glimpse the trees in the purple dusk, and the tiny lights that glittered like wisps among their branches. The piano I’d heard before was now accompanied by a variety of other instruments, and I could hear the band playing a lively song, and the rhythmic clatter of the dancers’ shoes on the marble floor as we approached the ballroom.  
 
    Though I hadn’t given it much thought before, I suddenly felt self-conscious about appearing before all of Yvaine’s noble friends. I knew that Yvaine intended to introduce us as rugged adventurers, but would the others expect more from us? I had taken a few dancing lessons before my high school prom, but that was the extent of my expertise. Would the present company understand that with the exception, perhaps, of Maruk, most of our talents lay in killing and maiming, not quickstepping? I suddenly felt grateful that Yvaine had at least allowed us all to bathe. If we ended up stomping on anyone’s feet, at least we wouldn’t do so smelling like the sewers. 
 
    Two servants stood on either side of the grand double doors to the ballroom and opened them for us with a little flourish. The marchioness gestured to the others to spread out on either side of us, and then, with her arm still linked in mine, she strode forward confidently into the room.  
 
    Pale blue curtains with gold fringe were pulled back to show slivers of the indigo night through the dozens of tall, narrow windows that lined the walls on either side of the long ballroom. Six shimmering crystal chandeliers hung from the ceiling and candelabras set in sconces between every window held the evening’s darkness at bay and cast the ballroom in dazzling gold light.  
 
    I thought I remembered Yvaine saying something about this party being exclusive, but there had to be at least five or six dozen people here, not including the waitstaff or the band. They swirled across the floor in a blur of rich hues, fine fabrics, and glittering jewelry, with the cheerful and carefree expressions of people who had never really had to work for anything but were accustomed to this sort of incredible luxury.  
 
    The moment we entered, however, the dancers stopped and turned to us, and then the band cut off their playing as well, and there was a moment of awed silence as the guests tried to make sense of what they were seeing. Of course, our presence had not been advertised, and well, in our armor and mage robes, we stood out. Still, as I stood there and stared back at the astonished faces before me, it occurred to me that even if we’d had time to have formal outfits tailored, we still wouldn’t have fit in here. The difference between us and these people went deeper than how we dressed, and I was certain that any one of them could sniff out an imposter in a second.  
 
    “My friends,” Yvaine spoke up, her voice as clear as a mountain stream, and smiled out at the crowd. “I have the most wonderful surprise for all of you tonight. It is my deepest pleasure to introduce to you the members of one of the most famous guilds in Ovrista, whom I also have the pleasure to call my saviors and dearest friends, the Shadow Foxes.” 
 
    There was a beat of silence, and then suddenly, almost as though they all wanted to beat each other to it, the nobles began a flurry of bowing and curtsying. One woman in a dress that was so bright scarlet it almost hurt to look at rushed forward and curtsied again as she took me by the hand. 
 
    “It is such a gift to meet you at last!” she cried and she smiled at me as though she was my greatest fan. “Yvaine has told us all about you.” 
 
    Not to be outdone, several other men and women came forward as well to introduce themselves and gush over us before Yvaine shooed them off.  
 
    “You’ll all have your chance to make acquaintances,” she assured her other guests. “There’s no need to smother them so.” 
 
    With exaggerated reluctance, the nobles withdrew, the band started up again, and most of the dancers resumed their steps, though about a dozen people or so hung off to the sides, no doubt waiting for their chance to speak to us. I realized with surprise that I recognized one of them, a man in his mid-thirties with pale blond hair swept neatly back and a surprisingly stern expression. He was a member of Ovrista’s council. His name was Adler if I was remembering correctly. 
 
    I wondered if I could get a chance to warn him about the heist. He might be more willing to take us seriously than the older councilors had been, and if I could convince him of the imminent danger, he could see to heightening security in the city while I and the rest of my guild hunted down the other bandits. Before I could take so much as a step toward him, Yvaine tugged on my arm and inclined her head to the dancefloor with a smile. 
 
    I returned the noblewoman’s smile and resolved to speak to the councilor later. He wasn’t going anywhere, after all, and I wasn’t about to turn down a dance with such a beautiful woman. 
 
    The crowd parted around us as we made our way onto the floor, and I could feel all the eyes that were on us.  
 
    “I should warn you, I’m not a very experienced dancer,” I said quietly as I began to lead Yvaine in the only dance I really knew, the waltz. 
 
    “Handsome and humble,” Yvaine commented. “Rest assured, you’re already doing far better than many men I’ve danced with. You don’t even have to watch your feet.” 
 
    “Your generosity knows no bounds,” I replied with a smile. “Thank you.” 
 
    We danced for two songs before Yvaine insisted that we mingle. 
 
    “As much as I’d love to spend the entire night by your side, I must see to it that my other guests don’t feel left out,” the marchioness told me. “And I know all the ladies here are clamoring to meet you, you mustn’t disappoint them.” She gave me a wink. “Just don’t forget about me.” 
 
    “How could I?” I smiled as Yvaine left, but then I scanned the crowd again for the young councilor I’d seen before. Luckily, he didn’t seem to have moved from his place near the wall, and he watched the dancers with a sullen sort of expression. As I walked up to him, I wondered who could look so unhappy at a party and if there was something troubling him. 
 
    He bowed when he saw me and managed a polite smile. “Good evening, you’re Gabriel Vega, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Yes.” I wondered if I was supposed to bow back, but that felt strange, and now that we were talking it seemed the moment had passed.  
 
    “I’ve heard so much about you and your guild,” Adler said. “You’ve earned quite the sterling reputation in the city, recovering lost artifacts and slaying blood mages. It makes for an impressive resume.” 
 
    “Thank you. We’re doing our best.” I put on a friendly smile. “You’re Councilor Adler, right?” 
 
    “I am.” The side of Adler’s mouth twitched in a rueful smirk. “My claim to fame, such as it is, isn’t nearly as exciting as yours, I’m afraid. The only thing I’ve defeated is a mountain of paperwork, and it was a close call.” 
 
    Maybe it wasn’t good manners, but I didn’t want to waste time with banter. 
 
    “Listen, there’s something I think you should know about,” I said in a conspiratorial tone. 
 
    “What is it?” Adler asked with raised eyebrows at my suddenly serious demeanor. 
 
    “My guild and I found some plans for a heist on some bandits we killed. There are several groups involved, but we’ve only been able to track down two of them so far.” I took the notes out of my pocket and showed them to him. “We believe they’re going to stage it during the blood moon, and these are the houses they intend to hit. We tried to warn the city guard and the council, but they didn’t think it was serious. I was hoping you might be able to convince them to increase patrols or encourage people to take extra precautions, just in case we can’t capture all of the bandits beforehand.” 
 
    “Where did you say you got these?” Adler asked. He frowned as he looked over the papers. 
 
    “From two bandit leaders,” I answered. Did he not think they were legitimate? “The Fire Birds and the Shrikes.” I pointed out the emblems on the page. “Their marks are all here, by this swan stamp.” 
 
    “I see,” Adler murmured.  
 
    “Will you warn the council?” I pressed when he offered no further commentary. 
 
    Adler’s expression was sympathetic. “I’ll tell them,” he said at last, “but I can’t promise that they’ll heed me any more than they did you. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “No, it’s... thank you,” I said and I offered him a smile. “I appreciate you trying. Hopefully, we’ll be able to find the rest of these bandits before the blood moon.” 
 
    “Do you have any leads?” 
 
    I felt reluctant to admit that we didn’t, but Adler seemed to guess as much from my silence and put a hand on my shoulder. 
 
    “I wouldn’t worry too much. To be frank, it’s a miracle that these criminals were even able to get together and draw something like this up without slaughtering one another in the process. Your intervention may not even be necessary.” 
 
    I didn’t believe that, but I didn’t want to seem rude, so I smiled and nodded. 
 
    “You’d better get back to your adoring public,” Adler said with a nod to the dancefloor. “There’s a line forming.” 
 
    It turned out that he wasn’t exaggerating, and I was compelled to dance a few more rounds with several noblewomen before I was able to slip away again.  
 
    After a few minutes of searching, I found Lavinia by an open window with a glass of champagne. The rest of the partygoers had given the ladona woman a wide berth which I suspected she appreciated. 
 
    “Having fun?” the ranger asked with a teasing smirk when she saw me.  
 
    “I don’t think I’ve ever danced so much in my whole life,” I muttered.  
 
    Lavinia set down her glass and glanced over towards the door.  
 
    “Want to get out of here?” she asked, and her red eyes glinted mischievously.  
 
    I grinned back. “I’d love to.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    Everyone else was too busy dancing or drinking to pay us any attention, so Lavinia and I easily slipped out of the ballroom and up the stairs to the bedrooms. I took the ladona woman's hand and led her into the room Yvaine had provided for me, and she grinned as she kicked the door closed behind us. 
 
    Lavinia pulled her hand free from mine and wrapped her arms around my neck to pull me in for a kiss, and I was more than happy to oblige. She smelled like the expensive soaps that Yvaine had stocked the bathrooms with, and her white hair was as smooth as silk as I ran my fingers through it and kissed her. 
 
    The beautiful ranger's tongue moved with mine, and she moaned into my mouth while her hands pressed into the back of my neck to pull me even closer, though we were already flush against each other. Not satisfied with just kissing, her hands quickly moved to my collar and she unfastened my cloak and began to undo the laces on the front of my shirt. 
 
    I followed suit and slid my hands down her perfect curves to undo the fastenings of her light armor, and we fumbled for a moment as we tried to undress each other without breaking our kiss. Somehow, though, we managed, and as Lavinia shuffled out of her leather bodysuit, I took a step back so I could admire her. 
 
    The ranger's red eyes glittered, and her full lips turned up in a smile as I trailed my gaze slowly down her body.  
 
    “Like what you see?” she teased, one eyebrow arched. 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” I murmured in response, and Lavinia took a step forward to close the space between us once again. 
 
    “Then do something about it,” she whispered against my cheek, and her hand brushed along my hip.  
 
    I grinned as I stepped closer and pushed her up against the wall.  
 
    “That's more like it,” Lavinia said, and her voice hitched as I slid my hand down between her thighs and slipped a finger inside of her. She was wetter than I had guessed, and she gasped as I pulled my finger a bit out of her tunnel so that I could rub at her clit.  
 
    Our mouths met again, and Lavinia pulled me as close as she could with my arm between us. 
 
    “You. Inside. Me.” Her voice was an urgent growl, so I slid my finger free of her, pressed her back against the stone wall of the room, and guided my erect cock toward her entrance.  
 
    “Damn, you are so wet and tight,” I muttered as my tip pressed apart her lips and began to invade her body. She really did feel like a warm vice around me, and I had to pull out a bit, thrust in another half an inch, and then repeat the process until my shaft was fully lubricated with her juices enough to enter her tight tunnel. 
 
    But then I was finally inside her with my full length, and we both groaned with satisfaction as we kissed. 
 
    I hooked one hand under her knee and lifted her leg up so that she was doing the front splits between me and the wall, and then I began to roll my hips and rub my cock in and out and back and forth against her velvety walls. 
 
    “Damn. So goooooodddd.” Lavinia closed her eyes and leaned her head back against the wall as I fucked her. The ladona woman's little gasps and moans spurred me on, and I thrust faster and harder until Lavinia's hand tightened over my shoulder while she climaxed and tightened around me. Her eyelids fluttered open, and her eyes were like rubies beneath the fringe of her dark lashes.  
 
    “Don't stop now,” she admonished. 
 
    “Wasn't planning to,” I whispered back, and I lifted her up, carried her to the bed, and set her down on her back. As I slotted my hips between her thighs, I leaned forward to nip at the sensitive skin of her neck. She hummed with pleasure and ran her fingers down my back as I entered her again, and then she began to cry out as I thrust as deep into her as I could.  
 
    I moved my mouth back to hers and kissed her again, and she clutched at my shoulder as I caught her bottom lip between my teeth and picked up the pace of my hips. 
 
    After a few more minutes of me taking her in the missionary position, Lavinia gasped, and her back arched as she came. I could have stopped for a few moments to enjoy the feeling of her clenching around me, but I wanted her to keep climaxing, so I lifted her legs up in the air, sat back on my knees so that she was straddling my lap, and began to slam into her pussy while I yanked her sideways into me. 
 
    Lavinia didn’t have much leverage since I controlled her hips, but she tried to scoot her hips down to match each of my thrusts. Pleasure built inside me like fireworks, and I could tell from Lavinia's gasps and the spasming of her tunnel around me that she was just riding a long wave of her earlier orgasm.  
 
    We were perfectly in sync here, just as we were in battle, and this time, we both came at once, and my seed poured into her womb as we both screamed each other’s name. 
 
    It took a few minutes for each of us to calm down, but finally we lay back on the rumpled comforter, and Lavinia traced her fingers lightly over my collarbone.  
 
    “Was that better than prancing around with stuck up nobles?” she asked. 
 
    “Definitely,” I replied with a little laugh, and I tilted her chin up for another kiss. “So much better. Helps when we have a big bed.” 
 
    “Meh,” she muttered as she snuggled into my neck. “As long as I have your big cock; that’s all I need.” 
 
    “Any time,” I whispered as I wrapped my arm around her shoulder. 
 
    “You came so much in me,” she continued with a satisfied sigh. “I should go… take care of it, but I really like the way it feels in me, so I’m just gonna leave it. Okay?” 
 
    “Uhhhh,” I started as I tried to puzzle through her question. “Leave it? Does that mean that--” 
 
    “Yessss,” she purred into my ear. “I want your baby.” 
 
    “Does that even work?” I asked as I pulled away from her a bit. “We are two different--” 
 
    “You should see your face right now,” Lavinia said as her lips twisted up into a rare smirk. “Got ya.” 
 
    “You are worse than Merlin,” I groaned as I started to tickle her washboard abs. 
 
    “Yahh!” she cried out as she tried to squirm away from me. “No tickling!” 
 
    “Serves you right!” I hissed as I continued for a few more moments, but finally I was laying on top of her, and our mouths were devouring each other’s again. 
 
    “My, my, my,” she panted as her fingers wrapped around my stiff shaft. “Can you go again?” 
 
    “Looks like it,” I said between kisses. “If you want more.” 
 
    “I always want more of you,” she muttered. 
 
    And then I gave her more. 
 
    Even Lavinia wasn't up before noon the next day, and the mood around the breakfast table when we all finally made it downstairs was sleepy and subdued, but comfortable. The sky was overcast, so it wasn't too bright in the solarium where we were gathered before heaping plates of toast, fruit, yogurt, and eggs, which were back in fashion, apparently. Yvaine had yet to arrive, but Rezo was there and assured us that it was perfectly acceptable for us to start eating without her, and the rumbling in our stomachs won out over any lingering sense of propriety. 
 
    I hadn't realized how hungry I was, but I was on my second helping of eggs and toast when the marchioness arrived. She looked as stunning as ever, and certainly not like she'd been up all night dancing and entertaining guests. The only indication that she'd recently gotten out of bed was that she wore a delicate silk robe with wide sleeves embroidered with silver thread in floral patterns around the cuffs, and her hair was loose and unstyled. Not that she needed to style it, of course. Bedhead, it would seem, was only for the lower classes, and not a single strand of Yvaine's dark locks was out of place. 
 
    She sat down with a sigh, and immediately a servant rushed forward and put a crystal glass full of dark green liquid into the noblewoman's hand.  
 
    “What is that?” Maruk asked with interest as Yvaine took a sip. 
 
    “Seaweed,” she replied as she set the glass down with a smile. “Mostly seaweed, that is, harvested from the northern coasts of Lura. There's also spinach, cucumber, and lemon. It's expensive to have all the ingredients imported, of course, but it does wonders for the skin, you simply wouldn't believe. Would you like to try some?” 
 
    “Could I?” Maruk looked utterly awestruck.  
 
    With a wave from the marchioness, a servant brought out another crystal glass of seaweed juice and handed it to Maruk. The slender glass looked comically tiny in Maruk's large hand, and the orc pinched the stem carefully between his thumb and forefinger as he lifted the glass to his lips and took a drink. 
 
    At once, his eyes bulged and there was a sharp crack as the stem of the glass snapped in his hand. Aerin quickly took the broken glass from him as he forced himself to swallow, and Lavinia pounded him on the back while he coughed. 
 
    Maruk reached for his water and downed the entire glass, and when he had recovered enough to speak his olive skin looked distinctly greener.  
 
    “Oh, that's, ahem, that is quite salty,” he rasped.  
 
    “It is something of an acquired taste,” Yvaine replied sympathetically as she took another drink from her own glass. If the taste bothered her at all, she had the best poker face that I'd ever seen.  
 
    “Sorry about your glass,” Aerin said as she passed the broken pieces to the servant who had come to collect them. 
 
    Yvaine waved her hand dismissively. “Don't be, they were a gift from an old friend with truly abhorrent taste in stemware, if I'm being totally honest. I've been trying to find some excuse to get rid of them for a while now.” She smiled as she set down her glass and then her gray eyes focused on me. “So, will you be staying long?” 
 
    “No,” I answered.  
 
    “Awww,” she pouted. 
 
    “Sorry,” I sighed. “I wish we could, but this mission we're on is pretty urgent, so we'll need to leave today.” 
 
    The others looked a little deflated, and I couldn't blame them, but we didn't have any time to lose. We could come back and enjoy Yvaine's hospitality another time. I know I wanted to. 
 
    “Right, of course.” Yvaine nodded. “I'd love to help, you know. I had my guards look over those symbols you showed me earlier, and they marked out a few places where the scoundrels might be hiding.” She gestured to one of the servants who brought over a map that the marchioness unrolled on the table before us. A few locations had been marked with red circles. 
 
    “This is an incredible help.” I felt some of the anxiety I'd been carrying around melt away. 
 
    Yvaine looked pleased. “I'm afraid I cannot offer you a carriage at the moment, I'm having them all refitted with new upholstery, but I can provide horses for everyone. You'll be able to travel a little faster, at least.” 
 
    “I've always wanted to go horseback riding!” Emeline leaned forward, her large green eyes wide with excitement, and her pointed cat ears flicked forward. 
 
    “There is one other way I may be of assistance,” the noblewoman said as she leaned back in her chair and gave us a small smile.  
 
    “Oh?” I asked. 
 
    “I could go with you,” she purred as her gray eyes bored into mine. 
 
    “Uh, thanks, but how will that help us, exactly?” Lavinia asked, one brow arched. 
 
    Maruk elbowed the ladona woman in the ribs and hissed something about manners at her, but Yvaine didn't seem offended. 
 
    “I forget, you all run in different circles so this will be news to you,” Yvaine replied, “but I happen to be a championship fencer. I've been training ever since I was a girl, and I had the pleasure of studying under Master Vincze Antal.” She raised her chin proudly. “He was so dear, he told me I was his star pupil.”  
 
    I had no idea who that was, but I figured he must be important judging by how hard Maruk was trying to look impressed. Lavinia, on the other hand, was yet to be won over. 
 
    “If you're such a great fencer, why didn't you help us when we were rescuing you from those insane dwarves?”  
 
    “Well, it wasn’t as though there was a sabre, or rapier, or small sword lying around in that swamp,” Yvaine replied. “And you did take your time untying me, didn't you? Also, I was a bit tired.” 
 
    Lavinia crossed her arms. “Whatever, why do you want to come with us now.” 
 
    “It sounds exciting,” the noble woman said as her eyes drifted back toward me. “I do like exciting… things.” 
 
    “You're sure you want to come with us now?” Lavinia pressed. “We're going to be sleeping on the ground, you know.” 
 
    “The thing about extravagant wealth,” Yvaine said with a weary sigh, “is that it all becomes quite dull after a time. I've been considering for a while now that I might like to mix things up a bit and see how the working class does it. I think it will be rather exciting.” 
 
    “What we're doing is work, not a vacation,” Aerin said with a frown. “We have to think about the expenses, liabilities, splitting the reward money...” 
 
    “Oh, of course,” Yvaine replied. “I'm really not interested in the reward money, though, and I'd be more than happy to cover any expenses that come up for you Shadow Foxes as well as for myself, you needn't worry about any of that.” 
 
    “Welcome aboard!” The healer clapped her hands and looked around at the rest of us. “I think the marchioness would make a great addition to our party.” 
 
    “We could certainly benefit from having someone else with a sense of culture around,” Maruk sniffed.  
 
    “Whatever, if the princess wants to come along, let her come,” Lavinia sighed. 
 
    “I want to see her fight with a sword.” Dehn had shown little interest in the noblewoman until she'd brought up her skill with weapons, but there was a new look of respect in the halfling's eyes now. 
 
    “You really want to do this?” I asked Yvaine. “We'd be happy to have you along, but it is dangerous, and it might not be what you're hoping for.” 
 
    The noblewoman smiled and took my hand in both of hers. “Oh, aren't you considerate? I am serious about joining you, if you'll have me. It isn't a spur-of-the-moment decision, though it may seem so to you now. I've given it a great deal of thought.” 
 
    Well, if she was sure, I wasn't going to tell her no. It wouldn't feel right, considering everything she'd done for us, and the truth was, I was looking forward to the chance to spend more time with her. I nodded, and Yvaine jumped up. 
 
    “Oh, wonderful!” she exclaimed. “I already have all of my things packed, so I'm ready to leave whenever you are. This is going to be such fun!” 
 
    Since Yvaine's guards had given us some probable locations for bandit hideouts, and the marchioness herself was already prepared to set out, we decided to waste no more time and set out as soon as we'd finished our late breakfast. As promised, Yvaine provided each of us with a horse to ride from her stables, and she even had a gentle draft horse large enough to carry Maruk and a sprightly pony for Dehn. My own mount was a patient mare that, thankfully, had no problem with Merlin and responded readily to the slightest twitch of the reins. Lavinia, Aerin, Lena, and Emeline had the team of snow-white horses that I recognized as the same ones that had pulled the carriage Yvaine had loaned us before, and the horses appeared to recognize us in return and were perfectly friendly. I supposed they were as eager to get out as their mistress was.  
 
    Yvaine's horse was as beautiful and regal as the marchioness herself, and a sleek, silvery coat with a white star-shaped patch on its forehead. Pride wasn't an emotion I would have normally associated with horses before, but there was something distinctly haughty about the way Yvaine's horse carried itself. I got the sense that if any of us besides Yvaine dared to try to ride it, we'd be thrown off before we could say 'giddyup.'  
 
    The nearest location that Yvaine's guards had marked for us was several miles to the north, not far from the estate of a certain count by the name of Orso, according to Yvaine.  
 
    “Oh, you should hear him go on about them,” the marchioness complained as we started down the road, “as though he thinks having criminals holed up practically in his backyard is something to boast about.” 
 
    “It's surprising that he wouldn't be more concerned,” I replied.  
 
    “It's the only mildly interesting thing about him, I'm afraid.” Yvaine clicked her tongue disapprovingly. “I suppose he knows it, so he'd rather let them run around and stir up trouble now and then so he'll have something at least to share at dinner parties.” 
 
    “Well, he'll have to come up with something else soon,” Lavinia said.  
 
    “Indeed!” Yvaine grinned. “This is the most excited I've been since my dear friend, Queen Valeria of Morelia, asked me to be a guest of honor at her coronation.” 
 
    The ladona ranger looked over at her with an amused smirk. “I wouldn't hold my breath if I were you, we've got a few hours before we're anywhere near the area.” 
 
    “Oh, I know, it's just so thrilling! It's all well and good, of course, to donate vast sums of gold to charity and public works or host extravagant parties for your less popular friends, but I think it will be nice to contribute to society differently, to be really hands-on, you know?” 
 
    “Right...” Lavinia said. “Well, you're in luck, it's going to get really hands on when we find those bandits.” The ranger drew her finger across her throat and made a gagging sound. 
 
    She made a good point. Even if she had the technical training, actually killing someone provided challenges of its own. 
 
    “Are you going to be okay with that?” I asked the noblewoman. “There's a good chance they won't just surrender.” 
 
    “Don't worry about me, dear,” Yvaine assured me. “Believe it or not, I do actually have some experience... in the field, as you might say.” 
 
    “Really?” I was intrigued, and Lavinia looked just as interested. 
 
    “Oh, yes.” Yvaine tossed her hair. “I don't like to brag, so I don't usually tell people this, but I did save Prince Romero of Verdemonte from assassins at his thirty-first birthday party. He and his wife were so grateful, bless them both, that they had a summer palace constructed for me in the Verdemonte countryside. It's absolutely lovely, I must take you there some time, Gabriel.” 
 
    “You killed an assassin?” Lavinia asked. “That's... pretty badass.” 
 
    “Three assassins, dear,” Yvaine corrected with a little smile. “It was nothing, really, their form was simply tragic. I'd never seen such sloppy footwork.” 
 
    Yvaine told us more about her experiences with foreign assassins and royal birthday parties as we rode toward the area where we hoped we'd find more bandits. I was as impressed as I was surprised to learn of the noblewoman's exploits, but I was relieved, too. I was a lot less worried now about Yvaine being able to defend herself should the need arise than I'd been this morning.  
 
    The sky remained overcast, and a chill wind blew in from the north and made the remaining leaves on the trees around us shiver on their branches. As we neared the place marked on our map, I kept my eye out for any signs of human activity. The location Yvaine's guards had given us was, of course, approximate, and they'd given us a radius of several miles to comb through. Not that that bothered me, it was the most specific lead we had, and with the horses, we could cover the ground more quickly. 
 
    Merlin was getting restless, though. He'd been content to nap tucked in my pack for most of the journey, but he clambered out into my lap and sneezed on my hand to let me know that he was displeased with our current situation. 
 
    “Ugh, thanks,” I muttered as I wiped my hand on the leg of my pants. “If you're tired of riding, you could try to help us find those bandits, you know.” 
 
    The puca blinked at me with his enormous green eyes and wrinkled his nose. I sensed another sneeze and lifted him up before he could get more snot on my hands, and that was when I noticed the thin column of smoke that rose into the sky in the distance. It blended almost completely with the overcast sky, which explained why none of us had noticed it before, but there was no mistaking it now. 
 
    “Hey, there's smoke ahead,” I called out, and the others' conversations stopped. 
 
    “Think it's from our bandits?” Aerin asked. 
 
    “It must be, we're too far from Count Orso's estate for it to be his doing,” Yvaine said. 
 
    I tugged on the reins, and my horse slowed obediently. 
 
    “Riding in will be faster, but they might hear us coming,” I said. “We could dismount and try to sneak up on them.” 
 
    Lavinia shook her head and pointed to the smoke in the distance. “That smoke cloud is getting bigger and darker. I don't think it's a campfire, and I'm betting whoever's over there will have enough of a distraction on their hands already. Better that we get there fast.” 
 
    I turned back, and sure enough, the wispy column of white smoke had quickly become a dense, charcoal-gray pillar in the sky. Lavinia was right, whatever was burning over there was big, so I flicked the reins and spurred my horse into a gallop. 
 
    “Let's go.”  
 
    I felt a knot form in my stomach as we rode. It had to be the bandits' hideout, there wasn't anything else out here. But why was it burning? 
 
    The smell of smoke was thick and heavy in my throat, and the horses snorted as they ran, their ears angled back in a show of displeasure. I wondered if they were simply reacting to the smell, or if they sensed that something else was wrong, but there wasn't much time to speculate, anyway, because in just a few minutes the forest opened up before us into a clearing, and we pulled up short before the inferno. It was impossible to say what the structure might have looked like before since all that was visible now was the blackened skeleton engulfed in a twenty-foot-high wall of flame. The building, or what was left of it, was two stories tall, about the same size as our guild hall, but a section of the wall had already collapsed beneath the flames, and I knew the rest wouldn't hold much longer. A beam broke as the fire ate through it and fell in a shower of sparks, and my horse squealed and backed up a few steps as a wave of intense heat rolled over us. 
 
    “Gods of the Vales,” Aerin breathed as she stopped beside me. 
 
    “That's no natural fire,” Lena said in a hushed voice. “It's too hot, burning too quickly.” 
 
    “Who would have done this?” Maruk asked.  
 
    “Can we put it out?” I scanned the clearing for anything we might be able to use, water, sand, something, but aside from some discarded weapons, there was nothing but the grass and the fire. I threw a hopeful glance back at Emeline. If there was even a chance that something survived that we could use, we needed to try to find it. 
 
    The panthera mage stared at the fire, her face pale. “Starting fires is more my expertise,” she replied, but when she realized that we had no other options, she set her jaw. “I'll see what I can do. You'd better stand back.” 
 
    She dismounted and followed the rest of us back to the edge of the clearing while the dark-haired mage approached the burning building. I didn't know how she could stand the heat, even from thirty feet away it was almost unbearable, but Emeline didn't stop until she was a mere ten feet from the building, close enough that the embers flew out around her, and raised both of her hands up to the flames. 
 
    The light of her mana surged as bright as the fire in front of her and coursed down her slender arms, and the mage twisted her hands as she fought to control the blaze. There was a sharp crack, audible even above the roar of the flames, and one of the walls sheared away from the rest of the structure and streamed tongues of fire as it collapsed into the grass.  
 
    The horses snorted in terror and backed into each other, desperate to run from the clearing, and we struggled to keep them from bolting while Emeline focused on controlling the fire. She hadn't even flinched when the wall had fallen, and I could see now that the flames didn't reach as high as before. 
 
    “Keep going, it's working!” I shouted.  
 
    She didn't answer, or if she did, it wasn’t loud enough for me to hear over the fire. I watched, a little awed, as the flames slowly but steadily continued to shrink under Emeline's control. The fire was no longer in danger of spreading to the grass and the rest of the forest, and the roof, though blackened and crumbling, was no longer on fire. Now that she'd started, Emeline seemed to be getting the hang of manipulating the flames, and within minutes, she'd brought the blaze down to the size of a campfire. Finally, she brought her hands together and the last tongues of flame were extinguished altogether, and all that was left was the charred skeleton of the building.  
 
    “That was amazing!” I slid off my horse and as I approached the pyromancer, I realized she was trembling slightly and wrapped my arms around her to support her. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Emeline nodded and gave me a small, reassuring smile, though she looked drained. I must not have looked very convinced, because she added, “Really, I'm okay. I think the smoke just made me a little dizzy.” 
 
    Now that she was no longer using her magic, though, I could see how much her mana had been drained by the effort and knew it wasn't just the smoke that was bothering her.  
 
    “Sit down, rest for a bit,” I told her gently, and I guided her over to the edge of the trees and got her to sit down. “We're just going to look around here and see if anything useful survived.” Slim chance, I knew, but the bandits might have had a cellar or enchanted storage that could have survived the fire, and at least we could figure out if any of them escaped and find clues to how the fire began in the first place. I didn't expect that the bandits would have torched their own headquarters, and given the weapons that were scattered around, I suspected there had been a fight here recently. 
 
    Emeline nodded and took a sip from the canteen I passed to her, and I turned back to join the others, who, except for Yvaine, had already begun to sift through the ash. The noblewoman had elected to stay on the perimeter, and she was poking around at the discarded weapons that were strewn across the grass. I walked up to her. 
 
    “Look here,” she said as she heard me approach, and she stooped to pick up a scrap of cloth. “This seems to be rather rich for bandits, don't you think?”  
 
    I took it when she held it out to me and examined it. It looked like the edge of someone's cloak, and it must have torn off. The sky-blue fabric was embroidered with silver thread, and there was a bit of blood splattered across it.  
 
    “It does,” I agreed. Had another guild gotten here before us? I looked back out at the mess that surrounded the remains of the burnt building, but it was hard to read. A steel sword stuck out of the grass at an angle, and a few feet away was a broken wooden bow, snapped in two and smoldering slightly. Neither had any noteworthy qualities, nothing to hint at who they'd once belonged to.  
 
    Aerin, Lavinia, Maruk, Lena, and Dehn looked disappointed as they made their way back toward us, kicking up clouds of cinders with every step. Lavinia caught my eye and shook her head. 
 
    “There's nothing left,” she reported. “Just bones.” 
 
    “What did you find?” Aerin asked, and I handed her the scrap of cloth Yvaine had found.  
 
    “Look familiar?” I asked. She knew the local guilds better than I did, if this had come from one of their uniforms, Aerin would be able to tell.  
 
    The redheaded elf frowned.  
 
    “I wonder...” Yvaine said suddenly, and we all turned to her. “I wonder if that didn't belong to one of Count Orso's men.” 
 
    “I thought dealing with bandits wasn't his thing?” Lavinia asked. 
 
    “It wasn't,” Yvaine replied, “but perhaps he decided enough was enough. We could go pay him a visit, anyway, and see what he knows.” 
 
    “That sounds like a good idea,” I said. We certainly weren't going to get any further here. “Which way is his estate?” 
 
    “Due east from here,” the noblewoman replied. “We should have no trouble riding there directly.” 
 
    We mounted our horses again and started east, and it wasn't long before we saw figures in the distance. Six armored men on horseback, and a group of four people walking along behind them. I exchanged a look with Yvaine, then spurred my horse forward to catch up. The other party slowed and stopped when they heard us coming after them, and one of the men on horseback raised his hand in our direction.  
 
    I held the reins with one hand but kept the other low as I curled it into a fist and quelled the mage's mana before he could even begin to cast his spell, and his horse took a nervous, prancing step back as its rider lurched forward and coughed. 
 
    “Who goes there?” another of the armored riders called out as he drew his sword. Yvaine responded before any of us had the chance. 
 
    “Orlando, is that you?” 
 
    We were near enough now that I could see the look of surprise on the man's face as he lowered his weapon.  
 
    “Oh, Lady Yvaine... er, good day,” he spluttered and he gave an awkward salute when we stopped alongside his party. The six guards were all outfitted in armor and matching capes of sky-blue. The dents to the metal and the mud and blood on their capes were evidence of their recent battle, and one of the men had a tear in his cape that matched the scrap of fabric Yvaine had found. It wasn't difficult to guess, then, who the four people on foot were. 
 
    The bandits' hands were tied in front of them, and the four of them were tied together and were being towed along by two of the riders, who had to be Orso's guards. The bandits, dirty and bloody and defeated, watched us sullenly but didn't dare speak. I ignored their glares as I looked them over and tried to determine who among them was the leader, but no one stood out.  
 
    “Orso sent you to capture these bandits, did he?” Yvaine asked.  
 
    “Uh, yes, milady,” Orlando answered. He had a thick mustache that quivered when he spoke, and he seemed nervous to be speaking to Yvaine. “We're taking this lot back to the count to face justice.” He threw a glare back at the bandits. 
 
    “We need to speak to them first,” I said. We hadn't found anything in the wreckage, but perhaps these survivors knew something about the heist that could help us.  
 
    Orlando frowned. “My orders are to bring them back to the count's estate.” He didn't bother to try to hide his suspicion as he regarded me. 
 
    “Of course, you must do that,” Yvaine interrupted before I could reply. Her tone was perfectly cordial. “We wouldn't dream of keeping you from your duty, but my friends here are the Shadow Foxes, you see.” 
 
    “Oh.” Orlando's eyebrows shot up. “I, er, I apologize, I didn't recognize you.” I could tell that he was lying, but I didn't really care if he knew who we were or not, I just wanted to see what his captives knew about the heist. 
 
    “We just want to speak to them about a bounty we're pursuing,” I explained. 
 
    “It will only take a moment,” Yvaine added with a brilliant smile. 
 
    “Right, yes, er, go right ahead,” Orlando stammered. “Friends of Lady Yvaine are friends of ours.” He offered the marchioness a nervous, appeasing sort of grin. 
 
    I nodded to Aerin before I slid off my horse, and the healer joined me on the ground as I took out the two copies of the heist plans that we'd gotten from the Fire Birds and the Shrikes and held them out for the bandits to see.  
 
    “Do you recognize these?” I demanded. 
 
    One of the bandits, a fairly young man with choppy brown hair and a scar on his cheek cocked his head.  
 
    “Maybe,” he said coolly. He cut his eyes to his captors. “Maybe not.” 
 
    At once, I knew he was going to try to negotiate the information for his freedom, or a lesser sentence, but I didn't have time for his games. I drew my dagger and brought the point of the blade to the man's throat.  
 
    “I'm not going to ask again,” I said in a low voice. 
 
    The bandit swallowed. “We were gonna do a job,” he said quickly. “A bunch of us. Some mage organized it, made all those notes.” 
 
    “What was the mage's name?” I asked. “What did he look like?” 
 
    “We just called him Cygne,” the man answered. “Never saw his face, he always wore a mask.” 
 
    “What happened to your group's copy of these plans?”  
 
    Again, the bandit's eyes cut to the guards on horseback.  
 
    “It was back there, our leader had it.” So, it had burned up. My frustration must have shone on my face because the bandit went on quickly, his eyes locked on my dagger at his throat. “I know what it said, though. We were supposed to meet at sundown in the Sunken Caverns, the night of the blood moon.”  
 
    “The message we decoded mentions a masquerade,” Aerin said. “What do you know about that?” 
 
    “I don't know anything about a masquerade.” The bandit shook his head slightly. “I just know we were all supposed to go to the Sunken Caverns at sundown. That's all, I swear.” 
 
    “He's telling the truth,” Aerin informed me, her expression grim. 
 
    “We appreciate your cooperation,” I told the bandit as I lowered my dagger. He looked relieved until he caught the glares that his companions were giving him, but none of the others dared to speak up.  
 
    As Aerin and I got back on our horses, Yvaine said farewell to Orso's guards, and they led the bandits away to face the count's justice.  
 
    “The Sunken Caverns are right outside of Ovrista,” Lavinia said then. “I'd be willing to bet some of those underground tunnels we slogged through lead to them.” The ranger shook her head. “We were so close. That bastard was practically next door the whole time.” 
 
    “There are only three days left until the blood moon,” Lena reminded us.  
 
    “Then let's not waste any more time,” I said. “We need to get back to Ovrista.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    The quickest and most direct way back to the city meant crossing through a portion of the Wilds, but going around by the main road would lengthen our journey by almost half a day, even with the horses, and we didn't have time to spare. We spurred our horses to run as fast as we dared on the narrow, wooded paths, and the animals' panting breaths seemed to give voice to the urgency we all felt.  
 
    The bandits' revelation repeated over and over in my mind as we rode. The mastermind behind the heist was a mage. I wasn't as worried about his magical abilities as I was about the fact that this felt like another loose end. First, we found out that the swan stamp was the seal of Lucius Previn, but he couldn't be involved, he had died years ago. Now we learned about this mage, but of course, he went by a code name and even the people who were working closest with him had never seen his real face. Was it simply a coincidence that he had chosen to mark the notes with Lucius Previn's seal? Was it meant to be a tribute to him somehow? Perhaps they'd been friends, all those years ago.  
 
    I knew I could come up with a hundred possible explanations, and I had the time as we rode, but I also knew it didn't really matter who this Cygne was. All that mattered was stopping him and the bandits he'd roped into this heist. 
 
    We rode quickly, but even this shortcut through the Wilds couldn't get us back to Ovrista before nightfall, and as the sun began to sink in the west, we slowed and started to look around for a place to camp. For the most part, the woods were uninterrupted, and there was little difference from one potential camping spot to another along the trail we'd been following, but Lavinia saw a clearing large enough to be drawn on the map just another mile or so ahead, and we decided to press on and camp there. At the very least, we wouldn't be forced to set up our tents right on the edge of the road, and with any luck, there might be some sort of shelter there. 
 
    No one spoke much. Even Maruk and Lavinia didn't seem to have it in them to keep up their usual banter after the day's hard riding, and so the only sounds were the steady plodding of our horses' hooves on the packed dirt and the droning of the forest's insects as we continued on. Without the warmth of the sun, the forest cooled quickly, and the hairs on my arms stood up as goosebumps prickled my flesh. The half-bare tree branches looked like grasping fingers against the indigo sky above, where the nearly full moon shone down like the bright eye of some gigantic creature. Somewhere in the woods, an owl started up a haunting call, and I couldn't help but think that being here felt like being on the set of some classic Halloween movie. I imagined us, the weary heroes, finding some old haunted house to spend the night in until we were chased out by an axe-murderer or a werewolf or some other monster of the week.  
 
    I was surprised, then, when we finally came to the clearing that had been marked on the map and saw, silhouetted in the silver moonlight, a dilapidated old estate surrounded by a twisted wrought-iron fence, like something directly out of a Stephen King novel. I gave myself a little shake, in case I'd nodded off while we rode, but no, I wasn't dreaming. The creepy old house remained at the end of the drive, desolate and haunting. The horses slowed of their own accord before the open gate and flicked their tails with nervous swishes as we all stared up at the house in the distance.  
 
    The place was enormous, almost as large as Yvaine's home, but it hunched against the sky with a sinister sort of disposition that ruined any other comparison to the noblewoman's estate. It was hard to make out much at a distance with only the moon for light, but I could tell that sections of the roof had caved in and some of the old windows had been smashed. Lengths of dead vines were still caught against the outer walls and their dry leaves whispered in the breeze. There was even a fountain at the end of the road, just before the house itself, but of course, it wasn't running, and the stone figure in the center was broken in half. 
 
    “Goodness,” Maruk breathed. “You could contract tetanus just looking at it, couldn't you?” 
 
    “I've never heard of this place,” Yvaine said, her voice pitched up with curiosity. “I make a point to know all of my neighbors, you know, but I can't imagine who must have lived here.” 
 
    “The Addams Family?” I suggested as I stared up at the high, pointed tower roof on the building's western side and the crumbly stone arch over the doorway. I half expected bats to come flying out of the eaves or something. What the hell was this place? 
 
    “Addams?” the marchioness repeated. “I'm not familiar with that name. It doesn't sound Ovristan. Where are they from?” 
 
    “Oh, it was a joke,” I told her quickly. “Sorry, don't worry about it.” 
 
    “Well, no one's been living there in a long while,” Lavinia pointed out. “Are we setting up camp there or not?”  
 
    “It doesn't look all that safe,” Aerin said hesitantly. “I don't want the roof to fall in on us in the middle of the night.” 
 
    “I second that,” Emeline said.  
 
    “I wouldn't mind exploring,” Lena put in thoughtfully, “I'm sure whoever lived there left something interesting behind. At least, there's probably some fungus worth collecting, but I don't want to sleep there, either.” 
 
    “Pfft,” Dehn snorted. “You're all a bunch of pansies. It's just a house, it's not going to hurt you.” 
 
    “So you're going to sleep in there, then?” Lavinia challenged. 
 
    Dehn looked surprised and started to fiddle with the straps of his armor. “I didn't say-- that is, I'm not going to leave the group behind.” He tossed his head. “You all wouldn't make it through the night without me.”  
 
    “Uh-huh.” The ladona ranger rolled her eyes and turned to me. “You're the boss, what's your vote?” 
 
    I didn't find the prospect of spending the night in that creepy old house any more appealing than the rest of my guild. At the very least, we'd be up sneezing all night from the dust, and Maruk made a good point about tetanus. The place wasn't exactly up to code. The grounds were a better spot for camping than the side of the road, though, it wasn't as though we had to sleep in the house itself. 
 
    “Let's pitch our tents around here.” I gestured to the overgrown lawn just beyond the gate. “We'll be off the road, at least.” 
 
    “You got it,” Lavinia replied, and she swung gracefully off her horse and began to unpack the canvas and tent poles.  
 
    The rest of us dismounted as well and led our horses through the gate. The animals still seemed nervous, but they followed us with some coaxing from Yvaine and Lena. 
 
    “I can start a fire,” Emeline offered.  
 
    “Oh, that would be marvelous,” Yvaine gushed. “My fingers are beginning to get stiff with cold.” 
 
    “As are mine,” Maruk groaned. “And I'm just dying for a cup of tea.” 
 
    While the orc and the noblewoman commiserated, I unwrapped the last of our bundle of firewood. There was hardly any left.  
 
    “We need more wood,” I reported. “I'll go search for some.” There would be more than enough kindling up by the house, between those dried out creeping vines and the twisted, naked old tree next to the tower. 
 
    “I'll go with you.” Emeline smiled as she looped her arm around mine. “You'll need a light.” 
 
    “And I'll stay here,” Dehn announced suddenly, “and guard the camp.” 
 
    Lavinia, Aerin, Maruk, Lena, and Yvaine all frowned at the halfling, but he didn't seem to notice their looks of scorn as he puffed out his chest proudly. 
 
    “You do that, Dehn,” I replied with an amused smirk. “We'll be right back with the firewood.” 
 
    The halfling gave me a salute as Emeline and I turned away and started up the gravel driveway toward the house. The driveway was close to half a mile long, which I imagined had to get tedious at some point, and the feeling that we were reenacting a cheesy horror movie returned as the chatter of the group faded behind us, and it was just me and Emeline and that enormous old mansion.  
 
    The mage woman conjured a little ball of fire to hover in front of us and light the way, and it bobbed almost cheerfully in the air above our heads. Emeline twined her fingers in mine and bumped her shoulder against me. 
 
    “This is kind of fun,” she said with a little grin when I turned to face her. “It's too bad we can't explore more. I bet Lena's right, there's probably all sorts of neat stuff in there.” She looked longingly up at the dark stone face of the house as we approached. “I wonder who did live here and why they left. Do you think they had to leave because it was haunted?” 
 
    “Maybe,” I confessed. I had always been a skeptic about that sort of thing, even as a kid. I mean, sure, I loved listening to my grandpa tell ghost stories, but I never actually believed they were real. Then I came to this world and the first thing I did was fight the undead guardian of an old castle and well, seeing was believing. Since then, I'd faced down a necromancer's zombies, spontaneously resurrected revenants, and just about everything in between. Why shouldn't there be ghosts floating through those halls?  
 
    “Let's grab some of these old vines,” I suggested, and I led Emeline up past the fountain to the front of the house. As we passed the old fountain, I caught a glimpse inside and realized in its state of neglect it had turned into a cesspool of muddy water, old leaves, and anything else unfortunate enough to fall in. Moonlight shone over the perfectly still surface of the water and the broken sections of the statue of a woman that had once stood at the center. The legs had been cut off at the knee, and the statue's stone torso and arms were scattered in the pool around the base. The head leaned against the side of the fountain nearest to us, and one ear was broken off. 
 
    I frowned as I noticed the statue's face. The expression was so profoundly human, stretched in a look of pure terror. Who would want a statue of a screaming woman in their driveway?  
 
    Then the skin on the back of my neck prickled suddenly, and I shot a glance to the dusty stained-glass windows of the upper stories. I couldn't explain it, but I half-expected to see someone looking out. Of course, there was no one there. Maybe it was all that talk of the place being haunted or just my weary nerves, but all at once I had the acute feeling that we weren't alone, or that the house wasn't quite as abandoned as it appeared. 
 
    I gave myself a little shake as I took out my dagger and summoned the mana blade to cut the dry, tangled vines from the wall, and Emeline held out her arms to catch them. 
 
    “Are you alright?” the panthera woman asked with a curious look. “You look a little pale.” Her expression became mischievous. “You're not scared because I said this house might be haunted, are you? Should I ask Dehn to come protect us?” 
 
    I laughed off her teasing. “It's nothing, I just got a chill.” 
 
    “I think it would be fun to visit a haunted house,” Emeline said as she rocked back on her feet as she stared up at the crumbling stone facade. “Or a haunted cemetery. Anywhere haunted, I guess.” 
 
    “The bandits and lobster-monsters aren't exciting enough for you?” I asked with a grin.  
 
    “Well, I've seen them,” Emeline replied. “I've never seen a real ghost before.” 
 
    “I have,” I told her. “Well, it was a wraith, technically.” 
 
    “Really?” The mage's eyes went wide. “Did you have to avenge its honor? Help it complete some business it had when it was still alive?” 
 
    “Uh, no.” I rubbed the back of my neck. “I punched it in the ribcage and then we looted its crypt. It was my first mission with the guild, actually.” 
 
    “You punched it?” 
 
    “I hadn't really gotten the hang of my magic yet,” I explained. 
 
    “Still, that's pretty amazing,” Emeline said. “Forget being a manipulator, you could just be a ghost-puncher.” 
 
    “I don't think so.” I laughed. “It was gross. Its skin was all leathery, and it smelled terrible.” 
 
    Emeline almost had more vines than she could carry, so I resheathed my dagger and took some of them from her. It was at that moment that I felt another prickle down my spine, and I turned and looked around at the empty yard around us. 
 
    “Everything alright, Gabriel?” Emeline asked. Her teasing tone was slightly more concerned. 
 
    “Yeah, I thought I heard something,” I lied. “Must have been the wind. Let's grab some of those fallen branches from that tree, too.” 
 
    I hadn't even taken a step toward the old tree, however, when a distinctly human shape registered out of the corner of my eye, and I whirled to face it. Just around the corner of the house was a man. He stood stock-still as I faced him, and his hands were held up to ward off any hostility. He said nothing, and it took me a moment to realize that he wasn't a man at all, but another statue.  
 
    I walked up to him, and Emeline followed with her light.  
 
    “Okay, this is sort of weird,” the panthera mage said in a sing-song voice as we stopped before the statue. He was dressed like any reasonably wealthy person on the streets of Ovrista, in robes and a short hat of the latest fashion. The sculptor had even carved a pair of delicate stone spectacles over his long nose. That was all a little strange, maybe, given that this house seemed to have been abandoned ages ago, but I knew that wasn't what Emeline was talking about. Like the figure in the fountain, this statue's face was carved in a terrified expression that was disturbingly lifelike. His mouth was pulled down as though he was screaming, and his eyes bulged and seemed to look right at you.  
 
    It made me uneasy. 
 
    “We should get back with the firewood,” I said. “The others will be waiting.” That was true enough, but if I was being honest, I was really just eager to get out of sight of these creepy statues. 
 
    “Right behind you,” Emeline replied, her voice tinged with fear. It would seem that even the panthera mage's inexhaustible curiosity couldn't hold up to how incredibly unsettling that statue was.  
 
    Arms full with tangles of dried vines, we turned back toward the driveway, and that was when I heard it, a heavy, dragging sound, like something large was being pulled across the gravel. It was coming from behind the house. Only then did it finally click. Those statues, just a little too human, with those uncanny expressions of terror. They were the victims of a gorgon. 
 
    Emeline yelped as I grabbed her and clasped a protective hand over her eyes. 
 
    “Gabriel, what--” she started, but I cut her off. 
 
    “Keep your eyes closed!” I insisted. “No matter what, keep them closed, and get rid of that light. There's a gorgon.” 
 
    “What?” the mage demanded. “But gorgons aren't even native to this continent!” She must have heard it herself, then, because she breathed out in a nervous whimper and the little fireball that had provided light for our wood-gathering blinked out. “What do we do, Gabriel?” 
 
    My heart hammered wildly as I stood frozen with Emeline in my arms, and I strained to listen for the sound of the gorgon. It had stopped moving. Had it heard us? Was it listening now? According to the books I studied, Gorgons were known to have remarkably poor hearing, but we hadn't been exactly quiet. I knew, at least, that it had to still be behind the house because if it had seen us, we'd be mincemeat right about now.  
 
    I imagined the creature I'd only ever seen before in books, a long, serpentine body covered in scales, but where the snake's head would be, instead there was a vaguely humanoid torso. The lower half of a gorgon was like a giant snake, but the top half had long, sinewy arms that ended in vicious claws, a face that resembled a person, and hundreds of venomous snakes growing out of its head instead of hair.  
 
    There were hundreds of stories of travelers in the deserts across the sea who had come across what they thought to be a lone woman out among the dunes and sought to offer her aid, only to be turned to stone for their mistake. That was to say, if they weren't clawed to death and eaten first, because for all that they might resemble humans at a glance, gorgons weren't people, not like the elves or orcs or ladonae of this land. They were monsters, maneaters, like the trolls and ogres. 
 
    That heavy slithering sound came again. I realized it was moving away from us, and I let out the breath I had been holding.  
 
    “Go, run,” I urged to Emeline as I finally took my hand from her eyes and dared to open my own eyes again. “We have to warn the others.” I didn't bother to pick up the vines I'd dropped when I'd grabbed Emeline, and the mage needed no more encouragement than that and took off at a sprint, her hand still clenched like a vise around mine. I prayed that the gorgon wouldn't hear us and follow, but if it hadn't heard us talking before I figured we were safe. The others stopped what they were doing when they saw us coming, and Lavinia pulled her bow from her shoulder and nocked an arrow to it before Emeline and I had even stopped before them. 
 
    “What's wrong?” Aerin asked, her brow furrowed in a look of concern. 
 
    “There's a gorgon,” I panted. “Up by the house.” 
 
    “What?” Maruk gasped. “Did it see you?” 
 
    “Obviously not,” Lavinia snapped.  
 
    “We should leave,” Aerin said. “Come on, before it does notice that we're here.” She started to pack up again, but Lavinia grabbed the healer by the wrist. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” the ranger demanded. “Since when do we run away?” 
 
    “Since this isn't a bounty,” Aerin shot back. “We have a job already, and one that'll pay well if we deliver. That's not going to happen if we all get turned into statues chasing after a gorgon.” 
 
    “Well, we can't just leave it here,” Maruk said. “Who knows who could stumble across it?” 
 
    “Are you sure it's a gorgon?” Dehn asked. The halfling was still lounging in the grass, apparently thoroughly unimpressed by the news we'd brought. “Don't those only live in Gyb?”  
 
    “We saw the statues ourselves,” Emeline retorted. “And we heard it... slithering around.” 
 
    That got Dehn's interest, and he sat up. “Huh, a real gorgon.” A smile spread across the halfling's face. “The boys back at the station would shit themselves if they found out I took down a gorgon.” 
 
    Aerin looked annoyed, but I reached out and put a hand on her shoulder before she could snap at the guard. 
 
    “Maruk's right,” I said gently. “I know it's dangerous, but we can't just walk away.” 
 
    “Alright.” The redheaded elf's expression softened slightly. “Bet we could get something for its head, anyway.” 
 
    “The venom has a few alchemical uses,” Lena supplied helpfully. “We could sell it on the black market.” 
 
    “You know, I believe an artisan in Petiri just released a line of accessories made with gorgon hide,” Yvaine added. “The pieces were all limited edition, naturally, and incredibly expensive.” 
 
    “Great, we can make boots,” Lavinia said, “but first we have to kill the thing.” 
 
    “We can't look it in the eye, so we'll need blindfolds,” I said, “or something reflective to look at it through.” 
 
    “I have a compact mirror.” Yvaine retrieved a small, silver handheld mirror from a pouch on her belt and smiled proudly. 
 
    “That's good,” I said with a nod. “What else do we have?”  
 
    “My shields are reflective,” Maruk said.  
 
    “Lavinia, can you work with Maruk and use his shields to aim?” I asked the archer. 
 
    “Please, that's for amateurs,” the ladona woman replied. “I'll take a blindfold, I don't need to see to hit my target.” 
 
    “I do,” Lena piped up.  
 
    “Okay, Lena, you stick with Maruk and use his shields,” I said. 
 
    “I don't need to see, either,” Dehn grunted, not to be upstaged by Lavinia. I'd see the wild abandon with which the halfling fought, and I had no trouble believing his claim. 
 
    “Take a blindfold, then,” I told him. “We don't want to cart you back to the guards as a statue.” 
 
    Lavinia had already gotten her own blindfold, and she passed another to the halfling.  
 
    That left Emeline and me. I could see the gorgon's mana even with my eyes closed, so I was covered, but we didn't have any other mirrors for the pyromancer to use. Fortunately, it seemed Emeline had already thought of an alternative. 
 
    “You remember those broken windows?” she asked me. “I could take a shard of the glass and look at the reflection through that.” 
 
    “Good idea,” I said, and I took a breath. “Alright, that's it. Let's go kill a gorgon.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    Just to be safe, I took a blindfold as well, and with mirrors, shields, and various weaponry in hand, we made our way back up the driveway toward the house and the gorgon. Yvaine's mirror had the least distortion, so the noblewoman led the way as she looked at the reflection of what lay ahead in her little silver compact mirror.  
 
    My gut twisted in anticipation as we reached the house for the second time, and I pulled my blindfold down. It was a comfort to see the others' mana shining all around me, and even better that I didn't have to see those statues again. There were cures, but they were rare and expensive, and they could only reverse the gorgon's petrification. I thought of the statue that lay broken in the fountain. There were no potions that could heal her now, no magic that could put her back together. I gritted my teeth.  
 
    We would make sure this monster couldn't hurt anyone else ever again. 
 
    Since I could see its mana, it would be up to me to call out the gorgon's position to Lavinia and Dehn, and so I took point as we edged around the house toward the back. I went slowly and trailed my hand along the wall of the house for guidance as I listened intently for the grating of the gorgon's scales against the gravel walkway. I felt the air change as my hand reached the end of the wall, and then, maybe forty feet away, I saw the bright red point of light that was the gorgon's mana.  
 
    “It's ahead,” I whispered back to the others. “Eleven o'clock, about forty feet out.” 
 
    I felt Lavinia move by my shoulder as she stepped up next to me, then I heard the soft sliding of her arrow across her bow's riser as she drew back the string. There was a moment of silence. The gorgon had yet to notice us, but Lavinia's arrow would change that. 
 
    Lavinia breathed out, and her bowstring twanged, and then in the distance a terrible shriek pierced the night. As always, the ladona ranger's aim had been true.  
 
    The little speck of red light quickly became larger, and with it was that terrible dragging sound as the gorgon slithered for us at top speed, eager for revenge. I could hear its furious hissing even from here. 
 
    Dehn gave a battle cry of his own in response, and I saw his mana dart past my knees and out at the gorgon with surprising accuracy given that he was blindfolded and couldn't even gauge the monster's position by its mana as I could. 
 
    There was another shriek from the creature as the halfling warrior threw himself at it, and I could only guess at what was happening as the red light of the gorgon's mana, and the pale yellow light of Dehn's mana bobbed around in the darkness in front of me. The halfling must have managed to hit something important in his frenzy, though, because the gorgon cried out again and there was a fleshy thwack as it smacked the halfling aside.  
 
    Yvaine moved forward then with careful, measured steps. Part of me wanted to call her back, to assure her that the rest of us could handle this, but I would only be distracting her. She knew what she was doing, and I had to trust her now. Her mana was almost silver, bright and steady as she approached the monster, and it flared as she performed some sort of attack. I wished I could see it, but I was at least rewarded by the gorgon's roar of pain and relieved when I heard Yvaine back up again out of the monster's reach. 
 
    Meanwhile, Maruk and Lena had moved out to get a better angle for their own attack, and there was the distinct sound of shattering glass a moment before a bloom of turquoise flame so bright that I could see it through my blindfold enveloped the gorgon. By the erratic motions of the creature's mana, I could tell it was flailing around in an effort to put out the flames, but Emeline was close on Lena's tail with a magic fireball of her own, and orange flames joined the blue and outlined the gorgon's serpentine body in fire.  
 
    Yvaine moved forward to stab at it again. I had opened my mouth to tell her to back off and let the flames burn out when I heard a smack followed by a yelp and the clatter of Yvaine's sword on the gravel.  
 
    Flames still flickered over the gorgon's body as it lunged for the noblewoman. My heart leapt into my throat as I threw my hand up and created a clone between them, and the gorgon screeched as it crashed into the clone, and the mana burned its body.  
 
    I lunged for Yvaine's sword then to return it to her, but I only had a vague idea of where it had landed based on the sound.  
 
    The gorgon shrieked again as another of my companions' attacks kept it at bay for the moment, and after a few terrible seconds of scrambling around in the gravel, my hand closed around the hilt of Yvaine's sword.  
 
    The noblewoman was about ten feet away, and I realized with a jolt that she hadn't moved. For a horrible second, I thought she might be dead, but no, her mana was as strong as ever. I realized then that she must have lost her mirror when she'd lost her sword. She couldn't see, so she was staying still. That was smart. 
 
    Just then, the gorgon lunged again, and the red blaze of mana sailed like a comet directly for Yvaine. I didn't even think about magic in that moment, I just ran the two steps forward it took to put myself between the monster and Yvaine and raised her sword in front of us both.  
 
    A shower of hot blood rained down over me as the gorgon, unable to alter its course in time, impaled itself on the blade. A second later pain tore across my arm as the gorgon scratched me, and I staggered back half a step as I dropped Yvaine's sword and drew my own mana dagger.  
 
    The gorgon, somehow, was still alive, and its mana wove in a dizzying pattern in front of me as it flailed and hissed and bled. I aimed for that light and struck out with the mana blade, and the red light exploded into white tendrils that traced through the monster's entire body like lightning bolts. The gorgon paused for a moment, stunned, and then I felt it shudder and fall to the ground at my feet. 
 
    I groped forward blindly until I could feel the creature's face, at once so human and yet so alien with its lipless mouth and merely two slits for nostrils. The body of one of the snakes on the monster's head slid past my wrist as I reached forward and closed the gorgon's eyes, and then I slumped down onto the gravel next to it as darkness took me. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    “Take that!” Dehn shouted, and there was a fleshy thunk as he hit the dead gorgon with his axe. “And that!” 
 
    I pulled off my blindfold and propped myself up on my elbows with a groan. My stomach lurched as I realized the sharp taste on my tongue was because I had gotten some of the gorgon’s blood in my mouth, and I spat it out onto the gravel. My arm felt like it was on fire where the gorgon had scratched me, but I was momentarily distracted from the pain when I saw Dehn still blindly whaling away at the monster’s thick, scaled tail. Blood and bits of flesh flew up around him as he hacked away with feverish abandon, completely unaware that his opponent was already dead. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ve almost got it!” Dehn cried out, and he punctuated each word with another hit to the creature’s corpse. “This! Stupid! Beast! Is no match - hyah! For a trained professional - ha! Such! As! Myself!”  
 
    Yvaine turned and peeked over at me, and when she saw that I’d taken my blindfold off, she sat up and dared to glance over at the gorgon and the halfling. The others, except for Dehn, quickly realized by the lack of hissing and roaring that the monster was dead and gathered around.  
 
    “Gods of the Vales,” Aerin breathed as she rushed forward and knelt beside me. “Look at you.” 
 
    I was pretty thoroughly speckled with gorgon blood from when I’d stabbed the thing with Yvaine’s sword, and the scratch on my arm was bleeding, and the skin around it was so inflamed that the redness of it was apparent even in the darkness. 
 
    “At least it’s not all my blood,” I joked as I pushed myself all the way up and brushed away the gravel that had stuck to my forearms. Aerin fixed me with a stern frown to let me know that even after all this time, she did not approve of me making light of the life-and-death situations we so often found ourselves in, but when she took my hand in both of hers, her grip was firm and comforting, and I knew she wasn’t really upset with me. 
 
    Her mana poured out like liquid sunlight, and I heard the familiar chime of bells as the healer murmured a prayer. As the magic flowed through me, the pain in my arm lessened dramatically, and I watched as the inflammation disappeared and the cuts from the gorgons claws closed themselves. Even the soreness and fatigue I’d felt from riding all day ebbed, and when Aerin released my hand a few moments later, I felt as good as new. 
 
    “There,” the redheaded elf said as she leaned back slightly on her heels.  
 
    “You’re a miracle worker,” I told her, and I cupped her cheek and pulled her face to mine for a kiss. When we broke apart, her pointed ears were tinged pink with a blush. 
 
    “Yeah, well, I still can’t raise the dead,” she muttered, “so try to be a little more careful.” 
 
    “Scout’s honor,” I replied, to which Aerin rolled her eyes and tried to hide her grin by turning to Yvaine.  
 
    “Hey, killer,” Lavinia poked at Dehn with a stick, careful not to get too close. “You can relax, it’s dead.” 
 
    The halfling finally stopped hacking at the gorgon’s corpse and pushed up his blindfold. “Aha! I have vanquished the beast!” He tried to strike a heroic pose by puffing out his chest and stepping on the gorgon’s tail, but the creature’s massive tail was so thick around that it reached Dehn’s knee, and he ended up with his boot propped up against it more than on top of it.  
 
    “That was a piece of cake,” the halfling went on. “I don’t know what you all were so worried about.” 
 
    Lavinia made a face and opened her mouth to correct him, but Maruk put a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “Don’t start that argument,” the orc warned. “For the sake of my sanity, please, just don’t.” 
 
    Lavinia’s shoulders slumped, and she blew out an exasperated breath. 
 
    “Whatever,” she muttered and waved dismissively in Dehn’s direction while the halfling recounted the battle from his own perspective, which made his role out to be somewhat more significant than it actually had been. I didn’t blame Lavinia for being annoyed, but I didn’t really care if Dehn gave himself a little too much credit. He was helping us, so he might as well enjoy himself. Besides, the fight sounded a lot more entertaining to hear him tell it than it actually was. 
 
    “So, how are we gonna do this?” Dehn asked.  
 
    “Do what?” I frowned as I got to my feet and dusted off my pants. 
 
    “Split the trophy,” the halfling replied with an impatient gesture at the dead gorgon. The way Dehn had hacked the monster up, I’d say he’d already done a decent job of splitting it. The space where the gorgon’s torso met its tail was practically hamburger thanks to Dehn’s post-mortem assault.  
 
    “You want to keep part of that?” Maruk asked, his nose wrinkled up in disgust. 
 
    “It’s a trophy!” Dehn insisted. “Who’s going to believe there was even a gorgon down here if we don’t bring something back? Look, if it’s all the same to you, I want the head.” He clapped his hands together. “I think it’ll look great mounted in my office back at the station, and I can bring it out whenever I need to intimidate those teenagers who keep trying to vandalize the building.” 
 
    I exchanged a look with the rest of my guildmates. I wasn’t particularly inclined to haul around a gorgon’s rotting head for the rest of the journey, and by the looks on their faces, the others felt the exact same way that I did. 
 
    “It’s all yours, Dehn,” I told the guard.  
 
    “I’ll just collect some of the blood and venom,” Lena said, and she approached the gorgon’s corpse with a small dagger and some empty vials. “They’ll be great for some potions I’ve been trying to develop.” 
 
    “Take a few scales, too,” Aerin instructed. “We can sell them for a fortune.” Now that the danger had passed, the healer didn’t seem to think slaying the gorgon was a waste of time. 
 
    “Hey, guys?” Emeline called. The panthera mage stood a little ways back, and she was looking out into the yard. I hadn’t noticed it before, but after the small, barren lawn area where we stood now, rows of overgrown hedges and walkways with cracked paving stones stretched out behind the house. Mangled topiaries and smashed urns completed the ruined garden, but I realized as I walked up to the mage’s side that the decor wasn’t what had gotten Emeline’s attention.  
 
    It seemed as though we’d caught the gorgon in the middle of a meal. The bodies of two elves lay on the path. One had had his arm torn completely off, and the other’s guts were spilled out onto the walkway, his body ripped viciously in half. A few bloody handprints around them showed where the gorgon had propped itself up as it fed, and scraps of clothing and the elves’ bags and weapons were scattered around the corpses. 
 
    I realized with a jolt that the elves’ clothes were strikingly similar to those of the bandits Orso’s men had taken prisoner, and I rushed forward and grabbed one of the bags. 
 
    “What is it?” Emeline asked with alarm. 
 
    “They must have escaped,” I said, and then I realized I hadn’t explained how I knew who the elves were. “I think they were with those bandits we were tracking,” I went on as Emeline came up and picked up the other bag. “They must have gotten away from the fire and the guards and thought they could hide out here. We were right behind them.” 
 
    “Damn,” Lavinia said. “Got away from all that just to end up as a gorgon’s dinner? That’s some bad luck.” She smirked. “Well, for them, anyway. Do they have anything good for us?” 
 
    I finished rifling through the elf’s pack but came up with nothing. Before I could answer, however, Emeline spoke up. 
 
    “Hang on,” the pyromancer said as she pulled a crumpled piece of paper out of the pack she’d been searching. She unfolded the sheet, and my heart leapt as I realized it was another copy of the heist notes, and it identified the elves as members of a gang called the Magpies, but that wasn’t all. There was another paper with it. 
 
    “It looks like the leader wrote down all their instructions without using the code,” Emeline said. Then her eyes went wide. “It mentions a costume party! It must be the masquerade the other notes mentioned.” She continued to read, her voice pitched up with excitement. “It seems to indicate that all of the bandit groups were going to meet in the Sunken Caverns at sundown on the night of the heist. Everyone’s supposed to go dressed up in disguises, and they have to bring their copy of the plans as an invitation. They’re going to get their final instructions there from this Cygne person.” 
 
    “Gods of the Vales,” Aerin breathed.  
 
    “No kidding,” Lavinia remarked. “A costume party? How ridiculous is that?” 
 
    “I like the idea,” Maruk countered. “There’s nothing wrong with a little drama now and then.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Yvaine agreed. “There’s something rather elegant about the concept, if I do say so myself.” 
 
    “They’re criminals, not show dogs!” Dehn barked. “We need to crash this party.” 
 
    “Well, we have our invitation,” I said with a grin as I held up the copy of the plans. “We can pass ourselves off as one of the bandit groups to get in and once we’re inside, we can capture Cygne and put an end to the whole thing right there.” 
 
    “Wait, hold on.” Lavinia held up her hands. “I’m all for shooting bandits in the face, but are you actually suggesting we dress up for this thing? How are we supposed to fight in ridiculous costumes?” 
 
    “There are still five bandit groups participating,” I told her. “We’re going to be outnumbered by a lot, so we can’t just barge in and try to attack them all at once. We need to be clever about this. We take the stealthy approach this time, and we focus on taking out the mastermind before he can finish giving them whatever last instructions he has. We can deal with the rest of the bandits later, and by then, we’ll be able to convince the city guard to come help us.” 
 
    Lavinia didn’t look happy about that, but she couldn’t argue with my rationale, so she just crossed her arms and stuck her lip out in a pout. Maruk, however, wasn’t going to let her off so easy, and the orc butted her with his shoulder and gave her a shit-eating grin. 
 
    “You’re going to have to wear a ballgown, you know,” he teased. 
 
    “Shut it,” the ranger growled back. 
 
    “There is another problem,” Aerin said. “Even if we make it back to the city by tomorrow morning, that only leaves us a day before this meeting to prepare. Where are we going to get costumes for a masquerade on such short notice?” 
 
    “We needn’t worry about that,” Yvaine said then. “I’m dear friends with one of the most excellent tailors in Ovrista. She’s received the highest acclaim for her work all across the hemisphere, she is just a genius with fabrics, you know.” 
 
    “You don’t mean Madame Julienne-Elizabeth Delafose?” Maruk asked suddenly, his eyes wide. “You actually know her?” 
 
    “I do,” Yvaine confirmed, and she gave Maruk a proud little smile when the orc gasped and put a large green hand over his heart. “As it would happen, she was just telling me about some sample designs for a line of formal wear that she was going to present at an upcoming gala. She’s told me I actually inspired some of the sketches, if you can believe that.” The noblewoman tossed her hair. “She’s such a dear, and I’m certain that if I ask her, she will let us borrow a few items for this masquerade.”  
 
    Maruk looked as though he might actually faint. “To think I could actually wear a piece designed by Madame Julienne-Elizabeth Delafose,” he murmured. “And I could actually meet her. Oh, someone pinch me.” 
 
    Lavinia was more than happy to oblige, and Maruk yelped and yanked his arm away while the ranger smirked. 
 
    “What?” She batted her eyelashes in a show of innocence. “You asked for it.” 
 
    “Let’s focus,” I said, eager to wrangle the pair back to the topic at hand before an argument started. “We don’t have much time to plan, the blood moon is in just two days. As soon as we get back to the city, Yvaine and Maruk will see about getting costumes for us, and Dehn, I need you to go to the city guard and take one last shot at convincing them to help us. Hopefully, now that we have more information, they’ll be more willing to take this seriously.” 
 
    “Don’t count on it.” Dehn crossed his arms. “It takes those schmucks three weeks to organize a patrol.” 
 
    “Just give it a shot,” I told him. “Lavinia, you said the Sunken Caverns are right outside the city. Do you know where the entrance is?” Unfortunately, even the Magpies’ leader wasn’t careless enough to have written it down, so we were on our own. 
 
    “It’s known as an old outlaw hideout,” the ranger replied. “But it was supposed to have been abandoned after a cave-in a few years back. We never had any bounties that took us there, so I don’t know exactly where it is, just that it’s nearby. I’d bet my bow it connects to that old drainage system, though.” 
 
    “Alright, so while Yvaine and Maruk get the costumes and Dehn talks to the guards, the rest of us will figure out exactly how to get to the Sunken Caverns and find a way to forge an invitation.” It would be safer to create a fake invitation for ourselves, I figured, than simply to use one of the notes that we already had and try to pass ourselves off as the Fire Birds or the Shrikes or the Magpies. These bandits obviously had some familiarity between them, and word would have gotten around by now about the groups that we’d taken out. It wouldn’t do to show up claiming to be someone’s dead friends and blow our cover before we’d even gotten inside.  
 
    “I know a guy who operates out of the black market,” Aerin said. “I bet he’d be willing to help us out for a gorgon scale or two.” 
 
    “Excellent,” I said. “Let’s get back to camp, it’s late, and we’ll need to leave early if we want to get back to the city with enough time to prepare.” 
 
    After a day of chasing down bandits and fighting a gorgon, no one had any objections to a few hours of sleep, and we all made our way back to our camp and settled down for the night. Or, at least, tried to. I lay on my bedroll and petted Merlin while he dozed on my chest for about half an hour after everyone else had gone to sleep, but my mind was racing with plans and playthroughs of the mission ahead, and I couldn’t relax enough to drift off. After a few more minutes of staring up at the stars, I decided I just needed to try to walk off some of my nervous energy and got up as quietly as I could with my blanket wrapped around my shoulders. 
 
    Merlin stretched and yawned, but when he realized I was the only one up, he trotted over to Lena’s bedroll and nestled in among the alchemist’s blanket. She didn’t even stir. 
 
    I crept out of the camp and started for the gate and the woods on the other side of the road, since I figured a nighttime walk through the forest would be better for clearing my head than returning to that creepy house and the garden littered with corpses. It wasn’t until I was across the road that I realized I was being followed, and I turned to see Yvaine a few steps behind me. In the moonlight, the noblewoman’s pale skin seemed to glow, and she looked even more ethereally beautiful than usual. 
 
    “I do hope you’re not running away,” she teased as she walked the rest of the way up to me. Then her expression softened. “I heard you get up. You couldn’t sleep?” 
 
    “No,” I admitted. “I didn’t mean to wake you. I just needed to clear my head.” 
 
    Yvaine laid a hand on my shoulder and gave me a sympathetic frown. “Well, of course, dear. You’ll work yourself half to death, running around like you do. Noble men such as yourself are always worrying about something, but trust me, this will work out.” 
 
    For her sake, I smiled and nodded, but I knew I wouldn’t really be able to rest until our mission was complete. Yvaine gave my arm a gentle squeeze, and I did feel myself relax a bit.  
 
    “I’m just going to take a few more minutes to get some fresh air,” I told her. “I appreciate you checking in, but you don’t need to wait up for me.” 
 
    “Aren’t you sweet?” Yvaine murmured. “I didn’t come just to check on you, though, Gabriel.” She brushed a lock of hair away from my forehead, and her fingers were cool. “You’ve saved my life twice now, and I’ve never gotten the chance to thank you properly. I think it’s high time I made up for that.” 
 
    Given the lavish gifts the noblewoman had showered over our guild and the countless favors she’d done for us, I wasn’t sure her assessment was entirely fair, but when she placed her hand on the back of my neck and drew my face to hers for a kiss, I wasn’t about to argue with her.  
 
    I wrapped my arms around her waist, and my blanket fell to the ground. I hardly noticed it, though, as I pulled Yvaine closer to me and her tongue darted into my mouth.  
 
    The noblewoman’s hands moved down between us, and then she slipped them under my shirt and ran her cool palms up my chest. Goosebumps prickled on my arms, but they were from excitement, not the chill of the night air, as Yvaine, and I broke our kiss just long enough for her to pull my shirt over my head. 
 
    I kissed her again as I slid the straps of her dress from her shoulders, and she giggled against my mouth as she shimmied enough for the dress to flutter to the ground. I pulled her with me onto my fallen blanket and ran a hand down her spine while she tugged off my pants and straddled my hips.  
 
    The noblewoman’s long, dark hair tickled my chest as she sank down over my erect penis with a moan of pleasure, and I caught her mouth in another fervent kiss as she began to roll her hips in rhythm with mine. I cupped one of her perfectly shaped breasts and ran my thumb over her nipple as we increased our tempo, and Yvaine tightened her grip on my shoulder. I continued to fondle her breasts as I thrust faster, and Yvaine’s breaths came faster too until I felt her walls began to twitch and tighten around me.  
 
    “Ohh, Gabriel!” she gasped as she leaned forward against my chest and trembled.  
 
    “Did you like that?” I whispered into her ear.  
 
    “Yesss, soooo muchhh.” Her breath came out in pants, and it felt like she was still climaxing around my cock.  
 
    I pressed a few kisses onto her jaw and nipped at her earlobe as I shifted our position so she was lying on her back, stretched out over my blanket on the grass, and then trailed my tongue down her neck to her collarbone as I began to thrust into her again.  
 
    The marchioness’ eyes closed, and she threaded her fingers through my hair as I pressed kisses to her collarbone and breasts. Then I shifted onto one elbow and slid the other hand between our bodies and gently pressed a finger against Yvaine’s clitoris. Immediately, her breath hitched, and she let out another moan of pleasure, and I moved my finger in time with my hips until Yvaine gasped and came again. 
 
    “Don’t stop,” she managed to get out as I knelt, still inside her, and held her hips up to mine.  
 
    I said nothing, but I started to thrust again even as Yvaine came down from her second long orgasm, and she leaned her head back, and her hands curled into fists around the blanket. She looked so beautiful there in the moonlight, her dark hair pooled around her head like ink, her full lips parted just slightly.  
 
    I felt my own release coming and snapped my hips faster, encouraged by Yvaine’s panting breaths. When she came for a third time, I allowed myself to have my own release, and my cock and balls tensed as I began to fill her accepting womb with my seed. 
 
    “Ohhh!” Her eyes opened wide when she felt me fill her, and her lips curled up into a seductive smile when I kept coming. Finally, I felt the last bit empty into her and I leaned down so that we could passionately kiss.  
 
    As we stretched out, side by side on the blanket, Yvaine turned to me with a smile. 
 
    “Mm,” she hummed as she reached up to caress my cheek. “That was long overdue.” 
 
    “You’re right about that,” I replied as I stroked her hair, “but I don’t think you’ve ever been wrong about anything before, either.” 
 
    The noblewoman laughed. “Correct.”  
 
    We were silent for a few moments as the sweat cooled on our skin. 
 
    “You really filled me,” she sighed with contentment. “Your warm seed feels exquisite.” 
 
    “Uhh, I—” I started to say, but she continued. 
 
    “Thank you for making love to me,” she purred into my ear.  
 
    “The feeling is mutual,” I chuckled.  
 
    “Perhaps,” she whispered, “but there is something special about you. I knew it from the first moment you saved me, and I knew I wanted you.” 
 
    “And now you have me,” I said as we kissed again.  
 
    “I am glad you let me join you on this mission,” Yvaine whispered after we kissed. “I must admit, I was a bit worried you would think I wasn’t up to the task.” 
 
    “You handled yourself pretty well against that gorgon,” I told her with a grin. “I think you have a natural talent as a matador.” 
 
    “How kind of you to say,” Yvaine replied with a little laugh. Then her expression became more serious, and she sighed. “I am glad, though, truly. I don’t tell people this, but I took up fencing as a girl because I’d always hoped to become an adventurer.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “My parents were just as surprised,” Yvaine said drily. “Outraged, actually. They didn’t think that sort of life was fitting for a woman of my stature and pedigree. They insisted I remain a proper lady. I kept up the swordplay as a hobby, though. I just couldn’t bear to let it go.” She smiled again. “And now here I am, an adventurer like I always wanted to be, and with such a handsome and stalwart companion, no less. I mean it, Gabriel, thank you for giving me this chance.” 
 
    “I’m glad you came with us, too,” I said sincerely, “and not just because you’re a champion fencer.” 
 
    Yvaine grinned and leaned forward to press a kiss to my lips. I caught her cheek and held her close as I deepened the kiss. When we broke apart again, Yvaine’s expression was rueful. 
 
    “We’ll need to get back soon, won’t we?” she asked. 
 
    “I think we can spare a little more time,” I replied and I kissed her again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    We set out before dawn the next morning after a quick breakfast and some coaxing of Dehn’s pony to allow the halfling to secure the severed gorgon’s head to its saddle, and after just a few hours of steady riding, the high, white walls of Ovrista were visible in the distance. As we took the long road through the open fields toward the city, I scanned the countryside for any sign of the cave entrances to the Sunken Caverns, but of course, nothing stood out. Perhaps the only way was to go under the city, like Lavinia had suggested, but if there were other entrances, they weren’t anywhere I could see from here. In truth, I hadn’t expected anything more, but I couldn’t help but look anyway. 
 
    There was already a line of merchants passing through the gate going in and out of the city when we stabled the horses and started down the main street. The same tired guards stood alongside the gates, not bothering to try to disguise how hot and bored they were. No luck regarding our petition to amp up the security, then. Maybe Dehn would have better luck this time.  
 
    We walked together into the heart of the city where the mirrored Arcane University Tower stretched into the clear blue sky.  
 
    “Okay, everyone knows what we have to do,” I said as we stopped in the shade of a looming oak tree off the side of the walkway. “Lavinia, Aerin, Emeline, and I will check the records at the library and see if we can find any clues about where there are entrances to the Sunken Caverns. The rest of you come find us there when you’re done.” 
 
    When Dehn had left for the guard headquarters and Maruk and Yvaine for Madame Julienne-Elizabeth Delafose’s studio, the other three women and I went inside the University Tower. 
 
    “Ugh,” Lavinia said, too loudly as we crossed the marble floor of the lobby to the stairs, “this place is creepier than that old house where the gorgon was hanging out. How often do they have to polish this floor to make it so reflective?” 
 
    “You’ve never been in here before?” Emeline asked, clearly shocked by the idea. 
 
    “I’m not a mage,” Lavinia replied simply. “Why would I?” 
 
    The ladona ranger had drawn the attention of a few students who were gathered around on the couches, and they shot us dirty looks as we passed.  
 
    “Keep your voice down,” Aerin warned.  
 
    “I’d be more than happy to wait outside if my kind aren’t welcome here,” Lavinia told her, with no effort to lower her voice. 
 
    “We need your help to look through the old records,” I said. “There are no rules against non-mages coming in here.” 
 
    Lavinia pursed her lips but said nothing as we took the several flights of stairs up to the tower’s vast library. The library took up three floors all on its own and housed the most extensive collection of records in the city, so it was the best place to start looking for the kinds of old maps that might give us a clue about secret tunnels or other ways to get into the Sunken Caverns. 
 
    “This way,” Emeline whispered, and she led us past rows of towering shelves absolutely stuffed with volumes toward a section of the library where the maps were kept. “Etienne and I used to come here all the time,” the panthera mage explained, and I remembered her telling me about her interest in cartography. It was shared by her brother, whose knowledge of the city’s layout and history was what enabled us to break Emeline out of prison when she’d been falsely accused of practicing blood magic. 
 
    We followed Emeline as she scanned the shelves and then pulled down a few maps for us to start with and set them down on an empty desk.  
 
    Lavinia looked at the rolled maps that the mage had selected, and then at the hundreds of others tucked away on the shelves around us and frowned. 
 
    “Are we really just going to look through all of these until we find one that mentions the Sunken Caverns?” she asked. 
 
    “We don’t really have another way,” Emeline replied. “This is how research is done.” 
 
    “If we don’t come up with anything by the time Dehn, Maruk, and Yvaine get here, we can ask around in the black market,” Aerin suggested. “Someone there might know something.” 
 
    “Good idea,” I said as I took one of the maps out of its protective wrapping and unrolled it on the desk. “Let’s get to work.” 
 
    “It might not be labeled Sunken Caverns, so look for any kind of marker around the city that isn’t labeled or seems out of place,” Lavinia said, apparently resigned to her fate for the next hour or so as she pulled out a chair and took out a map of her own to examine.  
 
    Lena and Emeline joined us at the table, and then the only sounds were the shuffling of papers as we pored over the maps and exchanged the ones we’d already checked with those that we hadn’t. Just as Lavinia had instructed, I was careful to make a note of anything that didn’t mesh with what I knew of the landscape outside of the city, but the only thing I found of note was an old windmill that had been destroyed in a storm about seventy years prior. The replacement had been constructed a few miles away from the first, and neither made promising secret entrances to bandit caves. 
 
    I switched out map after map, and the others did the same as the minutes dragged on. As important as this mission was to me, and as crucial as it was to figure out how to get into the Sunken Caverns, going over all these old maps was tedious work, and I felt my focus drifting. I wondered if Dehn was having any luck with the rest of the guards, and whether Yvaine and Maruk would be able to secure costumes for us for the masquerade.  
 
    I thought of Cygne, the mysterious masked mage, and the mastermind behind this heist. None of the bandits had mentioned what sort of magic he practiced. I supposed it didn’t really matter, given that I was a manipulator, I’d be able to counter him no matter what he tried to throw at me.  
 
    Still, I found myself hoping that he wasn’t a blood mage like Cuvier. I had plenty of reasons, naturally, to disagree with a lot of the Mage Academy’s rules about magic in my situation, but I understood the prohibitions against blood magic. There was something distinctly evil about it, and it was designed for harm, not good.  
 
    I was pulled back to the present when Emeline jumped out of her chair with a gasp.  
 
    “I think this is it!” She waved Lavinia over to check her findings, and Aerin and I got up to see as well. The map Emeline had was from close to one hundred years ago, and its depiction of Ovrista showed that the city was much smaller than it was now. Sure enough, a few miles north of what would now be the edge of the city, the map showed a few caves scattered near one another, and a marker indicated that they were connected at the center in a cavern.  
 
    “That could be it,” Lavinia admitted, and she took out one of our maps and marked the locations of the old caves. Where one of the cave entrances was meant to be, however, was listed as private farmland on our map.  
 
    “Someone must have bought that land so they could keep using the cavern,” Aerin said.  
 
    “Maybe the cave-ins that destroyed the other entrances weren’t an accident,” I suggested. “Do we know when that farmland was purchased?” If we could discover who the owner was, it might give us a clue about Cygne’s identity.  
 
    “We’d have to keep going through the records,” Emeline said, but before we could begin to sort through any of that, there was a commotion by the stairs. 
 
    “Hey, I’m walking here!” Dehn shouted at a pair of elven mages on the stairs as he climbed up the last few steps. The elves sneered at the halfling but didn’t try to provoke him further and wisely opted to carry on their way while Dehn strode into the library. The halfling glowered at the shelves and the mages around him like he was trying to see if anyone else might challenge him, but when no one did, he made his way over to us. 
 
    “How did it go with the city guard?” I asked. 
 
    “They’re a bunch of bastards,” Dehn answered irritably as he climbed into one of the free chairs, propped his feet up on the desk, and took a long drink from his flask. It wasn’t a celebratory drink, I guessed. “They thought my gorgon head was a fake,” the halfling went on, his mouth twisted up into a pout. “Shoulda opened its eyes. That’d show ‘em.” 
 
    “He meant ‘how did it go with requesting back up for the masquerade,’“ Lavinia informed him. 
 
    “Oh,” Dehn replied, and he wiped his mouth on his sleeve. “They still don’t think it’s anything to worry about.” 
 
    “We’ll do it without them, then,” I said. “That’s what we’d planned for, anyway.” 
 
    Just then, Maruk and Yvaine entered the library and going by the orc’s positively giddy expression, I expected the pair had had better results from their task. They saw us immediately and came over to take the last two chairs around the desk where we’d been working. 
 
    “Madame Julienne-Elizabeth Delafose has lent her aid to our cause,” Yvaine reported with a smile. “We’re all to go to her shop for a fitting.” 
 
    “Now?” Lavinia arched an eyebrow, and I knew she wasn’t looking forward to getting all dolled up.  
 
    “The sooner the better,” the marchioness replied. “She’ll need to make some alterations before the masquerade tomorrow evening.” 
 
    I looked over at the maps still spread across the table. I was still curious about who had purchased the land above the Sunken Caverns, but that mystery would have to wait. We could return after our fitting or in the morning tomorrow.  
 
    “Let’s go now, then,” I said, and we packed up the maps and returned them to their places on the shelves. 
 
    “You should see the designs Madame Delafose came up with,” Maruk gushed as we made our way down the wide, curved tower stairs. “I’ve never seen anything so--” 
 
    I didn’t get to find out what Maruk was going to say next, however, because as we reached the next floor where the professors’ offices were located, Eamon Maderel was waiting for us. Maybe it was better to say that he was waiting for us, rather than that we’d just happened to run into him. He couldn’t have known we’d even be back today, but there he was, standing in the hall as if he’d been expecting us to show up at precisely that moment.  
 
    The High Mage stood with his hands clasped behind his back in the center of the hall. There was no one else nearby who he could have been speaking to before we came up, and he smiled when he saw us. Maybe it was meant to be a disarming, friendly expression, and maybe it was just the particular nature of our relationship, what with me being a manipulator and Maderel being the leader of the Mage Academy, but his expression seemed to me less like how someone would smile at a friend and more like how a wolf would smile at a rabbit.  
 
    “Ah, if it isn’t the Shadow Foxes,” Maderel greeted with a slight incline of his head. “How goes your latest mission?” 
 
    I steeled my nerves. “We’ve made a lot of progress,” I told him. “We’re planning to infiltrate their headquarters tomorrow night, actually, and stop them there, before they enter the city.” 
 
    “Are you?” Maderel raised his eyebrows. “That is certainly reassuring news. The people of Ovrista are fortunate to have such capable defenders.” His gray eyes flicked past me over the rest of the guild behind me, and I felt suddenly acutely aware of how we all must look. We hadn’t stopped to get cleaned up since we’d gotten back, and we were all dusty and travel-worn. Dehn and I still had a fair amount of the gorgon’s blood on our clothes. 
 
    I couldn’t tell by Maderel’s tone if he was offended by our haggard appearance or not, but I felt somewhat defensive anyway. We were prioritizing the mission, that was how it ought to be. Our job was to stop this heist, not stand around and look pretty. 
 
    I was about to make some excuse to leave if Maderel had nothing else for us when I realized that the High Mage might be just the right person to help us. 
 
    “Actually, sir, I was hoping to speak to you about something to do with the heist.” Okay, that was a lie. At no point in my time here had I ever hoped to speak to Eamon Maderel, but I did have something to ask him.  
 
    “Oh? What is it?” the mage asked. 
 
    “We found out that the person behind it all, the one who gathered the bandits and created the plans, is a mage. No one we spoke to could tell us what he looked like, and he only ever went by an alias, Cygne, but I thought you might know something about him.” Who else would be keeping better track of the rogue mages in the region, after all? 
 
    “Cygne?” Maderel repeated. “I’m sorry, but I’m afraid I’ve never heard of anyone, a mage or otherwise, by that name.” 
 
    Damn. I supposed that it didn’t really matter who Cygne was, all that mattered was stopping him, but it was frustrating nonetheless to reach a dead end.  
 
    “Is there anything else I can help you with?” Maderel asked.  
 
    I considered asking him if he could send some of the Academy’s mages to provide the back up we weren’t able to get from the city guard, but of course, that would be a foolish idea. I might as well confess to being a manipulator right now. No, bringing along Academy mages would be more risky than it was worth, it was better that we just handled this ourselves. 
 
    “No, sir, thank you,” I answered, and Maderel inclined his head in a polite nod. 
 
    “I won’t keep you, then,” he said. “I’m sure you all have plenty of work left to attend to.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” I said, and I nodded back before I started for the next flight of stairs down with the others behind me. I didn’t look back, but I thought I could feel Maderel’s eyes still trained on me. 
 
    It wasn’t until we reached the lobby again that the knot in my gut began to uncoil, and I resolved to attract less attention from the High Mage in the future. 
 
    We left the University Tower and went directly to Madame Delafose’s studio, which was located in the wealthier section of the market district. Here, in contrast to the relatively haphazard collection of stalls and rolling carts and shopfronts all crushed together in the part of the market that I was used to visiting, there were no street vendors, no performers, and certainly no squawking animals. All of the buildings were constructed of the same white stone and had the same moldings around the windows and the same iron balconies.  
 
    If we’d stood out in the University Tower, that was nothing compared to the streets here. Yvaine was the only one who looked like she belonged, because, well, she did. At least the marchioness was polite and friendly, but there was no end to the barely disguised looks of contempt that we received from Ovrista’s blue bloods as we made our way to Delafose’s studio. I didn’t really care what any of them thought of me, and I knew most of my guild would feel the same way. Maruk was the one who would take it hard to have the city’s upper crust show such obvious disdain for us, but fortunately, he was so caught up in his excitement about our costumes that he didn’t seem to notice the stares that were directed at us.  
 
    I wasn’t sure how they were able to tell any of these buildings apart as none of them were distinguished by anything but a number on their doorways, but Maruk and Yvaine led us quickly and unerringly to the correct one, and we took the three flights of stairs up to Delafose’s studio on the top floor.  
 
    The ceiling had been converted into one enormous skylight, and several large windows along the studio’s four walls basically ensured that there would never be a need for candles in a place like this, which was probably for the best because the huge room was drowning in fabric. Huge rolls of silks and satins and more were displayed upon special mounts where lengths could be drawn and cut with ease. Several tables were laid out with bunches of fabric and ribbons ready to be sewn, and dozens of mannequins stood nearby, some bare, others already draped in dresses and suit coats of rich jewel tones. As I looked over a set of emerald green dress robes with a subtle brocade pattern, I wondered if any of these were meant for us.  
 
    No sooner had we stepped into the studio than we were greeted by a tall, exceptionally thin human woman. Her silver hair was drawn away from her face in a severe bun which accentuated the sharpness of her cheekbones and nose. It was difficult to place her age. I guessed she was near fifty, though I also got the sense that she appeared younger than she actually was. It was something to do with her posture, I figured, how she carried herself with perfect confidence and grace. 
 
    Quite unlike the expressive, eye-catching designs on the mannequins, Delafose’s own garments were understated, and she wore a long black dress, similar to the standard robes of the mages at the Academy. The only ornamentation she had was a thin silver chain that hung down to her abdomen, and a silver ring set with a large ruby on one finger.  
 
    “Lady Yvaine, Maruk, it’s good to see you again so soon,” Delafose greeted with a smile. It was a genuinely friendly expression that seemed at odds with the severity of the rest of her appearance, but I was glad that she seemed amiable. Her accent was different from the typical Ovristan lilt, with the vowels more drawn out and the consonants crisply enunciated. 
 
    “We brought the rest of our companions for the fitting,” Yvaine said with a gesture to the rest of us. “We’re all just thrilled to get to wear your designs.” 
 
    Delafose touched her long fingers to her collarbone and pursed her lips in a satisfied smile. “And I am excited to see them on all of you. Come, come, we must get you all dressed, and we will see what adjustments we must make, yes?” 
 
    With a wave, the designer led us to the other end of the studio where a maze of privacy screens had been set up. Four young elves, who had to be Delafose’s assistants, were waiting by with wheeled brass racks hung with garments. Delafose turned back to us and steepled her hands as she looked us over, and then to my surprise, she pointed to me.  
 
    “You are Gabriel, yes?” she asked, though it wasn’t really a question, and she went on before I could confirm my identity. “Come, I have the most splendid set of robes for you.” 
 
    I walked forward, a little self-conscious since I had been singled out first, but Delafose smiled broadly as she took my arm and led me to one of the screens, then took a hanger off one of the racks and held it up for me to see.  
 
    The garment was sort of a cross between mage robes and a tuxedo. A flowing cape of deep navy blue went over matching slim trousers and a fitted jacket. The material had a quality almost like satin, and when it caught the light, it had a subtle shine that reminded me of the telltale shimmer of enchantments. I wasn’t usually that interested in fashion, but there was no denying the beauty of the costume. 
 
    “It looks great,” I said finally when I realized I’d been staring and hadn’t responded to the designer. “Amazing, really.” 
 
    “It does, does it not?” Delafose replied. “Now get dressed, I will see to your companions.” She passed me the hanger and adjusted the screen to give me some privacy to change. 
 
    I stripped off my travel-worn clothes and set them in a pile before I took down the dress robes from their hanger and put them on. To my surprise, the fit was almost perfect already, as though the garments had been made for me, though of course, we’d only just asked today if we could even borrow them. I clasped the silver chain of the cape around my neck, then slid back the screen and stepped out into the studio again.  
 
    The others had all already been taken behind their own screens to change, and I could hear Dehn cursing at one of Delafose’s assistants as he tried to help the halfling get dressed. Delafose was waiting for me, though, and she clapped her hands in delight when she saw me. 
 
    “It looks even better on!” she exclaimed. “Of course, it helps when the model is so tall and handsome.” She took me by the arm and dragged me to a mirror that spanned fully from the floor to the ceiling so I could get a look at myself.  
 
    I had to admit, I did look good. Really good. The costume wasn’t too flashy, but the rich blue suited me, and I looked fancier than I probably ever had before. I twisted slightly to see how the fabric so subtly reflected the light and smiled. It was the perfect costume for a mage. 
 
    Delafose came up behind me in the mirror and pinned a few places where the jacket was just slightly too loose, and then she stepped back with a proud smile. 
 
    “Excellent, if I do say so myself,” she said.  
 
    Then, one by one, the others came out and joined us on the studio floor, and Delafose and her assistants buzzed between us all to measure and pin the costumes into place.  
 
    Aerin was in a full-skirted gown of soft yellow, and layers of light tulle around the skirt looked like shafts of sunlight. Delafose had given her a gold headband and matching bracelets to complete the look, and the elven healer looked radiant, like a sun goddess in the flesh. 
 
    Lena came next in a flowing dress that appeared to be cobalt at first, but where the fabric caught the light, it had an iridescent quality that made rainbows ripple across the alchemist’s body with every movement that she made. A matching ribbon had been braided into her hair and two more were wrapped around her wrists. 
 
    Emeline followed in a fiery orange gown decorated with tiny beads sewn in swirling patterns that sparkled like embers. A bronze tiara that resembled a laurel wreath was set in the panthera mage’s dark curls, and bronze cuffs adorned her wrists and upper arms.  
 
    Maruk had a dreamy expression on his face as he admired himself in the mirror and turned this way and that to appreciate every angle of the bold white suit Delafose had put him in, and I was impressed that the designer had already had designs in her collection to account for a range of body types, including seven-foot-tall musclebound orcs.  
 
    Yvaine strode out in a silver gown that shimmered as though it had been sewn with starlight, her dark hair caught up in a jeweled net, one lock left free to caress her collarbone. She looked as elegant as ever, perfectly confident in the eye-catching dress.  
 
    Lavinia followed, dressed in a black gown with a plunging neckline and a skirt that hugged her curves. As reluctant as the no-nonsense ranger had been about the prospect of getting dressed up, I could tell she was pleased with what Delafose had given her to wear. The ladona woman’s fingers glittered with rings set with rubies that brought out her red eyes, and Delafose even had silver tips to fit over the ends of Lavinia’s horns. She looked no less badass than usual and stunningly beautiful.  
 
    Dehn was last, having been forced out of his spiked armor and into an emerald green suit. Delafose’s design was clean-cut and sharp, but unfortunately for the halfling, not sharp in the way he liked. No doubt he would have only been happy in something with hidden knives or a pocket for throwing stars.  
 
    We spent a few minutes complementing one another, and Delafose for her designs, while the last pins were put into place, and then we were allowed to change back into our old clothes. I wouldn’t have expected it of myself, but I was a little reluctant to take off the suit, and I looked forward to getting to wear it again for the masquerade.  
 
    “I will make all of the necessary alterations, and you may return tomorrow around noon to pick up the garments,” Delafose told us when we’d all filed out onto the studio floor again. 
 
    “Thank you,” I told her. “This is a really big help to us, we appreciate it.” 
 
    “Think nothing of it,” the designer replied. “I am always happy to help out my friends, and a friend of Lady Yvaine is a friend of mine. Perhaps, though, you all would consider modeling these designs at my exhibit after your mission.” 
 
    “Could we?” Maruk gasped. I wasn’t sure if he was asking Delafose or me, but the designer answered. 
 
    “Consider it, at least,” she said. “I would love to have a real guild to represent my work, unlike all those other hacks and their little show-ponies.” 
 
    “We would love to,” I told her. “Thank you again.”  
 
    With that, we left the designer to her work and set off for the black market to have our invitation forged. 
 
    Although Dehn had agreed that it was necessary for us to forge an invitation and understood the logic of us needing to visit someone skilled in forgery to make one, he was twitchy and even more grouchy than usual as we made our way down to the black market.  
 
    “You don’t have to come if you don’t want to,” Aerin told him, not for the first time.  
 
    “I don’t want to miss anything,” the halfling insisted.  
 
    “You can’t arrest anyone while we’re down there, you know,” Lavinia said. “You’ll make us look bad.” 
 
    “I don’t see why you’re making such a fuss!” Dehn retorted. “I was down there with you before.” 
 
    “Yeah, and you ran off and killed someone,” Aerin reminded him. “You have to be cool this time.” 
 
    “Those elves had it coming,” Dehn muttered. 
 
    The black market was crowded when we reached it, but Aerin led us deftly through the throng toward a dark alleyway, and from there to a hole in the ground. Well, technically, it was a basement, but it was shabby and dirty enough when we started down the worn stone steps into its depths that it might as well have been just another sewer tunnel. There were a few lights along the bare stone walls, at least, and they flickered ominously as we passed.  
 
    “Who did you say this friend of yours was, Aerin?” Maruk asked warily as he scrunched up his enormous shoulders to avoid brushing up against the walls. I couldn’t blame him, they were concerningly damp.  
 
    “His name is Emric,” Aerin replied. “He’s a dwarf and the best forger in the city.” 
 
    “Is that right,” Dehn grunted. 
 
    “And you can’t arrest him later, Dehn,” Aerin said pointedly.  
 
    “You’d think that the best forger in the city would be able to afford a better office,” Lavinia remarked.  
 
    “Knock that off,” Aerin warned, “I don’t want any of you offending him. He can be kind of sensitive.” 
 
    Lavinia made a face as she looked back at Maruk, and the orc grinned in response. 
 
    When we reached the bottom of the stairs, Aerin led us around a corner and through a warped wooden door into a small, cramped office space. For someone with supposedly such a good reputation, Emric sure was a slob. There were papers absolutely everywhere, stacked as high as I was tall in places, scattered on the tables, and overflowing out of old boxes. The room itself was surprisingly dim considering the type of work that went on within, and the only source of light was a small but bright lamp on one of the desks. Besides the desk and mountains of papers were bottles of ink and a variety of quills and paintbrushes laying about on nearly every horizontal surface. There was no apparent organization to any of it, and despite my trust in Aerin, I was a little wary that this dwarf wasn't the best person for the job.  
 
    “Is he... here?” Emeline asked hesitantly, putting a voice to the very thought I’d just had myself. 
 
    “Keep your heads on, I’m here,” came a gruff voice from behind a tower of papers. Emric stepped out before us and placed himself in the last available area of the room that wasn’t covered in paper. The dwarf was heavyset and had a dark, bushy brow and an even bushier beard. His fingers and shirt were smudged with ink, and he had to push his thin wire spectacles up on his nose with the back of his wrist as he peered at us. 
 
    “What do you need?” the dwarf asked brusquely as pulled a handkerchief out of his pocket and wiped his hands. If anything, it seemed as though he’d only succeeded in spreading the ink around.  
 
    “We need you to forge an invitation to a party for us,” Aerin said. 
 
    One of Emric’s bushy eyebrows twitched up, but whatever snide comment he was thinking about, he didn’t voice it. 
 
    “Here’s what we need you to copy,” Aerin said, and she produced one of the bandits’ notes and held it out to the dwarf. “Just change the name at the top so that it doesn’t say the Magpies.” 
 
    “What’s it supposed to say?” Emric asked as he blinked slowly up at us. 
 
    Aerin looked back at the rest of us with a little shrug.  
 
    “Ooh, how about the Crows?” Emeline suggested. “That sounds mysterious, don’t you think?” 
 
    Emric just blinked at her. 
 
    “The Crows is good,” I said. 
 
    “Just the one invitation, then?” Emric asked. 
 
    “That’s right,” Aerin told him. “But we need it immediately. What’s the fastest you could get it finished?” 
 
    Emric considered the Magpies’ invitation for a moment.  
 
    “Can have it done by tomorrow,” he said at length. 
 
    Aerin frowned, then took a gold coin out of her purse and held it out to the dwarf. “How about now?” 
 
    Emric took the coin and slipped it into his pocket. I couldn’t actually see his mouth, but his mustache twitched, so I supposed he was smiling. 
 
    “Two hours,” he amended. “Come back then.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    It was the night of the blood moon, and our only chance to stop the heist. We had found out how to get to the meeting place in the Sunken Caverns, and we had our forged invitation and our costumes from Madame Delafose. We had gone over the plan multiple times. This was a stealth mission. We wanted to sneak in, find Cygne, and either arrest him or kill him before he could give the final directions to the rest of the bandits.  
 
    It was late in the afternoon, and I had just finished getting dressed in the dark blue costume Delafose had given me. The designer had sent over masks as well to further conceal our identities and complete the costumes, and I tried mine on and looked at myself in the mirror on the wall of my bedroom.  
 
    The mask was the same dark blue as the suit and cape I had on. It was made of fabric, but it was stiff and molded to fit perfectly against my face even without a strap to hold it in place. It sort of looked like a superhero mask, the kind of thing Robin or Green Arrow might wear... if they were going to a fancy costume party in a magical, alternate dimension, I supposed. I took the mask off and tucked it into my pocket, then belted my dagger around my waist, and draped the cape over it to conceal the weapon.  
 
    None of the notes we’d found had instructed the participants to come unarmed, so I didn’t actually know if my knife would be a problem or not, but I wasn’t going to leave it at home and I suspect none of the other bandits would either. Of course, the others were going to have to bring their weapons as well, which we’d decided to store in an enchanted pouch that Aerin had found in the black market. The elf hadn’t been pleased by the amount of gold the seller demanded in exchange for it, but it was small and discreet as well as capable of storing everything from Lavinia’s bow and quiver to Maruk’s twin shields, so it wasn’t the sort of thing we could afford to pass up.  
 
    I took one last look at myself in the mirror, brushed a lock of hair back into place, and then walked downstairs to the sitting room where Aerin, Lena, and Emeline were already waiting. The three women looked exceptionally beautiful in their gowns, and as they stood to greet me, I kissed each of them. 
 
    “You all look incredible,” I said. 
 
    “So do you,” Aerin told me as she sat down next to me on the couch and leaned against my shoulder. “Maybe we should be infiltrating fancy parties more often.” 
 
    “You’re just saying that because we didn’t have to pay for the outfits,” Lavinia said as she came down the stairs. The ladona woman looked intimidating and gorgeous in her dark dress. She joined Aerin and me on the couch and traced her long nails over my knee.  
 
    “I don’t know,” I admitted with a laugh, “I’m starting to think I’d rather stay here.” Spending the night surrounded by all these amazing, stunning women was certainly more appealing than trying to chase down bandits in a cave, but I consoled myself with the knowledge that there’d be plenty of time for fun after we’d dealt with Cygne and the others.  
 
    Yvaine and Dehn came down then, and I heard the marchioness trying to convince the halfling to store his weapons in Aerin’s pouch with the rest of the guild’s. 
 
    “I don’t trust magical storage,” Dehn insisted as he tromped down the stairs in his dark green suit. “What if I try to grab my axe, and it comes out as... as, I don’t know, a rabbit?” 
 
    “It’s perfectly safe,” Yvaine said. “And dear, an axe just isn’t an appropriate accessory for what you’re wearing, I must say.” 
 
    The halfling snorted and jumped the last two steps down to the floor. Yvaine followed with measured steps, her heeled shoes clicked on the wooden stairs. 
 
    “It wouldn’t be so bad if this ridiculous suit had some spikes on it,” Dehn groused. “Maybe a little more leather, and some blood.” 
 
    “Blood doesn’t work with the color of that fabric, my dear. The aesthetic would be off.” Yvaine rolled her eyes as if the small man should have known that, and then she came over to perch on the arm of the chair where I sat. “We’re just waiting on Maruk, then?”  
 
    “I’m coming!” the orc called from up the stairs, and he appeared a moment later in his own costume. It was immediately clear what had taken him so long. He’d rebraided his long, pale hair with little silver clasps to match the silver accents of his costume. 
 
    “About time,” Lavinia said as she stood. “We can’t risk being late for this, you know.” 
 
    “We’re not going to be late,” the orc insisted. “And we never get to dress up like this, can’t you just let me enjoy it? I’m wearing Delafose, for goodness’ sake.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, she’s your idol, you can’t believe you’ve been given the honor, I heard you the first twelve times. Our carriage is here.” Lavinia nodded out the window, and I turned to see that she was right. 
 
    We had decided for the sake of both our own comfort and to avoid unnecessarily damaging our borrowed costumes that we would hire a carriage to take us most of the way to the Sunken Caverns, though we’d have to go on foot to the entrance itself, and as promised, Yvaine had covered the cost. We packed ourselves in and then we were off, just as the afternoon faded into evening.  
 
    The ride was, fortunately, fairly short since our destination was only a few miles outside the city. The driver was confused about why we wanted to be dropped off on the side of the road, dressed up as we were, but an extra gold coin from Yvaine encouraged him to keep his questions to himself. The bandits who would be arriving would no doubt have their own secret roads and means of reaching the Sunken Caverns for the masquerade, and I didn’t want us to draw undue attention to ourselves by rolling up to the caves in a large, expensive carriage from the city.  
 
    The sun was low in the sky when the driver took off again without us, and we crossed the empty fields in our finery toward the edge of the forest where we knew we would find our entrance to the Sunken Caverns.  
 
    I’d never been to a secret party slash heist meeting headquartered in an abandoned cave before, so I didn’t really know what to expect as we walked down the shadowy forest trails. Would there be traps to deter intruders? Signs to guide the participants? I kept my eye out for both but discovered neither, and within a few minutes, the rock formation that stood above the cave entrance on the map we’d found was in sight, the only feature of an otherwise empty clearing. There was no one else around.  
 
    “Are we all ready?” I asked as I looked around at the others. The light was fading fast, and we looked like participants in some sort of bizarre photo shoot. Couture in the wild.  
 
    “Ready,” Aerin confirmed, and the sentiment was echoed by the rest of the group. 
 
    “Let’s do this,” I replied with a nod, and then I lit the torch we’d brought and led the way down into the cave.  
 
    We had only gone a few dozen yards or so, however, when there was a glow up ahead, and the earthen tunnel around us was studded with sconces and torches to light the way. I extinguished my torch as we continued down the slope toward the cavern, and between the snap of the torch flames and the echo of our footsteps, I caught snatches of conversation, laughter, and music. My stomach fluttered with anticipation. 
 
    After another few dozen yards, we came to a door guarded by a tall ladona man in a red costume. His mask was fashioned to resemble a skull, and he held up a hand as we drew near. 
 
    “Name and invitation?” he asked. 
 
    “The Crows,” I answered. I made my tone confident and met the bouncer’s eyes behind his mask as I took out our forged invitation and passed it to him. I knew that acting like we belonged was more than half the battle when it came to sneaking into a place like this.  
 
    The bouncer’s eyes flicked down as he looked over the paper, then he passed it back to me without a word and opened the door for us.  
 
    I had known that the Sunken Caverns had been famous as a hiding spot for bandits in the past, before the cave-ins that had blocked off so many of the entrances, but I had always envisioned a typical cave. A few chambers, maybe, and a half dozen or so tunnels from them to various points on the surface, nothing more. What I found, however, was more akin to a subterranean palace. Someone had clearly gone to some great efforts to make this place into not just a convenient hideout for criminals with a couple of escape routes, but an actual thief’s kingdom. In fact, if we hadn’t just come from the surface, I would have had trouble believing that we were even underground. 
 
    From where we stood in the doorway, a staircase carved out of the rock led down to what could only be described as a ballroom. Chandeliers in the ceiling illuminated the vast ballroom from above, the stone walls had been cut and molded like many of the finest buildings in Ovrista, the floor was shining marble, and there was even decorative wallpaper. Tables laden with food and drink had been set along the far wall, and more attendants in red with skull masks like the bouncer stood nearby like this was an actual party. There were even musicians. It reminded me of Yvaine’s estate far more than any of the numerous caves I’d been in. Wooden doors on hinges separated this chamber from the others, so I couldn’t glimpse what the rest of the Sunken Caverns were like, but it was clear to me now that this was no random meeting place. Someone had made this into a home. 
 
    The floor was already full of other bandits in costume. Some had taken to the idea of the party and danced with one another in the center of the floor, but most others stayed on the fringes, everyone with their own gang, and eyed one another suspiciously. I supposed that wasn’t so strange, given that they were all bandits. I wondered what it must be like to work with people you couldn’t trust, and how we might exploit the various bandit gangs’ distrust of one another to our own advantage.  
 
    I guessed that there were about one hundred people in all, which was at once encouraging and worrying. Encouraging, because we would have an easier time blending in with a larger crowd. Worrying, because if our cover was blown, and the bandits attacked us, we were severely outnumbered.  
 
    As I started slowly down the steps, I scanned the crowd for mages and Cygne in particular. There were about seven in total among the bandits, going by the brightness of their mana, but none of them seemed to me to be the mastermind behind the heist. I set my jaw. It was still early, he might not have arrived yet, but I wanted to act as quickly as possible to stop him. We would have to ask around and see what the other bandits knew, then.  
 
    As we reached the floor, I drew the rest of my guild aside. 
 
    “Let’s split up,” I said. “Mingle, see what information we can find about Cygne. We need to find him and get him alone before he can address the group.” 
 
    Since the bandits who had taken to the dancefloor seemed like the most agreeable and least likely to be overly suspicious of the present company, I started for the crowd of dancers and inserted myself among them just as they began another dance. It wasn’t one I recognized, and it seemed to me to be something folksier than the sort of dances I remembered from Yvaine’s party, but the steps weren’t complicated, and I was able to pick it up fairly quickly.  
 
    I forced myself to appear relaxed as I matched the steps of the woman across from me, and when I caught her eye behind a mask that resembled a butterfly, I smiled at her. She smiled back, and as the steps brought us closer together, I decided to try to start a conversation. 
 
    “Some party, isn’t it?” I asked. 
 
    “I didn’t know what to expect,” the bandit woman replied. “When I heard there was supposed to be a costume party, I thought perhaps our leader had gone mad, but it’s fun!” 
 
    I was thrilled that she’d already provided me a decent segue to bring up Cygne. 
 
    “I thought the same thing,” I told her and I made my expression sympathetic. “That Cygne seemed like a strange one.” 
 
    The bandit woman nodded emphatically, but she made no comment.  
 
    “Where is he, anyway?” I asked as casually as I could manage while I made a show of looking around. “Shouldn’t we be getting started soon?” 
 
    “Haven’t seen him yet,” the woman replied.  
 
    We finished the dance, and I gave the woman a small bow before I excused myself and scanned the crowd again for another person to question. I wondered if anyone here had seen Cygne yet, or if asking any of them would be a waste of time. Perhaps it would be better just to search for him. There couldn’t be that many other chambers here, and we’d have a better chance at getting him alone than if we waited until he made his appearance in the ballroom.  
 
    I rounded up the rest of my guild again and told them what I’d found out. “I think we’d better just go and look for him.” 
 
    “Good idea,” Lavinia said. “I don’t know about you, but the guy I was talking to did not like me asking questions.” 
 
    “There are all those guards in red,” Emeline pointed out. “What if they stop us?” 
 
    “Say you’re looking for the bathroom,” Aerin suggested.  
 
    “All seven of us should say we’re looking for the bathroom?” Lavinia raised her eyebrows.  
 
    “Well come up with your own thing if you don’t like it,” Aerin shot back. 
 
    Lavinia made a good point, though, it would look suspicious for us to all try to leave the ballroom as a group. 
 
    “Let’s go in pairs, and we’ll look around and see what we can find,” I said.  
 
    “Excellent suggestion,” Yvaine said, and she looped her arm through mine. The others all paired off, Lavinia with Maruk, Aerin with Emeline, and Lena with Dehn, and then we each started for one of the doors that led out from the ballroom. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    Yvaine and I wove through the crowd to one of the doors of the ballroom. One of Cygne’s red-clad, skull-masked guards stood by the door, but to my relief, he said nothing and made no move to stop us as we passed. That made things easier, but I suspected we would have to go somewhere off-limits eventually to find Cygne.  
 
    The hall we entered then was just as lavish as the ballroom, with marble floors and gilded candelabras on the walls. 
 
    “How did he build all of this?” I wondered aloud as Yvaine and I started down the hall. It seemed like we had enough trouble finding good contractors to work on our guild hall most of the time, so I couldn’t imagine how a criminal would have found someone who would install marble floors and chandeliers inside of a cavern known for having been the secret hideout of thieves in centuries past.  
 
    “It is not as strange a request as you might think,” Yvaine replied. “You would be surprised by the things people with much more money than they know what to do with will spend it on. I knew a contessa who decided to have a personal resort built on a network of floating platforms in a lake near her summer home. She had a lovely swimming pool put in with a mosaic floor, and the bathhouse was exceptional.” 
 
    “She had a swimming pool built over a lake?” I asked. “Isn’t that a little... redundant?” 
 
    “Perhaps, but she could afford to be redundant,” Yvaine answered. “Her father left her a sizable inheritance.” 
 
    So, whoever Cygne was beneath the mask, he was obviously wealthy. Why organize a heist then? If he could afford all this, he didn’t seem to need a few vases and jewels from the nobles of Ovrista. Or, perhaps that was how he’d come by his wealth. I tried to imagine him making off with some prince’s chandeliers or a duchess’ table runners.  
 
    There were no guards in the next room, which seemed to be a sort of antechamber. Some stairs led downward on the right, and there was another door on the left. I tried the door. It opened onto a kitchen, and I came face-to-face with a startled looking man holding a pot. He was dressed in the same red robes as the guards, but he had no mask and wore an apron over his clothes. 
 
    “Can I help you with something, sir?” he asked in a timid squeak.  
 
    I was about to say no when I realized the cook might be able to help us after all.  
 
    “We were wondering where Cygne was,” I said. “I thought he was supposed to come down to the ballroom already.” 
 
    “I’m afraid I don’t know where he is, sir,” the man replied, and he did seem to be sincerely afraid of Yvaine and me. “I’ve been here all evening. I’m sure he’ll be there soon.” 
 
    Damn. I wondered if it would be too suspicious to ask more about the layout of the palace. Probably.  
 
    “Thanks,” I told the cook, and I closed the door. We’d try the stairs, then. 
 
    “This place is not at all what I anticipated,” Yvaine remarked as we crossed the room to the staircase and started down, deeper into the underground palace. “Although,” she admitted, “I have not spent a significant amount of time around bandits.” 
 
    “They don’t usually hang out in places like this,” I told her.  
 
    We came to another long hall, complete with a plush rug that spanned the length of it and several doors on either side. Since none of them stood out in particular, I just went up to the first and pushed it open. The room was a study, with a few shelves of books, a writing desk, and a few armchairs. Again, I found myself wondering how anyone could have managed to build and furnish a palace like this without drawing attention to themselves.  
 
    “Well, that’s strange,” Yvaine said suddenly. 
 
    “What is?” I asked as I followed her gaze to a statue of a hound on the desk.  
 
    “This statue,” the marchioness replied. “An acquaintance of mine in the city had one exactly like it. He was at my party, actually, you may have met him. His name is Lord Adler.” 
 
    That was the councilor I’d spoken to. I picked up the statue and studied it. It was crafted of silver, and the hound stood tall and proud on the base.  
 
    “Cygne or one of his band must have stolen it,” Yvaine went on with a note of sadness in her voice. “Perhaps after we complete our mission, we’ll be able to return everything here to the rightful owners. I know Adler will be missing this, it was a gift from Lucius Previn. They were good friends before Lucius’ death.” 
 
    “They were friends?” I asked as a new thought suddenly came to me.  
 
    “Yes,” Yvaine looked surprised by the urgency in my tone. 
 
    “Yvaine, was Lucius Previn a mage?” 
 
    “No.” Then the marchioness frowned slightly. “Well, there were rumors. Gossip about private tutors and bribes to the Mage Academy, but that sort of talk abounds at parties, no one really takes it seriously.” 
 
    “You said no one ever found Lucius’ body, didn’t you?” I went on. “There was no funeral.” 
 
    “Yes, but he was lost at sea. He drowned.” 
 
    “According to some sailors,” I said. “What if he just paid them off to tell everyone he was dead so that no one would look for him while he went into hiding?” 
 
    “Gabriel, I know you want to figure out who Cygne is, but Lucius is dead. The team that investigated his disappearance was extremely thorough, they wouldn’t have had the wool pulled over their eyes by a few sailors.” 
 
    “Maybe the sailors believed he was dead, too, then,” I suggested, unwilling to let go of the idea, especially now that I knew there was a chance that Lucius Previn had been a mage. I reconstructed a possible sequence of events in my head.  
 
    Lucius escaped prison following charges of embezzlement. He was last seen trying to get away on a ship where he reportedly drowned at sea. Whether the sailors who reported his death were lying or if Lucius had somehow tricked them, too, it didn’t really matter. He returned to Ovrista and assumed a new identity, bought the land above the Sunken Caverns and constructed this place, and roped the resident bandit gangs into a heist. The swan stamp wasn’t accidental, or even a tribute to Lucius Previn’s seal. It was his actual seal. 
 
    He had obviously gone to great lengths to construct this place and organize this heist. Was it to get revenge on the nobles who had accused him of theft in the first place? Or was he guilty of that, too? 
 
    Either way, I didn’t think he had stolen this statue. I suspected Adler had given it to him as a token of their alliance. I thought back to the conversation I had with the councilor. Despite his promise that he’d try to get the city guard to help us, and despite the overwhelming evidence we’d been able to provide that there was cause for the extra security, nothing had come out of it. It was hard to believe that putting a few extra guards on the street for one night could require so much red tape. But if Adler knew his old friend was still alive, and if he was secretly in on the heist, our inability to get any help from the council made more sense. 
 
    “I told Adler about the heist at your party,” I explained to Yvaine. “He said he’d try to do something, but even when we came back with all the proof we’d found on those bandits at the gorgon’s lair, no one was willing to help us. You have to admit that’s strange. Wouldn’t you want to increase security if you even suspected that you were going to be robbed?” 
 
    “I suppose you have a point,” the noblewoman replied with a frown. “I don’t want to believe that Adler could be involved in something like this, but his response does raise questions.” 
 
    “We need to find Cygne,” I said as I set the statue back on the desk.  
 
    “Hey!” came a startled voice from the door. “You can’t be in here!” 
 
    Yvaine and I turned to face one of the red-robed guards. I moved my hand beneath my cloak to the hilt of my dagger, but Yvaine swept past me with a smile.  
 
    “Oh, we’re so sorry, do excuse us,” she said sweetly. “We were just, well, looking for a bit of privacy, you know.” 
 
    The guard looked from Yvaine to me and frowned, but then he stepped out of the doorway to allow us to pass. 
 
    “You’ll have to find it somewhere else,” he said gruffly. “This is a restricted area.” 
 
    “Of course,” Yvaine said as we slipped back out into the hall. “We’ll just head back to the ballroom, then.” 
 
    The guard snorted and stood before the door with his arms crossed. I could feel his eyes on our backs as we walked quickly back the way we’d come. 
 
    When we entered the antechamber at the top of the stairs, Lavinia and Maruk were there as well. They were in the middle of a heated debate. 
 
    “Could you have been any more obvious?” Lavinia hissed. “What kind of bandit asks for candied ginger? We’re lucky if he’s not running to tell the guards about us right now!” 
 
    “I panicked!” Maruk insisted. “At least I said something, instead of just staring like a trout! How is that not suspicious?” 
 
    “I wasn’t staring, I was looking for something sharp.” 
 
    “Oh, right, because killing the cook wouldn’t raise an alarm,” Maruk snorted. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I interrupted quickly. 
 
    “We ran into someone in the kitchen,” Lavinia explained, “and this one’s excuse was that we were looking for snacks.” She jutted her head toward Maruk, who glared back at her. 
 
    “Did you see any sign of Cygne?” Yvaine asked. 
 
    “No,” Lavinia answered. “We found some stationary with that swan symbol, though.” She presented me with a small slip of paper that she’d folded up and tucked into the silver cuff around her wrist.  
 
    I unfolded it, but it was blank. 
 
    “It was from a notepad on a desk,” the ranger explained. “We didn’t find anything else.” 
 
    “We found something, too,” I said. I told Lavinia and Maruk about the hound statue and my conversation with Adler, and my theory that he was involved and that Cygne’s true identity was Lucius Previn. 
 
    “Isn’t that what I said?” Lavinia remarked. “I said if I were him, I’d fake my death and go somewhere nice to retire.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t call this retirement,” Maruk pointed out.  
 
    “Was there anything else through there?” Lavinia asked with a nod toward the staircase.  
 
    “A guard,” I muttered. “He sent us back here.” 
 
    “Just the one?” The ladona woman raised an eyebrow and cracked her knuckles. “The four of us can handle one guard.” 
 
    “It’s always violence with you,” Maruk complained. “Besides, what do you think is going to happen when his friends find his body?”  
 
    “We could stash him somewhere,” Lavinia answered with a wink. “There’s got to be a broom closet or something in this place.” 
 
    I considered Lavinia’s plan. I’d been ready to fight the guard when he’d found Yvaine and me in the study, and I knew it’d be easy enough to kill him quietly. We probably could hide the body somewhere nearby, since I doubted anyone else would be snooping around like we were.  
 
    Just then, however, Aerin and Emeline came into the antechamber, followed by Lena and Dehn. 
 
    “We found something!” Aerin said breathlessly. “Cygne’s room, I think, come on!” 
 
    We jumped into action and followed Aerin through the door she, Emeline, Lena, and Dehn had just come through, up a flight of stairs, and down a long hall hung with paintings in gilded frames on every side. It crossed my mind that we looked suspicious running through the halls like that, and we weren’t being exactly quiet, but if we were able to get to Cygne, that wouldn’t matter. He was our target. 
 
    When we reached a set of double doors at the end of the hall, Aerin and Emeline stopped. 
 
    “It’s through here,” Emeline said. “It looked like it was a suite of rooms or something. We saw one of the guards go in, so Cygne’s probably still inside.” 
 
    “Take these, just in case,” Aerin said as she opened the pouch with everyone’s weapons and passed them out. I could tell Lavinia and Dehn felt much better once they were armed again, though Maruk frowned as he affixed the straps of his shields over his forearms. 
 
    “I hope it doesn’t crease the fabric,” he said as he clasped the final strap. 
 
    “If we get into a fight, you’re going to have a lot more to worry about than wrinkles,” Lavinia pointed out.  
 
    When everyone was in fighting shape, Aerin gave us a nod and quietly opened the door into the suite. Inside, the shining marble floors were covered in so many rugs that they overlapped, and a set of white couches and chairs were organized around a glass coffee table. Marble pillars stood along the walls, and between them were, of all things, faux windows with gauzy curtains pulled over them. The ceiling featured elaborate crown molding and yet more gilding, and a crystal chandelier hung over the sitting area.  
 
    I could see the doorway to the adjacent room, but the door itself was closed. I crept forward silently with my guild behind me, and that was when I heard the voices. I froze. 
 
    “...Saw an elf and a panthera slinking around,” a male voice said. “I think they might have been up to something.” 
 
    “Do you?” someone asked sarcastically. Cygne, no doubt. His voice was high-pitched and dripping with contempt. “They are all thieves, for gods’ sakes. Didn’t I say not to let anyone upstairs? Who was supposed to be on post at the door?” 
 
    I had taken another step forward when I heard Cygne’s voice, prepared to take out him and the guard with him, if necessary, but when another man spoke up, I stopped again. 
 
    “Osghen was there, but he had to stop a fight in the ballroom,” reported a second guard. “They’re getting restless down there, my lord.” 
 
    My lord? So Cygne was a man of rank, or at least, he had been. He was Lucius Previn, I was certain of it. 
 
    “Ugh, isn’t that just the trouble with working with commoners,” Cygne said. I could hear the sneer in his voice. “No patience, no sense of propriety. This has the potential to be the greatest crime in centuries if those flea-bitten petty thieves would just follow my instructions. Gods, I tried, didn’t I? I took care of the hard part, I laid everything out for them in simple terms that even their small minds could comprehend, but they can’t wait a few minutes? When I turn the whole lot of them over to the city guard after they’ve brought me my treasures, they’ll have earned their fates.” He sighed. “Just get back out there, keep them calm. I’ll be along in a moment.” 
 
    Before I could move, the door opened, and I came face to face with not two, but ten guards in red costumes and skull masks. 
 
    Woops.  
 
    For a moment, the guards just stared at us in shock. In that frozen heartbeat, I sized them up. Each of them wore the same blood red armor and skull masks that covered the top portions of their faces, but I could see that most of them were human, and armed with swords or axes. None were mages.  
 
    Then I caught a flash of white, and my attention was immediately drawn from the guards to Cygne behind them, dressed in black and white robes and a black birdlike mask. The man’s mouth fell open in an expression of purest surprise and horror, and he stumbled out of his chair as he caught sight of our weapons and realized that we weren’t simply lost. It was he who broke the silence as he shouted to his guards. 
 
    “Well! What in the nine hells are you all waiting for? Kill them!” 
 
    I whipped out my dagger and summoned the mana blade to it just as the first of the guards charged forward with his sword drawn. I aimed for the spark of mana in his chest and drove my blade forward, but, I had to give him credit, he was agile, and he managed to dodge my stab at the last second and shoved me back against one of the armchairs.  
 
    I glimpsed a flash of black and white as Cygne fled from the room, but by then the rest of his guards had descended over my guild and there was no one to stop him.  
 
    I gritted my teeth as I rounded on the guard who’d attacked me again and made a swipe for his throat, but he blocked my arm and made a grab for my wrist. I cried out as he twisted my wrist and forced me to drop the dagger, but even as I lost my weapon, I kicked out as the guard’s shin, and he stepped back with a grunt of pain.  
 
    I dove for my knife but the guard was quick and brought his boot down over the blade to prevent me from taking it again. Unfortunately for him, the mana of the blade burned through the sole of his boot almost as soon as it made contact, and he jerked back with a scream.  
 
    I grabbed the handle and lunged again just as the guard threw up his hands in front of himself, and instead of plunging into his chest where the reaction of his mana and that of my blade would kill him instantly, my knife cut across his arms. Still, I was gratified by the fact that the cut was deep, and that the guard was now on the defensive. He stumbled back almost into the next room as he tried to put some distance between us, and there was a new fear in his eyes behind that skull mask now that he realized that mine was no ordinary dagger.  
 
    As he scrambled back and began to edge along the wall in an attempt to put the others between us, I saw him reach for something on his belt and tear it away. Before I could make out what the thing was, the guard threw it at me, and it exploded at my feet like a firework.  
 
    I leapt back as sparks flew up around my legs and a plume of dense, dark smoke poured out of the bomb and clouded my vision. I staggered back and beat at my legs where the sparks had caught on my pants, and a split second before I stood up again, a fireball crashed into the wall over my head.  
 
    The rest of the room was in utter chaos. The couch had been tipped over and nearly cleaved in half, which I suspected was Dehn’s work. Bits of stuffing floated through the air as the halfling chased after another skull-masked guard with axe and sword. The guard’s uniform was darker red in some areas where Dehn had managed to cut him, and he was barely able to keep the battle-crazed halfling at bay with his own sword.  
 
    The glass coffee table had been smashed, and the plush rugs glittered with broken glass as Maruk fended off a particularly large guard who, unlike the others with their swords, wielded a massive morningstar. From the glimpses I got of purple-gray skin beneath the guard’s mask I realized that he must be a hobgoblin.  
 
    The hobgoblin swung his morningstar down with both of his hands, but Maruk was fast, and he brought up his larger shield to block it in time, though the orc was forced down onto one knee by the strength of the blow. I saw his face contorted in pain as the broken glass sliced through his skin, but apparently, so did Aerin. 
 
    I heard the familiar chime of bells as the healer reached a hand out to Maruk, and I saw her lips move in a quiet prayer as healing magic flowed through her fingertips towards the orc.  
 
    Just behind Aerin, Lavinia grappled with an elven guard. The ranger had managed to knock the guard’s mask free, and she stood behind him with her bow around his neck as she tried to strangle him. The guard staggered back and slammed Lavinia into the wall, but she held tight.  
 
    I was about to move to help her when I heard a sharp whistle, and a fireball the size of a basketball soared across the room and hit the guard squarely in the abdomen. He shrieked in panic and pain as Lavinia whipped her bow off from around his neck, placed her hands on either side of his head, and twisted his neck. The guard fell forward onto the rug and Lavinia nocked an arrow to her bowstring as she searched for another target.  
 
    Another fireball whistled through the room and smashed one of the faux windows. The gauzy curtains caught fire immediately and were all but vaporized before I could even blink, and as the flames jumped up, the guards nearest to the wall who were fighting Yvaine and Dehn, respectively, were distracted long enough for my guildmates to strike.  
 
    Yvaine drove her sword through the abdomen of the guard she was facing like a lightning strike and the man slumped to his knees before the noblewoman had even withdrawn her blade.  
 
    Dehn, on the other hand, was decidedly less precise in his maneuvering, but he was still effective as he scored a devastating blow to his opponent’s leg just above the knee. The guard stumbled and fell, and the halfling was on top of him in a moment, looking like a maniacal leprechaun out of some kind of St. Patrick’s Day- themed horror movie in his green suit.  
 
    Yvaine quickly moved on to another foe, and I realized that the man she had engaged then was the guard I’d wounded at the beginning of the fight. He certainly wasn’t having any easier of a time facing off against the noblewoman, and his moves were sloppy and panicked compared to Yvaine’s fluid grace.  
 
    The remaining guards wisely tried to give Emeline a wide berth, as none of them were particularly keen about the idea of being set on fire by the panthera mage. Not that the rest of the guild made that easy for them. Lena, in particular, was excelling at crowd-control and used a variety of smoke bombs and flammable alchemical concoctions to herd the guards together at the center of the room. When I realized what she was doing, I admired the genius of it. If we could wrangle them all together and surround them, it wouldn’t matter that we were outnumbered. We could pick them off with ease, like fish in a barrel.  
 
    Still, Lena didn’t have the best vantage point to cover every angle, and she was obviously trying not to hit any of us. Her strategy gave me an idea, though, and I took a deep breath as I focused on my magic. Summoning clones was easy for me now, but I usually only created one, sometimes two at a time. What I wanted to do now was going to require a little more concentration.  
 
    I backed up to the wall and held my arms out with my palms facing the bloodbath before me, and I felt the hair on my arms rise as my mana surged down my arms and into my palms like an electric current. When I felt the magic pool in my hands, I turned my palms downward, then rotated them up to the ceiling. 
 
    As I did, eight clones made of bright blue mana appeared at the fringes of the room. The guard that had been grappling with Aerin froze as he caught sight of one of the clones, and the redheaded healer didn’t miss the opportunity to bury her axe in his head.  
 
    It didn’t take more than a second for the rest of the guards to realize that something was wrong, and even the hobgoblin faltered in his attack against Maruk when he caught sight of the illusory doubles.  
 
    I brought my hands together, and the clones began to move forward. I hadn’t given them weapons, but I didn’t need to. Nearly all of the guards except for the hobgoblin abandoned their attacks in a frantic scramble to get away from the clones. One who had managed to keep his wits about him threw one of the firecracker smoke bombs that the first guard had used against me, but of course, it had no effect on the clones. 
 
    Exactly as I’d intended, the clones drove the remaining red-clad guards toward the center of the room, and their panic at the sight of the clones, however momentary, had given the rest of my guild the advantage they needed to get the upper hand.  
 
    Lavinia was the fastest, and she had three arrows nocked in a second. She released her bowstring and three of the guards dropped with dark arrows in their eye sockets in the next second.  
 
    By now, the guards realized what was happening, and several made lunges to try to get past the clones so as not to get caught. Lena, thankfully, hadn’t let up with her own attacks, and she tossed smoke bombs and flammable fluid into the gaps between the clones to prevent any of the guards from slipping to the other side of the ring I’d created. I was glad for that because I was already feeling the strain of keeping all eight clones active as an ache in my temples.  
 
    Only the hobgoblin guard didn’t seem to fear the clones. He’d resumed his attacks on Maruk, and the orc’s shields were heavily dented in several places where the morningstar had hit them. Maruk’s suit was torn, too, and blood stained the white fabric on his shoulder where he must have caught a scratch from one of the spikes.  
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Emeline’s mana flare up as she twisted her hands in a complicated series of motions. I wasn’t sure what she was about to do, but evidently, Aerin had an idea, because the healer yanked Maruk back toward the fringe of the circle a second before the floor beneath the guards’ feet exploded into flame.  
 
    All of the guards screamed as the magical fire leapt up around them, and even though I was backed up against the wall, I could feel the inferno’s unnatural heat, and I was reminded of the Magpie’s base and the fire that had destroyed it.  
 
    Several of the guards threw themselves to the floor, heedless of the broken furniture and shattered glass in an attempt to smother the flames, but with another motion from Emeline, the fires sprang up anew. A few tried to flee, but Maruk, Dehn, Lavinia, Lena, Yvaine, and my clones kept them inside the circle of flame. 
 
    I had to drop my arms as the pounding in my head became unbearable, and the clones I’d created vanished, but their job was done.  
 
    The guards’ shrieks were almost inhuman as they burned to death. They began to curl in on themselves as their joints stiffened, and finally, every last guard collapsed and was eaten by the flames. The last sound was the hobgoblin’s roar of pain and terror before he fell among the others.  
 
    The smoke stung my eyes and the reek of burning flesh was sharp in my nose as Emeline, still focused, curled her hands into fists and extinguished the flames.  
 
    For a heartbeat, everything was dead silent as we caught our breath and stared at the pile of corpses in the center of the room. The glass from the broken coffee table had melted into the burnt fibers of the rug, and tendrils of smoke drifted up between the burnt corpses.  
 
    Some of the guards’ bodies had been charred completely and barely looked human anymore, but others were covered in yellow blisters and welted red skin, only black where it had burned all the way down to their bones. I realized with a jolt that what I’d taken to be one of the guards’ red skull masks was actually the remains of the man’s face. His eyes had melted and trailed down the flaky, blackened skin of his cheeks.  
 
    Then I was snapped out of it by the memory of a flash of black and white.  
 
    “Cygne,” I said. “We need to go!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    We all rushed out of the room and practically flew down the steps as we raced back to the ballroom.  
 
    “Gabriel!” Yvaine called to me and caught my arm as we ran. The noblewoman’s face was drawn in a mournful sort of expression. “You were right about Cygne... about Lucius. I recognized his voice.” 
 
    I gave her a nod. My intuition had been correct, then. I was glad that Yvaine was able to confirm the mage’s identity, though, because there was something else that I’d heard that was occupying my mind at the moment. It was one of the last things Cygne had said to his guards, that he intended to turn in all of the bandits here once they’d done his dirty work for them. I imagined the bandits in the ballroom wouldn’t take too kindly to that, and I expected they’d take double offense when we revealed that the man they were working for was a disgraced nobleman, the very type of person they were planning to rob tonight. The odds were in our favor now, but only if we could get them to listen to us. 
 
    We reached the antechamber where we’d all met earlier and tore down the hall toward the ballroom. Before we’d even gotten through the doors, I could hear Cygne on the other side as he addressed the bandits.  
 
    “...the greatest robbery in the history of that wretched city,” the mage finished just as we burst through the doors. At once, everyone turned to us, and I heard several people gasp as they took in our bloody and burnt costumes and our weapons.  
 
    Cygne was just a few yards away, standing in front of a carving of his swan emblem on the wall. His face blanched beneath his black, birdlike mask when he saw us, and he turned in a panic to signal to one of his guards, only there were none in the ballroom. He’d already sent everyone he had after us, and now he was alone. 
 
    “Cygne!” I called out. “Or should I use your real name?” 
 
    That got the rest of the assembled party’s attention. The room became absolutely still and absolutely silent as everyone waited for me to finish. I walked forward and the crowd parted for me and the rest of my guild behind me as I approached Cygne.  
 
    “You’re Lucius Previn,” I said, loud enough to be heard throughout the ballroom. “You were on the council in Ovrista until you were accused of stealing from the treasury, then you fled and faked your own death. You came here and bided your time, and now you’re trying to deceive these people as well. You’re using them.” 
 
    Whispers started up among the bandits and they shuffled nervously. They were a suspicious group of people by nature, and Cygne hadn’t really come across as trustworthy with all of his posturing and secrecy.  
 
    I turned toward the crowd and was met by close to a hundred curious and wary faces. More than a few looked angry already. Cygne had kept them waiting, and now I’d proposed that he wasn’t to be trusted after all. Good. I wanted to use their anger. 
 
    “We just caught him speaking to his guards,” I said loudly, and I gestured to my clothes and the rest of my guild, bloody, burnt, and armed, as proof. “He told them that after the heist, after all of you have done the dangerous work to bring him what he wants, he’s not going to give you the reward he promised. No, he’s going to betray all of you by telling the city guards where to find you and keeping the spoils for himself while you’re all jailed or executed.” I turned back to Cygne. “Isn’t that right?” 
 
    Every bandit in the ballroom was silent as they waited for their leader’s answer. The mage’s eyes darted toward the door, and for a moment he looked as though he was calculating the risk of trying to make a run for it, but then he straightened up proudly, and his lip curled up into a sneer beneath his mask.  
 
    “That’s a nice story, boy,” he said, loud enough to be heard by the bandits as well. “Unfortunately for you, that’s all it is, a story.” He took a step forward and made a show of studying me. “And just who are you, anyway? I don’t believe I’ve seen you or any of your gang at our meetings before.” 
 
    I curled my hands into fists at my sides. The bandits in the crowd were whispering to one another now, I could hear them. Had they seen any of us before? Now that Cygne mentioned us, they weren’t sure they recognized us after all. 
 
    “It’s very clever of you to try to turn my friends against me,” Cygne went on, and he emphasized the word friends, “but they’re far too smart to fall for a trick like this.”  
 
    “It’s not a trick,” I retorted. “It’s the truth! Look at us! We had to fight through his guards because he tried to have us killed when he realized we’d overheard his real plan. He thinks you’re all stupid, and he’s just trying to manipulate you.” 
 
    “So you slaughtered a few of my guards,” Cygne said. “That doesn’t prove anything. These fine people know that I hate the nobles of Ovrista as much as any of them. That’s why we organized this whole endeavor, isn’t it?” He addressed his question to the crowd, and they responded with cheers. When Cygne turned back to me, his expression was smug. “We’re going to put those nobles in their place. We’re going to show them that with all their walls and guards and locks, they aren’t better than us. We’re going to take what’s most precious to them, and then it is we who will live like kings!” 
 
    That speech was met by another round of cheering and applause from the assembled bandits, and I frowned as I looked out at the crowd. How could they not see what a fake he was? Were they really so drawn in by his false promises? 
 
    “Now,” Cygne said then, and the crowd quieted down when he spoke. “Let us begin this first night of our reign, my friends, by killing these imposters!” 
 
    I drew my dagger and summoned the mana blade as I lunged for Cygne, but in the same moment, the mage stepped back and raised his hands, and as his mana flared up, a blinding light shot from his palms. 
 
    “Kill them!” he ordered again, and the bandits nearest to us surged forward. It became apparent at once that, rules or not, we weren’t the only ones who had thought to sneak in weapons, and arrows and crossbow bolts thudded into the wall behind us as Cygne started to run.  
 
    He’d surprised me with that light, it wasn’t like Emeline’s fire or even Aerin’s healing magic, but I wasn’t going to let him get away again. I lunged for him, and just as I did, one of Lavinia’s arrows caught him in the shoulder, and he stumbled back with a cry of pain as red blood blossomed on his white robes.  
 
    I reached out and grabbed ahold of the mage’s robes with my free hand, my mana dagger in the other, but I was yanked back before I could stab him by one of the bandits. I twisted the blade in my hand and drove it backward, and there was a cry of pain behind me as the blade sank into my captor’s abdomen. The bandit released me, and I turned and stabbed him in the chest, right where his mana glowed like a little sun. As his body convulsed, and he fell, I whirled back around to face Cygne just as the mage finished casting another spell. 
 
    Instead of light, however, this time it was darkness that flooded out from the mage’s palms like ink in water and swallowed up all the light in a five-foot radius around him. For a second I just stared, shocked by what I’d seen. I’d never even heard of magic like that, not even from the illegal texts I’d gathered over the months to teach myself mana manipulation. I remembered suddenly what Yvaine had said about the rumors about Lucius Previn when I had asked her if he was a mage. She’d said people had gossiped about his family hiring private tutors... I wondered if Eamon Maderel knew about those rumors, or if he knew anything at all about the sort of magic that Cygne was doing.  
 
    I snapped out of my shock as I heard the sharp whistle of a fireball and ducked on instinct, but when I turned toward the source, it wasn’t Emeline, but a bandit mage. His mana gathered in his palm as he drew back his arm to launch another fireball at me, but I was faster, and I raised my hand in his direction and closed it into a fist.  
 
    The mage stumbled and nearly fell as he clutched at his chest where his mana had dipped sharply beneath my influence, and I took the momentary distraction to grab him by the shoulder and drive my mana blade into his chest. His body lit up and shuddered violently as the bright blue blade connected with the mage’s orange mana, and he made a rasping sound in his throat as he fell dead at my feet.  
 
    A scream drew my attention to where the rest of my guild were all backed against the wall as bandits swarmed around them. Maruk, Aerin, and Yvaine were doing their best to hold the line while Lavinia, Emeline, and Lena shot arrows, threw fireballs, and tossed explosive concoctions into the crowd of oncoming bandits.  
 
    Despite lacking his signature spiked armor, Dehn wasn’t content to stay on the defensive, and I glimpsed flashes of the halfling’s orange hair and green suit as he tore through the crowd with his sword and axe. The scream I’d heard, I realized, had come from one of the halfling’s victims when he’d hamstrung the man, and as the bandit hopped and stumbled on one leg, Dehn pounced on him and stabbed him in the back with his sword.  
 
    I saw one of the bandit archers’ mana flare up as he aimed a shot for Aerin, and I reached out and quelled his mana as I ran toward the rest of my guild. The archer coughed and nearly dropped his bow in surprise, and as I neared him, I drove my dagger between his shoulder blades. His body was still jolting from the explosion of mana in his chest when I dropped him and joined the others.  
 
    Aerin threw me a relieved look as she swung her axe forward into the abdomen of an approaching bandit. 
 
    “There you are!” the healer exclaimed as she pulled her axe free. “I saw that pyromancer attack you--” she broke off as she slammed the butt of her axe into another bandit’s head, just as I caught another by the collar and slit his throat, “--and I tried to come help but I couldn’t get through.” 
 
    A bandit with a club charged us both with a ferocious roar, and I held my hand out and used my mana to augment Aerin’s axe as the healer blocked the bandit’s swing and retaliated with a strike of her own that landed in the space between the bandit’s neck and shoulder.  
 
    “Are you hurt?” Aerin asked with a frown as she pulled her axe free and turned back to me. A spray of blood had splattered her face.  
 
    “No, I’m alright,” I assured her. “I just wish--” I was about to tell her that Cygne had gotten away when I glimpsed the mage’s black and white robes in the crowd. So, the coward had stayed for the fight after all. He’d been careful to stay behind the rest of the bandits, of course, where he was in virtually no danger. Well, that was about to change.  
 
    “Lavinia!” I called and turned to the ladona ranger. Before I could tell her to aim for the mage, however, inky darkness suddenly fell over all of us, and the world became pitch black. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Emeline shouted fearfully. She hadn’t seen Cygne summon darkness like I had.  
 
    “Shit,” I hissed. I could still see everyone’s mana, but the darkness rendered everyone else totally blind. Even the bandits nearest to us were affected, though I heard the thud of an arrow burying itself into the wall just above our heads and knew that the archers further back were continuing to attack, hoping for a lucky shot.  
 
    “It’s Cygne,” I shouted in answer to Emeline’s question. “He can create it somehow.” 
 
    “What the fuck?” Lavinia growled. “What kind of magic is that?” 
 
    I turned back toward the bandit crowd where the lights of their mana bobbed and shifted like wisps in the otherwise pitch-black darkness. I could hear their own confused shouts, but I knew it wouldn’t last long. Even if Cygne could hold this unnatural darkness over the cavern, the bandits would regain their courage soon.  
 
    I had another advantage, however, and that was that I could pick out the mages in the crowd by the brightness of their mana. As I scanned the lights before me, I picked out Cygne’s, the furthest back, but the brightest of all with the effort it took him to maintain his spell over us. He was too far away for me to be able to direct Lavinia for an accurate shot, but I could handle the bastard myself.  
 
    I reached out my hand and concentrated, prepared to fight for control of Cygne’s mana. He was obviously a skilled mage, which meant he would be able to resist my influence more than most others. I took a deep breath and focused on the point of light that I knew belonged to Cygne, and as my mana flowed down my arm, I curled my outstretched hand into a fist. There was a slight burning sensation against the skin of my palm as Cygne’s mana burned against my own attempt to counter it, but then, abruptly, it dimmed, and the shadow that the mage had cast over us evaporated.  
 
    At the back of the crowd, Cygne staggered with a look of complete shock as he clutched at his chest. I still had my arm up, and I tightened my fist until my nails dug into my palm, and the mage stumbled and looked panicked. He turned toward one of the doors then, and I realized that he was going to try to run again. No way. 
 
    I was only thinking of not letting Cygne escape when I charged into the crowd with my mana blade drawn, but the bandits were so surprised that at first, none of them even tried to stop me. Those who did, however, didn’t get very far, though, as I literally cut my way through them with furious sweeps of my knife. I had backup, too. As soon as Lavinia, Emeline, and Lena realized what I was doing, they started targeting the bandits nearest to me to clear a path.  
 
    Cygne saw me coming and raised his hand, no doubt to try to throw me off with another darkness spell, but I was ready for him, and I raised my free hand and quelled his mana before it had even reached his hand. He choked and fell to the marble floor, and his hand shook as he touched his chest. A second later his mouth went slack with horror as he'd finally connected the dots and realized what I’d done, but by then I was upon him, and as I grabbed him by the collar, his eyes bulged behind his mask.  
 
    “You...” he whispered raspily as I hauled him to his feet. “You’re a manipulator? But how?” 
 
    I didn’t bother to answer as I plunged my mana blade into the mage’s chest. His body lurched and twitched as his mana exploded with white light, and then he was still, and I let go of his collar and dropped his body to the floor.  
 
    It was only then that I became aware of the absolute silence behind me, and I turned to see that all of the remaining bandits had stopped and were staring at me. Then, one by one, they all dropped their weapons and held up their hands in surrender. Despite having been so outnumbered, we had managed to take out a significant number of them, and I figured there was only a little more than half of their original number still standing. The marble floor was wet with blood and covered with burn marks, broken glass, and of course, bodies. 
 
    “This heist,” I panted, “is over.” No one moved. None of them dared to. “I suggest you all get out of here before we get back with the city guard.”  
 
    As soon as I’d spoken, the remaining bandits scattered in a panic like startled hares and fled out of every available door, leaving behind their weapons and any other belongings that they’d happened to have on them. 
 
    “What!?” Dehn roared as I crossed the ballroom floor back to where the rest of my guild was waiting. “We had them all right here, and you just let them go?”  
 
    “They’re not going to cause any more trouble tonight,” I replied. “Our mission was to stop the heist, and we did.” In truth, by the looks on most of the bandits’ faces, I suspected that many of them were going to cut their losses and find new employment rather than risk coming up against our guild again. I wasn’t worried about them.  
 
    “Come on,” I said then. “Let’s run a quick search of this place and see what we can find.” I didn’t want to go back to the city without proof of what we’d discovered - that Lucius Previn had faked his death, that he was Cygne and had organized this heist, and that Lord Adler was in on it. I did intend to tell the city guard and the council about this place, and I was certain that after we revealed everything to them, including that one of their own members was complicit, they would want to come down here themselves, but I wanted something to bring back, and I didn’t like the idea of dragging Cygne’s corpse back with us. Let them find it when they got here. 
 
    Dehn’s mood improved somewhat when I told him that he could have first pick of the weapons the bandits had left behind, and he busied himself with comparing the swords and scimitars and other instruments of death scattered on the ballroom floor while the rest of us returned upstairs to Cygne’s suite to see what we could find there.  
 
    The smell of smoke and charred flesh was as pungent as ever as we re-entered the room, and combined with the drain on my mana from the battle, it made me feel a little lightheaded. Lena came up and put a hand on my elbow as I leaned against the doorframe and gave me a small vial of bright purple liquid. 
 
    “This is new,” she said with a sweet, gentle smile. “I was thinking about what might be useful for a mage. Try it.” 
 
    I uncorked the bottle and tipped the contents into my mouth. I was surprised by the taste, which was sweet and sort of sharp at the same time, but the moment I drank the potion, my head felt clearer, and I wasn’t as weary as I’d been just seconds before. 
 
    “How do you feel?” Lena asked. 
 
    “Much better,” I told her as I gave her back the empty vial. “It’s a health potion?”  
 
    “Not exactly,” the alchemist replied. “It restores your mana, at least partially. So you think it worked?” 
 
    I realized she wouldn’t have been able to tell and nodded. “I think so, thank you, Lena.” 
 
    The elven woman smiled at me, and I reached up to tuck a lock of her honey-blonde hair behind her ear, then drew her in for a kiss. When we broke apart, a soft blush tinged Lena’s cheeks.  
 
    “We’d better go help the others look for loot,” she said, and she twined her fingers through mine as we joined Aerin, Lavinia, Maruk, Emeline, and Yvaine in the room where Cygne had been speaking with his guards.  
 
    “Find anything?” I asked.  
 
    Lavinia was seated in the chair before a vanity table with an enormous mirror where Cygne had been, and she was reading a stack of papers with a wide grin. 
 
    “That idiot kept the report about his escape and a copy of his death certificate with all of his notes about which nobles he wanted to rob and which bandit gangs to try to recruit. There are a bunch of drawings and paintings here too, all of him in different ridiculous costumes. The bastard was obsessed with himself.” The ranger cackled as she passed me the papers. 
 
    I looked them over and saw that Lavinia hadn’t exaggerated at all in her description of the drawings, and the notes about the heist would be more than enough evidence to prove that Cygne was Lucius Previn. I grinned as I realized that he’d even mentioned Lord Adler by name. For all his talk about the carelessness and stupidity of the bandits he’d gotten to work with him, his own monumental arrogance had blinded him to the fact that he might be discovered for himself.  
 
    “It turns out that all of the houses he wanted to hit belonged to the council members who were going to convict him in the embezzlement case,” Yvaine said.  
 
    “Woah,” Maruk breathed, and we all turned to where the orc stood before a closet that spanned the entire length of the wall. “Would you look at all of this?” 
 
    There were more costumes, but it turned out that Cygne had had a practical side as well. About half of the contents of the closet were made up of various pieces of armor and other useful gear. It was all designed for someone closer to Cygne’s size, but Maruk didn’t seem to care as he headed for a collection of shining silver belt buckles.  
 
    “There are weapons over here, too,” Aerin called, and the healer popped her head out from behind another door. “They’re all on display, I don’t think he ever used them, but it’s a huge collection.” 
 
    We all rifled through the remainder of Cygne’s belongings and in the end, each of us walked away with something. Maruk took most of the belt buckles, but he let Aerin have the rest to sell. Lavinia got a new bow and arrows from Cygne’s weapons display, and Yvaine took two swords and a new scabbard. Lena found a lot of potions and raw ingredients in the mage’s medicine cabinet to use for her alchemy, and Emeline took several items from Cygne’s jewelry collection in addition to a cloak from his closet that was enchanted to be flame-proof. As for me, I would have been happy enough with just the proof of Cygne’s identity and his plans for the heist, but I found a new pair of boots that I liked and an enchanted vest that could repel some magical attacks. 
 
    I also found books.  
 
    A quick glance through them gave me a few hints about his darkness magic, so I put them in my pack to study. Maybe I couldn’t use the magic exactly, but it wouldn’t hurt to learn more about it.  
 
    Aerin made certain that we didn’t leave without anything too valuable, and she gathered up the last of the jewelry and a few fancy daggers to sell.  
 
    When we returned to the ballroom, Dehn had his arms full of his own loot, which was almost exclusively weapons, though I noticed that he’d also taken Cygne’s mask.  
 
    “Another trophy?” I asked the halfling with a grin. 
 
    “Of course,” he replied. “This one is going to go down in the history books. Lucius Previn... the one that got away. Until he didn’t.”  
 
    “Hey, killer,” Lavinia said as she walked up to us. “Got you this.” She dropped one of the ornate daggers from Cygne’s collection in among the pile in Dehn’s arms. 
 
    The halfling’s eyes glittered as he took in the dagger. “Oh, that’s sharp.” 
 
    “Sharpest I could find,” Lavinia replied. “Thought you’d like it.” 
 
    “If I didn’t know any better, Lavinia, I’d think you were being friendly,” Maruk said with a grin. 
 
    “The little bastard’s grown on me,” the ranger replied with a shrug, and Dehn looked proud of himself. 
 
    “Let’s get back to the city,” I said with a smile. “We’ve got another reward to collect.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    By the time we had climbed the stairs back to the surface and emerged from the cave, the sky was tinged pink and purple with the light of early dawn, though a few stars were still visible, and the songbirds had begun to wake up and call to one another in the trees. The cool, tranquil autumn morning was a stark contrast to the bloody and chaotic night we’d just had, and I was grateful for the change.  
 
    We had no way of calling for a carriage, but since the costumes Madame Delafose had loaned to us were pretty much ruined anyway, I figured the walk back to the city couldn’t make them much worse. At least we’d have plenty of reward money to pay her back with.  
 
    As we started down the forest path back toward the main road, the mood among the guild was good. Lavinia and Dehn joked and recounted the battle while Yvaine and Aerin discussed the value of the items that we’d taken from Cygne’s palace. Emeline and Lena speculated about the reception we would have when we presented our evidence to the council who they were sure would be shocked by the news about Lucius Previn. Only Maruk was quiet, and I hung back to check on the orc while the others set the pace ahead. 
 
    “Everything alright?” I asked him. 
 
    “I suppose I should be glad we were successful,” Maruk replied. “I mean, I am glad, I just wish...” He trailed off and picked at the torn lapel of his suit with a solemn sigh. “It was such a nice suit.” 
 
    “Madame Delafose did ask us to model her designs,” I reminded him. “I’m sure she’ll have plenty of others for you.” 
 
    “Do you think so?” Maruk asked hopefully. “I thought she would be upset about the mess we got into with these.” 
 
    “We’ll pay her back,” I assured him. “And she did say she wanted her designs to be represented by a real adventuring guild. This just makes them look, you know, more authentic.” 
 
    Maruk laughed. “I suppose you have a point. I wonder if I could get her to use any of those new belt buckles I got from Cygne’s collection. They’re really quite unique. I think I’ll ask her when we get back.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” I said.  
 
    It only took us about an hour and a half to reach the gates, and when we arrived, the city was already waking up for the day. Farmers with carts full of fresh fruits and vegetables passed us on the main road on their way to the market, and children laughed and chased after each other through the side streets as we made our way toward the city center and the clock tower that stood above the city hall. 
 
    “Do you think the councilors will even be there yet?” Emeline asked. 
 
    “If they’re not, we’ll go and knock on their doors,” Lavinia threatened. “I’m fucking exhausted, I want to get our money and then go home to sleep.” 
 
    “Hear, hear,” Aerin agreed. “They can get out of bed for this since they couldn’t be bothered to pay any attention to us beforehand. After all, it’s because of us that they weren’t all robbed last night.” 
 
    As it happened, the city hall was open when we arrived. The clerk at the desk had his chin in his hand and appeared to be nodding off until he caught sight of us, and then he gave such a start that he nearly fell out of his chair. I supposed we did look a little alarming, all of dressed in bloody and torn costumes, and of course, there was Lavinia’s tired face. The ladona woman had mastered the art of looking like she was ready to murder someone with the subtlest of expressions, and the effect was definitely enhanced when she’d been up fighting thieves the whole night. 
 
    “C-Can I, uh, can I help you?” the clerk asked nervously as we approached the desk.  
 
    “We need to speak to the council,” I told him, but that only seemed to make him even more nervous. 
 
    “Oh, I, uh, don’t think they’re meeting until later this week,” he replied. “Perhaps you and your... friends could come back another time?” 
 
    “They’ll want to see us,” I assured him. “They are all here, aren’t they?” 
 
    “Well, yes,” the clerk replied, “but the thing is, they don’t particularly like to be disturbed--” 
 
    “We know what really happened to Lucius Previn,” I interrupted, and I let some of my impatience leak into my tone. “Tell them that.” 
 
    “Lucius Previn?” the clerk repeated. His eyes went wide.  
 
    “Call the council,” I ordered. “We’ll be waiting.” 
 
    The clerk nearly fell as he scrambled out of his chair and bobbed his head in a nod.  
 
    “Yes, of course,” he said as he practically ran out of the lobby toward the councilors’ offices. “I’ll go get them. Er - who should I say is, um, calling?” 
 
    “The Shadow Foxes,” I answered, and as the clerk darted away, I turned back to the others.  
 
    “Hey,” Lavinia said with a grin as she elbowed Aerin in the ribs. “How much do you want to bet that Adler guy tries to climb out of his office window when he hears we know about his partner in crime?” 
 
    “He’s not going to run,” the healer responded with a roll of her eyes. “He doesn’t know that we know he was still connected to Lucius... or Cygne... or whoever.” Then Aerin’s mouth turned up in a mischievous sort of smile. “Fifty gold?” 
 
    “Fifty gold?” Lavinia scoffed. “I don’t have that kind of money!” Suddenly her eyes narrowed. “You know you have to bet your own money, not the guild’s, right?” 
 
    “I know,” Aerin replied. “I can make it thirty if you’d prefer. You’re the one who wanted a bet.” 
 
    “Forty,” Lavinia said, unwilling as ever to back down from what was obviously a challenge.  
 
    “Deal.” Aerin grinned. 
 
    Just then, the clerk returned, looking no less anxious than before.  
 
    “The council is waiting for you, Shadow Foxes,” he told us. “They’re just through that door on your right, down this hall.” He didn’t wait for us to say anything before he slipped back behind the safety of his desk and began to shuffle papers around in an effort to look busy.  
 
    “Thanks,” I replied, and I led the way down the hall and into the room the clerk had told us about. It was nothing fancy, just a long, empty table surrounded by wooden chairs where Ovrista’s eight council members sat. Adler was there as well, and either he had the best poker face I’d ever seen or Aerin was right and he didn’t suspect that we knew about his involvement in the heist. I heard Lavinia click her tongue in disappointment when she caught sight of Adler as well, and I knew Aerin must be grinning from ear to ear. 
 
    “Welcome, Shadow Foxes,” greeted one of the older councilors. I recognized him as one of the men that Eamon Maderel had been arguing with when we’d first brought the news of the heist to them. If I remembered correctly, his name was Outen. “You say you have news of Lucius Previn?” 
 
    I was surprised that he didn’t ask about the heist. He also, notably, didn’t invite us to sit, and I guessed that was because he wanted to get us out of here quickly. Maybe we’d gotten his attention by mentioning Lucius, but that didn’t mean his interest would last. Annoyed by his rudeness, especially given the fact that he’d refused to help us before, I decided to sit down, just to spite him. The rest of my guild followed suit, and the councilors eyed us warily. 
 
    “We do,” I said as I took out the stack of papers that we’d recovered from Cygne’s room. I glanced to Adler, who was still sitting as calmly as could be. He must have suspected something. After all, if the heist had gone through, he would have heard about it by now. Perhaps he just thought he was in a good position to deny any claims we made against him. “We also have news about the heist that we warned you about. We stopped it, in case you hadn’t noticed.” 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” Outen’s ears turned pink, and he blinked, shocked by my gall.  
 
    Before I could respond, however, another voice came from the doorway. “It’s far too late to plug up your ears now, Outen,” Eamon Maderel said as he strode into the room. He smiled at me as he took the last free chair, and I felt the hair on the back of my neck rise. Even though he was defending us, I couldn’t shake the feeling I always got around him, namely, that he was an immediate danger to me.  
 
    “Maderel,” Outen greeted through gritted teeth. “We weren’t expecting you.” 
 
    “No?” Maderel replied with an amused smirk. “I wonder if that’s because you told your clerk not to inform me of the Shadow Foxes’ return, though I seem to recall specifically requesting to be notified.” 
 
    If Outen had looked upset before, that was nothing compared to now. Still, I couldn’t help but enjoy the councilor’s discomfort. The guy was an asshole.  
 
    Maderel turned to me then. “So, your mission was a success. I’m very glad to hear that. I dare say your guild is the most capable in all of Ovrista.” He smiled that slow smile of his. 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” I replied.  
 
    “Now, what’s this about Lucius Previn?” Maderel asked. “It was my understanding, well, it was common knowledge anyway, that he died several years ago.” 
 
    “He faked his death,” I answered. “Then he returned to Ovrista in disguise and assumed a new identity. He was the mastermind behind the heist.” 
 
    “Oh, please,” Outen scoffed. “This is preposterous!” 
 
    “It’s the truth,” I shot back. “We have proof. These were all in his possession.” I slid the collection of documents and notes that we’d recovered from Cygne’s room across the table.  
 
    Lord Outen seemed reluctant even to touch them, and his lip curled as he picked them up and began to go through them. As he did, however, his face changed. His sneer disappeared, and he grew very pale. “Where did you get these?” he demanded in a voice barely above a whisper. 
 
    “I told you, we found them among the heist leader’s things,” I replied. I cut a glance to Adler, and it seemed that he was sitting up a little straighter, though his expression was still unreadable. 
 
    “I can confirm Lucius’ identity as well,” Yvaine said, and I saw the marchioness look across the table to Adler as well. He didn’t meet her eyes. “I knew him. He was the man responsible for organizing the heist.” 
 
    “Well, well, isn’t that a development,” Maderel said. The archmage seemed all too pleased to learn that Lucius had been behind the heist, and I wondered if he just liked watching Outen and the other councilors squirm or if this had anything to do with the argument he’d had with Outen earlier in the week.  
 
    “There’s something else,” I said, with another glance to Adler. “Lucius had help from someone inside the city. You’ll notice that among his plans, he mentions Lord Adler.” 
 
    One of the councilors gasped, and all eyes turned to Adler to see how he would receive such an accusation. He was obviously trying to stay composed, but it was clear that he knew the trouble he was in. His posture was rigid, and when he tried to smile, his lip twitched.  
 
    “There must be some mistake,” he insisted with a forced laugh. “I haven’t seen Lucius since the last night he was in the city, years ago. I believed that he was dead, drowned at sea, as did all of you.” 
 
    “He’s lying,” Aerin said immediately, and the councilors all looked at her. “I can sense auras,” the healer explained. “He wasn’t mentioned in those plans by chance. He knew Lucius was alive, and he was helping him the whole time.” 
 
    “Oh, dear,” Maderel intoned. “This is quite serious, councilors.” The mage’s expression was serious, but his steely eyes glinted as though he’d just been handed a gift that he’d wanted for a very long time. 
 
    Outen shuffled through the papers furiously as he looked for the notes that I’d told him about, and when he came to the pages with the heist plans and saw Adler’s name mentioned there as clear as day, he looked ill. It took him a moment to compose himself, but then he addressed another of the councilors in a breathy voice. “Barnet, would you please go get the city guard?”  
 
    Barnet nodded and stood, and he threw a solemn glance to Adler before he left. 
 
    “You can’t possibly--” Adler started, then cut off and drew himself up. “I mean, come now, we haven’t even confirmed that the man these... Shadow Foxes found was even Lucius. You’re really going to arrest me?” 
 
    “It’s all here, Adler,” Outen responded. “It’s Lucius’ handwriting. He mentions you by name.” 
 
    Adler began to look truly worried then, and he gripped the edge of the table as though he might fall over if he didn’t. I was tense as I watched him, prepared to jump up and stop him if he tried to run, but with all of us gathered there, he clearly thought better of it. After all, if he waited for the guards, he would only go to prison. If he tried to run now, he wouldn’t make it two steps before he got one of Lavinia’s arrows through his skull. He slumped back into his chair. 
 
    “So, Lucius is dead, then?” Maderel asked as he turned to me, one brow raised. Whatever crisis Adler was having now, the archmage had no sympathy for him. 
 
    “Yes,” I replied.  
 
    “Good,” Maderel said. “I believe I promised your guild five hundred gold for your service to this fine city. I’m sure you’ll want to go home and rest after everything you’ve been through, but you’re welcome to stop by the University at your leisure to collect your reward.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” Aerin said. The healer’s eyes glittered at the mention of the reward.  
 
    I expected Maderel to take his leave then, but instead, he turned to Outen with an expectant look.  
 
    “Well, councilor?” the mage prompted. “You have yet to even congratulate the Shadow Foxes on their success. I can imagine you must be very grateful for all the trouble they went through on your behalf, especially after you were so cold to them.” 
 
    Outen’s face turned so red it was a wonder steam didn’t start pouring out of his ears, but then he turned to me. 
 
    “Thank you, Shadow Foxes,” the councilor said in a stiff voice. “Your service is greatly appreciated by all of us on the council.” 
 
    I gave him a cool nod in response, unwilling to show him the politeness that he couldn’t even bear to extend to us.  
 
    “I should think some sort of reward is in order as well, councilor,” Maderel commented. “They did save you quite a lot of money in damages, after all, not to mention your reputation.” The mage gave me a sly glance. “It would be rather embarrassing, I should think, if it got out that you had brushed off this guild’s legitimate concerns regarding the security of the city. People might even wonder if you weren’t a co-conspirator yourself.” 
 
    As nervous as Maderel made me, I couldn’t help but be impressed. I understood now why people said that he was the one who was really in charge of Ovrista, rather than the council. He was playing Outen like a fiddle, and the councilor knew it. 
 
    “Of course,” Outen said through gritted teeth. “I will personally see to it that a matching sum of five hundred gold is delivered to you, Shadow Foxes.” 
 
    Aerin looked as though she might faint, and even Lavinia, who didn’t usually care about money, looked excited by the prospect.  
 
    “Well, I should be going.” Maderel smiled as he pushed himself up from the table. “I have some business of my own to attend to. Good day, councilors, Shadow Foxes.” 
 
    Outen glared openly at the mage as he swept from the room, and when Maderel was gone, he turned his glare on us. 
 
    “Is there anything else we can help you with?” he asked in a clipped voice.  
 
    I supposed there wasn’t, and at that moment, Councilor Barnet returned with the city guard to arrest Adler. The nobleman didn’t resist as the guards cuffed his hands behind his back and led him from the room, and satisfied that our business here was done, I stood as well.  
 
    “That’s all for us, Councilor Outen,” I said. Outen didn’t respond, and none of the other six councilors had a mind to speak up, either, as we excused ourselves and left the room in chilly silence. 
 
    “That was fucking incredible!” Lavinia said with a grin when we got outside again. “Oh, man, the look on that snooty bastard’s face was absolutely priceless!” 
 
    “Sure, that part was great, but think of all that reward money!” Aerin replied. “We’re going to need to get a new strongbox just to store it all!” 
 
    “Forget storing it, Aerin,” Maruk groaned. “We’re rich, let’s actually spend some of our money for once! We should all have new uniforms made to celebrate, and we should go to that restaurant on--” 
 
    “We can finally install a weapons range in the guild hall!” Lavinia interrupted. 
 
    “I wouldn’t mind a workshop, if we could spare the money,” Lena put in.  
 
    “Or a library,” Emeline suggested.  
 
    “Since we’re so damn rich, maybe we should install a swimming pool,” I joked as I caught Yvaine’s eye and winked. The marchioness rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Yes!” Emeline gasped. “I want a swimming pool!” 
 
    “Hey, hey, hey, let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Aerin insisted nervously. “You know what’s way more fun than a swimming pool?” 
 
    “What?” Emeline cast the healer a skeptical glance. 
 
    “Investing!” Aerin answered.  
 
    “Oh, don’t start with that,” Lavinia pleaded.  
 
    “We can all decide what to do with our fabulous wealth later, when we’re rested,” I said. “Let’s just get home.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
    A few hours later, after I’d cleaned up and changed, I went down to the sitting room with a book to take advantage of the quiet while everyone else went to sleep. We were going to go out to dinner later, as Maruk had suggested, to celebrate our successful mission, but for now, the guild hall was peaceful. 
 
    I was surprised when I got downstairs to find Dehn in the sitting room. The halfling was back in his old spiked armor, and he was pricking holes in the upholstery as he rocked back and forth on one of the armchairs and cradled his trusty flask.  
 
    “Hey,” I greeted him as I sat down on the couch. “I thought you’d be back at the HQ, telling everyone about the heist.” 
 
    “Did you?” the halfling asked. He seemed strangely subdued, and if I didn’t know any better, I’d have thought he was nervous.  
 
    “Is everything alright?” I asked him.  
 
    “Yeah, yeah.” Dehn scratched at the back of his neck. “I was just meanin’ to ask you something.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Well, I really liked going with all of you on this mission, and I was thinking... well, I was thinking maybe it’s time I left the guard. Don’t see a lot of action there, you know? And I was wondering if maybe you’d let me stick around here.” 
 
    “You want to join our guild?” I asked. 
 
    Dehn gave a shrug. “I mean, it’s alright if you can’t handle me. I know I’m so strong and handsome, and that can be kind of intimidating.” 
 
    “I think I can manage,” I replied with a grin. “You’re welcome to stay if you want, Dehn.” 
 
    “Haha! Fuck yeah!” The halfling grinned and passed me his flask. 
 
    I laughed as I took the flask then took a drink. The alcohol burned like nothing I’d ever drunk before, and I winced as I swallowed and handed the flask back to Dehn. “What is in that?” It tasted like rubbing alcohol and lighter fluid. 
 
    “It’s a personal brew,” he replied with a touch of pride. “Made it myself!” 
 
    “Ah.” I coughed. “It’s uh, it’s really something.” 
 
    Dehn’s grin faded slightly then, and he took a drink from his flask. “There was actually one other thing I wanted to talk to you about,” he said after a moment. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Back in the caverns, I noticed the magic you were doing,” Dehn said. He didn’t meet my eyes. “You’re one of those manipulators, aren’t you?” 
 
    My mouth was dry, but I forced myself to swallow. “I am.” 
 
    The halfling did meet my gaze then, and I was surprised by the look of concern in his eyes.  
 
    “Well, you'd better be careful. The Mage Academy’s been telling the city guard to keep a lookout for mages like you. Have been for quite a while.” 
 
    “I know,” I said. Then I ventured a question. “It doesn’t bother you, me being a manipulator? I mean, you’re a guard, and you seem to take that pretty seriously.” 
 
    Dehn shrugged. “That’s a Mage Academy law, not a city law,” he replied. “It’s not my jurisdiction. And besides, you’re doing good things around here. You've done more in the last twenty-four hours to keep the city safe than most of those stuffy pricks up in that tower have done in their whole lives. Doesn’t seem right that you should be punished for it.” 
 
    “Thanks, Dehn,” I said with a smile. “I appreciate that.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, don’t get all sappy on me,” the halfling replied as he jumped down from the chair. “I’m gonna go pick out a room before you start crying or something.” 
 
    “Have fun,” I told him with a chuckle as he made his way up the stairs. 
 
    I read a few chapters of the history book I’d brought with me before Yvaine came down. The noblewoman had on a new dress of flowing pale blue fabric, and her dark hair was still slightly damp from her bath. She glided over to the couch and sat down next to me where she leaned her head against my shoulder to see what I was reading.  
 
    “Mm,” she murmured, “handsome, valiant, and a scholar. You’re really the whole package, aren’t you?”  
 
    I grinned as I turned to face her. “That’s what they tell me.” 
 
    “Well, they’re right,” Yvaine replied with a little smile. 
 
    “So,” I started as I closed my book and gave the marchioness my full attention, “how was your first time adventuring with a guild? Was it everything you had hoped it would be?” 
 
    “That, and more,” Yvaine answered. “Thank you again for letting me come with you.” 
 
    “You’re always welcome,” I told her. “I know that you have your estate to look after and people to charm, but you should know that you have a place here if you want it.” 
 
    “Why, Gabriel, are you inviting me to join the Shadow Foxes?” she asked with feigned surprise as she placed a hand over her heart.  
 
    “Yes,” I answered seriously as I took her hand and held it. “I would like that a lot. We’d get to see a lot more of each other, too.” 
 
    “I do believe you’ve won me over,” the marchioness replied. “I graciously accept your invitation.” 
 
    “Good,” I murmured, and I leaned in to kiss her. Yvaine made a soft sound in her throat as she leaned into me, and her fingers brushed against the back of my neck. 
 
    The moment wasn’t to last, however, as just then, Maruk and Lavinia came down the stairs. Yvaine cleared her throat as she sat back against the couch.  
 
    “For the last time, I don’t want to wear that stupid thing!” Lavinia insisted.  
 
    “But it doesn’t fit me!” Maruk protested as he trailed after her with some sort of frilly garment in his hands. “And it would look so nice on you.” 
 
    “No way,” the ladona ranger said firmly. “I don’t do lace. Or ruffles.” 
 
    “What is it this time?” I asked as Lavinia dropped into one of the armchairs.  
 
    “Maruk wants me to wear some ridiculous shirt he got out of Cygne’s closet to dinner tonight,” the ranger explained. She threw a glance to the orc. “I don’t know why you even took it if you knew it wasn’t going to fit you.” 
 
    “I was hoping the fabric might stretch a bit,” Maruk replied defensively. 
 
    “Yeah, you’re gonna need more than a bit of stretch to fit into that,” Lavinia told him. “Maybe you forgot, but you’re seven feet tall.” 
 
    Maruk frowned down at the shirt in his hands as he sat in the armchair next to Lavinia. “I just don’t want it to go to waste.” 
 
    “See if Lena will wear it,” Lavinia suggested. “She likes weird stuff.” 
 
    “I do like weird stuff!” Lena confirmed enthusiastically as she, Aerin, and Emeline made their way down the stairs and joined the rest of us in the sitting room. “What is it?” 
 
    “This shirt I got from Cygne’s wardrobe,” Maruk said as he held it up for the alchemist to examine. It reminded me of a pirate shirt with wide sleeves and a ruffled collar, and it had a sort of pearlescent quality. It definitely wouldn’t have fit Maruk, but it would look cute, I thought, on Lena. 
 
    “Oh,” Lena murmured as she took the shirt and held it up. “This is very nice.” 
 
    “Isn’t it?” Maruk sighed wistfully. “It’s yours if you want it, there’s nothing I can do with it.” 
 
    “Thank you!” Lena said as she hugged the shirt to her chest. “I love it.” 
 
    That seemed to make Maruk feel better, at least.  
 
    “Are we all ready to go?” Aerin asked as she looked around at each of us. “I’m starving.” 
 
    “Yvaine and Dehn are coming, too,” I told her. “They’ve decided to join the guild.” 
 
    “I’m coming, I’m coming!” the halfling called from upstairs, and a moment later he appeared, decked out in what I assumed was his casual wear. It was more or less the same as his armor, but it had about thirty percent fewer spikes, and he was only carrying three knives in his belt.  
 
    Our destination for the evening was one of the fancier restaurants in the city with a name that only Maruk and Yvaine were able to pronounce, and we arrived there just as the sun was sinking below the horizon in the west.  
 
    Strangely enough, the interior of the restaurant looked rather similar to Cygne’s palace in the Sunken Caverns, which was to say that the designer had overdone it a bit with the fancy moldings on the ceiling and the gilding on everything else. Maruk swore that the food was excellent, though, and I knew I could trust the orc’s taste, so I decided to suspend my judgment on the place until after we’d eaten. 
 
    Given the circumstances and the small fortune that we’d just earned, even Aerin didn’t object to some lavish indulgence, and we resolved as a group to order the most expensive items on the menu as well as a bottle or two of champagne.  
 
    We spent the next few hours telling stories, making jokes, and stuffing ourselves with the richest food any of us had ever tasted, except for Yvaine, of course. It was the most fun I’d had in a while, and to make the night even better, when our server came over to bring us our bill, she informed us that our meal was on the house. Apparently, word of what we’d done had already gotten around, and the owner of the restaurant was one of the targets of the heist. Aerin, in particular, was thrilled, and she ordered another bottle of champagne to bring home with us.  
 
    We took the long way back to our guild hall as none of us were very keen on letting such a great night come to an end so soon, and as I walked with the rest of my guild through the nighttime streets of Ovrista, I felt good. The tensions and anxieties of the past few days evaporated like mist, and my spirit was as light as the bubbly champagne that we’d been drinking.  
 
    I was happy here, and these people were the greatest friends I’d ever had. I knew that whatever challenges lay ahead for us, we could take them. Eamon Maderel had said we were the best guild in Ovrista. I wasn’t completely sure if he really believed that, but I didn’t care what he thought.  
 
    I knew that we were. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 End Notes 
 
    Hey guys- question for you. I was thinking about having Gabriel get the women in his harem pregnant. What do you think? Should I not do that? Should I do that but only with one or a few of the women? Should he get them all pregnant? Leave me review and let me know your opinion! 
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