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 Chapter 1 
 
    “Oh, come on, don’t give me that face,” I pleaded with my frustrated puca. Merlin, however, continued to glare at me, annoyed that I’d interrupted his shapeshifting. I stepped forward to give him a scratch behind the ears, and he decided to forgive me long enough for a belly rub, too, but then it was back to work.  
 
    The notes I’d gotten from Cygne that explained how he was able to control light and darkness were spread out on the floor around me, and I’d been scribbling in my own annotations as I practiced. I wasn’t able to create light or draw in darkness to an area like Cygne had been, but I wasn’t trying to do that, exactly.  
 
    I was trying to apply what Cygne did with light to my own mana manipulations.  
 
    In the past, I’d always had to focus on a specific target to control their mana, but over the past several weeks, I’d made some significant headway into being able to manipulate the mana of anyone in a specific radius without having to focus on a particular target. When I’d first started, I’d only been able to effect an area with a radius of about a foot, but I’d put in the practice and I’d managed to get up to about eight feet. 
 
    I practiced with the rest of my guild when I could, but when they were busy, Merlin was my guinea pig. I’d hidden treats and shiny objects around the room for him to find, making sure to put them where he would have to shift forms every now and then to get at them. Then, as he jumped and flew and scrambled around in search of them, I would see how far my control would reach, whether I could interrupt his mana and keep him from shapeshifting without singling him out.  
 
    Thankfully, any annoyance the puca harbored over being tricked into participating in my experiments was assuaged by the rewards he got over the course of them, and the challenge kept him occupied and out of trouble. Ever since I started practicing with him like this, he stopped leaving dead mice in Lavinia’s boots and he’d only stolen one of Maruk’s pies from the kitchen. Lena said he was the best-behaved puca she’d ever seen, but of course, he always gave the alchemist’s space a wide berth ever since he’d gotten a faceful of itching powder as a result of snooping around in her workshop when she wasn’t around. 
 
    Just then, there came a knock on the door downstairs, and I packed up my notes and tucked them into their hiding place behind a secret panel in the wall. I guessed that the knock would be someone from the Mage Academy with information about a bounty we’d been offered. There were some texts they’d wanted us to get from a cultist’s base nearby, and we’d been waiting for someone to bring by the list of the specific books the Mage Academy was looking for and whatever information the Academy had about the cultists who had them.  
 
    I clicked my tongue for Merlin so he wouldn’t get shut in my room and started down the stairs to answer the door. We’d been getting a lot of assignments from the Mage Academy lately. Ever since we’d stopped that heist a few months ago, Eamon Maderel and the rest of the archmages seemed to have taken a special interest in our guild and had been requesting our assistance specifically on jobs. We’d hardly set foot in the charter office in weeks.  
 
    As much as the special attention from the Mage Academy made me nervous, the money was good. It was better than good, actually. Maderel and the archmages routinely paid more for missions than some of the highest-tier public bounties. So we took the jobs, and I was extra careful to play the part of an upstanding Academy elementalist.  
 
    No one else had made it to the door before me, so when I opened it, I was greeted by a young human mage in the students’ purple robes. He couldn’t have been much older than twelve or so, and he looked a bit star-struck, and I wondered if he’d asked if he could bring these documents to us so that he could meet us. He gave me a little bow before he held out a thin, cylindrical wooden canister to me.  
 
    “From the Mage Academy, sir,” he said with an excited smile.  
 
    “Thanks,” I replied as I took the canister.  
 
    The mage hovered on the doorstep for a moment, and I began to wonder if I was supposed to tip him or something when suddenly he blurted, “You’re Gabriel Vega, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah,” I said. “Hi.” 
 
    “I started studying air magic,” the boy went on. “I want to join a guild and be just like you when I graduate.” 
 
    A strange combination of anxiety and pride rose up within me. I was flattered, of course, that this boy or anyone might look to me as a role model, but the last thing I needed was a spotlight... or anyone asking me about air magic, since I was an air mage in name only.  
 
    The boy was still on the doorstep, and he stared up at me and clutched the strap of the bag over his shoulder as he waited for my response. 
 
    “That’s great,” I told him with a smile as I shoved down my own feelings of apprehension. “Keep practicing your magic, study hard, and you’ll be able to join a guild in no time.” Ugh. I sounded like those lame public speakers that gave lectures in high school auditoriums, but I couldn’t think of anything else to tell the kid at the moment. Thankfully, he didn’t seem to find my advice as trite as I did, and he nodded enthusiastically. 
 
    “I will!” he promised. Then he glanced over his shoulder to the great clock tower far in the distance. “I gotta get back to the university now. Goodbye, Mister Vega!” 
 
    I waved goodbye as the mage turned and raced down the steps, and then I closed the door and twisted the lid off the canister he’d given me. Inside was a map with the location of the cultists’ base marked out in red, as well as a list written in looping cursive of the specific books we were supposed to recover for the Mage Academy. 
 
    We’d had a few days off since returning from our last mission, and since it was still fairly early, I figured it would be good for us to get packed up and start out as soon as possible. The cultist’s base wasn’t far, and we could reach it by early afternoon if we took the horses.  
 
    I set the canister and the documents on the table in the dining room and scooped up Merlin to make sure he didn’t get any ideas about rummaging through the kitchen while I rounded up the rest of the guild. Lavinia and Dehn were in the training room, so I decided to start there. They two of them spent most of their time down there ever since it had been completed, and I could hear them sparring now. Between taunts and shouts of triumph were the blunt sounds of blows connecting and the smack of someone, most likely Dehn, hitting the mat. 
 
    When I got down the second set of stairs to the basement level and opened the door to the training room, the halfling was cursing up a storm as he got to his feet, and Lavinia smirked proudly as she stood by. The ladona woman’s white hair was pulled back in a braid, though a few strands had come loose while she’d been fighting and looped around the dragon horns that sprouted from her head. Her red eyes glittered as she adjusted the shoulder strap of her dark leather armor. 
 
    “Told you that wouldn’t work,” she said with a shake of her head. 
 
    “What wouldn’t work?” I asked. 
 
    “Dehn’s been working on a new move,” the ladona woman replied. “He calls it the ‘Sword Bomb.’” 
 
    “It’s Explosion of Death,” Dehn corrected testily. The halfling’s bright red hair was in disarray, and he had collected several new bruises alongside the bold tattoos on his muscular arms. He picked up the pair of wooden short swords he’d been practicing with and pointed it at Lavinia. “And I’ve almost got it.” 
 
    “The problem is that you’re not getting enough air,” Lavinia said. “You can’t jump high enough to be effective, you’re too sh--” 
 
    “My height is above average!” Dehn interrupted.  
 
    “A messenger from the Academy just stopped by,” I cut in before Dehn could launch into a full-on tirade. “We’ve got the map and the rest of the notes, so get packed up. I want to leave as soon as everyone is ready.” 
 
    “Good!” The white-haired ranger stretched her arms above her head. “I’m ready for a real fight.” 
 
    “Do you know where Aerin is?” I asked as I lingered in the doorway. “I haven’t seen her all morning.” 
 
    “Where do you think?” Lavinia cocked an eyebrow. “She’s hardly left that vault of hers. I’m pretty sure she’s been sleeping down there.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I replied. “Meet us in the dining room when you’re ready.” 
 
    I left Lavinia and Dehn to clean up in the training room as I made my way with Merlin across the short hall to the only other room on this level, the Treasury. As Lavinia had anticipated, Aerin was inside. The elf was bent over a stack of books on the room’s single desk, fastidiously checking the accounts of the guild’s income and spending. Behind her was a large vault door, securely locked and protected with a number of enchantments, where all of our funds were kept.  
 
    Aerin’s dark red waves hung loose over her shoulders and spilled onto the desk as she leaned over her books and scribbled furiously. She was too absorbed in her work to notice me, so I called out to her.  
 
    “Hey, Aerin,” I called again, louder this time, and she started and blinked at me in surprise for a moment. Then her face broke into a smile.  
 
    “Gabriel, hey, what’s up?” 
 
    “We just got the rest of the information about that cultist bounty,” I told her. “We’re going to head out as soon as everyone’s ready.” I realized that Lavinia might not have been exaggerating when she said Aerin had spent the night down here when I realized the elf was still in the loose cotton shift that she wore to bed, and there was a smudge of ink on her cheek.  
 
    “Did you sleep down here?” 
 
    The tips of the elf’s ears turned pink as she closed her books and returned her pen to its stand. “We’ve had a lot more money coming in, and we’ve been spending more, too.” 
 
    “So, yes?” I grinned. 
 
    “Someone has to keep track of it all,” Aerin protested as she joined me in the hall and locked the door behind her.  
 
    “You’re right,” I relented. “We’d be on the streets if not for you. I just hope you’re not working too hard.” 
 
    “You’re sweet,” Aerin said with a smile, and she stood up on her tiptoes to press a kiss to my cheek. “I’ll go get packed up.” She gave Merlin a scratch behind the ears, then started up the stairs. 
 
    I figured Lena would be in her alchemy workshop, which was just off the kitchen, so with Merlin on my shoulder, I headed there next. The puca chattered excitedly when we got to the kitchen and tried to jump off my shoulder to get to a wheel of expensive foreign cheese that Maruk had ordered, but I anticipated the move and caught him around the middle, and he gave me a sour look.  
 
    “I know it’s tempting,” I told him, “but you know better.” Of course, I’d suggested to the orc that he store his fancy cheese somewhere Merlin couldn’t get to it after the first time the puca had stolen a hunk of it, but apparently, it needed the fresh air and would lose its taste if confined to a pantry.  
 
    If Merlin was upset about being thwarted in his attempt to steal food, that was nothing compared to his reaction when he realized I was taking him to Lena’s workshop, and he twisted out of my arms in a panic and bolted. I thought about trying to catch him, but he didn’t seem interested in Maruk’s cheese or anything else except staying far away from the alchemy lab, so I let him go.  
 
    Tendrils of blueish smoke curled under the door as I knocked, and a moment later, Lena’s voice called out, “Come in!” 
 
    The elven alchemist was lost among a veritable forest of glass beakers and vials full of brightly colored, simmering liquids and shelves of raw ingredients, everything from bundles of dried wolfsbane to jars full of pickled salamanders’ eyes. Every available surface was covered in open recipe books, jars of pastes and powders with names and uses I could only guess at, and complex bronze instruments that looked like they might have been part of a chemistry set that someone had assembled with their eyes closed. 
 
    The smoke was coming from a small cauldron set over a stove, and it poured out from the massive pot across the floor like the fog from liquid nitrogen. Lena moved the cauldron off the stove with a gloved hand and set it on one of the crowded desks and turned to me. The bells on the hem of her flowing skirts jingled as she moved, and she had her constellation-patterned scarf tied around her head to keep her dark blonde curls out of her face as she worked. The steam from the cauldron had brought a pretty blush into her tan cheeks, and her violet eyes were alight with excitement. 
 
    “Gabriel! What’s going on?” 
 
    I told her about the bounty and eyed the still-smoking cauldron. “How soon do you think you can be ready?” 
 
    “Just give me a few minutes to get cleaned up here, then I’ll go pack my things,” Lena replied cheerfully.  
 
    I nodded as I let the door close behind me again and headed up to the guild hall’s second story.  
 
    The first room immediately off the stairs had been converted into a library, and that was where I found Emeline. The panthera mage had several maps spread out on the single large desk and appeared to be making copies. Her long, dark hair flowed over her shoulders, and her cat-like ears flicked with interest as she pored over the maps. She had the sleeves of her purple mage robes pushed back, and her full lips were pursed as she traced a long nail down one of the ink paths.  
 
    “Got a new one for you, if you’re interested,” I said by way of introduction. “A messenger from the Academy just arrived with it.”  
 
    “I’d love to take a look at it later,” Emeline replied. “These are all old, though. It’s fascinating to see how the city and everything has changed since the civil wars. I borrowed a few maps of the continent from the University library and I’ve been making copies so we can have some for our own records.” 
 
    I was impressed by her initiative. I hadn’t thought about trying to get copies of old maps drawn up, but they did come in handy now and then. Emeline’s interest in cartography was how we’d found Cygne’s hideout, after all.  
 
    “That’s a great idea,” I told her. “Do you think you can get to a stopping point soon, though? I want us to go get that bounty for the Academy today.” 
 
    “No problem!” Emeline assured me. “I didn’t really unpack since we got back from the last one, so just call me when everyone else is ready, okay?” 
 
    “I will,” I replied with a chuckle and I left the library to find Yvaine and Maruk.  
 
    All of our rooms were in the same hall on the second story, and for the most part, they all looked the same. We did have to put some of our earnings toward bills and food and other necessities, and we spent so much time traveling that none of us really prioritized our bedrooms when it came to spending what we had leftover, so the spaces were relatively simple and utilitarian. That was, except for Yvaine’s room. I wasn’t entirely sure how she’d done it without violating the laws of physics but through some interior design magic of her own, the marchioness had completely transformed her room into a posh suite that looked like it ought to be attached to a palace, not an adventurers’ guild hall. 
 
    Even the doors were different. While the rest of us had a single wooden door with a simple bronze knob to lead into our rooms, Yvaine had had a set of double doors installed. They had gilded handles and a floral pattern etched in relief on their surfaces, which were painted light blue. I heard Yvaine laugh at something from inside just before I knocked. 
 
    “Oh, do come in,” the noblewoman called, and I opened one of the doors to find Yvaine and Maruk seated on plush chairs on either side of a painted coffee table with cups of tea in their hands and a tray of little cucumber sandwiches and pastries topped with fruit paste and cheese set out on the table.  
 
    The noblewoman looked as elegant as ever, like a statue come to life with her flawless ivory skin and long, silky brown hair. Even for a morning in, she was dressed to the nines in an expensive silver gown that was cut to accentuate her curves perfectly, and delicate bracelets glittered on her narrow wrists. 
 
    Maruk had tried his best to emulate the fashions of court, though of course, his budget was considerably smaller than Yvaine’s, and even in the city, there weren’t many tailors who knew how to fit garments for a seven-foot tall orc. He had made do with simple breeches and a ruffled shirt that was a little too tight around his huge biceps, and he’d braided some gold beads into his long white-blond hair.  
 
    Merlin had found his way to the tea party, and I realized Yvaine had been laughing at him as he stood up on his hind legs and turned in a little circle so that the marchioness would give him another bit of sandwich. 
 
    “Isn’t he just delightful?” Yvaine asked as she offered the puca his reward. He took the sandwich greedily and shoved the entire thing in his mouth, which made his cheeks bulge out like a chipmunk’s. 
 
    “Maruk and I were just discussing major themes of Ismael Gaona’s poetry when he came in and started listening. If I didn’t know any better, I’d think he knew what we were saying.” Yvaine held out another piece of a sandwich to Merlin. 
 
    “Careful not to give him too much,” I warned. “He doesn’t know when to stop, I don’t want him to vomit on your rug.” There were three rugs in here, all handwoven in intricate patterns and imported from overseas. The rest of the room boasted similar luxuries. Yvaine’s four-poster bed was twice as large as any of ours, her vanity table was an antique that had been left to her in the will of some famous queen or another, and the walls were covered in priceless works of art from Yvaine’s private collection. She had supplemented her share of the guild’s reward money with her own inheritance to be able to afford it all.  
 
    “Oh, what a poor dear,” Yvaine cooed as she stroked Merlin’s head. The puca leaned closer to the plate of sandwiches, and his nose twitched. “I won’t let him get sick, no.” 
 
    “It’d serve him right,” Maruk muttered. The orc still hadn’t forgotten the theft of his cheese and had been giving Merlin the cold shoulder since. 
 
    “We’re going to be heading out soon,” I told them. “We just got the rest of the information for that cultist bounty from the Mage Academy.” 
 
    “Excellent!” Yvaine smiled. “I would love the fresh air. Shall we take the horses, then?”  
 
    The horses were Yvaine’s, but now that she was part of the guild, we all rode them often.  
 
    “I was hoping we could,” I told her. “We’re all going to meet downstairs and leave as soon as everyone is ready.” 
 
    “We’ll be right along, then,” Yvaine promised, and I left the two behind to pack up my own things. 
 
    It only took a few minutes for me to pack up my invisibility cloak, an extra pair of clothes, and a bit of money and food for the road. I expected we’d be back before too late in the evening, if all went well, but I’d been doing this long enough to know to plan ahead for unforeseen delays and obstacles. By the time I got downstairs, everyone else was ready, too, and after we reviewed the map and the rundown from the Academy about the cultists, we set out.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    We followed the Mage Academy maps to a remote area along the western coast. The sky was overcast and foreboding, and a salty wind whipped my hair into my face as I peered out at the western horizon where the slate-gray sea stretched like a strip of iron beneath the heavy blanket of clouds. Far in the distance, I could see the darker streaks of gray where sheets of rain poured down over the water, and though the storm hadn’t reached us yet, the air was thick and unseasonably warm. The tall pines around us shivered and shed their needles whenever a gust of wind blew through them, and I couldn’t help but shiver myself in anticipation of the storm and the fight to come.  
 
    I was in the lead, and I gently tugged the reins to draw my horse to a stop as we reached a fork in the trail. Gulls screeched to one another as they soared overhead, and Merlin poked his head up and chattered at them in annoyance.  
 
    “Don’t you get any ideas,” Aerin scolded the puca who had been riding along with her in her lap. She scooped him up just as he wiggled his haunches in preparation to spring into the air, no doubt intending to shift into a hawk or an eagle to chase down the gulls. 
 
    “The cultists’ base is supposed to be in a fortress on a cliff,” Emeline said as she fought to keep her map from being blown away. “There’s one a little north of here, so we need to go right.” 
 
    “Did that intel from the mages say why no one’s dealt with these guys before?” Lavinia asked as we guided our horses up the right-hand trail. “A temple full of evil cultists guarding a bunch of illegal texts sounds like a pretty popular bounty to me, and they’re not even trying to hide. The mages could have just made it public.” 
 
    “What are you complaining about?” Aerin said. “I would have expected you of all people to be honored that the Mage Academy chose us specifically to get those books for them.” 
 
    “It just seems sort of off,” the ladona ranger replied with a one-sided shrug. “We used to do jobs like this all the time, it’s not like it’s anything special. There’s got to be some kind of catch.” 
 
    “The notes just say that the Academy suspects there are a lot of rogue mages among them,” I answered, “and the texts we’re supposed to collect mostly have to do with life and death magic. I’d bet that a lot of them are necromancers and blood mages. It says they call themselves the Servants of Eutrem.” I turned to Aerin. “Which god is that?” 
 
    “I don’t know, I’ve never heard of that one,” the healer responded with an uneasy frown. 
 
    “I have,” Lena spoke up. The alchemist’s usually cheerful tone was grave, and when I turned to her, her face was pale. “Eutrem is one of the old goddesses of Morelia. She was the Goddess of Death and Curses. Her worship was banned hundreds of years ago, but she still has some followers who revere her in secret.” 
 
    “They’re not being very secretive right now,” Lavinia remarked with a nod ahead. I looked to where she gestured.  
 
    A few miles away, just visible between the trees, a wide fortress of dark stone was perched on the edge of a cliff. It looked ancient and weather-worn, but not as dilapidated as I might have expected. Up on that cliff, with the sea crashing beneath it, the clouds rolling above it, and the pines flailing in the gale around it, it seemed like the only solid thing in the world. It had been made for a place like this, designed to hold up for centuries against the constant assault of the elements. There were no banners or markers of any kind that I could see, but just looking at it, I felt in my bones that this had to be the right place. It inspired in me a stronger sense of foreboding than even the storm on the horizon and the clingy, humid air.  
 
    “Well, that certainly looks like the lair of a death goddess’ cult,” Maruk said with false cheer. “About how many of them are up there, do we know?” 
 
    “The notes from the Mage Academy say there could be anywhere from ten to, uh, fifty cultists,” I read. 
 
    “So, no,” Lavinia translated bluntly. “How do they know which books these guys stole but not know how many of them are there in the first place?” 
 
    “Well, they’ve probably been recruiting, haven’t they?” Emeline suggested. “And it’s probably hard to keep track when they kidnap or kill anyone who approaches.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Yvaine agreed. “I doubt they’re responding to the census. We’ll just have to be prepared for the worst possible scenario.” 
 
    “And if they are practicing necromancy, we’ll have more enemies to worry about than just the cultists,” Aerin pointed out. 
 
    “Hmmph,” Dehn snorted. “I’m not afraid of some moldy shamblers. Bring ‘em on!” The warlike halfling’s squat little pony looked like it strongly disagreed with that statement.  
 
    I clicked my tongue and urged my horse forward again, and the others followed up the slope toward the cliffside fortress. It looked no more inviting the closer we got. The dark gray stone dripped in the dense humidity, though the storm over the sea still hadn’t blown our way, and there was a statue on either side of the road of a woman covered in bandages. The pair looked almost like mummies, and it was hard to tell whether they had been carved with chunks out of their faces and bodies or if the stone had just begun to succumb to the elements. Most disturbing, though, was the water that ran down the statues’ cheeks from eyes covered over in carved bandages, like they were crying. I felt a chill run down my spine as we passed between them, and when I caught sight of Lena, I saw that the elven alchemist was chewing nervously on her bottom lip and watching the statues like she expected them to move.  
 
    There was less than half a mile to the fortress gate from where the statues stood, so we all dismounted and guided our horses to the shelter of the trees where we tied them up to await our return. We would be stealthier on foot, and this way we could be sure none of the animals would be injured in the fight to come. 
 
    The cliff didn’t actually narrow out much until the place where the fortress sat, so we were able to stick to the cover of the forest as we approached. The undergrowth brushed against our calves, or in Dehn’s case, his thighs, as we picked our way closer to the looming structure. There was a single watchman on the walls, who, thanks to the angle of the cliff and the cover of the forest, hadn’t been able to see us when we were further down the path with our horses. However, about fifty yards of open grass surrounded the fort, and he was sure to notice us when we tried to cross it. We would need to take him out first, from here, so that we could retain the element of surprise a little longer. 
 
    I turned to Lavinia and grinned when I realized the ranger didn’t need me to tell her what to do. She already had her bow loaded, and I nodded to her as I stepped aside so that she could get a clear shot.  
 
    Lavinia aimed and drew her bowstring back confidently, and we all looked on in awed silence as she slid her fingers from the string, and the arrow arched out into the cloudy sky like a bolt of black lightning. A second later, the watchman fell and disappeared behind the wall.  
 
    “Let’s go,” I urged as I darted from the shelter of the pines and across the slick grass to the walls. The bricks were cold and damp against my shoulder as I pressed myself against the wall and pitted from the salty air. Yellowish moss clung in the seams between them that had a sharp sort of odor. 
 
    The rest of my guild was right behind me, with Dehn coming in last, though he was running as quickly as his short legs could carry him. The halfling muttered a stream of curses and said something about the rest of us running like deer and didn’t we understand that he was a warrior and not a sprinter? But he quieted down when Aerin gave him a stern look.  
 
    I had stopped to listen if there was anyone who had noticed the lookout Lavinia had shot and sounded the alarm, but the courtyard on the other side of the wall was as silent as death. Still, with the magical proclivities of this group in mind, I found myself holding my breath as I edged around the side of the wall toward the sturdy iron gate. I decided this must have been some sort of military stronghold or something before the cultists took it over because the bars on the gate were nearly thicker around than my arm and topped with wicked spikes. The iron was a little rusted, but not as much as it would have been without proper care, and I noticed the slight shimmer of an enchantment over the metal. That was easy enough to dispel with just a touch of my finger, but unfortunately, there was still the lock itself to contend with.  
 
    “Anyone know how to pick locks?” I asked with a glance back to the others. “Aerin?” 
 
    “Why do you assume I know how to pick locks?” the redheaded elf asked with a frown.  
 
    “I don’t know, you’re usually pretty knowledgeable,” I replied, “and you do spend a lot of time in the black market.” 
 
    “That’s because the merchants there have better prices than in the city market,” she insisted. “I barter, I don’t steal.” 
 
    “Pretty sure that guy you cheated out of those five silvers last week would beg to differ,” Lavinia cut in, her brow arched. 
 
    “That is not the same thing!” Aerin huffed. “I won that money fair and square.” 
 
    “I’ve lost enough money to you to know you’re not that bad at hazard, Aerin. You hustled him.” 
 
    “Guys, the lock?” I prompted.  
 
    “Well, I can’t pick it, but why don’t we just break down the gate?” Dehn asked impatiently.  
 
    We all turned to look at the halfling. 
 
    “And how do you propose we accomplish that?” Yvaine asked as diplomatically as she could. 
 
    “What in the hells is this wall of muscle doing here if not to break shit that needs breaking?” Dehn demanded with a jab of his thumb at Maruk.  
 
    “Excuse me?” Maruk scoffed. “I’m an esteemed shield-warrior, not a barbarian, and I do not break down gates.” 
 
    “You broke down the door once,” Lavinia pointed out. “Remember, at the Magpie, that time Nesta made those crab puffs?” 
 
    “Oh!” Aerin clapped her hands. “You did! You tore it right off the hinges. I’d forgotten about that.” 
 
    “I wish you had,” Maruk muttered with a scowl. “Regardless of past... incidents... I assure you, I cannot break through that.” He nodded to the gate. 
 
    “Let me try,” Emeline said suddenly. 
 
    “You’re going to break down the gate?” Lavinia asked incredulously.  
 
    “No, I mean, I want to try to pick the lock,” Emeline answered. 
 
    “Do you know how?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, theoretically. That is, I’ve read about it plenty of times.” Emeline’s catlike ears angled back in the same sheepish expression Merlin often had. 
 
    “Do you have lockpicks?” Aerin asked, and Emeline’s ears drooped further. 
 
    “No, but I read about another way, if I could just use one of your arrows, La--” 
 
    The ladona archer didn’t even let her finish. 
 
    “Uh-uh, no way. I’m not letting you break all of my arrows trying to shove them through a keyhole because you read about it in some book.” 
 
    “It wasn’t just some book,” Emeline argued. “It was Terragar’s Complete Lockpicking Manual.” 
 
    “Guys--” I started, but then Lena stepped past us all silently and drew a small vial of violently bright green liquid from her pack, pulled out the stopper, and poured the contents over the lock on the gate. Immediately, the metal began to bubble and fizz, and the smell that wafted from it was like chlorine and sweat, so strong it made my head spin. But as the smoke cleared, I saw that whatever the alchemist had poured onto the lock had eaten right through the metal, and when Lena gave the gate a push, it swung forward with a creak. 
 
    “You had an acid that could eat through metal?” I asked as Lena stepped back with a smile and replaced the empty vial in her pack. “Why didn’t you say anything before?” 
 
    “I didn’t know it would work,” she answered. “I didn’t make it to eat through metal. It was supposed to be a beard-detangling conditioner for mountain trolls.” 
 
    “Trolls don’t use conditioner,” Maruk said. 
 
    “Or money,” Aerin added. 
 
    “Mostly they just eat people,” Lavinia finished. 
 
    Lena shrugged. “Well, I guess we can use it for corroding metal, then. Are we going inside?” 
 
    There was no one else in the courtyard beyond the gate, just the man Lavinia had shot. He had on simple leather armor, stained such a dark shade of purple that it was nearly black, and wore a black kerchief around his neck, but otherwise, there was nothing particularly remarkable about him. He didn’t look like a crazed cultist. Really, he could have been anyone off the street in Ovrista. Lavinia pulled her arrow out of his skull with a squelch and a spray of crimson blood as we passed him and refitted the arrow to her bowstring.  
 
    The courtyard was orderly, the grass neatly trimmed and the bricks scrubbed clean, but that was where its charm ended. Carved into the walls were more images of bandaged women like the statues we’d passed on the road up. These women, though, had their arms outstretched and were surrounded by skeletons and decaying corpses. The women were all identical, and I guessed that they must have been representations of the death goddess, Eutrem, but I wasn’t sure if the people below her were meant to be victims or worshippers. Maybe there wasn’t a difference. 
 
    There was only one door into the fortress from the courtyard, two heavy slabs of dark oak with iron hinges and ring handles that were so big I could have stuck my head through them without a problem. They were every bit as heavy as they looked, but when I lifted one of them and put my weight to the door, it gave and creaked slowly, reluctantly open. 
 
    “Not so enthusiastic about security around here, are they?” Lavinia remarked under her breath. 
 
    “I imagine that the threat of being captured, sacrificed to a death goddess, and resurrected as a puppet is enough to deter most potential intruders,” Yvaine replied.  
 
    I threw them a look before I crept into the dim foyer with my hand on the hilt of my dagger, but it seemed that Lavinia’s insight was as accurate as her archery, because there were no guards in the room as we entered. There were two doorways leading off from where we stood, one left, one right, and another creepy statue of Eutrem with dark purple-red ribbons wrapped around her body like bandages soaked in blood. I felt like she was watching me and shivered. 
 
    “We should split up,” I suggested as I tore my gaze from the statue and glanced down the two halls. “We’ll cover more ground, and if one group is captured, the other can help out.” 
 
    “I don’t need any help!” Dehn said loudly, and Lavinia smacked him on the back of the head. 
 
    “Keep it down, will you?” she growled. 
 
    I ignored Dehn’s boasting and continued. “Maruk, Emeline, Lena, and Dehn, you take the right hall. Aerin, Lavinia, Yvaine, and I will take the left. Focus on getting the books, that’s what we’re getting paid for.” I gave the halfling a stern look. “Don’t start a fight if you don’t have to.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” Dehn muttered. “You’re the boss.” 
 
    “It’s too bad Lena doesn’t have a potion to make him shut up,” Lavinia said quietly as the other group turned off and started down the hall to the right. 
 
    “We don’t need a potion,” Aerin replied, “just a thick sock. Bet one of Maruk’s would work.” 
 
    Lavinia chuckled. 
 
    “Come on,” I said as I led the other three women down the left hall. I drew my dagger and flexed my fingers around the hilt as we passed through the dimly lit stone corridor. The darkness was bad enough, but to make matters worse, it was just as sticky and warm in here as it was outside, and I almost felt like I was walking down the throat of some enormous creature. There were more carvings of Eutrem on the walls and as they became increasingly more detailed and gory, I stopped examining them.  
 
    The hallway was eerily silent, as still and foreboding as the humidity that preceded the storm, and I felt like every breath I drew or step I took was deafening. Where were the cultists? There had been that lookout on the wall, so obviously there were still some here. I figured it would have been much harder for fifty of them to stay so hidden, anyway, so maybe we could count on the Mage Academy’s lower estimate after all.  
 
    I imagined them all locked away in some inner sanctum, their faces obscured by hoods as they chanted and performed blood magic rituals or other dark spells, and that was when the first of the cultists appeared from around the corner about twenty feet away. 
 
    His eyes widened in surprise, but no sooner had he opened his mouth than one of Lavinia’s dark arrows pierced his throat, and he fell to his knees with a wet gurgle and scrabbled at the shaft of the arrow in shock.  
 
    I lunged forward and pulled the arrow out, and the last of the man’s lifeblood flowed from the hole in his throat after it in a river of crimson across the stone floor. I glanced down the hall where the man had come from and confirmed that it was clear before I handed the arrow back to Lavinia and shifted the dying man’s body so that I could see what weapons he had or if he carried anything else that could be of use to us.  
 
    He managed to cough and blood speckled over his chin and bubbled on his lips, but then his head lolled back and his eyes became glassy.  
 
    He was unarmed except for a sharp little obsidian knife that I took, and unlike the watchman, he had no armor, just dusky robes that might have been dark purple or black, it was too dark in the hall to be able to tell.  
 
    I stood again, tucked the obsidian knife into my belt, and then turned down the adjacent hall. It was still damp and dark, but as we continued on I could hear voices, people chanting. I listened closely but I could neither make out what they were saying nor determine how many people were speaking, though I knew it must be more than ten.  
 
    We’d found the cultists, then.  
 
    I was just about to suggest we go back to retrieve the others before we moved on when a light appeared at the end of the hall as someone opened a door, and before I could react, a body stepped into the doorframe.  
 
    The cultist gave a cry of alarm when he saw us and ducked behind the door again just in time to avoid an arrow in the chest.  
 
    “Shit!” Lavinia hissed, and the four of us took off down the hall at a sprint toward the door.  
 
    Merlin was the fastest and shifted as he bounded ahead of the rest of us. In the blink of an eye, the fifteen-pound puca transformed into a gigantic hound with sooty black fur and a mouthful of vicious fangs. He burst through the door and screams erupted inside from the cultists.  
 
    When I reached the door, I quickly took in the huge chamber cast in dramatic lighting by tall, freestanding candles placed at strategic intervals around the room. Dark purple curtains ensured that no light came through the windows, and the walls between them featured even more depictions of Eutrem. A sigil had been drawn across most of the floor in what I supposed was ash, though the edges were smudged where Merlin had run across it, and in the center, lying on its back was the naked corpse of a man. His throat appeared to have just been split, and his blood was running down grooves in the floor that followed the same path as the ash markings of the sigil. 
 
    There were close to thirty cultists in the room, and they’d all backed away from the door when Merlin had charged through, but they were already beginning to launch a counter-attack. I glimpsed more obsidian knives and noted that almost half of the cultists were mages. As one of the mages raised his hand toward Merlin and his mana sparked with the beginnings of a spell, I threw my own hand up and curled it into a fist to stop him. He barely had a chance to look shocked before Merlin leaped at him, and he fell to the floor with a terrified scream.  
 
    Lavinia released a volley of arrows that took down four of the cultists in one neat shot, and I backed up and focused on my guild. Over the past few months, I’d been practicing casting mana weapons, and now I could do it easily, without needing direct contact to enhance each of my guild members’ weapons at once. My study of Cygne’s magic only served to make that easier, and as soon as I raised my hand, Lavinia’s bow and arrows, Yvaine’s sword, and Aerin’s axe all glowed bright blue with mana.  
 
    Aerin swung her axe into the belly of the cultist who charged at her, and he let out a breathless gasp as he doubled over.  
 
    Another foolishly came at Yvaine with only his obsidian knife, and the noblewoman unarmed him with a flourish and then drove her flowing blade into his chest as easily as she would put a pin into a cushion.  
 
    Five of the cultists had gathered around the corpse at the center of the room, and I could see their mana glow brighter as they resumed their chant over it. I knew I could quell their mana, but I had a better idea. I held my hand out and turned it palm up, and a mana clone sprang up at the center of the ring of cultists, right above the corpse. They gave a shout and started to stagger back, but not quickly enough. 
 
    “Lavinia!” I called. “Over there!” That was all the direction she needed. The archer knew intuitively what I wanted her to do and shot a mana-enhanced arrow at the clone.  
 
    As the mana of her arrow met the mana of the clone, it exploded in a blast of blue light that obliterated the five cultists where they stood. All that was left was a scorch mark on the floor where the corpse had been and a bit of smoking gore scattered around. 
 
    Distracted by the explosion, the remaining cultists paused for a heartbeat, and Aerin took another two down while Yvaine skewered a third and Merlin tore the throat out of a fourth. In a matter of minutes, we’d taken out half the room. For all the hype, it seemed like this mission was going to be easier than the Mage Academy had anticipated.  
 
    The remaining fifteen or so cultists were far less bold now that they realized they were being slaughtered, and several of them began to back toward the door at the other end of the room. Merlin snarled and leaped around to cut them off and herd them back toward us, and that was when I saw one of the cultists raise his blade not at Merlin, but to make a cut across his own wrist.  
 
    I threw up my hand and created a clone directly in front of the blood mage, but I was a millisecond too late, and dark blood ran down his arm and soaked into the sleeve of his robes as he began to recite a spell. I closed my fist to quell his mana, but it didn’t really matter. He was using his blood to augment his magic, and I could only affect his mana.  
 
    Emboldened by the blood mage’s efforts, the other cultists surged forward again with knives and even some of the candles from around the room, and they pressed Aerin, Yvaine, and Merlin back toward where Lavinia and I stood. They had learned from our mana explosion trick from before, too, and were careful not to huddle too close to each other, or else stay right on top of my companions. 
 
    “Lavinia!” I cried. “The blood mage!”  
 
    He may have been able to circumvent the full effects of my magic, but he wasn’t immune to an arrow in the head. 
 
    The white-haired ranger nodded and aimed for the blood mage, but he had heard me, too, and as Lavinia released her bowstring, he raised his hand, and the arrow exploded into dust before it could reach him. 
 
    Aerin buried her axe into another of the cultists’ heads and flung his body away as she charged for the blood mage. Another mage raised a hand to stop her, but I quelled his mana before he could complete his attack. The blood mage saw her coming, too, but another volley of arrows from Lavinia competed for his attention.  
 
    The blood mage raised his hand, and the arrows dissolved into ash just like the first, but by then Aerin had reached him and swung her axe at his chest. He stepped back just in time to escape a fatal blow, but the shimmering blade of blessed steel cut a huge gash through his robes, and blood blossomed rapidly over his chest from the wound. 
 
    Maybe it was his renewed fear at having come so close to death, or maybe he decided it would be wiser to conserve his blood now that it was streaming down his chest, but as the blood mage raised his hand for another attack, he didn’t use blood magic. His mana flared up abruptly, but my reflexes were honed, and I quelled it almost immediately. 
 
    The mage made a choking sound and staggered, and that was the opening Aerin needed to bury her axe deep into the space between his neck and shoulder.  
 
    There were seven cultists left then, and they all bolted at once for the door at the opposite end of the room when they saw the blood mage fall. Aerin caught one as he tried to get past her and drove her axe between his shoulder blades, and Merlin grabbed another by the ankle and dragged him back across the floor while he screamed and struggled in vain to free himself. Lavinia took down one with an arrow through the neck just as he reached the door, but the four who were left threw him roughly aside as they shoved through the door.  
 
    The cultist Merlin had caught howled in terror until Merlin pounced on his chest and clamped his jaws around the man’s throat, and then there was just a pained gurgle from the one Lavinia had shot as he bled out on the floor. 
 
    Then there was silence, and we all let out gasps of relief as we smiled at each other.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    “What?” came a furious cry from the door behind us. “We missed it!” Dehn tramped into the room in a huff, his twin swords brandished as he looked furiously around at the bodies scattered over the floor.  
 
    Merlin turned at the sound and came loping back to us with his tail swinging behind him, and his jaws dripping with blood.  
 
    “I told you we shouldn’t have gone down that hall!” Dehn ranted on as he whirled and pointed a stubby finger at Maruk where he stood in the doorway we’d come through with Emeline and Lena. “It was a complete waste of time and now look, we missed the whole damn fight!” 
 
    “I was trying to be thorough,” Maruk replied with a frown.  
 
    “Well we thoroughly missed out on all the fun, and it looks like it was a right bloodbath too, so I hope you’re pleased with yourself,” the halfling groused and kicked at one of the cultist corpses. 
 
    “Some of them got away,” I panted as I started for the other door where the cultists had escaped. “Come on!” 
 
    “Yes!” Dehn cheered as he raced after me.  
 
    I yanked on the door handle, but it wouldn’t budge. The cultists had wisely taken the time to lock it from the other side when they’d made their escape.  
 
    “Damn it.” I hit the door with the hilt of my dagger in frustration. “It’s locked.” 
 
    “No!” Dehn cried.  
 
    “Got any more of that troll conditioner?” I asked Lena. 
 
    The alchemist shook her head. “I just had the one vial, it was a prototype.” 
 
    “There must be another way around,” Emeline reasoned. “And we haven’t found the books yet anyway.” 
 
    “Right,” I replied. There was another door against the same wall, opposite a huge painting of Eutrem covered in bloody rags, and I picked my way over the bodies to it and tried the handle. Unlocked, but the hall beyond it was empty. Still, if Dehn, Maruk, Emeline, and Lena’s route had led them to this room as well, that meant this was the only way forward for us. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Merlin brushed past me and took the lead in hound form, and his claws clicked on the bare stone floor as he trotted jauntily ahead.  
 
    Through the narrow windows that we passed, I could see that the weather had only gotten worse. It was as dark as twilight beneath the thick storm clouds, and the wind howled and shook the trees in the distance, though the rain still hadn’t reached us. Far away, I caught the boom of thunder. 
 
    “Was it a good fight?” Dehn asked behind me. 
 
    “I suppose,” Yvaine answered, a little uneasy. “Though I must admit, I do not care for that blood magic business. It’s rather ghastly if you ask me.” 
 
    “You can say that again,” Maruk said. 
 
    “I’ve never seen blood magic.” Dehn sounded disappointed. “Not really a fan of magic. I think if you’re gonna kill something, you oughta do it up close and personal. You know, really get in there, use your hands! I mean, no offense to you guys--” 
 
    “None taken,” Emeline replied. I didn’t turn around to look, but I could hear the amused smile in the pyromancer’s voice. 
 
    “Blood magic seems like it’d be pretty badass, though,” Dehn went on. “You think they can make people explode? I heard that once from a buddy of mine on the city guard. He swore he saw it.” 
 
    “Gabriel can make people explode,” Lavinia said. “You’ve seen that. Not up to your standards?” 
 
    “Well, that’s not the same!” Dehn protested. “It’s all flashy lights and sparkles.” 
 
    “Sparkles?” I cast a glance at the halfling over my shoulder. 
 
    “Look, I don’t have nothing against it,” Dehn assured me. “It’s pretty badass. But I’m talking about someone’s guts erupting out of their body and flying across the room!” 
 
    “Aren’t you interested in anything other than killing and maiming?” Maruk sighed. 
 
    “Drinking,” Dehn answered quickly. “Justice. Steel-toed boots.” 
 
    We came to a junction in the hall, but before I could so much as wonder which way to go, Merlin had his nose to the floor and was sniffing around feverishly. After a few seconds, he let out a loud bark and started eagerly down the right-hand hall, and we followed.  
 
    “Are you sure that thing knows where it’s going?” Lavinia demanded. “It could just be looking for the kitchens.” 
 
    Ahead, Merlin paused to growl indignantly in response to the archer’s comment. 
 
    “If you have any better ideas, feel free to suggest some,” I told her.  
 
    Though I tried to keep track of where we were going, Merlin took us so quickly down identical stone halls and around so many turns that I gave up after a few minutes. Merlin never slowed in his eager gallop, however, and he took every turn with absolute certainty, so I wondered if the puca was actually following the cultists’ scent trail or some sort of magical trace they’d left behind.  
 
    Most of the doors we passed were closed, but the ones that weren’t were hardly inspiring. From the quick glances I got as we ran by, most of them appeared to be sacrificial chambers presided over by gaunt statues of zombie-like women in rags, their stone floors stained with blood. How many travelers had come here looking for shelter only to meet their bloody end as sacrifices to Eutrem? 
 
    Finally, Merlin skidded to a halt, and his claws left pale scratches on the stone floor as he scrambled to keep his balance outside of a narrow door, and then he turned to me and barked. 
 
    The door wasn’t locked, fortunately, and it opened onto a wide spiraling staircase that wound down into pitch darkness far below.  
 
    “Emeline, can we get a light?” I called back, and the pyromancer came forward and cast a few small fireballs into the air above our heads. They floated with us as we moved and cast flickering shadows on the smooth stone walls as we started our descent.  
 
    I took the steps as quickly as I dared given that there was no guard rail on the inside and the risk of tripping and falling down to whatever lay at the bottom of these steps was high. I didn’t care if the cultists heard us now. They knew we were coming, and we knew their tricks. A few obsidian knives and some blood magic wouldn’t save them from all eight of us and Merlin once we caught up to them. 
 
    At last, I could see the floor beneath us, and the outline of a doorway a little ways off from the end of the stairs. Weak firelight shone through it, and beneath the echo of our footsteps, I could hear the last four cultists reciting something in panicked voices.  
 
    I leaped down the last two steps and ran through the door, but the cultists weren’t there. The room beyond was dim, but a pair of torches had been lit on the opposite side of the doorway and illuminated the gaunt faces of dozens of statues that extended down into the darkness. Piled up between the statues were hundreds and hundreds of bones. Skulls, ribcages, femurs, and others I couldn’t identify as readily were stacked in neat pyramids as far as I could see. 
 
    Though they were nowhere in sight, I could still hear the cultists’ frantic speech, and it echoed strangely off the walls. With a brief look over my shoulder to check that the rest of my guild had reached the bottom of the staircase safely, I took off into the crypt. 
 
    Emeline’s lights followed us still, and I noticed spots of what appeared to be fresh blood on the stone floor. It could easily have been from an injury one of us had inflicted on our foes, but I prepared myself for more blood magic. I knew at least one of the cultists who had escaped had been a mage.  
 
    The crypt seemed impossibly long, an infinite tunnel of statues whose deep-set eyes followed us as we passed, and more bones than I could count. They couldn’t all have belonged to wayward travelers, the hapless victims of Eutrem’s cult. This crypt must have been created by the founders of this fortress long ago, and they were still here guarding it, in a way.  
 
    The air grew colder and drier the deeper we ran, and at last, I saw the cultists’ torches in the distance, surrounding an ornately carved stone coffin at the end of the long hall of the dead. Sure enough, they appeared to be in the middle of some sort of blood magic ritual. Three stood by with torches in hand while the mage stood over the coffin and chanted a spell. 
 
    I raised my hand as I ran and brought it closed into a fist to quell the mage’s mana. It likely wouldn’t prevent him from casting whatever he was trying to cast since he was using blood magic, I knew, but I hoped I could at least slow him down until Lavinia could put an arrow through his head. 
 
    The three cultists who were on guard rushed forward to meet us, and I saw that two of them had gotten weapons, a sword and a spiked mace, from somewhere. The third came at me with just his torch. I reeled back as the man tried to strike me against the head, and Merlin jumped to my defense a heartbeat later and latched his powerful jaws around the cultist’s arm. He screamed and dropped his torch which rolled toward one of the statues and guttered out. His scream was cut off abruptly when Merlin went for his throat. 
 
    Dehn rushed past with a furious war cry to meet the cultist with the mace, and the clang of metal on metal echoed off the walls as the cultist moved to block the halfling’s sword.  
 
    The mage was still bent over the coffin, and I drew my mana dagger as I leapt over the cultist Merlin had killed toward him. He wasn’t so absorbed in his spell that he didn’t notice me, however, and whirled around just in time to escape his own death. My dagger slashed across his arm instead, and he hissed in pain and stabbed wildly at me with his own obsidian blade.  
 
    I dodged easily and grabbed him by the shoulder to hold him still, but instead of making an effort to escape, he threw his injured arm out over the open coffin and splattered the inside with blood. Then the tip of my dagger connected with his mana, and his body jolted and lit up as though he’d been struck by lightning.  
 
    I let the cultist’s smoking corpse fall to the floor and turned back just as Yvaine stabbed the last cultist in the heart, and then we were alone in the crypt. I leaned back against the coffin and for a few seconds, no one moved or said anything as we all tried to catch our breaths after having chased the cultists all the way down here.  
 
    I had just opened my mouth to suggest that we head back upstairs to find the books we’d been sent for when I felt a cold, clammy hand wrap around my wrist, and the words died in my throat. I jerked my arm free and stumbled away from the coffin just as the corpse inside began to rise up.  
 
    Its sallow skin was pulled tight over its bones, broken in numerous places as though someone had hacked at it with a sword. Bloodred bandages had been wrapped meticulously around its arms, chest, and legs, but time had eaten away at them, and they drooped and hung in tatters from its skeletal form. Its eyes were covered in their own wrappings, but the bandages had torn away from the rest of its face to reveal the open cavity where its nose had once been and its lipless gash of a mouth and slack jaw. 
 
    The resemblance to all the statues and carvings we’d seen throughout the fort was unmistakable. The corpse looked exactly like Eutrem. 
 
    “What in the hells?” Dehn demanded as the corpse raised its hand and pointed a gnarled finger at us. The point of red light at the center of its ribcage began to glow brighter, and I just raised my hand to counter the creature’s spell when there was a booming crash behind me.  
 
    The first crash was quickly followed by several others. I whirled as another of the statues that lined the crypt broke and crashed to the floor. Then a chill went through me as I realized that the statues weren’t simply crumbling. They were opening, because they weren’t statues, they were coffins. As they fell open, their occupants began to stumble out, skeletal figures dressed in moldy furs and tattered rags and carrying weapons that had corroded around the edges over the centuries. Like the first, any skin they had left was stretched taut over their bones, and many were missing parts of their noses and ears. Their otherwise empty eye sockets glowed with the same red light of the first corpse’s mana.  
 
    The shambling corpses were faster than they looked, and they were upon us almost before we could react with steel and bared teeth. Maruk swatted a few of them back with his shield, but they hardly seemed fazed by the kind of blow that would have stunned a living fighter and were quick to resume their assault. They seemed to be speaking, or trying to, but the only sound they could manage was a hair-raising hiss that was like flowing sand.  
 
    Yvaine stabbed one through its ribcage, but it didn’t even pause as it walked up her blade to get closer to her, and only stopped when Aerin cut its legs off at the knees. Even so, the lights in the thing’s empty sockets didn’t go out, and it flailed about with its skeletal arms and hissed.  
 
    Maruk, Yvaine, and Aerin struggled to hold the line while Lavinia, Lena, and Emeline launched their own attacks. One of the shamblers fell, but only after Lavinia had filled its head with half a dozen arrows, and the rest waded through Lena’s smoke bombs and other concoctions without any care to the smoke or burning acids. Only Emeline seemed to be making any real headway against them, and the corpses that she targeted with a jet of magical flame stayed down.  
 
    A deep rattling cry behind me drew my attention back to the first corpse, the one covered in red bandages. The cultists who had resurrected it were already dead, so this wasn’t the typical sort of necromancy. Whatever blood magic they’d used, it obviously allowed the corpse to exist and act on its own terms, without any of them needing to puppeteer it. It had summoned the others, though, so if we could destroy it, the others should fall, too.  
 
    No sooner had I turned, though, with a half a plan formed in my mind, when Dehn rushed past me and launched himself with a roar at the corpse. Eutrem, or whoever it had been, looked as surprised as I was to have a screaming, tattooed halfling suddenly hanging onto its ribcage.  
 
    Dehn used his two short swords like icepicks and climbed up to the corpse’s shoulders with them while he shouted insults and challenges, but it didn’t take long for the creature to recover from its shock, and it grabbed the stout warrior around the waist and threw him to the ground, heedless of his swords or his signature spiked armor. A chill ran down my spine as I realized that unlike the shamblers, Dehn’s attack hadn’t even slowed this one down.  
 
    They clearly all had some sort of resistance to nonmagical attacks, but fortunately, I had a solution for that, albeit a temporary one. I closed my eyes and focused my mana like I’d practiced, and I felt the raw magical power run down my arms and pool in my curled fists.  
 
    I had mainly been working on interrupts with Merlin, but now I visualized mana enhancements for my guild, and as I exhaled, I uncurled my fists and a wave of humming power flowed through me. 
 
    When I opened my eyes, the rest of my guild was glowing bright blue, their weapons and armor all enhanced with my magic. Yvaine stabbed at one of the corpses, and as soon as her shining blade connected with the creature’s moldering flesh, it disintegrated into a pile of dust and smoking fabric. Its own sword fell to the ground with a metallic clatter. 
 
    Maruk smacked another two with his shield, and they were crushed to dust as well on impact.  
 
    Confident that my guild could handle the shamblers, I returned my attention to Dehn and the bandaged corpse. The halfling was actually able to cause some real trouble, now, and the corpse’s flesh was covered in scorch marks where Dehn’s swords or armor had pierced it. Dehn got a solid strike in and buried his blade in the thing’s cheek, and the corpse seized up like it was paralyzed.  
 
    The little warrior let out a whoop of triumph, but it wasn’t to last. The corpse came to hardly a moment later and grabbed the halfling by the face with one bony hand and hurled him to the ground. His body hit with a sickening whump, and he looked dazed as he slumped against the side of one of the broken coffins.  
 
    The mana enhanced weapons weren’t enough to take this thing down. So maybe amplified magic was what we needed... 
 
    “Emeline, Aerin!” I called. “Over here!” 
 
    The panthera mage and the healer turned at once and pushed past the shamblers they were fighting to get to me. My mana was already seriously drained from enhancing everyone’s weapons, but I forced myself to summon whatever reserves I had left to give Aerin and Emeline an extra boost. 
 
    Aerin grabbed me by the arm, her face drawn in concern, but I shook my head. 
 
    “Not me,” I insisted and I gestured to the bandaged corpse. “Attack it at once.” 
 
    The women glanced to one another, then Aerin jumped forward to drive her axe into the corpse’s ribs as Emeline aimed a pinpoint surge of flames for its head. White light exploded around the corpse as the attacks connected, and the creature let out a terrible howling scream. As Aerin moved back quickly from the flames that had engulfed its body, I could see it twist and writhe in agony above its coffin.  
 
    My heart hammered rapid-fire as the corpse curled in on itself and the flames began to subside. Aerin rushed to help Dehn, but Emeline’s eyes were still locked on the corpse. She looked as tense as I was.  
 
    The fire flickered out, and I realized with a stab of dismay that the corpse’s mana still burned between its ribs.  
 
    “It’s still alive,” I panted with a glance to Emeline.  
 
    “Should I hit it again?” the mage asked, her voice pitched up with fear. “You could use your mana blade--” 
 
    “No, wait,” I interrupted as the realization came to me. The corpse wasn’t just immune to ordinary attacks, and a magical attack like that would have killed any other monster. We’d faced creatures like this in the Shadow Delves, a long time ago. Revenants like this could only be destroyed when the magic that animated it was destroyed, and if this revenant could control others... 
 
    “It’s a lich,” I explained. “We have to find its phylactery. That’s the only way to kill it.”  
 
    “Where is the phylactery?” Emeline asked. 
 
    “It has to be around here somewhere,” Aerin answered as she stepped away from Dehn, who still looked a little dazed but otherwise alright. “Go, help them,” Aerin ordered as she pushed the halfling toward Maruk, Lavinia, Lena, Yvaine, and Merlin. My mana had worn off from their weapons and armor, and they were up to their necks in shambling corpses. I didn’t have enough mana left to enhance their gear again and still be able to deal with the lich, and all they could really do against the shamblers was beat them back. Merlin, at least, seemed to be having fun dragging the corpses away from the group and chasing them down, but I knew the others wouldn’t last much longer like this. We needed to find the phylactery quickly.  
 
    “The lich can never be separated from its phylactery,” Aerin went on. “One of them might have it.” The healer knelt and began to rifle through the cultists’ robes, and I turned back to the lich just as it began to uncurl its spine. Damn, even an attack like that couldn’t stun it for long. 
 
    “Emeline, let’s hit it again,” I called. Our attacks wouldn’t kill the thing, but at least we could buy some time for Aerin to find the phylactery. The pyromancer nodded, and I saw her mana flow into her hands as I readied my dagger.  
 
    The lich had recovered enough to be aware of us, and it let out a sharp screech and clawed at me with its bony hand as I stabbed it in the side of the head. Its cracked nails cut through to my skin as easily as steel, and I felt at once like I was frozen and on fire. A second later, the lich’s body lit up with mage fire as Emeline completed her attack, and I stumbled back as the wave of heat and light rose up before me. The lich howled like a demon, and with its bony silhouette surrounded by flame, it truly looked like a creature of hell.  
 
    The strange, freezing-hot pain in my shoulder where the lich had scratched me was spreading rapidly down my arm, making it numb and heavy as though it was encased in cement.  
 
    “There’s nothing on any of them,” Aerin reported. “We’ll have to-- Gabriel!” She rushed over and grabbed my arm, and only then did I look to see that the scratched skin had turned frostbitten black and was bleeding more heavily than I had anticipated. The healer began to mutter prayers rapid fire and the chime of bells overlaid her words as her golden mana flowed between us. Gradually, the pain leached from the wound, and the color returned to normal, though there were shiny, pale scars from the lich’s nails still visible beneath the torn fabric of my cloak. That was unusual, Aerin’s healing almost never resulted in scars, but I didn’t have time to be bothered by that now. The lich had curled in on itself again as though dead, but I knew it would revive in a matter of moments. 
 
    Emeline shot another jet of flame at the creature’s still-burning corpse in an effort to prolong its suspension, but I saw that its mana was already beginning to glow brighter again. I twisted my dagger in my hand to prepare to stab it again, and that was when I noticed the swirling script written in blood along the inside of the coffin behind the creature. Of course, the phylactery was the coffin.  
 
    “Inside the coffin!” I called as I lunged forward. 
 
    “What?” Aerin still had her hand around my arm as she ran after me. 
 
    “This writing, this is the phylactery,” I explained. My heart was hammering and sweat dripped from my forehead onto the stone brim of the coffin. I reached out past the lich and tried to wipe the blood away, but it was dry, stained into the stone. “We have to smudge it out or something. Corrupt it.” 
 
    “With what?” Aerin asked. 
 
    Beside me, the lich’s arm twitched.  
 
    My mind raced. There were scorch marks all over the coffin, inside and out, from Emeline’s attacks. Obviously, mage fire wasn’t enough to destroy the writing. Would we have to use our own blood? Was that blood magic? Would it even work? 
 
    The lich’s mana grew brighter, and its head twitched. Its remaining skin was charred black and burnt almost completely away, but we could set it on fire forever and that wouldn’t keep it down unless we destroyed the phylactery.  
 
    Maybe we could scratch the writing out. Or break the coffin. Then I had an idea. 
 
    “Maruk!” I cried. 
 
    The horde of shambling corpses hadn’t been affected by the lich’s incapacitation, and they still swarmed around the rest of the guild. Maruk, of course, was holding off the brunt of the assault and maneuvering as best he could to guard the others. 
 
    “I’m a bit preoccupied at the moment, I’m afraid!” he called back as he elbowed one of the shamblers aside. 
 
    The lich jerked its shoulders and a garbled hiss escaped its throat.  
 
    “You need to charge at the coffin!” I told him. “We have to break it. You’re the only one strong enough.” 
 
    “You want me to do what?” The orc kicked at another corpse armed with an axe that sent it flying back into the sea of shamblers like a bowling ball. 
 
    “Break the coffin!” Beside me, the lich began to uncurl its spine. “Now!” 
 
    The forcefulness of my tone must have been convincing because Maruk turned on his heel and put his shoulder behind the larger of his shields. The spark of his mana flared up and the others moved quickly to get out of his way before he lunged forward and with five steps barreled into the coffin and the lich both.  
 
    There was a resounding boom as the shield warrior made an impact. The lich shrieked as it was crushed against the wall and the coffin cracked in several places. The lich’s shriek grew to a piercing wail as the stone coffin began to crumble, and the creature’s corpse body disintegrated and fell among the rubble as black sand.  
 
    “Fuck yeah!” Dehn shouted. The shamblers had all fallen as soon as the lich was killed, and their old bones were at rest once more. “That was awesome!” 
 
    Maruk grimaced as he stepped back over the rubble and examined his shield. The metal had crumpled against the stone, and there was a shadow of corrosion where the lich had been trapped against it.  
 
    “Oh,” the orc groaned. “This was custom made. I’m never going to be able to hammer these dents out.” 
 
    “No matter,” Yvaine said, slightly breathless as she sheathed her sword and patted Maruk comfortingly on the arm. “We’ll get a new one made for you. I know a wonderful Morelian smith, he’s practically a mage when it comes to working steel.” 
 
    “Is anyone hurt?” Aerin asked. 
 
    “Not yet, but I can already tell I’m going to be sore for a week,” Lavinia muttered. “Ran out of arrows before I’d even killed four of those things. I’ve never had to punch so many dead-eyed, mouth-breathing zombies in my life, and I’ve gotten into a lot of tavern brawls.”  
 
    “How many?” Dehn asked with interest. 
 
    “What?” The ranger frowned. 
 
    “How many tavern brawls have you been in?” 
 
    “What kind of a question is that?” Lavinia shot back. “Who keeps track?” 
 
    “I do,” Dehn replied. “Bet I’ve gotten into more fights than you. Bet I’ve won more, too.” 
 
    “Please,” Lavinia scoffed. “People tripping over you doesn’t count as a takedown, you know.” 
 
    “Alright, put ‘em up!” The halfling raised his fists.  
 
    “Hey, guys, focus,” I said and I put a hand on Lavinia’s shoulder before she could take Dehn up on his challenge. “You can spar later. Let’s go find those books.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    While Lavinia gathered up her arrows and Dehn relieved the dead cultists of their knives, which he intended to use to decorate his room back at the guild hall, Emeline approached the broken coffin and studied the remaining inscriptions on the inside with a concerned frown.  
 
    “The lich looked a lot like those statues we saw outside,” the panthera woman remarked. “And all the carvings.” 
 
    “I noticed that, too,” I said. 
 
    Emeline glanced over to me, and there was an uncharacteristic hint of fear in her green eyes.  
 
    “You don’t think the lich was actually... you know...” 
 
    “Eutrem?” Aerin shook her head. “If that thing was actually a goddess, we wouldn’t have been able to kill it.” 
 
    “She’s right,” Lena confirmed. “That wasn’t Eutrem. The cultists might have wrapped it up to look like her as a way to honor her, though. Or maybe they hoped to summon the goddess herself. There are old legends that say she would possess the corpses of the dead to do her work.” 
 
    “Isn’t that charming,” Maruk said flatly. “Not to rush anyone,” - he cast a pointed glance over to Dehn, who had moved on to pick over the weapons left behind by the corpses the lich had summoned - “but if we’re all quite finished here, I would like to get out of this moldy basement.” 
 
    “Our group passed a library before,” Emeline said. “When we first came in. I think I remember how to get back.” 
 
    I whistled for Merlin, who had contented himself with gnawing on the femur he’d found since the fight had ended, and he trailed after us with his tail swinging as Emeline led the way back out of the crypt. The panthera mage’s sense of direction was impeccable, and even in the maze of halls that all looked exactly the same to me, she managed to lead us back to the entrance hall where we’d first come in within a matter of minutes, and from there to the cultists’ library. 
 
    The library looked pretty much exactly like what I would have expected from the cult at this point. The shelves were decorated with nearly as many bones as there were books, and on the walls hung scrolls and tapestries that depicted various people meeting their ends in all sorts of violent ways, with Eutrem always presiding over them. The frayed carpet had bloodstains on it, and there was an ornate dagger mounted on the wall at the end of the room. 
 
    “Oh! Dibs on the knife!” Dehn shouted, and he raced forward to grab it before any of us could challenge him. The halfling grunted as he tried to reach the dagger, but it was mounted just slightly too high up on the wall for him to reach, and he only succeeded in brushing his fingers against the hilt. 
 
    “Here, allow me,” Maruk offered gallantly as he walked up behind Dehn, but before he had even touched the handle, Dehn swatted him back. 
 
    “I got it, I got it!” the halfling insisted. He gave another little jump and grasped for the dagger but missed.  
 
    “Leave him to it,” Lavinia called to Maruk. “Come help us find these books.” 
 
    To my relief, we were able to find all the texts that the Mage Academy was looking for in the library, which meant we wouldn’t have to scour the rest of this place for them. I kept an eye out for any books that might be useful to me and ended up taking a slim volume about necromancy and creating phylacteries in the hope that it could prove useful in future encounters with liches and the other undead, and Aerin took a few more to sell on the black market.  
 
    “Dehn, we have to go,” I said as we packed up the books. He’d had no more success at reaching the dagger while we’d been working.  
 
    “Hang on,” he grunted in reply as he strained on the tips of his toes to reach the knife. “I’ve almost got it.” 
 
    Merlin, who had finally grown bored with being a hound and reverted to his natural appearance in order to better rip up the tapestries while the rest of us were too preoccupied to stop him, wandered over to where the halfling stood.  
 
    “What are you looking at?” Dehn barked with a scowl at the puca. 
 
    “What are you looking at?” Merlin repeated in a pitch-perfect mimicry of the halfling’s gruff voice. 
 
    “Argh, shoo!” Dehn waved his hand. 
 
    “Shoo!” Merlin repeated, and he leapt up and grabbed the dagger from the mount in his little raccoon paws before jumping onto the top of a nearby shelf. 
 
    “Hey!” Dehn shouted. “That’s mine!”  
 
    “Mine!” Merlin bared his teeth in a Cheshire Cat grin.  
 
    “You little rat, give that back!” Dehn grabbed the shelf where Merlin was perched and tried to shake it, but it was too heavy to do more than wobble, and the puca kept his balance easily. “Give it back!” Dehn demanded, his face flushed. 
 
    “Good luck with that,” Lavinia snorted.  
 
    “Merlin, come here,” I said firmly, and the puca turned to me with his long rabbit-like ears pricked up. He hesitated, obviously aware that I was going to put an end to his prank. “Come here now,” I amended, “or you’re not getting any apples for a week.” 
 
    That did the trick, and Merlin slunk over to me and climbed up onto my shoulder where he gave me an apologetic lick on the cheek. He’d left the dagger on top of the shelf, however, and Dehn had started trying to climb up to get it. 
 
    Maruk shook his head and picked up the halfling by the collar with one hand and the dagger with the other, and he set Dehn safely on the floor before he handed him the knife. 
 
    “I could have gotten it!” Dehn insisted.  
 
    “We know, dear,” Yvaine replied with a smile. “Shall we be getting along, then? I’m sure the horses are getting anxious.” 
 
    Yvaine was right. When we finally got back to where we’d tied up the horses, they had churned the ground up to mud from stomping around and pulling against their tethers. I couldn’t really blame them, though. The storm had blown in from over the sea, and the air was thick and heavy, the sky so dark it was almost like night. The sense of the imminent deluge was enough to make me uneasy, and I was glad we were getting away from this place.  
 
    We rode quickly in an attempt to escape the rain, but the storm followed us east to Ovrista, and by the time the city walls were in sight again, we were all thoroughly soaked. My mind drifted to thoughts of a hot bath, a good meal, and something warm to drink as we stabled the horses and started down the main street toward the Mage Academy. The cloud cover had made gauging the time difficult, but the marvelous clock tower above the city hall showed that it was already past six o’clock in the evening. In better weather, there would have still been a lot of activity in the market, but just about everyone had been driven indoors by the rain, and we were given a reprieve from having to weave through the usual crowds. 
 
    The reflective panels that covered the Arcane University tower sparkled in the rain, so that the whole spire seemed like a giant magic wand standing above the city. That didn’t really make it any less unsettling, though for once I was glad to go inside, at least to get out of the rain. 
 
    There were a few students gathered around on the couches and armchairs in the reception area on the first floor, reading or discussing their lessons quietly. The clerk at the desk was a young mage I recognized, a dark-haired elf who I thought was called Lain. He was one of the nicer mages here, I’d learned. At least, he never gave our guild the condescending looks a lot of the mages here did when we came in straight after returning from a mission, travel-worn and more often than not covered in dirt and blood.  
 
    “Just getting in?” he asked when we reached the desk. “This storm came out of nowhere, didn’t it?” 
 
    “Perhaps it seems that way to you,” Maruk replied sourly. He had just replaced his old pack with a new one of handcrafted leather, and he had spent the last hour and a half fretting about the damage the moisture had wrought. “It followed us here.” 
 
    “Oh,” Lain gave a sympathetic wince. “That’s a shame. Where were you all off to this time? Hunting down rogue mages?” 
 
    “Cultists, actually,” I answered as I dug the books out of my pack and placed them on the desk. “We have these to return.” 
 
    “Excellent,” the elf replied with a smile, and he slid the books over and began to catalog them in one of the massive tomes on his desk. “The Mage Academy thanks you for your service.” When he had finished, he wrote up a receipt and handed it to me. “There you are.” 
 
    Beside me, Aerin gave a nervous chuckle. “Um, not to be rude, but what about the reward money?” 
 
    “We’re processing payments through the city treasury now,” Lain explained. “Just take that receipt down to them, and they’ll see that you’re compensated.” 
 
    “When did that start?” Aerin asked with a frown. 
 
    “Just this morning, actually,” the other elf said. “It’s all part of some new policy, getting the Academy and the city integrated more.” 
 
    “Isn’t that just what we need?” Lavinia muttered.  
 
    A knot had formed in my stomach. I didn’t really know what all the implications of a policy like that would be, but I doubted it would end up being good news for me. It seemed like Eamon Maderel was trying to extend the Academy’s reach, and I had to agree with Lavinia’s sarcastic remark. The last thing we needed was for the Mage Academy to have even more of an influence in the city. Well, that was something I could worry about later, after I’d changed out of these wet, muddy clothes. Just as I began to turn away from the desk, however, Lain gave a little start. 
 
    “I almost forgot!” the elf chirped. “Archmage Murillo wanted to speak with you all as soon as you returned. He should be in his office.” 
 
    “Archmage Murillo?” I repeated as a cold trickle of anxiety moved down my spine. I didn’t know him. Of course, I actively avoided getting too familiar with any of the archmages, but this Murillo couldn’t have known us very well, either. My mind went immediately to the worst possible scenario, that he had somehow figured out that I was lying about being an air elementalist, that he’d arranged this meeting to arrest us, or to try to blackmail us. “Do you know why he wants to see us?” I asked Lain in as casual a tone as I could manage. Maybe I could just insist we were too busy. Would he try to come to us, then? 
 
    “I think he probably wants to hire you,” Lain answered, oblivious to the sudden tension his message had inspired. He leaned forward and lowered his voice, and his dark eyes sparkled with excitement. “Word is Maderel gave him some important assignment. I heard some of the other archmages talking about it. Apparently, there’s some rogue mage out there that’s got them worried. Murillo probably wants your guild to help track down whoever it is.” 
 
    I felt the blood rush to my limbs, and it took everything I had not to turn and run right then. 
 
    “Um, well, we just got back, and we’re all dirty,” Emeline said quickly. “Murillo could at least wait for us to go home and get cleaned up, I’m sure.” I was instantly grateful for the panthera woman’s quick thinking because my own tongue had become as dry as a desert.  
 
    Lain looked sympathetic. “He said he wanted to speak to you right away, but I can’t see what an hour or two could hurt.” 
 
    An hour or two. If Murillo did expect I was the rogue mage he’d been tasked to find, would he give us that long? Would he have already sent someone to our guild hall or the city gates in case we tried to make a run for it? Maybe it would be safer to sneak out through the old drainage tunnels... 
 
    I didn’t have any longer to form my escape plan, however, because at that moment, a gray-robed mage came down the stairs and strode over toward us. 
 
    “Ah, Shadow Foxes! Just the guild I’d hoped to see!” The man’s accent was Morelian, like Lena’s, and he smiled broadly as he held out his hand to me to shake.  
 
    I took it numbly, unsure of what else to do as my animal instincts screamed at me to flee.  
 
    “I am Archmage Murillo,” the mage went on. “You probably don’t remember me, but we met briefly after your guild returned from the Shadow Delves. I hoped you might help me with another mission.” Vaguely, I recalled the man’s long, curly black hair and cheerful brown eyes from the crowd at the banquet Maderel had hosted to celebrate our success. There was no hint of malice or suspicion in his face now, either, but I wasn’t going to take any chances. When he released my hand again, I managed to find my voice. 
 
    “Of course,” I answered and swallowed thickly around the dryness in my mouth. “Perhaps we could come back tomorrow to meet with you--” 
 
    “Oh, no, no, there’s no need,” Murillo replied with a wave of his hand. “It won’t take but a few minutes, and we’re all here now.” He glanced around the lobby. “It is a matter requiring some discretion, however, so if you’d all join me in my office.” 
 
    “Of course,” Yvaine said as she swept forward, “but you see, we’ve just returned from a long ride, and we wouldn’t want to track mud all over this beautiful tower.” 
 
    The noblewoman sounded perfectly sincere, as though there truly was nothing she cared about more at the moment than preserving the cleanliness of the stair runners, but we’d made too many excuses by then not to draw some suspicion, and Lain and Murillo both looked at us curiously. 
 
    “No need to worry about that,” Murillo answered with a chuckle. “Reeve likes to have his students scrub the floors for detention, it’ll give them something to do. Come along now, I insist.” He placed his hand on my shoulder, and I had no choice but to walk with him up the stairs to his office with the others all behind me. As we took the six floors up, my mind raced with desperate plans. I couldn’t just run. Would we have to kill him? Could we, in the middle of the tower, without attracting attention? Probably not, and Lain knew we were with him, anyway.  
 
    If he did suspect that I was a manipulator, he could have had me arrested the moment I set foot in the tower if that was his intention. Did he intend to blackmail me, then? At least, in that case, we might have a little more time to figure out how to deal with this, if we played along, but what if he wanted something I couldn’t give him? 
 
    Murillo opened the door to his office and ushered us all inside with a smile. The space was plush, with dark wood shelves filled with books and matching furniture. There were two sets of curtains on the windows, sheer gauzy ones to let the light in and deep, heavy red drapes to keep the light out. The latter were tied back with tasseled cords, but it was so dark outside that Murillo had lit the few wall-mounted lanterns anyway. Instead of candles, little orbs of mage-fire burned inside the glass.  
 
    A tall desk stood along one wall, with a few papers and books arranged neatly across it. A thick, patterned rug covered most of the floor, and the tufted-back chairs and couches were upholstered in some shiny fabric the color of a grapefruit. There was a tea set on the coffee table with nine little china teacups already laid out for us.  
 
    “Please, make yourselves comfortable,” Murillo said with a gesture toward the sitting area. 
 
    Merlin, disguised as a cat as he always was when we were in the city, dropped from my shoulder, and before I could make a move to stop him, seized the sugar bowl and hid under the couch with it.  
 
    “Merlin!” I started, but Murillo just chuckled.  
 
    “He knew what he wanted, didn’t he?” the mage said with an amused grin. “I had a cat as a boy that was always stealing oranges, though he couldn’t get through the rind to eat them. Don’t worry, I have more sugar. Go on, sit, have some tea. I’m sure you’re all in need of a hot drink.”  
 
    As he disappeared behind one of the doors, I threw a glance to the others behind me.  
 
    “We should go,” Aerin whispered urgently. “Before he comes back.” 
 
    “We wouldn’t make it down all those stairs before he sent someone after us,” Lavinia argued. “If he wanted to arrest us, don’t you think he’d have done it already? Maybe it is just about a job.” 
 
    Before the discussion could go any further, Murillo returned with another little bowl of sugar that he set on the tray and looked over to where we were all still gathered in the doorway. 
 
    “Is everything all right?” he asked, his thick brows furrowed. 
 
    “Fine,” I answered, and I stepped forward and took a seat on one of the couches. Lavinia was right, running now would just make us look suspicious.  
 
    The others followed suit, though Aerin was still as tense as a squashed spring when she placed herself on the couch next to me, and Emeline kept fiddling with her earrings. 
 
    Lavinia and Dehn were a bit better about hiding their concern over the situation, if they harbored any. Dehn swung himself up into an armchair with a grunt, heedless of the huge swath of mud that his dirty boots left on the seat, and Maruk gave him a disappointed look as he squished his own massive frame into the adjacent chair.  
 
    In an attempt to appear more relaxed than I felt, I took one of the teacups and filled it.  
 
    “So, what did you want to talk to us about?” I asked. I hoped I only sounded curious and not as on-edge as I felt. “Lain mentioned something about a rogue mage.” 
 
    “Did he?” Murillo shook his head ruefully as he sat back in the last free chair. “Ah, there are no secrets in this tower, that’s for sure. It seems as though the more you try to hide something, the more people know about it.”  
 
    My grip tightened around the handle of my cup, and I studied the archmage carefully, but he still seemed perfectly relaxed. Not like he suspected I was a manipulator and was planning to threaten or expose me.  
 
    “There is a rogue mage that has caught the Academy’s attention,” Murillo went on as he poured a cup of tea for himself and dropped a sugar cube into it. His spoon clinked against the china as he stirred. “He is a quite powerful mage, I’m told. The Academy has been tracking his movements very closely. 
 
    I glanced to Aerin, who was as white as a ghost, but her gaze was fixed on the archmage. 
 
    “Naturally, we don’t want a dangerous person like this to be in a position to threaten any of Ovrista’s citizens, and since you Shadow Foxes have proven time and again your dedication to this city and its people, as well as your skill in accomplishing difficult and dangerous tasks, it was my hope that I could enlist your aid in an assignment given to me by the High Mage.” Murillo smiled broadly at us. “You were the very first guild I thought of, you know, and it may please you to know that the High Mage himself recommended you all.” 
 
    It made me feel like I might be sick, and I resisted the urge to throw down my cup and get the hell out of here.  
 
    “So you want us to do what?” Lavinia asked without bothering to conceal the impatience in her voice. “Track down this mage and kill him?” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Murillo answered. “The Academy’s concern at the moment is simply to ensure that this criminal cannot become any more powerful.” 
 
    “Why is that?” I surprised myself with the question, and by the fact that I was able to ask it at all.  
 
    “You may have heard it said that the will of the gods is often a mystery to mere mortals,” Murillo replied with a slight grimace. “The same can be said for the will of Eamon Maderel. He does not wish to confront this mage yet. He wouldn’t even tell me what he knew about him. The High Mage, at least, knows how to keep his secrets.” 
 
    “So what is it that you need us for?” I asked. “How are we supposed to stop this mage from becoming more powerful if we don’t even know who he is?” 
 
    “I need you, Shadow Foxes, to recover the Shodra.” Murillo delivered this with great weight, and Emeline gave a little gasp, but I had no idea what he was talking about. Thankfully, I wasn’t the only one who was ignorant. 
 
    “What the fuck is that?” Dehn asked as he dumped the contents of his flask into his teacup. It was Emeline who answered. 
 
    “The Shodra are legendary,” she said, her voice tinged with awe. “They’re a collection of items that can amplify a mage’s power, but most historians claim that they’re just objects of myth.” She stared at Murillo, her green eyes wide. “You mean to say that they’re real?” 
 
    “The Academy has confirmed the existence of a few items that we believe do, in fact, belong to the Shodra,” the archmage replied with a smile. “The problem is how to retrieve them before they can fall into the wrong hands. That is where you come in. We need you to get them for us, quickly and with the utmost discretion.”  
 
    Merlin had finished his sugar and slithered out from under the couch to curl up in my lap. He bared his teeth in a catlike grin and trilled as if to tell Murillo that he’d come to the right place.  
 
    “There are four items for you to recover,” Murillo went on, and as he spoke, he took a book from the side table next to him and withdrew a sheet of paper that he unfolded and handed to me. I read over the list as he described it. “They are a gemstone, a knife, a candle, and a chalice. When you get all four, you are to bring them to Speir Peak, on the western edge of the Canterrose Range.” 
 
    “Why there?” Aerin asked. It was the first time she’d spoken since we’d sat down, but I suppose she’d calmed down when she realized I wasn’t about to be arrested. “Wouldn’t it be safer to bring them back here?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, this great city is not as secure as it seems,” Murillo replied. “Though I suppose you know that better than anyone, given your recent success uncovering that plot between councilors Adler and Previn. We here at the Mage Academy do not doubt your competence or loyalty, Shadow Foxes, but the same cannot be said of everyone in the city, or even in this very tower, and the Shodra are simply too precious to take risks with. Therefore, the decision has been made to keep them locked away somewhere remote, under heavy guard and an abundance of magical protections. There is a fortress on Speir Peak that High Mage Maderel has determined will be the safest place for them.” 
 
    I frowned. We’d gotten plenty of dangerous items for the Mage Academy in the past, and we never brought them anywhere but back here. I would have expected that this tower, with all its mages and the city with its walls and guards, would be more secure than some mountain in the middle of nowhere. I threw a questioning glance to Aerin, and she returned my look with a barely perceptible shrug, which I understood to mean that Murillo was telling the truth. Regardless of what I thought, if this is what Maderel and the Mage Academy wanted, that’s what we’d do.  
 
    “We’d be happy to help,” I answered.  
 
    “Wonderful!” Murillo clapped his hands. “You’ll be rewarded handsomely, of course, and the Academy is prepared to offer some of that reward in advance.”  
 
    “Great,” I answered. “We can leave first thing tomorrow, but you haven’t told us where to find these... Shodra.” 
 
    “No,” Murillo agreed with a remorseful grimace. “The trouble is, we don’t actually know the precise locations of each of the items.” He picked up a map from the side table and moved the tea set to spread it out on the coffee table before us. There was a star marked in black in the Canterrose Range labeled ‘Speir Peak Fortress.’  
 
    “We’ve determined that one of the Shodra is likely somewhere in this area,” Murillo said, and he drew a massive circle in red across the northern quarter of the continent. 
 
    “Well, that narrows it down,” Lavinia grumbled. “And here I thought the Mage Academy knew everything.” 
 
    “Not everything, I’m afraid,” Murillo replied. “Of course, if we are able to figure out anything more specific, we will send word to you immediately, but for the moment, the burden of finding the Shodra falls to you as well. Following the civil wars, many of our mage ancestors decided that the safest course of action would be to destroy information rather than risk it coming into the wrong hands, and so much of what we knew about the Shodra was lost then.” 
 
    It didn’t seem like much had changed. Most of the work we did for the Mage Academy was to bring them books to burn. Now they were facing the consequences of those policies. 
 
    “Take this map,” Murillo said as he folded it up again. “It will give you somewhere to start, at least. I would recommend looking through the library here in the tower for any other mention of the Shodra and clues to their whereabouts. We already checked, of course, but perhaps you’ll find something one of our mages missed. If you speak to Archmage Crane, he can direct you toward the most relevant books.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said as I took the map and tucked it into my pocket.  
 
    “I’ll let you go, then,” Murillo said, and he stood to see us all out. “I’m sure you’re exhausted, and you’ll have a lot of work ahead of you yet. It will be worth it, I assure you. The Academy does not quickly forget those who serve it. Do not hesitate to come to see me if you need any assistance, though I must ask that you keep the details of this mission a secret, even from the other mages here. You may find it necessary to seek aid from outside sources as well, in which case I urge you to give away as little as possible. We do not want anyone to know that we are seeking the Shodra, or where to find any of them.” 
 
    “We understand,” I assured him. “We’ll be discreet.”  
 
    As we left Murillo’s office and started down the stairs, Dehn snorted derisively.  
 
    “He wants us to get all this shit and he can’t even tell us where to look?” he complained as he hopped down a step that was just slightly too steep for him. “The city guard would never go for bullshit like that.” 
 
    “The city guard wouldn’t even respond when we had proof of Previn’s heist plans,” Aerin reminded him. “It seems like they don’t really mobilize for anything.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Dehn admitted, “you got a point. Still, he coulda had a little more for us to work with before he bothered us with this. I don’t want to spend all day in some stupid library.” 
 
    “We’ll need to ask around town, too,” I replied. “You don’t have to come to the library.”  
 
    “I think it’s exciting!” Emeline said. “If we pull this off, we’ll be famous! More than famous! Figuring out the location of even one of the Shodra is the kind of thing that they make statues of people for. Just think of the stories people would write about us! We’ll go down as the greatest guild in history!” 
 
    “Ease up there, kitten,” Lavinia said as she grabbed the back of Emeline’s robes to keep the mage from tripping on the next step down. “Save some of that energy, we’re going to need it.” 
 
    “What I need is a nice hot bath and a glass of wine,” Maruk said.  
 
    “That sounds lovely,” Yvaine agreed. “I wouldn’t object to an evening in front of a roaring fire, either.” 
 
    “We don’t have a fireplace,” Lena said with a confused frown. 
 
    “Oh, I do, dear,” Yvaine replied brightly. “I had one installed just last week.” 
 
    “You’d better set aside some of that reward money we’re going to get from this mission for stronger supports in the guild hall, Aerin,” Lavinia warned. “Before the princess puts in a bathhouse.” 
 
    “That’s not a bad idea,” Yvaine said as she threw a good-natured smirk over her shoulder.  
 
    “The real challenge would be persuading you to use it, Lavinia,” Maruk added with a sly grin, and the ladona woman elbowed him in the ribs. “Oof! Getting caught in the rain doesn’t count as bathing, you know.” 
 
    I laughed as we made our way across the lobby to the doors. We’d rest tonight, and tomorrow, we’d figure out where to find the Shodra. I knew it would be a lot of work, but I couldn’t help but smile to myself as I thought about what Emeline had said, and I knew we were up to the challenge. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    Early the next morning, Maruk, Yvaine, Emeline, and Lena left for the University Tower to look through the books in the library for clues as to the whereabouts of the Shodra as Murillo had suggested. Aerin, Lavinia, Dehn and I were going to head down to the black market to see if anyone there knew anything, but since the black market wouldn’t be very active for another hour or so, we had some time to kill before it was worth going. 
 
    I decided to put it to good use and convinced Dehn and Lavinia to practice with me while I rehearsed more of Cygne’s techniques. Merlin was less easily persuaded, and he napped on top of a standing punching bag in the training room while the rest of us worked.  
 
    Lavinia, armed with a bow and arrows tipped with balls of soft foam, was good at being stealthy, and she even managed to hit me a few times despite my attempts to interrupt the mana she used for special attacks.  
 
    Dehn, on the other hand, was having a little more trouble with the exercise. Since I could see their mana even with my eyes closed, I’d needed the pair to try to attack me from behind, and it had taken about fifteen minutes to convince the halfling that this wasn’t cowardly and dishonorable. Of course, even then, he couldn’t seem to help himself from shouting as he ran up to me, so I always knew where he was, anyway. 
 
    “Aaaaaaarrggghhhh - ack!” There was a thump behind me as Dehn tripped and apparently somersaulted after I’d interrupted whatever attack he’d been about to spring.  
 
    I opened my eyes and turned to him as he was picking himself up off the floor.  
 
    “You know the point of this is that I’m trying to stop you without knowing exactly where you are, right?” I asked. “That war cry kind of gives you away.”  
 
    “A real warrior doesn’t have to sneak up on his enemies!” Dehn insisted. “You just got lucky, I’ll get you this time. Let’s go again.” 
 
    Just then, the door opened with a bang, and Aerin’s face appeared, flushed with excitement.  
 
    “Come quick!” the healer urged.  
 
    “What is it?” Lavinia asked as she set down her bow and quiver. “You look like it started raining gold coins.” 
 
    “I petitioned Theira to ask about the Shodra,” Aerin explained quickly, too giddy to pay any mind to Lavinia’s snide comment. “She sent us a sign, come on!” 
 
    We followed the elf upstairs to the dining room where she’d laid out the map Murillo had given us along with a few coins, candles, and religious tokens.  
 
    “See!” she squealed as she pointed to the table.  
 
    “Uh, what exactly are we supposed to be looking at, Aerin?” Lavinia asked.  
 
    “Here!” Aerin insisted as she pointed again, and I realized she was indicating where a spot of wax had dripped onto the map from one of the candles. “When I was praying a bubble of wax popped on this candle, and it dripped right here. This is within the area that Murillo said we should start to look. It’s a message from Theira, she’s showing us where to go!” 
 
    I leaned over the table to get a better look at the map and the spot where the wax had landed. The only point of relative interest nearby was a tiny village. I supposed it could have been a sign from the goddess. After all, she’d helped us out before, though back then, she had come in person.  
 
    “That’s not a message from a goddess,” Dehn retorted. “You dragged us up here for this? I was just about to hand Gabriel his ass.” 
 
    “No, you weren’t,” Lavinia told him, but when she turned to Aerin, she raised an eyebrow skeptically. “But he’s right, a drip of wax isn’t a lot to go on. Why didn’t she just pop in like she did back at the Shadow Delves?” 
 
    “She’s a goddess!” Aerin sputtered. “She doesn’t make house calls! What would you know about it, anyway?” 
 
    “I’m just saying, if she really wanted to help us, she could have given us a clearer sign than that,” the ranger replied.  
 
    “Hey,” I interjected before the argument could get too heated, “it’s somewhere to start, at least. We’re still going to go to the black market, we can ask around if anyone knows about anything strange with this village.” 
 
    “Speaking of,” Aerin said, “we could probably head over there now. It won’t be very busy, but people will be more willing to talk to us if we’re not competing for their attention with actual customers.” 
 
    It was still gloomy when we locked up and started for the black market nestled among abandoned buildings near the city’s eastern wall. Merlin trotted ahead, his bottlebrush tail held high as we wound through the backstreets and alleys. Lavinia and I had convinced Aerin to let us bring along a little of the gold we had saved in case we needed to persuade anyone to give us information, though the elf was adamant that her haggling skills would make monetary incentives unnecessary. She was right, at least, about the market not being very crowded, and there were only a few vendors outside in the square when we arrived.  
 
    Aerin swept past them all and led us instead into one of the dilapidated old apartments, where we passed through a beaded curtain into a dim shop that was hazy with sharp-smelling incense. A panthera man with the ring-like spots of a jaguar on his arms and dozens of gold earrings in his round, furry ears looked up from where he was lounging on a pile of pillows as we approached. The incense was set on a stand on the low table in front of him, and the smoke coiled up lazily between us. Though the man’s face was hairless and mostly human in its features, his golden irises were larger than normal, and the pupils were vertical slits like a cat’s. He eyed Merlin warily and his tail, fitted with more gold jewelry, flicked in an irritated way.  
 
    “Good morning, Tepeyol,” Aerin greeted warmly.  
 
    “Mmm,” the panthera man hummed in response. His gaze returned to Merlin. “What is wrong with your cat?” 
 
    “He’s a puca, actually,” I explained as I scooped Merlin up. Tepeyol didn’t seem to like him, and it was better we didn’t annoy the man whom we were asking for help. 
 
    “We’re looking for some information,” Aerin said, and she took out a map where she’d marked out the area with the village that the wax had dripped over on Murillo’s map. We had decided it would be best not to show that to anyone, just in case they would be able to figure out that we were searching for the Shodra and were going to bring them to Speir Peak. “Do you know anything about this area?” 
 
    Tepeyol spread the map flat on the table with a large hand tipped with long nails that were filed to claw-like points and painted cobalt blue and leaned over to peer at it in the dim light from the windows. They were covered by sheer, colorful fabric, and there were no lanterns or candles in the shop. As I looked around, I wondered if it was a shop at all, as I’d previously assumed. There didn’t appear to be any merchandise laid out, just rugs and heaps of pillows everywhere, and a dark doorway in the back covered by another beaded curtain. I decided it must be a lounge of some sort, an opium den, maybe, or whatever sort of recreational drugs people here used. It occurred to me that it might not be incense that Tepeyol was burning.  
 
    “I might know something about this place,” the panthera man said at last, and his eyes flicked back up to us. 
 
    Aerin smiled and placed a small pouch on the table. Tepeyol opened it, took a look inside, and slipped it into the folds of the robe he wore. 
 
    “This village,” Tepeyol said in a rumbling purr as he tapped the spot on the map, “the people there do not bury their dead. They cut them up into little pieces and burn them.” 
 
    “Gross,” Aerin said. 
 
    “Awesome!” Dehn said.  
 
    “Why do they do that?” I asked. It was strange, at least as far as I was aware of the customs of the people around here, but it didn’t seem to have anything to do with the Shodra. 
 
    Tepeyol’s gold eyes slid over to me, and he lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “I do not recall.” 
 
    “Hey, no,” Aerin insisted. She cast a nervous glance at Dehn and lowered her voice. “That was seven ounces of orora I gave you. Why do they do that to their dead?” 
 
    “I do not recall,” Tepeyol repeated coolly. I could hear the stubborn note to his tone, and his tail switched lazily near his ankles.  
 
    Aerin pressed her lips together in a tight line, then reluctantly took out her coin purse. The gold coin clinked against the others inside as she took it out. Tepeyol’s slit pupils widened into dark circles, and his tail went still. 
 
    Aerin set the coin on the table, and the panthera man reached for it but hesitated at the last moment and withdrew his hand. 
 
    “Two,” he said.  
 
    “What?” Aerin’s ears flushed pink. “Absolutely not, this is more than fair for whatever you could tell us. We could just go to the village and ask them ourselves for free!” 
 
    “Then perhaps that is what you should do,” Tepeyol replied without missing a beat. I’d never seen someone bold enough to try to call Aerin’s bluff like this. I certainly wouldn’t have. She was right, we could just go to the village ourselves, though if there was nothing significant about it, and it didn’t get us any closer to finding one of the Shodra, we’d have wasted a few days on the errand.  
 
    Before Aerin could respond, however, Dehn pushed past her, climbed up onto the low table, and twisted the panthera man’s robes in one tattooed fist and hauled him forward.  
 
    “Tell us what you know, catboy, or I’ll beat it out of you,” the halfling growled.  
 
    Tepeyol’s eyes widened in shock, though the surprise was quickly replaced by an expression of hate, and his ears flattened against his head.  
 
    “Let go of me,” he hissed, and I glimpsed long fangs when he spoke. I shifted my grip on Merlin, who had started to twist around in all the excitement, and moved my free hand to the hilt of my dagger. This wasn’t how I’d planned for this to go, but I’d back up Dehn if I had to. 
 
    The halfling didn’t let go and instead swung a mean left hook into the panthera man’s jaw. The pair of them tumbled back in a flurry of claws and spiked armor, but Dehn came up on top, and he delivered several more swift punches to Tepeyol’s face before the latter managed to grab hold of him and hurled him clear across the table at us.  
 
    “Shit!” Aerin turned to help Dehn, but the halfling was already dragging himself to his feet. Tepeyol stood as well and touched his jaw lightly where Dehn had hit him. His lip was bleeding and there was a look of pure loathing in his gold eyes, but I sensed that he wasn’t going to attack us. He reached down and slid the gold coin from the table.  
 
    “There is a curse among those people,” the panthera man said thickly. “Their dead come back if they are not cut up and burned. That is all I know, now get out.” 
 
    Dehn looked like he wanted to throw a few more punches, but Aerin was quick to usher the rest of us back out into the street.  
 
    “He was telling the truth,” the healer said with a frown. “But what does a curse like that have to do with the Sh-- with... you know?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Lavinia answered bluntly. “It was just wax, Aerin, not a message from Theira.” 
 
    “You didn’t believe she’d help us before, and I was right about that!” Aerin shot back. “She sent Gabriel to us. I know this means something!” 
 
    “It wouldn’t hurt to ask a few more people about the village anyway,” I said as I put a hand on the healer’s shoulder. “Maybe someone else will know more about it than Tepeyol.”  
 
    The elf’s shoulders slumped slightly, and she leaned into me. “Yeah, okay, we can ask around.” Her hazel eyes slid over to Dehn. “But you need to stop beating up my informants. I have enough trouble staying on good terms with some of them as it is, the best ones are always so suspicious.” 
 
    “I got him to talk, didn’t I?” Dehn grumped.  
 
    “Just be nice for fifteen minutes, okay?” Aerin sighed and shook her head. “Come on, I know who we should see next.” 
 
    We spent most of the day asking Aerin’s contacts around the black market about the area around the village or whether they’d heard about any interesting magical items anywhere, but we learned nothing except that there was a chicken on one of the farms outside the city that had laid an egg with a spot pattern that some people thought looked like the face of the god Otrein.  
 
    “Maybe the others had better luck at the library,” I said as we started back for the guild hall.  
 
    “Maybe.” Aerin kicked dejectedly at a pebble and Merlin squirmed out of my arms to chase it as it clattered down the street.  
 
    “What if they didn’t?” Lavinia asked. “Do we just come back tomorrow and try again?” 
 
    It wasn’t as though I really expected we’d find a good lead after just one day, but I wasn’t sure if asking roundabout questions to fences and palm readers was the best use of our time.  
 
    “We can check out that village,” I answered. “Maybe it leads us to one of the Shodra after all, and if not, we won’t have spent much time following up. We don’t all have to go, some of us can stay behind to keep researching in the library and asking around.” 
 
    Lavinia didn’t look too convinced, but I knew she didn’t have any better suggestions because she didn’t try to argue with me. 
 
    When we got back to the guild hall, Maruk, Lena, Emeline, and Yvaine had already returned, though unfortunately, they hadn’t had any luck finding leads, either, so I told them about Aerin’s sign from Theira and my plan to check out the village. 
 
    “I’m going, of course,” Aerin said. “I think that’s what Theira wants me to do.” 
 
    “I’ll go, too,” Lena offered.  
 
    “I should be there,” Maruk said with a dutiful, if somewhat resigned, tone. “In case it’s dangerous.” 
 
    “I’m sure as hell not going to some stupid library,” Dehn insisted.  
 
    “Alright,” I said. “The five of us will head for the village tomorrow while the others keep researching here in the city. Now everyone get some rest, you’ve earned it.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    When we left the next morning at dawn, I half expected that Aerin and Maruk would change their minds about joining us to check out the village, but the healer’s and the shield warrior’s senses of duty won out over their hatred of getting up early, and they shuffled out the door after Lena, Dehn, and me just as the sun began to peek over the horizon in the east. A few wispy clouds remained of the previous days’ storms, but already I could tell that we were in no danger of getting caught in the rain again as we made our way to the stables just outside the wall and saddled up our horses.  
 
    It was still early, but already there was someone at the gate. At first glance, I thought he must have been a farmer, but then it occurred to my sleep-addled brain that he was leaving the city, not coming in and that his cart wasn’t piled with fruits or vegetables, but rather with long, cylindrical glass jars filled with little pebbles that looked like rock salt crystals. Then, as I peered at the crystals and wondered where they’d come from and where this man was taking them, I noticed that the little crystals were glowing, and the realization settled over me like a damp blanket and sent a shiver up the back of my neck. They weren’t pebbles or salt crystals, they were mana, solid mana.  
 
    I’d never seen anything like that in all my time here. I didn’t even know mana could exist in a solid state like that. I wasn’t sure I wanted to believe it. 
 
    “Aerin,” I whispered as I nudged the elf and gestured to the cart, “what is that stuff?”  
 
    “Mm?” The redhead rubbed at her eye with the heel of her hand and squinted over in the direction I was pointing. “You mean the mana jars?” She yawned. “That’s how it’s transported when they need to take it out of the city.” 
 
    “I thought the mana the Mage Academy collected from our tithes was used in city projects,” I said. For some reason, I felt that it was important to keep my voice down, though the man driving the mana cart was several yards away and paid us no attention whatsoever as he chatted with the guards at the gate. “Why are they taking it out of the city? Where are they taking it to?” 
 
    “I dunno, they do that sometimes,” Aerin replied sleepily. “They sell it to alchemists or send it to the other universities who don’t have as many mages to tithe.” 
 
    “Do they do that often?” I was still surprised that I’d never seen it before or even heard of this apparently common practice, and I couldn’t shake the feeling of unease that had settled over me. 
 
    “Not really.” Aerin didn’t seem bothered by it at all. Maybe I was just still on edge because of what Murillo had said about the Academy keeping track of rogue mages and Eamon Maderel’s special interest in our guild over the past several weeks. I felt eyes on my back any time I was in the city, but especially since our meeting with the archmage. I couldn’t stop thinking about what he’d said about Maderel recommending us specifically. I supposed I should be flattered, and to be honest, a part of me was, but it made me nervous, too. Sure, his attention was good now, we got first access to a lot of good bounties, and people in the tower and the city were a bit friendlier to us than they’d been before we became the High Mage’s favorite guild, but how long would someone like Eamon Maderel have to look before he realized I wasn’t who I said I was?  
 
    As the mana cart pulled away, I tried to let my anxieties go with it. It wouldn’t do any good to fret about it, at least not for the moment. I resolved to learn more about how the Mage Academy tracked rogue mages when we returned from scouting out this village. I would find out which rogue mages they knew about and how most of them were caught, if not by guilds like us as I’d always assumed was the case. I could ask Murillo a few questions, at least, and pass it off as a mere curiosity about the mage he’d mentioned when he offered us this bounty. I’d always tried to stay out of the Mage Academy’s affairs as much as I could, but it was clear to me now that I would be able to hide better if I knew more about how they operated. I wanted to find out more about this solid mana, too. I wasn’t sure how just yet, but I was sure it could be useful to me. 
 
    I clicked my tongue to urge my horse forward when the guards waved us ahead, and then I took a deep, calming breath. After we left the mana cart behind at the first fork in the road, we didn’t pass by any other travelers for most of the morning. Merlin quickly grew bored with riding on my shoulder, and either trotted alongside the horses and chased mice and grasshoppers alongside the road or sprouted wings and took to the sky above to pester the sparrows and other small birds that made the mistake of flying too close.  
 
    We were set to reach the village which was called Olin, by about mid-day. The day promised to be clear and cool as the morning wore on, and my spirits improved. We’d see if there were any leads on the Shodra in Olin, and even if there weren’t, we could be back in Ovrista by nightfall and wouldn’t have lost much time at all for our trouble.  
 
    “Do any of you know anything about these magical items Archmage Murillo wants us to find?” I asked when we stopped for a break along the side of the road. I had already memorized the short list the archmage had given us and had been rolling it over in my head so much as we rode that the words had almost lost their meaning. A gemstone, a knife, a ring, and a chalice. I wondered what they were supposed to do, how exactly they could augment a mage’s power, and I hoped that given the legendary nature of the objects, the others might know something about them that I didn’t from stories they’d heard growing up. 
 
    “Just what everyone knows,” Aerin answered after she took a drink from her canteen. “A lot of the stories contradict each other, of course. Some say the Shodra were created by the gods and passed down to mages in times of danger to help them serve the faithful. Some say they were created by a cult of manipulators back during the civil wars to give them an edge.” She splashed a little water into her hand and ran it through her thick red hair. “It’s impossible to know what the truth is at this point.” 
 
    “Do any of the stories say what the Shodra actually do?” I pressed. “How they work?” 
 
    “Sure,” Aerin replied. “Each of the items is supposed to help a mage with their magic in a different way, but exactly how is just as mixed up as how the Shodra came to exist in the first place.” 
 
    “Well, what are some of the stories?” Maruk prompted. “Perhaps they’ll still provide us with some sort of clue.” 
 
    “Um, well, the people who say the manipulators created the Shodra claim that the ring makes whoever wears it impervious to any magical influence or attack,” Aerin said. “This old elf who used to live near my parents’ shop all the time used to say that the chalice could purify any liquid poured into it.” 
 
    “Could it?” Lena asked with interest. 
 
    “I don’t know.” Aerin shrugged noncommittally, but I could tell by her tone that she didn’t have much faith in the idea. I was a little surprised by her apparent skepticism regarding the Shodra, especially given how certain she was that a drop of wax was a message from her patron goddess meant to lead us to one of them.  
 
    “Well, what do you think?” I asked. Maruk was right, anything we knew about the items we were looking for might help us find them. 
 
    “I think my neighbor was a few arrows short of a full quiver,” the healer replied frankly. “He also used to say that sprites came into his house every night and turned all his furniture upside down.” 
 
    “Oh, I’ve heard of that.” Lena frowned sympathetically. “You have to put an iron horseshoe over your door to keep them away.” 
 
    Aerin, Dehn, and Maruk stared blankly at the alchemist for a moment. 
 
    “Right,” Aerin said eventually. “Well, look, there are a lot of stories about the Shodra, and that’s all most of them are, just stories. If we chase down every weird knife or strange gemstone people tell us about, we’re going to waste a lot of time on false leads.” 
 
    “We may not find much more to go on,” I pointed out gently, and Aerin frowned. 
 
    “I know Theira is guiding us,” the elf insisted. “We’ll find a lead at this village, I’m sure of it.” 
 
    “Alright,” I replied. It was probably best not to push her further. Lavinia and Dehn had given her a hard enough time about it already. I stood and held my hand out to help Aerin to her feet, and she squeezed my hand gently. “Let’s keep going, we’re not far.” 
 
    I had just swung myself up into my saddle again when Lena gasped behind me. 
 
    “What in the hells is that?” Dehn demanded a second later, and I turned to see something colorful blooming up on the horizon that took me a few seconds to process. At first I thought it looked like the rising sun, scarlet red and billowing up over the distant hills, but of course, it wasn’t the sun. My next thought was that it was a swarm of pixies, or an explosion, but as the thing grew, the knot in my stomach untwisted as I finally recognized it. 
 
    “It’s a hot-air balloon,” I said with a slightly relieved laugh. “I didn’t know you had those here.” 
 
    “A what?” Dehn looked from me to the still-growing spot of bright red canvas in the distance with a suspicious frown. 
 
    “It’s a type of aircraft,” I answered. “The passengers ride in a basket that’s attached to a balloon, and you fill the balloon with hot air and it floats.” 
 
    “That sounds fascinating!” Lena said. “Can we go see it?” 
 
    “That’s really far east, Lena,” Maruk said. I thought the orc looked a little greener than usual. “Shouldn’t we be getting along to this village?” 
 
    “It looks like they’re taking off now, anyway,” Aerin added with a sympathetic glance to the warrior.  
 
    “Maybe another time,” I suggested, and the alchemist nodded and threw a regretful look over her shoulder at the balloon as it continued to rise slowly but steadily in the distant fields. 
 
    We started off again, with Merlin weaving along the path ahead, and I couldn’t help but look back a few times myself at the balloon. I’d only seen them once before at a festival back on Earth, and even then, only from a distance. I was surprised that I’d never seen them here before, but perhaps they weren’t as common. Lena and Dehn didn’t know what they were, at least, though I suspected Aerin and Maruk had some familiarity with the crafts. 
 
    It only took another hour of riding before we passed a weather worn sign that directed us to Olin, and a mere fifteen minutes after that before the little village itself appeared before us, nestled between clumps of trees and neat fields separated from one another by neat stone walls. It certainly didn’t look like the sort of place that would have some kind of zombie curse like Tepeyol had told us about, but then again, it was always the most normal-seeming places that had the darkest secrets, wasn’t it? 
 
    The few people we saw along the road as we entered the village cast wary looks in our direction. Ordinarily, I would have attributed that to the fact that we were a rather strange mix of individuals, even for an adventurers’ guild, but now I had to wonder if the villagers’ suspicions had anything to do with the curse.  
 
    They probably had one guild or another poking around here every few weeks, hoping to put an end to the curse and get a little money for their trouble. Having your dead friends and family come back from the grave was probably traumatizing enough, and since the villagers had worked out their own solution, I expected they didn’t take kindly to anyone prying, especially if the people prying were really only in it for the money. Maybe if we made it clear that we didn’t want anything from them except information, the people here would be a little more receptive of us. 
 
    “Let’s try the tavern first,” I suggested, and so we meandered down the packed-dirt streets until we found the single tavern in the village, a place called the Twice-Dead Man, of all things. At least they seemed to have a sense of humor about it. 
 
    We left the horses tied up outside, and I persuaded Merlin to climb onto my shoulder as we entered the little thatched-roof building. Since it was the middle of the day, I hadn’t expected there would be many patrons, but it seemed that a good number of the villagers had their lunch here at the same time, because there were about fifteen people seated around the tables inside. 
 
    “Alright,” I whispered to the others, “remember, we don’t want to give away exactly what we’re looking for, so be vague, just ask about any magical items that might be in the area, and see if there’s anything noteworthy about those ruins nearby.” 
 
    With that, we split up. I figured we’d be more approachable and the villagers would be more inclined to open up if we weren’t all ganging up on them. Unsurprisingly, Dehn headed straight for the bar and ordered himself a drink. There were a few other patrons there, all of whom looked just as tough and surly as the halfling, so I thought at least he might be able to get something out of one of them. 
 
    Maruk, Lena, and Aerin each found marks of their own among the rest of the farmers and shepherds seated around the tavern, and I made my way with Merlin over to a gray-haired old man at one of the tables near a window. He raised a bushy eyebrow expectantly as I approached, and I gestured to a chair.  
 
    “Do you mind if I sit here?” I asked. “I was hoping to take advantage of the light for some reading.” I held up one of the books I’d brought as an excuse. 
 
    The man gave an affirmative sort of grunt and went back to his stew, and I sat down and pretended to read for about a minute. Merlin dropped to the floor and began to search beneath the table for scraps. 
 
    “My friends and I are just passing through,” I said casually. “We’re traveling salesmen, we buy and sell rare magical items.” I hoped that seemed plausible. The village was a ways off from the main roads, but if the man thought that there was anything strange about the route we’d decided to take, I could just claim we were trying to avoid the usual competition, though I did wish I had run this excuse by Aerin, who would no doubt be more than convincing. 
 
    “Not interested,” the man mumbled without looking up from his stew. 
 
    I cleared my throat and studied the page of my book as I sought for another way to broach the topic, secretly relieved that the man didn’t want to buy anything from me as I, in fact, had nothing to sell to him. As the seconds dragged on and the farmer neared the bottom of his stew bowl, I decided to go with a more direct line of questioning. He’d probably appreciate that, anyway, I figured. 
 
    “Do you know about any rare magical items in the area?” I asked, again, with care to keep my tone casual. “It seems like all the best treasures were buried away for centuries under someone’s barn, you know?” I tried for a laugh, but the farmer didn’t return it. 
 
    “Don’t know about anything,” he grunted. Then he tipped the last bit of broth into his mouth and scraped his chair back abruptly. Before he left, he fixed me with a scrutinizing glare, then he brought his empty bowl up to the bar.  
 
    I breathed out a sigh and ducked my head down to check on Merlin. The puca was sitting up on his haunches and gnawing on a crust of stale bread that he’d found. He looked like a very convincing scraggly black tomcat, except for his paws, which were more like those of a raccoon or an opossum. I nudged him with the tip of my boot. “Hey, cats don’t have opposable thumbs,” I whispered. 
 
    He cocked his head slightly and chattered in an annoyed sort of way, then shoved the rest of the bread into his mouth and dropped down onto all four paws as his little fingers shortened into appropriately catlike toes.  
 
    I cast a surreptitious look around the rest of the tavern to see if the others were faring any better than I had. Dehn had managed not to start any fights, but I realized that was only because he apparently hadn’t spoken to anyone but the bartender, and was on his second pint of beer.  
 
    Maruk was having an animated conversation with a pair of shepherds, but when I managed to catch a few words, it occurred to me that they were just discussing the quality of certain types of wool.  
 
    Across the room, Lena’s shoulders drooped as the farmer she’d been talking to got up and left, and when I found Aerin again, the redheaded elf caught my eye and shook her head sadly. Damn.  
 
    There were still a few people we hadn’t spoken to, but when I looked around again, more than a few looked away quickly just before I could meet their eyes, and I knew we’d already set ourselves apart. I remembered the suspicious looks we’d gotten on the road and tried to console myself that the villagers were probably just mistrustful of strangers by nature, but that didn’t change the fact that we still needed someone here to open up to us. 
 
    I closed my book and moved on to another table where three men sat around nearly empty mugs of beer. Before I had a chance to get a word out or even sit down, one of the three, a tall human with bright orange hair and a wide nose, held up his hand. “We ain’t interested.” 
 
    “I haven’t said anything yet,” I pointed out. 
 
    “Not interested,” the man insisted with pointed enunciation. “You and your friends had best be moving on, lad.” 
 
    “We don’t mean any harm, we just--” 
 
    “Good,” the orange-haired man interrupted. “Now be on your way.” 
 
    I sucked my teeth. Provoking these people wouldn’t do any good, I knew, but it was hard not to be annoyed by the man’s attitude. What harm was there in asking a few questions? The man continued to stare at me until I turned and joined Aerin at her empty table.  
 
    “So, they don’t like strangers,” I whispered. “Those three wouldn’t even talk to me.” 
 
    “I know,” Aerin replied. “I even offered the man I was talking to some silver, and he just told me to go back to the city. At least Maruk seems to be getting somewhere.” 
 
    “No.” I shook my head. “He’s talking about wool.” 
 
    “So what’s next?” Aerin asked. “Do we go knocking on doors?” 
 
    “I don’t think that’ll make anyone like us better,” I replied with a glance over to the bar where Dehn had still only succeeded in speaking to the bartender. “Maybe we should tell them we’re with the Mage Academy. You know, pull rank.” 
 
    “I don’t think these people care about the Mage Academy’s authority enough for that to work.” The healer drummed her fingers thoughtfully on the warped wooden tabletop. “They’re farmers, not mages. I bet the only mages they even see around here are from guilds.” 
 
    As another patron gave Lena the cold shoulder, the alchemist stood and came over to the table where Aerin and I sat. 
 
    “No luck?” Aerin asked when the golden-haired elf plopped down with a despondent sigh. 
 
    “No,” Lena replied. Then she frowned. “You know, I think an enchantment that makes sheep glow in the dark would be very useful. You wouldn’t lose them at night, and then the wool--” 
 
    “About the curse, Lena,” Aerin interrupted. “Or any important magical items.” 
 
    “Oh.” Lena sighed again. “No, no one would tell me anything about that, either.” 
 
    There came a low, knowing chuckle from the table behind us. 
 
    “Nah, you won’t get a word out from these folks about that curse,” came a gravelly voice, and I turned to see an old ladona man with a sun-weathered face and heavy-looking horns like a ram’s curling around his ears. Smoke trailed from the narrow pipe he held, and it clicked against his teeth as he placed it in his mouth again. It was obvious that he wasn’t from around here. He had a pack on the chair next to him that looked just as old as he was, and a scabbard at his hip. 
 
    “You know about the curse?” I turned in my seat to face him better. 
 
    “I know about the curse.” The ladona man dipped his head in a nod and smiled around his pipe. “And I know that the locals won’t say a word about it. They think it’s bad luck even to mention it, and they don’t take kindly to strangers.” 
 
    “We can tell,” Aerin said. “What do you know about it? Do you know how it started?” 
 
    “Just that anyone that dies here comes back,” the man replied, “unless you chop ‘em up or burn ‘em. Started about fifty years ago, if the rumors are true.” 
 
    “We were hoping for more than rumors,” I said.  
 
    “Well, there’s only one person alive who can tell you the truth,” the ladona man said, and he blew out a ring of blue-tinged smoke. “Only one who was alive when it started. He’s a fellow by the name of Greeves. He lives down the road a ways, at the cottage with the red door. He won’t be any more welcoming of visitors than any of this lot, though.” 
 
    “We’ll convince him,” I replied. “Thank you for your help.” 
 
    “I used to be like you,” the old man said with a smile. “I’m just paying forward the kindness an old adventurer paid me. You do the same if you get to be my age, and we’re even.” He let out a hoarse chuckle. “Besides, old Greeves still owes me for a job I did for him back in the day. He could do for a bit of bother.” 
 
    I clicked my tongue to call Merlin, and we rounded up Maruk and Dehn before we started for Greeves’ house. Just as the old adventurer had said, it was only about a mile down the road from the tavern, and the red door was as clear as day. I stopped on the side of the street and turned to the others. 
 
    “We need some kind of plan. He won’t want to talk to us, so we need to find a way to convince him that it’s important.” 
 
    “Maybe if we say we’re trying to stop the curse, he’ll want to help us,” Maruk suggested. 
 
    “We could pay him,” Lena said. 
 
    “I like Maruk’s idea,” Aerin replied. 
 
    “That could backfire, though,” I countered. 
 
    “We could threaten to knock his teeth in if he doesn’t tell us what he knows,” Dehn put in. 
 
    “How on earth did you become a guard?” Maruk asked. “Aren’t you supposed to protect and serve?” 
 
    “I’m a city guard,” Dehn answered. “And we’re not in the city.” 
 
    “Let’s lead with Maruk’s suggestion,” I cut in. “If that doesn’t work, we’ll see if a bribe does.” I gave Dehn a pointed look. “And we will not assault anyone.” 
 
    “Yeah, okay,” the halfling muttered. “You’re the boss.” 
 
    I led the way up the path to Greeves’ home and knocked on the door. There was some shuffling and muttered cursing from inside, and then the door swung open and a dwarf peered out. His long, dark hair was shot through with strands of gray and pulled into a ponytail, and he’d braided small sections of his beard. Neat little spectacles were perched on the bent bridge of his red nose, and he was wearing what appeared to be a stained nightshirt with a loud pattern that reminded me of a Hawaiian shirt, though from what I could make out, the shapes weren’t hibiscus flowers. 
 
    “What do you want?” he asked gruffly. 
 
    “Good afternoon, uh, Mister Greeves,” Aerin said cheerfully. “We wanted to ask you about something, could we come in for a minute?” 
 
    “No,” the dwarf answered, and he started to swing the door back, but I caught it and earned myself an annoyed glare. 
 
    “We know about the curse, and we know people here don’t want to talk about it,” I said quickly, “but we think we might be able to fix it. We just want to ask you a little about it. If you help us, we can help your village.” 
 
    “Help the village?” Greeves scoffed. “Now I don’t know why I’d do a thing like that when none of them do anything for me. You know how long my roof has been leaking, boy?” 
 
    “Uhh--” I started, but Greeves cut me off. 
 
    “Do any of them want to take an afternoon away from their sheep and their ale to pay a visit to their elders? Three months I’ve been working on this book of riddles, and no one in this whole damn village will hear a word about it! And that’s to say nothing about the little bastards that have been stealing my radishes--” 
 
    “Did you say a book of riddles?” Lena asked suddenly. 
 
    “Every night I hear-- er, yes, I did,” Greeves replied, and he leveled a suspicious look at the alchemist. 
 
    “What if you told us one of your riddles, and if we can answer it correctly, you tell us about the curse?” Lena proposed.  
 
    I was impressed. That was clever of her to have thought of that. Unfortunately, Greeves was a harder sell. 
 
    “Why would you offer?” he demanded. “You think you know them all already, do you? Confident that you’ve heard them all before?” 
 
    “We’d accept the best two out of three,” Aerin suggested. “You can have more than one chance to stump us.” 
 
    “Oh, I see,” Greeves growled. “You’re just trying to steal them. You just want to hear all my good riddles, and then you’ll run off and publish them in one of your fancy, big-city book shops, huh?” 
 
    “No, that’s not--” Aerin started. 
 
    “Forget it!” Greeves moved to shut the door again. 
 
    “Something different, then,” Lena said. “How about a game of wits?” 
 
    The dwarf stopped, and though he still frowned deeply at us, I could tell that he was intrigued despite himself. “What did you have in mind?”  
 
    “Let us in, and I’ll explain it,” Lena replied.  
 
    The dwarf stared a moment longer, then he stepped back and swung the door open to admit us. His cottage was dim with the curtains pulled over all the windows but one, beneath which was a desk cluttered with papers. That was his riddle book, I supposed. Besides the desk, the only furniture was a squat little bed in one corner, and a rugged wooden table with four chairs near an old furnace in the adjacent corner. We gathered awkwardly around the table, and Lena sat down. 
 
    “If you could just get two glasses of water,” she said, “I’ll explain how it works.” 
 
    “Don’t have any glasses,” the dwarf replied cantankerously. “Hope it still works with tin cups.” 
 
    “That will be fine,” Lena assured him. 
 
    Greeves brought over the cups, set them down, and filled them with water from a pitcher on the table, then sat in the chair opposite Lena and crossed his arms. “Alright, what’s your game, elf?” 
 
    “Close your eyes,” Lena instructed, and for once, the dwarf complied without further prodding. 
 
    The alchemist moved the cups over and produced a small vial from her pack. From where I stood behind her and wedged partially between the doorway and Maruk’s shoulder, I couldn’t see exactly what she was doing, but she must have poured the contents of the vial into one of the cups because it was empty when she returned it to her pack. That done, she moved both cups back, one before Greeves, and one before herself. 
 
    “You can open your eyes, now,” she said. 
 
    “You still haven’t explained the game,” Greeves said with a sneer as he eyed the cups. 
 
    “There’s a truth serum in one of the cups,” Lena explained.  
 
    Greeves leaned forward to peer into his own cup and then Lena’s.  
 
    “You won’t be able to see it,” the elf told him. “Or smell it, or even taste it. You can drink from either your cup or mine, but then I get to ask you a question. If you win, you’ll be able to tell us whatever you like and laugh to yourself about how much more clever you are than us while we waste our time, but if you lose--” 
 
    “Alright, alright, I get it,” the dwarf cut her off. “Let me think.” Greeves crossed his hairy arms over the table and peered at the cups.  
 
    Lena sat back patiently while the dwarf glowered at the tin cup on the table before him. He was perfectly still, brow furrowed like a granite statue, for about thirty seconds, but then he sat up suddenly with a proud look, reached across the table and plucked up Lena’s cup, which he downed in one gulp. 
 
    “Ask your question, then, elf,” he said with a confident smirk. 
 
    “How did the curse start?” Lena asked. 
 
    Greeves snorted. “Oh, that’s easy, it--” He broke off suddenly, and his grin slipped away. He bit his lip, eyes wide, but he couldn’t seem to stop himself, and his next words came out in an almost panicked rush. “I was just a boy back then. Some mage went down to the old lord’s castle. It was already in ruins then, so none of us ever bothered with it, but this mage went down there and left something. I don’t know what. People say it was some sort of treasure, but anyone who tried to get it died. The next year, on the same night that the mage had come, the dead began to rise up. In the crypt below the ruins, in the woods, even all the way out here in the village. It never stopped until we started cutting them up into pieces and burning the bones.” 
 
    When he’d finished his speech, the dwarf was breathing heavily, and he looked at Lena with wide eyes. 
 
    “Thanks for your help, Mr. Greeves,” Lena said brightly, and she reached across the table to shake the dwarf’s hand, and he just stared back numbly at us as we all slipped back outside. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    “So, the truth serum was in your cup the whole time?” Dehn asked when we got outside. “How did you know he would choose that one?” 
 
    “I didn’t,” Lena replied with a cheeky grin. “I put it in both cups. It was never part of the rules that I had to drink from either of them, and I don’t make a habit of lying, anyway.” 
 
    “That was clever,” I told her. “Nice job.” 
 
    “That truth serum worked perfectly,” Aerin added. “Did you see the look on his face? Priceless.” 
 
    “You were in on it, Aerin?” Maruk asked. 
 
    “Aerin helped me develop it,” Lena explained. “Initially, I was trying to make a potion that would make whoever drank it be able to speak very quickly, but I got stuck and instead it just made the drinker say whatever is on their mind without being able to stop. It was Aerin’s idea to rework it and make it into a truth serum.” 
 
    “Well, I’m sure it’ll come in handy again,” I said. “Do you have any more?” 
 
    “Not on me, and some of the ingredients are pretty rare, but I think after that test we can be sure that the formula is perfect.” 
 
    “Do you think whatever that mage brought down into the ruins could be one of the Shodra, then?” Maruk asked. 
 
    “I do,” Aerin answered. “I think that’s why Theira led us here. It must be.” 
 
    I hoped so, but even if it wasn’t, it was definitely worth investigating. Maybe we could actually stop the curse, too. 
 
    “More importantly, do you think there are still any of those walking corpses hanging around?” Dehn asked. “I’m ready to break in this new sword!” 
 
    “Most likely,” I answered. I knew better than to hope otherwise. Maybe the villagers were taking care of their own dead, but I was certain there would be more in the crypt below the ruins that Greeves had mentioned. I wondered if the mage returned to retrieve the artifact and would be there still, somehow clinging to life after all these years, or undead as well. 
 
    The ruins were far enough away that we untethered our horses from outside the tavern to ride to them, and the villagers seemed smugly pleased to see us go. I didn’t care about their attitudes as much now that we’d gotten some useful information, but part of me still wanted to point out that we would’ve left a lot sooner if they’d just cooperated with us. 
 
    The road up to the ruins was nothing more than a dirt track, and the forest grew right up to the edge with no one from the village willing to undertake the task of maintaining it. The trees loomed in close and cast wavering shadows over our backs as we rode, and the morning’s warmth was quickly leached away. Merlin grew strangely agitated, and after climbing all over my lap and shoulders, he managed to curl up against the blanket in my pack.  
 
    It didn’t take long, maybe fifteen minutes or so, before the trees thinned enough that I could see the gray stones of a partially collapsed wall on the top of a hill about a mile away. It didn’t look like anything special, but from my experience, that didn’t mean we weren’t about to be elbow-deep in the undead. We tied the horses to an old fence that bordered one of the farms at the bottom of the hill. Even the farm seemed deserted, and the forest had begun to retake the land in the absence of anyone brave enough to work fields so close to the cursed ruins.  
 
    The horses were twitchy, and I knew they must have sensed the same dark forces that had made Merlin so agitated. I ran my hand down my mare’s sleek neck while the others dismounted. 
 
    The old path up to the ruins was choked with weeds and thorny tangled vines, but Dehn scampered ahead and cut eagerly through the worst of them while he gleefully belted out a song about maiming and disemboweling that I suspected he’d made up himself. Since there wasn’t anyone around but us and the villagers, and since I knew we’d alert whatever still lurked in the ruins when we got to them whether or not the halfling sang on the way up, I didn’t bother to tell him to stop. 
 
    I was surprised to see that a decent portion of the fortress still stood, more than had been apparent from afar, anyway. The stones were worn, and the edges of the broken walls rounded by centuries of wind and rain, but I could clearly make out the outline of the structure, and there was almost an entire wall that had been preserved, with neat rectangular holes where the windows had been that now supported a few birds’ nests. The grassy courtyard was studded with clumps of bright wildflowers that swayed in the breeze, and here and there beneath the cracked flagstone floors, more spots of green crept up to reclaim the land. It was sort of pretty in its own way, and if it weren’t for the unearthly chill that settled over the entire place, it didn’t seem the least bit haunted. 
 
    “Well?” Dehn shouted as he strode into the center of the abandoned courtyard and raised his twin short swords in a taunting gesture. “Where are all the corpses? That’s what that old dwarf said, right?” 
 
    “They’re probably in the crypts below us,” Maruk answered flatly. “As dead things tend to be. Or, undead, as the case may be.” 
 
    “Where’s the entrance to the crypts, then?” the halfling demanded. He stomped in a circle as though he meant to test the ground beneath him for weaknesses. 
 
    “You’re seeing everything I’m seeing,” Maruk replied. He shooed Dehn toward the area of the old castle that was the most intact. “Let’s see if we can find a door, perhaps some stairs.” 
 
    “You could help, you know,” I told Merlin as I pulled him off my shoulder and set him in the grass. The puca stared at me for a moment with a peeved expression, then trotted up behind the orc and the halfling and wove between their legs into the maze of rubble beyond. 
 
    “Hey!” Dehn shouted as he stumbled over the puca. “Watch it!” 
 
    Merlin didn’t even bother to look back as he continued through the ruins. He had no trouble jumping over the waist-high mounds of rubble that blocked the path, and the rest of us were left to scramble awkwardly after him. Dehn, naturally, refused offers of help even when he was obviously struggling to get over a collapsed wall that was nearly taller than he was, but after the third time he fell back, Maruk simply hauled him up and over it by the collar of his shirt despite his protests and threats to cut off the orc’s ears. 
 
    “As if you could even reach them,” Maruk sighed as he set the halfling down again. “We have a job to do, can’t you just swallow your pride for the moment and save all that aggression for our enemies?” 
 
    At the mention of enemies, Dehn calmed down a little.  
 
    “Alright, I’ll let it slide this time,” the halfling said. “But I’ll have you know, I’m the--” 
 
    “--Tallest in your family,” Maruk and Aerin chimed in as Dehn finished.  
 
    “So you’ve said,” Maruk reminded him.  
 
    Merlin had stopped a few yards ahead, where a rotten wooden door was still propped up against the stone frame. There was a carving above it, and though a sizeable chunk of it had been broken away, I could tell it was a skull.  
 
    “Subtle,” I commented and I dug out a treat for Merlin from my pack before I turned back to the others. “Alright, so these aren’t typical revenants, remember. We have to dismember them or burn them to keep them down.” 
 
    “Not a problem, boss,” Dehn replied with a grin as he brandished his swords. The halfling cackled. “Finally! I’ve been waiting all day for this! It’s been so long since we’ve had a good fight!” 
 
    “It’s barely been twenty-four hours since we fought those cultists and that lich,” Aerin said with a frown.  
 
    “Well I missed half of that, now didn’t I?”  
 
    “He needs more stimulation,” Maruk murmured to me. “Perhaps we could get him a treadwheel or throw a ball around in an open field for him to chase.” 
 
    “Talk to Aerin about it,” I replied as I tried not to grin. “Everyone ready?” 
 
    “Ready,” Aerin and Lena confirmed. The healer had her axe drawn, and the alchemist had vials of combustible liquid in each hand.  
 
    Maruk checked the straps on his shields and then gave me a nod. “Shall I take point, then?” 
 
    “After you,” I answered with a sweep of my hand toward the door.  
 
    Maruk tried the handle, but the hinges had rusted so much over the years that even he couldn’t get the door to budge. 
 
    “What’s the hold up now?” Dehn demanded.  
 
    “If you could find it within yourself to wait just a moment,” Maruk said with forced patience, “the door is stuck.” 
 
    “So unstick it!” Dehn ordered. 
 
    “Yes, of course!” Maruk rolled his eyes. “Why didn’t I think of that? Here I thought we’d have to just go home.” He took a step back from the door, and the rest of us moved back as well. Then the orc drew himself up with an air of importance and centered his larger shield with his shoulder behind it.  
 
    “Let’s do this!” Dehn insisted.  
 
    Maruk spared the halfling an annoyed look before he charged at the door. The rotting wood crumpled like tissue paper on impact and the splintered sections fell to the ground with a series of hollow sounds. 
 
    “Yes!” Dehn cheered, and before any of us could remind him that Maruk was supposed to go first, he darted past the orc and into the darkness beyond.  
 
    “He’ll be fine,” Aerin said as she conjured up a ball of hazy yellow light in her free hand.  
 
    Maruk took the lead with Aerin behind him to provide some light, and Lena, Merlin, and I took up the rear. Even with Aerin’s light, it was almost too dark to see anything but a few stone stairs ahead that led down to the crypt below, and I could hear Dehn’s enthusiastic taunts and war cries as they echoed off the walls ahead. I thought he was just warming up, but then he gave a startled grunt and there came a series of thuds followed by the clatter of metal on stone. 
 
    Maruk glanced back at us over his enormous shoulder. 
 
    “I think he fell down the stairs,” Aerin whispered.  
 
    A stream of muttered curses from down below served to confirm Aerin’s theory, and Maruk led us down as quickly as he dared until we reached the lower floor where the halfling glowered as he dusted himself off and picked up his swords. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Aerin asked, and I could hear the note of amusement in her tone.  
 
    “You know halflings don’t have stairs in our homes,” Dehn replied sourly. “Stupid invention. An accident waiting to happen. I don’t know what it is with humans and stairs.” 
 
    “You’re the one who ran ahead without a light,” Maruk pointed out.  
 
    “And crypts!” Dehn went on. “Whatever happened to the good old days when people just died out in the open? Why is it that everyone needs to dig a gods-damned well to put their old shit in?” The halfling’s incensed speech rang off the stone walls around us, and beneath it, I thought I caught another sound, a soft shuffle. 
 
    He had a point, though. It had been nagging at me, too, how strangely similar this mission was turning out to be to the bounty we’d just completed for the Mage Academy. Two crypts full of the undead in under forty-eight hours had to be some kind of record. It could just be a coincidence. It probably was, but I couldn’t help the feeling in my gut that there was something else going on. I was distracted from the thought, however, when I heard the shuffling sound again. 
 
    “Shh!” Maruk clamped a large green hand over Dehn’s mouth and cut off the rest of the halfling’s rant about human architecture as Aerin crept forward and raised her hand to allow the light she’d summoned to illuminate the corridor before us. 
 
    As soon as she did, I realized with a chill that I’d been hasty in comparing this mission to the last, because before us were not the bones of humans or walking corpses. There was no lich and no necromancer. No, the darkness beyond was filled with dozens upon dozens of glowing eyes. In the space of a second, I made out about two dozen strange, squashed faces that were almost human but not quite. Thick hair grew over most of the creature’s faces, and their tiny eyes seemed to all blink in unison. What concerned me the most, however, was that they were all hanging upside down from the ceiling, their hands and clawed feet wrapped in white-knuckled grips over the old support beams.  
 
    “What the--” Aerin started, but before the elf could finish, the creatures exploded from their perches in a flurry of leathery wings, and Aerin’s words were drowned out by their ear-splitting shrieks.  
 
    There came a series of heavy thunks as several of the things smacked into Maruk’s raised shields and tumbled away across the flagstones, but they were quick to recover and ambled forward with incredible speed on their short, bowed legs. 
 
    Half my mind was still preoccupied with processing what exactly these creatures were as I summoned mana to my dagger and stabbed one in the throat as it leapt for me. It fell away with a wet gurgle, and I took half a step back to steady myself as I took in the rest. They were all closer in size to Dehn than the rest of us, and though the halfling was about as hairy as any of them, I knew they were something else entirely, and they certainly weren’t the revenants that we had been expecting. They were like the failed experiments of some illegal lab in a B-list horror movie, hybrid bat-people that looked at once too much like monsters and too much like humans to be convincing as either.  
 
    Triangular sections of thin, leathery skin spanned from their wrists to their rib cages, too small to be proper wings, and threaded with visible veins where the light shone through them. Their noses were squashed up like pugs’ and when they opened their mouths, they revealed dozens of needle-sharp teeth. A few of them had scraps of moldy cloth strung around their necks and chests, which gave the disturbing impression of clothes.  
 
    Dehn roared as he hacked away at one that he’d killed, and spurts of dark red blood splattered over him. There was a sickening sound of tearing skin as he punctured one of the things’ wings, but it was enough to get my head back in the fight, and I turned back to the bat-creature I’d stabbed just as it began to twitch.  
 
    Stabbing a charging bat-person was one matter, and it was really mostly an act that was guided by instinct, but hacking the same creature into pieces while it was only partially dead was different. I didn’t share Dehn’s delight in dismembering things, and I felt awkward as I leaned over the creature and cut through its shoulder. At least that was easily done thanks to my mana blade, but I still had the uncanny feeling of being in some nightmare version of my tenth-grade biology class on dissection day.  
 
    I worked quickly and methodically to dismember the monster at my feet as blood seeped through the grooves in the stone floor and pooled around my boots. The stench of viscera and the moldy, musky odor of the bat-people seemed to catch in my throat, and I could smell it even when I breathed through my mouth. 
 
    Dehn was having the time of his life, and he hardly needed to slow down to hack away at limbs and heads and otherwise reduce our foes into piles of fleshy, furry gore. Merlin nearly filled the corridor in the form of a large, black gryphon, and he gave the halfling a run for his money as he snapped up the bat-people in his powerful beak and swallowed them whole, or tore them to shreds with his wickedly curved talons. The air was thick with sprays of blood and the anguished cries of the bat-people that fell victim to the puca. 
 
    Maruk held back the rest of the horde while Aerin and Lena took on those that slipped past the orc’s defenses, Aerin with her axe, and Lena with one of the ceremonial daggers that we’d gotten from the cultists the day before. They worked in tandem, and Lena would quickly dispatch one of the bat-people with a well-placed stab or cut across the throat, and Aerin would use her axe to cut it up. They worked quickly, but the bat-people still outnumbered us, and Maruk was having trouble stemming the tide as the things piled on.  
 
    There was a scrabble of claws on metal and a high-pitched shriek as three of the monsters vaulted over Maruk’s head and descended on Aerin, Lena, and me. For a moment, the world was nothing but hair, leathery wings, and the sickly stench of mold and sweat as the creatures crashed into us, and I was nearly knocked off my feet. Unable to make sense of anything by sight in the dimness and flurry of battle, I had to rely on touch alone. I grabbed one of the things by its scrawny, hairy arm and slid my dagger between its ribs as Aerin hauled back another and buried her axe in its back. I stabbed the next one in the head, and Lena spared me a relieved smile as I pulled the creature’s corpse up and severed its arm at the shoulder.  
 
    “What are these things?” Aerin breathed as she wiped her hand across her face and smeared the blood that had speckled her cheeks like freckles. The floor at her feet was so coated in blood that the stones glistened a deep red in the faint light that still hovered over the healer’s shoulder.  
 
    “I’ve never seen anything like them,” Lena answered just as another of the creatures lunged forward with its strange, lurching steps, fangs bared to latch onto the alchemist’s arm. Lena was quick, though, and slid her dagger between the monster’s beady eyes before it could close its jaws. Then she slid her blade free and began to slice off the monster’s head. 
 
    “Neither have I,” Maruk grunted as he swatted back one of the bat-people with one shield and crushed a second one into the flagstones with the pointed end of the other, “and I should like never to see them again.” 
 
    Further down the corridor, nearly out of the reach of the light, Merlin made a gagging sound. The gryphon-puca braced his legs and lashed his leonine tail as he wheezed, then heaved up a mess of barely digested bat-person bits and yellowish bile.  
 
    “Augh! Really?” Maruk groaned. Then, as he got a closer look at the contents of the puca’s stomach where they’d spilled across the floor, his groan of disgust became a scoff. “My goodness, is that my lace cravat? I thought I’d lost it! You wretched little--” 
 
    The rest of the orc’s admonishment was lost when two more of the bat-people charged at him, and he smacked them back with renewed vigor. There was a startling crack as he hit a particularly large one with a hard bash of his shield, and it flew back so far down the corridor that its body was lost in the darkness. Merlin snapped his beak and pounced after it. 
 
    “Oh, and now I suppose he’s going to eat himself sick again,” the orc muttered. “My cravat and all that cheese weren’t enough for the little beast.” 
 
    “You must have done something to offend him,” Aerin said with a grunt as she cleaved one of the dead bat-people in two.  
 
    A quick glance around told me that aside from the one whose guts Merlin was probably tearing out down the hall, there were only five of the creatures left. Dehn grappled with one on the floor, and the monster let out a choked screech as the halfling tossed aside his swords and throttled it with his bare hands. 
 
    “I’ve done no such thing!” Maruk insisted. He breathed out in an exasperated huff as he crushed another of the bat-people against the wall with his shield. “He just started picking on me.” 
 
    “Who painted his nails last week?” I asked as I cut through the vertebrae of the nearest dead monster and let its severed head fall to the floor. Maruk turned to me with a hurt look. 
 
    “Emerald green is his color!” he gasped.  
 
    “He must not think so,” Lena replied. She rounded on one of the remaining bat-people just as it leapt for her and drove her dagger up through its jaw. 
 
    Aerin cut the legs out from beneath the next monster with a sweep of her axe and I stabbed the second between the shoulder blades.  
 
    “You should probably give him some sort of peace offering,” the healer advised, and she brought her axe down to cut off the arms of the bat-person she’d killed. “Maybe some of that cheese he likes.” 
 
    “I suppose.” Maruk sighed and struck the last of the bat-people on the head so hard that its neck snapped back on the impact. “I still think it’s too good for a creature that eats bugs, but if that’s the cost of saving the rest of my wardrobe, I shall readily pay it.” 
 
    Merlin trotted back to help tear up the last of the corpses with bits of furry flesh stuck between his talons, and by the time we’d finished, the corridor looked like Sweeney Todd’s basement.  
 
    “That was fun!” Dehn skewered an eyeball on the tip of his sword and tossed it into the air for Merlin, who snatched it up before it could hit the ground.  
 
    “One of these days, I am going to introduce you to the simple pleasure of a good book and a warm cup of tea,” Maruk said. “I believe the works of Tlanan Mortos could have a very good influence on you. I sense that you have a lot of repressed feelings and that’s why you’re so prone to displays of extreme violence.” 
 
    “Ugh, stop, I’m falling asleep already,” the halfling replied as he shook bits of gore from his sword. 
 
    “Come on, you two,” I said, “we’re not finished here.” 
 
    The corridor led down to a set of sturdy double doors, and Maruk waved us back as he prepared to charge them. They didn’t appear to have any sort of enchantment over them, but they were expertly crafted and barely shuddered against the orc’s assault.  
 
    “Go again!” Dehn said. “You’re not putting enough of your weight behind it!” 
 
    “By all means, you break down the door, if you know so much about it,” Maruk replied testily. 
 
    “Oh, I’ll show you how it’s done!” Dehn shot back, but before he could make good on his promise, Lena glided past the pair to the doors and tugged lightly on the handle. The door swung open immediately. 
 
    “Oh, er, yes, of course,” Maruk stuttered. “It opens inward. Right.” 
 
    Aerin giggled and patted the orc on the arm as she strode past him through the door. I followed with Merlin, and Maruk and Dehn trailed along behind us as we stepped into a small room with two halls that led off to the left and right. 
 
    “Which way from here?” Lena asked.  
 
    “Merlin?” I prompted, and the puca, still in gryphon form, raised his head to sniff the air for a moment before he started down the left-hand hall. It was just as dark and grimy as the first, and I scanned the shadows over Merlin’s shoulders for more glowing eyes or other dangers as we walked, but the further that the puca led us through the halls, the more that it became clear that the bat-people we had encountered had all cloistered themselves in that first room. I wondered if they were simply unable to access the rooms beyond, or if only some of the corpses had been turned into monsters, but whatever the case, the rest of the crypt was as desolate as the ruins above them.  
 
    Finally, Merlin stopped before a stone door that was almost as tall as Maruk. I could see the faint purple glimmer of an enchantment over it and the etchings of old runes. I didn’t know what the runes meant, but I didn’t need to in order to dispel the enchantment, and it evaporated as soon as I placed my palm on the door and sent a bit of my own magic into it. Almost at once, there was a low, grinding rumble, and the door slid up and into a gap in the ceiling.  
 
    Aerin’s light only shone a few feet ahead of us, but the moment the door went up, I knew there was a problem. There was something in the room beyond, something hairy and incredibly large. I had just opened my mouth to warn the others when, roused by the noise of the door or the sudden light, or some other sense I couldn’t comprehend, the beast turned, and two enormous eyes reflected the light back at us like twin moons. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” Aerin whispered behind me.  
 
    “Oh, shit!” Dehn cheered, and the halfling bounded forward with Merlin at his heels just as the creature opened its huge jaws and let out an ear-splitting screech.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    It looked more or less like a bat, more so than the creepy hybrids we’d faced when we’d come in, except that it was the size of an elephant, and as it howled, a gold chain around its neck glittered in the dim light. The beast lunged with incredible speed to snap up Dehn like a fly, but Merlin caught one of its large, veiny ears in his beak and pulled back so hard that the monster’s skin tore and Merlin flapped away with a bloody piece of an ear the size of a throw blanket.  
 
    The beast’s howl of rage became a cry of pain as it rounded on Merlin instead, but even in gryphon form, he was fast, and he flew over its head before it could take a bite out of him.  
 
    Maruk moved forward to help distract it while Dehn tried to clamber up onto the thing’s back via one of its wings. As far as I could tell, it had true wings, unlike the strange flaps of loose skin of the bat-people, but for the moment, at least, it remained grounded as it snapped alternately at the gryphon, halfling, and orc that assaulted it.  
 
    Lena dug in her bag and withdrew several round jars of combustible fluid, and when she got an opening, she threw one out near the monster’s head. As the glass smashed and the fluid ignited, the beast’s terrible face was illuminated in a burst of green flame. It reared back with a shriek and pitched Dehn off its shoulder to the floor where he hit with a loud smack. 
 
    “Gods!” Aerin cried as she rushed forward to help the halfling.  
 
    The beast was still reeling from Lena’s attack, and it seemed more bothered by the fire than even Merlin having torn off one of its ears. It writhed as much as it could in the small space, then finally spread its gargantuan wings and pushed itself into the air. The chamber was too small for it to go anywhere, but of course, it would be significantly more difficult to kill now that it was airborne without Lavinia or Emeline to supply ranged attacks. 
 
    Still, its reaction to the alchemist’s fire made me realize something else. The bat-people earlier must have heard us coming, but they didn’t react until they saw Aerin’s light, and now this one was obviously sensitive to the fire. Maybe the resemblance that these creatures bore to bats wasn’t superficial. After spending however many decades down here in pitch-darkness, they seemed to hate the light. 
 
    Merlin was the only one who could still do anything to the beast while it was in the air, and he flew around it with astounding agility and scratched and bit at it while Aerin healed Dehn and helped the halfling to his feet.  
 
    Maruk had backed up toward the door again, and he threw a nervous glance at me over his shoulder. 
 
    “It won’t stay up there forever,” I said in response to the orc’s unspoken question. The chamber was tall, but not wide, and all the bat monster could really do was hover and snap at Merlin while the puca darted around it like a mosquito. We could use this time that it was distracted to our advantage. 
 
    “Lena, how many more of those jars do you have?” I asked as I turned to the alchemist. 
 
    “Seven,” she answered immediately. Her violet gaze flicked up to the monster above us. “Do you think that’ll be enough?”  
 
    “It’ll have to be,” I responded. “Everyone take one, when that thing lands, we’ll light it up.” 
 
    “Alright!” Dehn didn’t sound any worse from his tumble off of the beast’s back. “Now we’re talking! I want two!” 
 
    Lena passed out the jars to the rest of us just as the monster landed again with a thud that shook the surrounding walls. It must have gotten a lucky strike at Merlin, because the gryphon swooped past us into the relative safety of the hallway with a sizeable chunk of feathers missing from one of his wings.  
 
    “On three,” I ordered as I turned the jar in my sweaty palm. “One... Two... Three!” 
 
    We all threw out our vials at once, and as the glass exploded into a shower of glitter against the flagstones, seven blooms of multicolored flames enveloped the beast.  
 
    The monster howled as the fire spread over its body and attempted to fly up again, but the flames had already begun to eat through its wings, and it could only flap helplessly as it was consumed. The smell of burning flesh mixed with something chemical and sharp filled the room, and we all backed into the hall to keep any errant sparks from hitting us. It was terrible to watch, but I found that I couldn’t look away as the monster beat its wings against the floor and the walls, and eventually even its piercing screeches were drowned out by the roar of the inferno.  
 
    “Gods of the Vales,” Aerin breathed. 
 
    “It’s like a festival,” Dehn added with relish, which earned him a sideways look from Maruk. 
 
    “What kind of festivals do you go to?” the orc asked, but then he quickly held up his hands. “Nevermind, I don’t want to know.” 
 
    Gradually, the monster went still, and the flames that surrounded it died out, and all that was left was the beast’s blackened corpse in the center of the room. I wasn’t looking forward to what came next, but I knew we didn’t have any time to waste. The smaller ones had begun to revive within mere minutes, and we didn’t have a way to light this one on fire again.  
 
    “We have to cut it up,” I said finally with a glance at my companions. “You know, to make sure it can’t come back.” 
 
    “Haha, yes! I’m on it, boss!” Dehn shouted and leapt forward to begin hacking at the creature’s burnt remains.  
 
    “You think it could still come back after all that?” Maruk asked with a frown. 
 
    “I’d rather not find out the hard way,” I replied as I summoned my mana dagger. “Come on, we’d better help.” 
 
    Even Merlin returned and joined in, though he’d reverted to his natural form, and we set about cutting the monster’s charred body into pieces. Its hair must have been extremely thick, because in most places, it seemed that its burns had only just reached its skin, but its bald face had been rendered a horrific facsimile of what it had been. The creature’s skin had burnt away from the bottom of its jaw up across its face to its torn ear right down to the bone, and its sightless eyes stared out like pickled eggs, the lids gone.  
 
    When I managed to tear my gaze away from the monster’s face, however, I noticed something strange. The gold chain around its neck had survived the flames that had destroyed the monster’s body. More than that, it didn’t seem to have been touched by the fires at all. I tugged at it in search of a clasp, but there was none, and the beast’s neck was too thick to pull it off easily.  
 
    I grimaced as I stuck my mana blade into the monster’s throat and began to cut. The dagger sliced through the flesh with ease, but the blade was short and required me to move awkwardly around the monster’s head as I cut it off. Dark blood, still warm, soaked into my sleeve up to my elbow and made my fingers slippery around the handle of my knife, but I gritted my teeth and continued to saw through the monster’s neck until, at last, its head fell away with a heavy thud. 
 
    I slid the gold chain from the bloody stump of the creature’s short neck and only then did I notice the pendant that hung from it.  
 
    “Woah,” Aerin gasped and left her axe buried in the monster’s shoulder as she came over to get a better look. 
 
    The pendant, of course, was soaked in blood, which I mostly managed to just smear around when I tried to wipe it off. It was small enough to fit in the palm of my hand, a perfect setting of gold in which a single gem shone. The stone was about the size of my thumbnail, smoky in color and slightly translucent, and despite the gore that was smeared all over the rest of the pendant, there wasn’t a single drop of blood to sully its surface. 
 
    “That’s it,” Aerin said in an awed whisper. “That’s the gemstone, the first of the Shodra.” 
 
    At that, Maruk, Lena, and even Dehn came over to see it, and at once, I knew Aerin was right. I wasn’t sure what tipped me off, exactly, something about the weight of the pendant in my hand or the way the stone seemed to give off its own subtle glow, but I could sense the power of its magic, and there was no doubt in my mind as to what I was holding. 
 
    “That mage must have come for it,” Lena said, and we all turned to her. “The one that Greeves told us about, who came down here and started the curse.” 
 
    “What does the curse have to do with the gemstone?” Maruk asked. 
 
    “Maybe the mage tried to come and steal the pendant, and when he couldn’t, he cursed the village,” Aerin suggested. She stared at the pendant as she spoke, as though she was trying to decide whether or not she wanted to touch it. 
 
    “Maybe,” I replied. Then something else occurred to me. There were no human skeletons down here, not from that first mage, or from any of the adventurers that Greeves had told us had braved the crypts in the years since. “Wait,” I said, “if the Shodra are supposed to augment a person’s magic in some way... Maybe that mage didn’t come here to steal it, maybe he brought it with him, and then he tried to use it for necromancy but it went wrong and created those undead bat-things. He became... this, and everyone else who died down here was resurrected as one of those creatures.” 
 
    “Shit,” Dehn grunted.  
 
    “Perhaps we ought to make a note of that,” Maruk said. “‘Do not use fabled magical artifact for nefarious purposes,’ or something to that effect.” 
 
    “Good idea,” Lena replied. 
 
    It felt strange to do so, given the importance of the object in question, but since I had no better alternative, I looped the chain around my neck. I was about to try to cut it with my dagger to tie it shorter to fit, but before I could, it shrank magically from the size of the bat-monster’s neck to a length that fit me and had the pendant rest squarely in the center of my chest. I tucked in into the collar of my shirt and tried to ignore the way it felt unnaturally warm against my skin, as though it was something alive in its own right. 
 
    “We should get back,” I said at last. “The others will want to hear about this, and maybe they found some leads on the other three Shodra.” 
 
    “Can I be the one to tell them?” Aerin asked suddenly. “Since Lavinia thought my sign from the goddess was just an accident, and I was completely right all along, as always.” 
 
    “As always,” I answered with a grin as I pulled the healer to me and pressed a kiss to her lips. “Yeah, you can be the one to deliver the good news. Now let’s go.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    Although it was late in the afternoon when we returned to the surface, none of us were particularly keen on the idea of camping in the area for the night or trying to find lodging in the village. Given how suspicious of us the villagers had been before, I didn’t expect that they would be any more welcoming when we came to their doors covered in blood, so we opted instead to just ride home. Thankfully, we had no trouble on the road and reached our guild hall shortly after midnight. The lights were still on inside, and as soon as we entered, Lavinia, Emeline, and Yvaine came out of the kitchen to greet us. 
 
    “Uh, don’t take this the wrong way, but you guys look like shit,” Lavinia said by way of greeting. “What the hell happened out there?” 
 
    I turned to Aerin, and the elf grinned broadly. 
 
    “We found the first of the Shodra,” the healer reported with immense pride. “I was right, Theira led us right to it.” 
 
    “Really?” Emeline gasped as she rushed forward. “Where is it? Can we see it? Where did you find it?” 
 
    “Let’s all sit down, and we’ll explain.” I smiled as I pulled the pendant out from beneath my collar. We gathered around the dining room table, and I set the pendant in the center as Aerin, Lena, Maruk, Dehn, and I took turns relating our most recent adventures to the others.  
 
    “Wow,” Emeline whispered when we’d finished, and she reached forward hesitantly to touch the gemstone. “It’s right in front of me, and I still can’t hardly believe it. Most people don’t even believe these really exist, even in the Mage Academy.” 
 
    “It is beautiful, isn’t it?” Yvaine remarked. “Though I think I might have chosen a different setting, silver, perhaps.” 
 
    “Or white gold,” Maruk suggested. 
 
    “Oh, yes!” Yvaine agreed emphatically. “White gold would be lovely.” 
 
    “Sorry I missed the fight,” Lavinia said as she crossed her arms over her chest.  
 
    “I told you it wasn’t just wax.” Aerin smirked. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, you were right,” Lavinia admitted with a begrudging shake of her horned head. Then she stood and moved over to the desk in the hall and took up a few sheaves of paper that she brought back to the table. “Luckily for all of us, the firestarter, the princess, and I got a lead, too.” 
 
    “You did?” Maruk asked. “What did you find?” 
 
    “While we were researching in the library at the university, one of those creepy older mages came up to us--” Lavinia started. 
 
    “--Her name is Professor Hayle, she’s an archmage, and also very respected in the Academy,” Emeline interjected.  
 
    “Right,” the ranger went on, “well, she told us she’d heard about the Shodra. We were careful, we didn’t tell anyone, so she had to have heard about it from someone else. She said she knew a rumor about where the knife might be.” 
 
    “So what’s the catch?” Aerin asked with a frown. 
 
    “Some thugs killed her husband a few years ago and stole her wedding ring,” Lavinia answered. “She wants justice or revenge or whatever, but she can’t get clearance to track the bastards down herself, so she wants us to do it. We kill some murderers and bring back the ring, and she’ll tell us where to find the knife.” 
 
    “Hang on,” I said, “how do we know we can even trust her?” I looked around the table at the others. “I mean, no one else was supposed to know what we were looking for, and if she did have information that could help us, why wouldn’t she just tell us? We’re doing this for the Mage Academy, after all.” 
 
    “Well, our lie detector was out killing bat-monsters,” Lavinia replied with a glance to Aerin, “but I’d be willing to bet she’s a little annoyed that Maderel wouldn’t let her leave to go avenge her husband. Maybe she’s just making things difficult to spite him.” 
 
    “She seemed very earnest,” Emeline added, “and she’s always had a good reputation at the Academy. I think we can trust her, and it’s not like she’s asking for much, right?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Aerin said. “Gabriel’s right, it does sound sort of... off, and you said she’d just heard a rumor about the knife. What if we go to all that trouble and she’s wrong?” 
 
    “You followed a drip of wax on a map,” Lavinia reminded her. “Is it that different?” 
 
    “Yes!” Aerin insisted. “That was a sign from a goddess, not a bribe from some old witch! Are you really telling me you trust her, Lavinia?” 
 
    The ranger glowered over the table. Aerin was right, it wasn’t like Lavinia to go run off after rumors like this, she was more practical than that, but I guessed that especially given our recent success in Olim, the ladona woman’s pride had been bruised, and she was trying to make up for it now by having another lead to offer. 
 
    “Yvaine, what do you think?” I asked. 
 
    “Retrieving the ring doesn’t seem like much of a sacrifice, even if it doesn’t lead us to the knife,” the noblewoman replied with a shrug. “That was the rationale for checking on this village, too, was it not? We have no other leads for the time being, and we’d be doing something good for an old widow. We needn’t all go, either, and the rest of us can continue to search for information about the rest of the Shodra.” 
 
    “We did just find the gemstone,” Maruk added, “and we only just started. Surely we can devote a little time to this.” 
 
    I considered that. Yvaine made a good point, and she was right, we had taken a gamble when we’d ridden out to the village, too, it really wasn’t that different. As for how the mage Lavinia, Emeline, and Yvaine had met in the library had come to find out about the Shodra... well, Murillo had said himself how impossible it was to keep secrets in the tower.  
 
    “Alright,” I said at last, “we’ll look into it. Who wants to go?” 
 
    “Me!” Dehn shouted, to no one’s surprise. 
 
    “I want to help,” Emeline said. “I never had any of her classes, but Professor Hayle was always nice to me when I was a student in the Academy.” 
 
    “I would like to go as well,” Maruk said. “It’s the chivalrous thing to do.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Lavinia said. “I don’t want to miss another fight.” While I was sure the ranger did highly prefer field work to leafing through old tomes in the library, I guessed that that wasn’t the only reason she was volunteering now. She hadn’t believed Aerin before, and we’d found the gemstone, and I knew Lavinia well enough by now to know what a blow to her pride that would be. She wanted to make something come out of her own lead, too. 
 
    “Okay, the five of us will go then,” I said. “Did this... Hayle say where we might find the men who killed her husband?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Lavinia tapped a spot on the map a little ways west of the city, not far from the cultists’ fortress. “Farfury Garrison.” 
 
    “Great.” I pushed back from the table, eager to finally get out of my dirty clothes. “We’ll head there tomorrow.”  
 
    We all dispersed and headed back to our respective rooms to get cleaned up and get some much needed sleep, except for Maruk, who reluctantly remained to carve off a hunk of his fancy cheese for Merlin to make amends for having painted the puca’s toenails.  
 
    I rinsed the dried bat-monster blood off the pendant and locked it safely in the strongbox in my room before I peeled off the rest of my clothes for a bath. I hadn’t decided whether I would keep any of the Shodra with me as we searched for the others. They were so valuable, I didn’t want to risk losing any of them, but for the exact same reason, I wanted to have them close to me at all times.  
 
    Once I’d taken it off, though, I realized that I didn’t want to leave the pendant here tomorrow when we left to recover Professor Hayle’s ring. Even as I slid into the bath and closed my eyes, I couldn’t stop thinking about it. No one here would steal it, of course, except for maybe Merlin, and it was safe enough from him in that strongbox, but I couldn’t shake the anxious twitch at the back of my mind that something might happen to it if I wasn’t keeping an eye on it. I couldn’t say why, but I already felt strangely attached to it. 
 
    As I washed the blood and bat bits out of my hair, I thought about what Aerin had said about the origins of the Shodra, that they might have been created by manipulators. Maybe that was why I felt some sort of connection to it, or maybe the truth was even simpler. Regardless of how they came to be, the Shodra functioned to enhance a mage’s power, didn’t they? Who wouldn’t want something like that? 
 
    I leaned back and tried to focus on the comfort of the hot water, but my mind drifted anyway to images of myself with the pendant and daydreams of what it might do for me. Aerin had talked about each of the Shodra having specific functions, but I still didn’t know exactly what the gemstone did beyond potentially turning people into zombie bat monsters, though I suspected that wasn’t the gem’s true purpose. Would it affect my mana and grant me more energy spellcasting? Could it act as a focus to make my spells more powerful? I felt half-tempted to go get it and find out, but thankfully, my senses returned to me.  
 
    I shook my head and rinsed the shampoo out of my hair before I stepped out of the tub to dry off. The gemstone was in my care for the time being, but it wasn’t mine to play with, and if those bat-people were any indication, it wasn’t a tool to be used lightly. I could keep the pendant with me to keep it safe, but I knew I had better not get any ideas beyond that. It was for the Mage Academy, and my job was to deliver it to Murillo.  
 
    I had just finished drying my hair and wrapped the towel around my waist when there came a knock on my bedroom door, and I padded over to answer it.  
 
    To my surprise, Yvaine waited in the hallway for me, an embroidered satin robe cinched around her narrow waist. Her large gray eyes trailed down my chest to the towel at my hips, and her lips quirked up in a smirk when she met my gaze again. 
 
    “I hope I’m not disturbing you, dear,” she said. 
 
    “Never,” I replied with a smile, and I stepped back to let her come in and shut the door after her. “What’s up?” 
 
    “While we were researching today, I had the opportunity to read up a bit more on magic,” the marchioness replied as she sat primly on the edge of my bed. “It was very interesting. Despite my extensive education, magic was the one subject I had never learned much about. Of course, there was all that talk of blood magic a few weeks ago with darling Emeline, but my experience otherwise has been scant, to say the least.” 
 
    A knot twisted in my gut as it occurred to me, far too late, what the noblewoman was hinting at.  
 
    “I, uh, I never talked to you about... what I am,” I said awkwardly. Yvaine had always been so supportive, and I’d never felt like I was in danger around her. How many times had she seen me use my magic since we’d first rescued her from those dwarves in the Diru Wilds? I’d been careless. She’d never said anything about it before, if she thought something was strange, but I supposed she was here now.  
 
    “No,” she replied with a little smile. “And you’re really something special, aren’t you?” 
 
    “You’ve heard of manipulators...” I trailed off, unsure of what I should say.  
 
    “Rarely, and then, mostly in a historical context.” Yvaine swept back a lock of her dark hair. “I do know they’re all supposed to be dead or imprisoned, of course.” 
 
    “Right... And, uh, how do you feel... about that?” 
 
    “You’re so cute, you know.” Yvaine gave a little laugh and stood to put her hands on my shoulders. “My dear Gabriel, you’ve saved my life on numerous occasions, and the last thing I’d ever want is for my boyfriend to be arrested and taken to some dreadful dungeon to await execution.” Her eyes trailed down my chest again. “I’m not upset, Gabriel, I’m impressed. I have high expectations, and I always get the best, even when I don’t know it. Of all the chivalrous, handsome mages in the realm, I found you, the only living manipulator. You’re quite the catch.” 
 
    I knew how to respond to that, at least. I leaned in and pressed my lips to Yvaine’s. 
 
    The noblewoman’s hands moved from my shoulders down my bare chest, and the gentle scrape of her nails sent tingles of electricity through me. I wrapped my arms around her waist to pull her closer until she was pressed against me, and she moaned softly as I deepened our kiss and slipped my tongue into her mouth.  
 
    She moved one hand to my hip and loosened the fold of the towel so that it fell to the floor, and I slid out the knot of her robe and pushed it off her shoulders. The only light was from a single lantern on my desk, but every perfect curve of Yvaine’s body was visible as I broke away to drink in her beauty. Her skin seemed to glow with its own light, porcelain and smooth, and her dark hair fell like a silky curtain down her back. Her eyes were trained on me, dark and full of desire.  
 
    The noblewoman swayed toward the bed, leaned back on it, then beckoned me forward with a wave of her finger. I didn’t hesitate to oblige, and she lay back onto the mattress as I kissed her again.  
 
    As I tugged lightly at her bottom lip, I shifted my weight to one elbow and moved the other hand to fondle one of Yvaine’s breasts, and she traced her nails across the muscles of my shoulders and moaned before she moved one hand between us to grasp my cock and began to stroke it.  
 
    I leaned into her touch and lifted my face from hers as I gasped, and Yvaine’s mouth curved up in a cheeky smile before she rolled us over so that I was on my back, and she was straddling my thighs. She worked me with her hand for another moment, then shifted and sank down over my cock with a sigh of pleasure. She looked radiant above me, with the light behind her forming a halo around her body as she began to move her hips. 
 
    I slid my hands up her thighs to help guide her as I thrusted upward, and within moments we were in perfect sync with one another. Yvaine hummed, and her eyelids fluttered closed as we increased our tempo. I took her hands and laced her fingers through mine before I drew them up toward my head, and Yvaine’s hair tickled my chest as she leaned over me, and we kissed again.  
 
    Then the noblewoman jerked back suddenly and gasped as she came. I held her close and shifted us so that I was kneeling on the bed with her still wrapped around me, and I continued to thrust all throughout her orgasm.  
 
    She wet her lips and blinked at me through her dark lashes as she came down, and she was quick to match the pace of my thrusts again with well-timed rolls of her hips. I bent down to kiss her lips, then her jaw and throat, and she sighed and ran her fingers through my hair, but it wasn’t long before her breathing became rapid again, and she urged me on with half-spoken gasps as she approached her second climax. 
 
    “Oh, yes,” she breathed into my ear. “Yes, Gabriel.” 
 
    I nipped at her earlobe and moved my hands to her ass as I thrust harder, and her nails dug into my shoulders as she came again a moment later.  
 
    “Only the best for you, right?” I murmured to her as I laid her on her back and laced my fingers through hers.  
 
    She was too dazed to answer, but she bit her lip and smiled up at me as I rolled my hips again. I could feel my own orgasm building like sparks in my gut, and Yvaine’s little breathless moans of pleasure spurred me on to move even faster.  
 
    Yvaine cried out again, and as her inner walls clenched around me, I came as well and filled her trembling body with my seed.  
 
    The noblewoman hummed as I gently rolled off her and collapsed on my back on the mattress, but for a few moments, neither of us spoke as we tried to catch our breaths. At last, Yvaine turned on her side to look at me and traced circles over my chest with one long nail. 
 
    “You are something special,” she murmured, and she leaned forward to press a kiss to my mouth.  
 
    “And lucky,” I replied as I ran a hand through her hair.  
 
    “In what way?” 
 
    “Lucky to have found you, for one thing.” 
 
    “Charming as ever,” Yvaine said with a little smile. “Are you sure you want to leave again so soon? Let the others go, there’s plenty for you to do here.” 
 
    “If it can lead us to one of the Shodra, I should be there,” I told her seriously. I hadn’t missed the double entendre in her statement, though, and with a smile, I added, “I suppose I’ll just have to stay up all night to make sure everything’s taken care of before I leave.” 
 
    Yvaine giggled and captured my lips in another kiss.  
 
    We ended up falling asleep at some point in the night, because I awoke the next morning to the soft purple tones of dawn outside the window and Yvaine’s head on my chest. I tried to stay still so as not to wake her up, but she must have sensed the change in my breathing, because almost immediately, she turned and blinked at me with sleep in her gray eyes. 
 
    “Good morning,” I murmured as I stroked her bare shoulder. 
 
    “Mm.” She shifted so that her head rested on the pillow next to me and gazed at me for a moment. “It is. I would like to wake up like this more often.” 
 
    “Whenever you want,” I replied, and I leaned in to kiss her. 
 
    When we broke apart, Yvaine sat up and drew her hair over one shoulder to comb it with her fingers.  
 
    “I suppose I can’t distract you from packing now, can I?” she teased. 
 
    “I’m tempted, believe me,” I answered with a grin. “I promise, we’ll come back as soon as we’re able.” 
 
    “You had better,” Yvaine said. “I’d go with you, but I know we still need dedicated eyes on the lookout for more leads, and I thought I might visit some of my noble friends today to see if there’s anything they know that could prove to be useful. They all have all sorts of antiques and rare items, and people looking for more to add to their collections.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” I said. I hadn’t thought about asking the nobles, but Yvaine made an excellent point. I doubted any of them had one of the Shodra among their possessions without knowing it, or without the Mage Academy knowing about it, but perhaps one of them would have heard something that could help us. 
 
    Reluctantly, I got up and dressed in fresh clothes, and only then remembered the dirty things that I’d left on the floor. They’d been more or less hidden by the darkness last night, but now it looked as if a raccoon had tried to give birth in a nest made of my old pants. I moved to shove everything into a pile as Yvaine wrapped her robe around herself again. 
 
    “Sorry, I would have cleaned up--” I started, but the marchioness waved away the rest of my apology. 
 
    “Think nothing of it,” she said with an indulgent smile. “I did arrive unannounced, and you had a long day of heroism and monster-slaying. You know, if you’d like, I could have my maids come in here, too, tidy up, change the linens, fluff the pillows.” 
 
    “You have a maid?” I frowned. “Wait, maids, as in plural? Here?” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” Yvaine replied. She seemed surprised that I’d even asked. “They can use a specific soap in the laundry that will make your sheets smell like lavender. It’s heavenly. You will love it.” 
 
    “That sounds nice,” I said, still distracted by the idea of Yvaine’s maids. “How often do they come? I’ve never seen them.” 
 
    “Well, no, certainly not,” Yvaine said pointedly. “They say a good maid is like a faerie, don’t they? One only sees the effects of their work.” 
 
    “I’ve never heard that expression.” 
 
    Yvaine clicked her tongue. “Oh, my dear, you deserve some pampering. You go on and deal with those ruffians for that poor widow, and when you return, it will be to a finer state of living, you’ll see.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I chuckled. After Yvaine left to get dressed, I packed some fresh clothes and took the pendant out of my strongbox and slipped the chain around my neck. The gemstone settled comfortably above my sternum, and I admired it for a moment as I turned it to catch the light.  
 
    No, I reminded myself, it isn’t mine, even if it felt like it ought to be, in some inexplicable way.  
 
    I tucked the pendant beneath my shirt collar and headed downstairs, where Lavinia, Maruk, and Dehn were seated at breakfast. The ladona ranger and warrior halfling talked animatedly about the best ways to cut up a bat-monster’s corpse while the orc nodded off before a bowl of porridge.  
 
    “Don’t you dare,” I warned as I noticed a little black puca nose poke up over the edge of the table at Maruk’s elbow. I clicked my tongue as I walked into the kitchen and Merlin followed at my heels.  
 
    “Here, you can have this if you’re hungry,” I told him as I handed over a green apple. He sniffed it warily for a moment, then snatched it up eagerly in his tiny paws and darted beneath the dining room table to eat it in peace.  
 
    I took some fresh bread and another apple for myself, then joined the others at the table.  
 
    “You’d be hacking right through the bone,” Lavinia argued as I sat down. “You need to cut it at the joints. That’s faster.” 
 
    “Who gives a shit what’s faster?” Dehn grumbled.  
 
    “Uh, everyone?” Lavinia supplied. “If the idea is to cut them up before they can resurrect themselves, speed is a relevant factor, and it’ll be easier on your weapons.” 
 
    “My weapons don’t need easy,” the halfling boasted. “And neither do I!” 
 
    “That’s why you need a new blade every week,” Lavinia muttered into her coffee cup.  
 
    At that moment, there was a yelp followed by a stuttering noise from above as Emeline tripped on her way down the stairs. 
 
    “All right there, kitten?” Lavinia called up.  
 
    “Caught myself!” Emeline replied proudly, and she emerged a moment later with her pack slung over one shoulder. Her face fell when she saw us all gathered around the table. “Aw, am I the last one? I tried to get up early.” 
 
    “We’re not in a rush,” I assured her.  
 
    “And Maruk doesn’t count,” Lavinia added as she poked the orc’s arm with her coffee spoon. He gave a surprised snort, and his eyes shot open. 
 
    “What’s going on?” He was halfway to his feet before he seemed to register where he was again and frowned at the ranger. “Why’d you have to go and do that?” 
 
    “You were about to fall into your breakfast,” Lavinia replied with mock innocence. “I didn’t want you to get all porridge-y.” 
 
    “How kind,” Maruk drawled, and he plucked the spoon of out Lavinia’s hand to finish his food. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to eat anything, Lavinia?” Emeline asked as she came back from the kitchen with a pastry and some milk. “It might make you feel better.” 
 
    “No,” she snorted. “I’m--” 
 
    “Is something wrong?” I asked the ranger with a frown. “Are you sick?” 
 
    “I’m fine.” Lavinia waved away our comments. “I was nauseous earlier, but it passed. It was nothing, really.” 
 
    “Nauseated,” Maruk corrected. “You were nauseated earlier.” 
 
    Lavinia groaned and rolled her eyes at him.  
 
    “You don’t need to come with us today if you’re not feeling well,” I pressed. I knew Lavinia would try to downplay whatever was wrong, especially if it meant missing out on a fight.  
 
    “I’m fine!” the ladona woman insisted. “Never been better! Really. Would you lay off, you’re starting to sound like Aerin.” 
 
    “You don’t look poorly,” Maruk noted. The orc frowned. “Actually, you almost look nice.” He reached across the table to poke Lavinia’s cheek. “Your complexion is so fresh, you’re practically glowing. What did you do, actually wash your face for once?” 
 
    “I was thinking there was something different about you,” Emeline chimed in. “Your hair looks so shiny.” 
 
    “The next person who says anything about how I look is going to get a knuckle sandwich,” she growled as she threw withering glares at the both of them.  
 
    “Yeah?” Dehn, predictably, jumped at the challenge. “Well, I’m always looking for a fist fight, so I think your shoulder muscles are almost as impressive as Setana’s.” 
 
    “What the fuck does that even mean?” Lavinia sneered. 
 
    “You don’t know who Setana is?” the halfling asked incredulously. 
 
    I exchanged a look with Maruk, and we both chuckled as Dehn launched into a rant about the heroics of a legendary warrior woman who was his personal idol and tried in vain to goad Lavinia into fighting him. 
 
    Aerin, Lena, and Yvaine came down to see us off just as we were about to leave, and Lena gave each of us a few vials of her healing potion for the road. 
 
    “Don’t get into too much trouble,” Aerin warned as she wrapped me in a tight embrace. “I won’t be there to patch you up if you get injured.” 
 
    “We’ll be careful,” I promised. “It’s just a few bandits, nothing we can’t handle.” 
 
    “Murderous bandits!” the healer insisted. “Maybe I should go with you....” 
 
    “We can manage, Aerin,” Lavinia said. “We’ll just point Dehn at them and let him loose.” 
 
    “They’ll never know what hit ‘em!” The halfling struck a pose and waggled his bushy eyebrows. 
 
    “We need you and Lena and Yvaine here looking into where we can find the rest of the Shodra,” I said gently. “Besides, someone has to keep an eye on Merlin. He ate too many zombie bat-people and got sick. We’ll be safe, don’t worry.” 
 
    “I guess you’re right,” Aerin sighed, but at last, she released me and stepped back. “Alright, go kill some bandits.” 
 
    “Hells yeah!” Dehn cheered, and he was out the door and halfway down the street before any of the rest of us had started to move.  
 
    “See you all in a few days,” I said, and Emeline, Maruk, Lavinia, and I filed out the door after the halfling.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    “What did you say this place was called again?” I asked as our group looked out at the ramshackle assembly of structures in the valley below us. The place had a strange sort of resemblance to Ovrista, except on a much smaller scale. There was an old stone wall around the perimeter, and inside was a mishmash of buildings that all looked as though they’d each been put up by different architects with different ideas about city planning. Drunk architects.  
 
    “Farfury Garrison,” Emeline replied. “It used to be an old military outpost during the civil wars, but now it’s... um...”  
 
    “A hive of villainy?” Maruk supplied. “A haven for outlaws, murderers, and thieves? A stopping place for the worst of society--” 
 
    “We get it,” Lavinia interrupted. “You didn’t have to come, you know.” 
 
    “I want to help,” the orc insisted. “But I don’t like places like this, they remind me of my childhood.” 
 
    “We won’t be staying long,” I assured him. “How are we supposed to know which ones are our murderers?” 
 
    “Professor Hayle gave us a description of them,” Emeline answered. She took out a piece of paper from her pack and unfolded it. “We’re looking for three men, they work together. The first is called Janner, he’s tall, has a gray beard, and an eyepatch over his left eye.” 
 
    “He sounds like my uncle,” Maruk said moodily. “Of course, his name was Orlag the Ship-Render, Scourge of Men, and Destroyer of the Great Fort of Relsnarrow. He used to tell me stories before bed, but they were all about sacking towns and setting things on fire.” 
 
    “Woah,” Dehn breathed. The halfling stared at Maruk with wide eyes, clearly impressed despite himself. “He sounds badass.” 
 
    “Can we focus?” Lavinia asked. “Who are the other guys, Emeline?” 
 
    “Uh, let’s see, there’s also a man named Molyns, who we’ll be able to recognize by a tattoo on his shoulder of a boar, and Barre, who has black hair and always wears a necklace made out of, uh, eww, teeth.” 
 
    “What kind of teeth?” Dehn asked. 
 
    “Is that relevant?” Maruk complained. 
 
    “It doesn’t say,” Emeline answered. “But Professor Hayle did warn us about this place. She said she had hired another guild to come here before. Everyone here is really strict about fighting.” 
 
    “You’d think a bunch of murderers and thieves wouldn’t have any town rules,” Lavinia said drily. 
 
    “I guess they only murder and steal from other people,” Emeline replied. “The point is, we can’t just go down there and attack them. We’re allowed to challenge any of them to a duel, but it has to be one-on-one, and there are a lot of other rules about what sort of weapons are allowed and that sort of thing.” 
 
    “I’ll duel them!” Dehn shouted. “I’ll duel all of them! I’ll rip out their bastard throats with my teeth!” 
 
    “I’d like to see that, actually,” Lavinia said. 
 
    “Uh, hang on.” Emeline read further down the page. “There can only be one duel per day, and that counts for the whole town. Apparently, they used to have too many duels at once and they just became brawls with half the town involved.” 
 
    “Damn.” Dehn kicked at a rock. 
 
    “Alright, well, if we can’t kill them in town, we’ll just have to get them out of town somehow,” I said.  
 
    “How do you propose we do that?” Lavinia asked.  
 
    “I’m not sure yet,” I answered. “Let’s just find out if they’re even still down there first, then we’ll work out the specifics.” 
 
    With that, we started down the road into the valley.   
 
    Up close, the town seemed no more cohesive or organized than it had from afar. If I looked closely, I could see places where the old wall of the garrison still showed through, the tidy rows of sturdy bricks in sharp contrast to the later additions made by the various outlaws who had built up this town. It appeared that, rather than going through the trouble of cutting or purchasing their own lumber, the outlaws had simply broken apart wagons and carriages, even some boats, from their conquests and used the wood from them to construct their buildings. We passed what I supposed was an inn that was made almost entirely out of the hull of an old ship, and I recognized the curved wooden frame of a desert-crossing wagon that now served as the doorframe of some sort of smithy.  
 
    The roads weren’t paved, but the dirt had been packed down as hard as any rock by the comings and goings of the town’s inhabitants. I was surprised by how crowded it was. It was almost as busy here as the markets in Ovrista ever were, but I supposed even thieves had to have somewhere to lie low now and then.  
 
    No one really paid us any mind as we passed, and the more I looked around, the more I realized that this was one of the few places we’d been where our party didn’t look entirely out of place. Our travel-worn and bloodstained clothes, Dehn’s overkill spiked armor, the scowl Lavinia had for anyone who so much as looked directly at us weren’t unusual in Farfury Garrison. The composition of our party wasn’t strange here, either. While Ovrista was home primarily to humans and elves, there were just as many orcs, ladonae, panthera, and other folk here, and we were spared the curious looks that I’d grown accustomed to in our home city.  
 
    I was also surprised by the complexity of the place. I had expected, maybe, an inn, a bar, and perhaps some trading posts, but the truth was that the outlaws had transformed the garrison into a real city. There were permanent shops: butchers, smiths, a farrier, several taverns, and a colorful tent city built up in the northwest corner. There was even a watchtower, and when I squinted up at the little windows, I saw that someone was on duty. It was impressive what the people here had managed to achieve, in truth, but it worried me, too. Finding the men Hayle had sent us after was going to be a bit more difficult than I had anticipated.  
 
    Emeline seemed to be having the same concerns.  
 
    “Should we just start checking in the taverns?” the panthera mage asked hesitantly.  
 
    That would be a good first place to look, but this place was going to be difficult enough to navigate already between the crowds and the general lack of signage, and though Hayle had told us to look here, we didn’t actually know for certain whether the men we were after were in town. 
 
    “No,” I answered finally. “We should ask around for them.” 
 
    “You don’t think that’ll give us away?” Lavinia asked. “They might run if they get wind of trouble.” 
 
    “Well, we won’t all go at once,” I amended, “just one or two of us. We’ll claim we’re old friends.” 
 
    “I’m not sure these sort of people have friends, Gabriel,” Maruk warned. 
 
    “Business associates, then,” I replied. “Accomplices, whatever. We’ll find out if they’re in town and where they’re staying.” 
 
    “Who’s going to do the talking, then?” Lavinia asked, one brow arched.  
 
    “I’ll go,” I said, but I knew I’d be better off with some sort of backup. I looked over the group and tried to determine who the best choice would be for this particular venture. Dehn certainly looked most like he would be a colleague of the men we were hunting, but I didn’t want to risk the halfling threatening anyone before it was time, or giving up that he was once a part of the city guard in Ovrista. He didn’t have any special authority here, of course, but I was sure information like that would get us thrown out of the garrison in a heartbeat. 
 
    Lavinia was less volatile than Dehn, but her pride might still get the better of her if we ended up having to negotiate for the information we wanted, and we didn’t need any fights breaking out. Emeline looked at once nervous and excited, and she chewed on her lip while she waited. Her fire magic might do more harm than good if we got into a pinch. It was best if she hung back as well.  
 
    Maruk seemed to guess that he would be the other part of this investigation team as soon as I looked over at him, and his shoulders sagged slightly. Despite the orc’s reluctance, he was the obvious choice. He’d said so himself, he’d grown up in a place like this, so he knew how to work with these sorts of people, and as a seven-foot tall, muscular orc, he could give us an edge on the intimidation front without either of us actually having to threaten anyone. 
 
    “Maruk, can you come with me?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” the orc replied with a slight sigh. “I shall help you interrogate these... hooligans.” He threw a distasteful frown in the direction of a tall panthera man who had just jostled him as he’d passed.  
 
    “Great,” Dehn said, “you do that, and the rest of us will go get a drink.” 
 
    “Slow down.” Lavinia grabbed the halfling by the collar before he could make a dash for the nearest tavern. She lowered her voice so as not to be overheard. “You can drink after we kill these guys.” 
 
    “We can look for a good place outside of town to take them,” Emeline offered in the same low tones. “Somewhere that lookout won’t notice and no one will hear the fighting.” 
 
    “Good idea,” I said. “Let’s meet back here in an hour.” 
 
    “We can try the taverns first,” I suggested as Maruk and I broke away from the rest of the guild. “We’ll see if any of the owners have information on them. Emeline said the leader’s name was Janner, the one with the eyepatch.” 
 
    “This brings me back,” Maruk sighed. At my curious glance, he went on. “I used to have to shake down people who owed my family money. My mother thought it would help me build up my confidence when I didn’t take to all the criminal pursuits of my siblings and cousins.” 
 
    “I thought there were only pirates in your family,” I replied. “That sounds more like the Mafia.” 
 
    “Mafia?” the orc repeated. “What is that, some sort of guild from your realm?” 
 
    “Uh, not exactly,” I said, unsure of how to answer. “I just meant, I didn’t realize your family was involved with organized crime.” 
 
    “Oh, they dabbled. The real glory is at sea, so they say, but when my great uncle Gurak the Indomitable had his other leg blown off by a cannonball, he retired, started a protection racket and got into some light counterfeiting.” 
 
    “His other leg?” 
 
    “The first was eaten by a shark.” 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    We had reached the doors of the inn that had been built out of a ship. Raucous conversation and lively music came from within, and when I pulled open the heavy wooden door, a wave of warm, sweat-scented air washed over us both. Maruk gave a little disgusted groan. 
 
    “The sooner we find out where Janner and his men are, the sooner we can get out of here,” I whispered, and I started over to the bar where a surly man with intricate tattoos covering the right half of his face filled tankards with frothy beer. 
 
    “Whatcha want?” the barkeep grunted as Maruk and I approached. He was a little shorter than me, but barrel-chested and closer to Maruk’s weight class. His nose looked as though it had been broken on more than one occasion.  
 
    “We’re looking for some friends,” I replied as casually as I could. “Do you know a man by the name of Janner?” 
 
    The barkeep scratched his chin, then his small, dark eyes flicked over my shoulder to Maruk. 
 
    “Janner’s a friend of yours?” It was difficult to place his tone, whether the idea simply surprised him, or if it gave him a reason to be suspicious of us. 
 
    I took a chance and added, “We’ve worked together in the past, we just needed to speak to him and figured he’d be in the area.” 
 
    The barkeep looked again from me to Maruk, then blew a short breath out of his nose. 
 
    “Try the Jackal down the street,” he replied gruffly with a jerk of his head toward the door. “Janner’s not welcome in my tavern anymore, and he knows better than to test me.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I replied with a nod, and the barkeep went back to his other customers as Maruk and I slipped back out into the street. 
 
    As soon as the door swung shut behind us, Maruk breathed a deep sigh of relief. “Thank goodness that went well.” 
 
    “Uh, yeah, it was pretty easy.” I cast a sideways glance at the orc. “Were you worried?” 
 
    “Of course I was!” He dropped his voice to an urgent whisper. “We are surrounded by ruffians and thugs here! I kept waiting for someone to try to rob us or stab us in the back.” 
 
    “But you said you’ve done this before,” I pointed out. 
 
    “Oh, sure, when I had three of my cousins with me. You can generally be sure a negotiation will go in your favor when you have Studark the Dragon-Ripper standing behind you. I’ve never been the muscle before, Gabriel, I was just the only one who could speak in polysyllables.” 
 
    “You might have mentioned that before,” I noted. “Are you gonna be okay?” 
 
    Maruk drew himself up. “I... I will manage. I came to do my duty to the guild, and I intend to see this mission through.” 
 
    “Good.” I gave the orc a reassuring pat on the arm. “Let’s go check out the Jackal. Hopefully, Janner and the others are there.” 
 
    We wound through the busy streets until we found the Jackal, a lopsided wooden building tucked into the corner of the old fort walls. The sign, which featured a grinning jackal with red teeth, hung askew and the paint was chipped, but there was the noise of conversation and an out-of-tune string instrument of some sort coming from inside.  
 
    The tavern was dimly lit and had a stale, dusty odor, but more than a few of the old tables were full, and there were several people seated at the bar, behind which a jackal pelt was pegged to the wall. The tables and chairs were all mismatched, and I realized, most likely stolen, and there was little else in the way of decoration, but all of the patrons were too deep in their glasses to care. It wasn’t as though anyone came here for the ambiance.  
 
    We shuffled aside as a haggard ladona man stumbled past us, tripped over the threshold, and face planted into the street which inspired a roar of laughter from one of the nearby tables. I wasn’t sure if the other ladonae who snickered and jostled one another were the man’s friends or rivals. 
 
    “Goodness,” Maruk breathed. “It’s barely afternoon. Don’t all these people have anything better to do?” 
 
    “You mean like robbing travelers?” 
 
    “Good point,” the orc replied. “Do you see our man?” 
 
    I was sure we looked conspicuous standing in the doorway, so I moved to an empty table and sat down as I scanned the dim room for anyone with the defining characteristics Hayle had told us about. It wasn’t easy, especially since I didn’t want to get caught looking at anyone too closely and thus inviting a confrontation, but there was an additional challenge. Hayle had told us about Janner’s eyepatch and Molyns’ tattoo and Barre’s necklace of teeth as a means of singling the men out. Anywhere else, that might have been suitable, but I quickly discovered that nearly everyone here had tattoos, many kept their faces covered with hats or hoods, and even necklaces made of teeth didn’t appear to be too uncommon.  
 
    “I don’t--” I started to say, just as the door swung open and a group of three men came in. They were already wearing surly expressions, and the leader only grunted at the barkeep as he strode past to a table far in the back. That wasn’t what caught my attention, however. The leader had an eyepatch over his left eye.  
 
    As the other two men trailed in after him, I noticed a tattoo on the shorter man’s bare shoulder. It was faded and difficult to make out in the dimness, but I thought it looked like a boar, and the last man had on a necklace of what at a glance seemed to be misshapen white beads, but which I realized upon closer inspection were, in fact, human teeth.  
 
    I nudged Maruk with my elbow and angled my head slightly in the direction of the men as they sat down and the barkeep brought over three huge tankards of ale for them. 
 
    “It’s them,” I whispered. 
 
    “What do we do?” Maruk whispered back, his brow furrowed.  
 
    I kept the men in the corner of my sight as I stared at the jackal pelt hung above the bar and thought. We needed to lure them out of town, the question was how. I started to piece together the beginnings of a plan, but I knew we still needed to meet back with the others. 
 
    “Come on,” I said as I stood. “Lavinia, Emeline, and Dehn will be waiting for us.” 
 
    “You don’t want to talk to them?” Maruk whispered, then he seemed to realize what he had said. “I mean, you’re right, of course. Let’s go.” 
 
    The barkeep frowned at us as we left without buying anything, but he apparently didn’t care enough to do anything else about it, and we made our way back outside without any trouble. The others were waiting at the spot near the gate where we had first split off.  
 
    Lavinia and Dehn blended right in with their twin “don’t fuck with me” expressions, but Emeline was having a hard time containing her fascination about the place, and she earned herself a few evil eyes from passers-by.  
 
    “What’s up?” Lavinia asked as we approached.  
 
    “We found them,” I reported. “And I have an idea about how we can get them out of the garrison.” 
 
    I explained my plan to the others as Lavinia, Emeline, and Dehn led Maruk and me up the path to the place they’d selected for our ambush. It was a sheltered clearing deep enough in the woods that we wouldn’t be spotted by the guards in the watchtower and we wouldn’t have to worry about them hearing the fighting if we weren’t able to take our marks out quickly and quietly, though of course, quickly and quietly was plan A. The clearing was also off the main road, so anyone traveling to and from the garrison wouldn’t accidentally stumble upon us.  
 
    “So Lavinia, Emeline, you two will wait here,” I said, “while Maruk, Dehn, and I go get Janner and his men and lead them back here.” 
 
    “Got it,” the ranger replied as she pulled an arrow from her quiver and ran a finger over the fletching. The golden light of late afternoon touched the tops of the trees behind her, and I was eager to get things underway. I didn’t really expect that Janner and the others would have left the bar already, and frankly, the drunker they were, the easier our jobs would be, but I didn’t want to risk missing them and having to track them down again. 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want me to stay here as well?” Maruk asked. The orc fiddled with the straps of his shields, obviously reluctant to return to the fort.  
 
    “We’ll need you with us in case they put up a fight on the way,” I replied. If my plan worked, Janner and his men would follow us willingly out here, but if they did begin to suspect something, Maruk’s strength would come in handy. “Now come on, we don’t have any time to lose.” 
 
    “Yeah!” Dehn agreed. “The sooner we get those bastards back here, the sooner we can pummel them!”  
 
    “Excellent,” Maruk intoned. “Alright, alright, I’m coming.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    The sun sank ever lower into the west as we made our way down the road and entered the garrison once again, this time in the hasty disguises we’d managed to put together. I’d switched cloaks with Lavinia, and Maruk had put on a battered old hat that he’d bought from one of the traders. It wasn’t much, in truth, but there wasn’t much to buy in the town, and I had just wanted to do something to prevent the barkeep from recognizing us, though the fact that we were an orc warrior and a human mage traveling together might have already ruined our chances of that.  
 
    Thankfully, we did have Dehn with us now, and the belligerent, red-headed halfling in his signature spiked armor tended to draw all of the attention in a room to himself.  
 
    “Why don’t we have any places like this in Ovrista?” the halfling asked loudly as we walked down the dirt streets toward The Jackal.  
 
    “Because we’re civilized?” Maruk supplied. 
 
    “You like it here, Dehn?” I asked. “You don’t want to arrest everyone?” 
 
    “Oh, I do,” Dehn admitted. “But you gotta admit, at least these criminals have style! I mean, look at that!” He gestured to a butcher shop across the street where the split carcasses of several massive pigs were dripping blood into buckets. Above them, a gigantic stuffed boar’s head was mounted on the front of the building, its muzzle twisted into a fearsome snarl. “That looks so badass!” 
 
    “And unsanitary,” Maruk sniffed. “That is no way to run a business.” 
 
    Now that dusk had come, the owner of the Jackal had bothered to light a few lanterns, and a hazy yellowish glow shone through the tavern’s dirty windows as we approached. When Dehn pushed open the door, my gaze went immediately to the table in the back where Janner and his men had been, and I felt a rush of relief to see that they hadn’t left yet. The three men sat exactly as they had been when Maruk and I had left before and sulked over their tankards.  
 
    It was their apparent dejection that had inspired my plan, and Dehn was more than happy to play his part as we made our way to the empty table next to the three men.  
 
    “Get us three flagons of your finest mead!” the halfling ordered as he kicked back in his chair and managed to prop his ankles up on the edge of the table without falling over. 
 
    “Actually, I would prefer spiced wine--” Maruk started, but Dehn shot him a pointed look, and the orc snapped his mouth shut. 
 
    “The mead,” Dehn repeated as he peered over the tips of his boots at the barkeep, “to start.”  
 
    “Yeah, yeah, keep your shirt on,” the barkeep muttered with a long look at the three of us. I adjusted my hood to better cover my face, but the man said nothing when he brought us our drinks except to tell Dehn to get his feet off the table. 
 
    The halfling wasn’t bothered in the least by the admonishment and drained two-thirds of his glass before he stopped for breath.  
 
    I sipped at mine just to give myself something to do as I tried to think of what to say to segue into the next stage of our plan. It was watery and had a somewhat stale flavor. Maruk took a drink as well and clapped a large green hand over his mouth a second later as he struggled not to spit it out, which earned our table another dirty look from the barkeep. 
 
    Dehn finished his drink in another gulp and slid Maruk’s flagon across the table to himself. The orc didn’t protest.  
 
    “We’re gonna go down in history, boys,” the halfling said with a tone of deep satisfaction. He put his feet back up on the table. “Gonna have everyone from here to the Canterrose shaking in their boots at the mention of our names.” 
 
    “Certainly,” Maruk said. He swallowed and cast a nervous glance around the rest of the tavern. I wanted to look, too, but I had my back to most of the room so that I could have a good view of Janner and his men, and I didn’t want to be obvious by turning around. Anyway, it was my turn to speak. 
 
    “Have you thought about what you’re going to do with your share of the loot?” I asked as I leaned in conspiratorially over the table. I was careful to keep my voice down, quiet enough to be convincing and to ensure no one else in the tavern would overhear, but loud enough that Janner, Molyns, and Barre would be able to make out our conversation.  
 
    “Hells yeah,” Dehn replied emphatically. “After I drink this place dry, I’m gonna go buy a dragon.” 
 
    “Goodness--” Maruk started, then quickly cleared his throat and dropped his voice to a gruff imitation of his cousin Sulla. “I mean, a dragon, that’s badass.” 
 
    “They’re pretty expensive,” Dehn said, “but it’s not like I have to worry about that. What about you?” 
 
    “I, uh,” Maruk hesitated, “I’m gonna buy a throne.” 
 
    “A throne?” Dehn frowned. “Like a fancy chair?”  
 
    “Yeah, uh, you know, made out of... the bones of all of the people I’ve killed,” Maruk finished.  
 
    “Alright!” Dehn nodded approvingly. “We’re a new class of criminal now, boys. No more shaking down widows for a few coppers for us, we’re rich! We’re gonna have dragons and bone chairs!” 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed that Janner’s single eye was trained on our table. Perfect. 
 
    “Hey, hey, keep your voices down,” I said in a stage-whisper, “unless you want to have to share our loot with everyone else in this place.” 
 
    “Hmph.” Dehn swallowed down the rest of Maruk’s mead and slammed the flagon back on the table with a sigh. “What are we even doing here? With the money we got, we could be drinking in Ovrista.” 
 
    “Oh, there’s a lovely little inn near the market district that serves a warmed rum that’s supposed to be legendary,” Maruk gushed, then he caught himself and added in a low rumble, “I’d like to, uh, smash it to pieces. Just ransack the whole place, scuff up the floors, chip the crown moldings--” 
 
    “Good idea,” I interjected. “How about we go dig up that chest and go there now?”  
 
    Thankfully, Maruk realized what I was getting at and stopped talking, and in my periphery, I noticed Janner elbow Barre and nod in our direction.  
 
    “The big city awaits!” Dehn dropped a few coins on the table for our drinks and swung himself down from his chair.  
 
    Maruk shuffled quickly out of his seat as well, and the three of us left the Jackal. We waited on the street for a moment, then began to walk slowly toward the gate to allow Janner and his men to catch up. After we’d gone a few dozen yards, Dehn laughed heartily and shoved Maruk on his hip as though the orc had just made a joke, and as he did, the halfling threw a surreptitious glance back toward the tavern. 
 
    “Here they come,” Dehn reported with a chuckle. “Bit wobbly.” 
 
    “We’ll go slow so they don’t lose us,” I murmured, and that was what we did. The streets were still fairly crowded, so moving slowly wasn’t difficult. The real challenge was ensuring that whenever the crowds separated us from Janner and his men that we gave them a chance to find us again, but after close to half an hour, we finally made it to the fort’s gates, and the empty road into the woods stretched before us, tinged sliver in the moonlight. 
 
    Without the distraction of the crowds to throw off the men we were leading into an ambush, we were able to move a bit more quickly, and we spoke loudly along the way of the treasure we’d found. The night was clear and cold, and once we were away from the garrison, quiet. So quiet, in fact, that I could hear Janner and his men behind us if I listened closely. I wasn’t sure if they were just drunk and carelessly noisy or if I was being hypervigilant in anticipation of our ambush, but I was comforted to know that our trap was working. 
 
    The clearing that Emeline, Lavinia, and Dehn had selected was only about two miles up the road from the garrison. The trees crowded in close to the dirt road, and even the night birds had gone silent as we approached the spot. It was as if the forest itself was holding its breath.  
 
    My heart rate quickened, and I drew my dagger beneath my cloak as we entered the clearing. Over the last quarter mile, I’d heard Janner, Molyns, and Barre draw closer, and I knew they were almost on top of us now. We needed to get them into the clearing before we sprung the trap, though, to reduce the chance of any of them catching on to our plot and trying to escape.  
 
    “It’s right here,” I said loudly into the night as I stopped in the clearing. My back was still turned to the men behind us, but I could see the glint of an arrowhead in the moonlight from where Lavinia waited in the shadows beneath the trees.  
 
    Then there came a low chuckle from the direction of the road, and Dehn, Maruk, and I turned with weapons drawn to face Janner, Molyns, and Barre. If the men were drunk, they didn’t look it so much now. As they stood, Janner with a crossbow, Molyns with a battered old sword, and Barre with a huge spiked mace, they looked every bit the dangerous murderers we’d been warned about.  
 
    “Heard you talkin’ back at the Jackal,” Janner said in a low voice.  
 
    “Yeah,” Molyns cut in, “and we thought we might--” He didn’t get to finish his sentence, however, because at that moment, Lavinia’s arrow shot forth from the shadows and lodged into the man’s forehead, right between his eyes. He managed half a step back before he fell into the grass. 
 
    “Shit!” Barre growled. “It’s a fucking trap!”  
 
    “Finally figured that out, did ya?” Dehn taunted. Barre sneered, and the halfling let out a cry as he charged forward with his dual short swords to meet the other man’s mace.  
 
    Janner stepped back in a zigzag, his crossbow up as he scanned the trees behind us for Lavinia. He was smarter than his companion, and I sensed he was going to try to make a run for it a moment before a fireball exploded in the grass behind him. There was a thwick as he shot his crossbow in a panic, but Maruk blocked the bolt with a swift motion, and it fell to the ground at the orc’s feet. 
 
    Another shot from Lavinia just barely missed as Janner staggered forward, unwilling to face any of us but unable to retreat. Barre was locked in combat with Dehn, and the sounds of clashing metal rang out into the night as mace met swords.  
 
    As I summoned the mana to my dagger and took a step toward Janner, I caught a flash of purple out of the corner of my eye as Emeline emerged from behind the treeline and prepared another attack of her own. The man’s single eye widened in alarm, but he must have realized that he wouldn’t have time to reload his crossbow before I could stab him or Emeline could barbecue him, and he dropped his weapon and held up his hands in a gesture of surrender.  
 
    “I yield!” he called.  
 
    For a second, I hesitated. It didn’t feel right to kill him if he was going to surrender, but then again, he and his men hadn’t given quarter to Hayle’s husband, and he had made his living as a criminal. Before I could act, however, the twang of a bowstring sounded and Janner fell onto his knees with an arrow in his chest. As the man grasped weakly at the bloodied shaft and then tumbled onto his face in the grass, my blood ran cold. That wasn’t Lavinia’s arrow, and it had come from the road, not the trees behind us. 
 
    “Maruk, look out!” I shouted, and the orc raised his shield just in time to block a second arrow aimed for his head. I ducked back behind him and scanned the shadows beneath the trees until I found the pinprick of light in the distance. I raised my hand and quelled the archer’s mana in a gesture, but even as I did, someone else gave a cry, and four more men rushed into the clearing from the road with weapons drawn.  
 
    I didn’t recognize any of them from the Jackal, but I could still guess what had happened. They must have followed Janner, Molyns, and Barre when we’d led them out of the garrison. No doubt the three had enemies, or maybe these other men were simply opportunists who hoped to rob them while they were drunk and vulnerable. It didn’t really matter either way, they were our problem now.  
 
    I picked out one man armed with an axe, another with a pair of daggers, and two more with swords, none of which seemed to be in the best condition, and there was still the archer down by the road. There was no time to form a plan as the man with the axe charged at me.  
 
    I ducked out of the way of his blade, but he still collided with me in an awkward tangle of limbs that nearly knocked me off my feet.   
 
    I shoved him away and brought my knife up between us, but as soon as my attacker caught sight of the glowing blade, he stepped swiftly out of stabbing range. Or so he thought. With just a flick of my hand, I summoned a mana clone behind the man, and his eyes bulged as the clone stabbed him with a mana knife of its own. The clone’s and the man’s mana combined in an electric burst like a lighting strike barely a foot away from me, and as the man’s corpse fell into the grass, I saw even in the dim twilight that it was charred black.  
 
    Just as I turned back to face the rest of our new rivals, an arrow arched out from the shadows by the road and struck one of the swordsmen in the back. He pitched forward with a startled gurgle, and my blood ran cold. A quick glance told me that Lavinia was still somewhere beneath the shelter of the trees behind me, so why would the archer suddenly turn on his friends? As I saw the archer’s mana flare up down by the road, but further away than he’d stood before, the answer came to me. It wasn’t the same archer.  
 
    Lavinia had come to the same realization, and the twang of her bowstring as she shot the second swordsman was punctuated by a frustrated cry. 
 
    “Gods, did they all just follow each other out here like ants?” the ladona ranger demanded of no one in particular. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Maruk threw a confused glance over to me, his brow furrowed. 
 
    “We’ve got more company,” I explained. “Looks like some men followed Janner, and more men followed those guys.” I scanned the trees and the gap that led to the road and tried to count the spots of mana that I could make out. From this distance, the lights in the men’s chests looked almost like wisps as they darted through the forest. “Looks like another five or six.” 
 
    “Bring it on!” Dehn shouted as he yanked his bloody sword out of Barre’s corpse and picked up the dead man’s spiked mace. The mace was a bit too big for the halfling, but what he lacked in stature, he more than made up for in enthusiasm, and he swung the weapon up over his head as he charged into the woods with a war cry to find his next victim.  
 
    There was a hiss behind me, and I ducked instinctively as a fireball streaked overhead and crashed into one of the men who was trying to sneak up through the trees to our clearing. In less than a second, his entire body was engulfed in flames, and he screamed and flailed as he stumbled through the trees.  
 
    “Nice shot!” I called back to Emeline, and I turned to give the panthera mage a congratulatory grin.  
 
    “How about some lights?” Lavinia suggested. “I can barely see what I’m supposed to be shooting at here.” 
 
    “No problem,” Emeline replied, and she held out her arms and raised her hands. At once, her mana flooded forth and orbs of golden magelight sprang into the air around the clearing to illuminate the battlefield.  
 
    “Thanks--” Lavinia started, but the ranger had barely gotten the word out when the lights were extinguished one by one in rapid suggestion. “Hey!” 
 
    I turned back to Emeline for an explanation, but the pyromancer looked just as confused as I did until we both heard the whistle of a fireball coming toward us. I ducked, but Emeline threw up her hands and the flames scattered into a shower of sparks before they reached her, and we both whirled at once toward the trees where the attack had come from.  
 
    I saw the bright orange light of the rival mage’s mana peek out from behind a tree just as he channeled his mana for another attack and raised my hand out to him. As I clenched my fist and quelled his magic, he lurched out from behind his cover, doubled over in shock and pain.  
 
    “Lavinia! One o’clock!” I called.  
 
    The ranger was quick, and one of her arrows struck the mage almost before I’d finished speaking. Then his mana dimmed and vanished as his body crashed into the undergrowth. 
 
    Not all of our new enemies were so cautious, however, and there was a grunt to my left as one of them charged out of the woods and met Maruk head-on with a double-bladed axe that was bigger than I was. If the rival mage had been a surprise, he had nothing on the man who clashed with Maruk now. At seven and a half feet tall, I knew he must be an orc as well, or perhaps a hobgoblin, though it was difficult to tell beneath his layers of thick leather armor and the paint on his face. Fearsome tusks protruded from his lower lip, and one had broken to a jagged point. 
 
    Maruk had managed to block his assailant’s first blow, but the other orc was incredibly fast for his size and caught the shield warrior on the shin as he swung his axe again. Maruk cried out and staggered back as I threw up a mana clone between him and his opponent. 
 
    If the axe-wielder thought there was anything strange about the existence of my mana clone, he didn’t show it, and he cut through it with a sweep of his axe. A shower of raw mana exploded when his blade made contact, but the warrior barely slowed down as he advanced on Maruk again. He had barely made it a step, however, when Emeline shot a jet of bright flame directly at his face. That, at least, proved harder for him to ignore than the mana clone, and he roared in pain and fury as he swiped at his face with one arm.  
 
    Emeline and I had bought Maruk enough time to steady himself, but the painted orc recovered more quickly than I would have thought possible and hefted his axe up again to swing at our guildmate. Maruk was ready for him and caught the blow to save his own neck. The sound was like nothing I’d ever heard before as the warrior’s axe cleaved the smaller of Maruk’s shields and split the metal like it was butter, and the shield fell from Maruk’s arm in two pieces. 
 
    The painted orc didn’t let up, and Maruk was barely able to get his other shield up in time to block the next blow as it came. The sound of metal on metal rang out through the clearing as the axe warrior attacked with startling ferocity, and it was all Maruk could do to stay on his feet beneath such an assault. 
 
    I cast three more clones to help him, but none were tall enough to stab the axe-warrior in the chest where they would have the most effect and could only cut at the orc’s legs and waist. At least they helped to divide the painted orc’s attention and allow Maruk some breathing room. He favored his injured leg slightly, and I knew it pained him.  
 
    The axe-warrior destroyed all three clones with a single sweep of his weapon, but before he could round on Maruk again, I curled my hand into a fist and quelled his mana. It wasn’t as effective against a non-mage, but it did the trick, and the painted orc jolted and froze for a moment. 
 
    Maruk had managed to stay on his feet despite the wound to his leg, and the shield warrior’s expression was set in a quiet, focused fury as he crouched and prepared to charge the other orc. As his mana glowed brighter, I concentrated with him and used my magic to augment his shields just as I did with my own mana blade. The metal glowed with a bright blue light that was reflected in Maruk’s eyes as he let out a powerful bellow and charged at his opponent.  
 
    There was a terrible crack as Maruk’s shield hit, and the other orc’s chest caved in, his sternum broken from the blow. The light of his mana dimmed and went out as he collapsed into the grass.  
 
    Maruk’s chest heaved as he stepped back, and for a second he looked proud of himself, but then he shuddered and frowned.  
 
    “Well, that was rather gruesome,” the orc intoned. He gave me a grateful smile. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it,” I replied. “Come on, we still have to deal with his friends.” 
 
    Lavinia and Emeline had kept the rest of our new enemies back with ranged attacks while Dehn stormed through their ranks like a whirlwind of death, but there were more of them than I’d realized, and we were still outnumbered. I estimated there were about seven in all still standing. I didn’t see any more mages, but there was a panthera alchemist who ducked out from his hiding place in the trees now and then to lob something explosive at Dehn. The others, as best as I could make out, were mostly armed with swords or knives, though I noticed another archer as he flitted through the forest.  
 
    “We need to help Dehn,” I told Maruk. The halfling stood in the center of four of the warriors and shouted some taunt I couldn’t make out as he swung his new mace around, but the warriors had begun to close in.  
 
    I raised my hand and cast four new clones between them. My intent was to distract the men from Dehn long enough that the halfling didn’t end up impaled on their swords, but almost as soon as the clones materialized, a thwick sounded from the forest, and a crossbow bolt passed through one of the clones’ heads and buried itself deep in the throat of one of the warriors. The archer must have been so surprised to see the clones that he’d shot as a reflex, and from there, the tension unraveled into chaos.  
 
    The remaining warriors began to shout in fear and confusion and tried to attack the clones as well, which exploded into blinding bursts of mana when their weapons made contact. Dehn laughed gleefully and began to hack at his opponents’ legs with his sword and smack them with his mace as they tripped over themselves and tried to brush the burning sparks of raw mana from their faces and clothes.  
 
    Maruk kept them herded together while Emeline and Lavinia dealt killing blows with fire and arrows, and I turned my attention back to the alchemist. 
 
    He had wisely stuck to his hiding spot, but I caught a glimpse of him as he peeked out from behind his tree and cast another clone in front of him. Even from a distance, I heard him hiss in surprise a second before the clone plunged its dagger into his chest, and then our little section of forest exploded. 
 
    It was like someone had lit off all the merchandise in a fireworks stand at once. Bursts of colorful fire and rapid sparks like machine-gun fire filled the night, blindingly bright and deafeningly loud. I grabbed Emeline and hit the grass as I threw up a mana barrier to shield us from the fire that rained down over the clearing. I couldn’t say how long it went on, mere seconds or several minutes, but by the time I dared to look up again, it was over.  
 
    All the trees within twenty feet of where the alchemist had stood were on fire and the stink of charred flesh and something chemical filled the air. Near a pile of bodies, Maruk stirred with a groan and flung his shield away from his face.  
 
    “What in the hells!” Lavinia hissed as she ran up behind me and Emeline. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Emeline answered. It was difficult to hear either of them through the ringing in my ears, but I took it as a good sign that I could hear at all.  
 
    “Did you do that?” Lavinia turned to me, awe and excitement in her eyes. 
 
    “Not intentionally,” I confessed. “The mana must have reacted with some of his alchemy ingredients.” 
 
    “We should find out what,” Lavinia said as Emeline and I got to our feet. “That could come in handy.” 
 
    We crossed the clearing to help Maruk up, who had managed to protect himself with his remaining shield when the explosion had gone off and was mostly just upset about the grass stain on his sleeve. 
 
    “Oh, this is never going to come out,” the orc moped as he examined the streak of green on the fabric.  
 
    “We have got to talk about your priorities,” Lavinia teased as she punched him on the shoulder.  
 
    “Where’s Dehn?” Emeline asked, and I got a cold, sinking feeling as I scanned the charred bodies and broken, smoldering trees for any sign of the halfling. Maruk had his shield, and Lavinia had been far back enough not to get hurt, but Dehn would have been completely vulnerable. 
 
    We all turned to Maruk, and the orc shook his head as his brow creased with worry.  
 
    “He was right there in the middle of those brigands,” he said.  
 
    I ran forward and grabbed one of the corpses by the arm to haul it away, but even as I did, another of the bodies twitched. I froze and watched as a tattooed hand shoved up through the twists of charred flesh and smoking leather armor and flung them away, and then Dehn’s head appeared from beneath the pile, his red hair a little singed and snagged with leaves. 
 
    “What the fuck!” the halfling shouted as he pushed away another of the bodies that had fallen on top of him. 
 
    “I didn’t--” I started, but Dehn didn’t let me finish. 
 
    “That was fucking awesome!” He wiped at the ash over his eyes and grinned at us. “Did you see that! I was amazing!” 
 
    “What?” Lavinia asked. 
 
    “The fucking explosion!” Dehn cried. “I hit one of Gabriel’s little sparkle-people with my mace!” He brandished the weapon proudly. “Then kaboom! Ha! We sure showed them!” He clambered free of the corpses and other smoldering debris and shoved me on the hip. “Good work, mage.” 
 
    “Uh, thanks,” I replied. “You, too.”  
 
    “That explosion wasn’t--” Maruk started, then sighed, and waved his hand. “Nevermind.” 
 
    “How did you survive that?” Emeline asked. “You should be dead.” 
 
    “Dead?” Dehn repeated. “Me? Ha! It’s gonna take more than a puny explosion to kill me!” He kicked at one of the corpses. “Look at all these suckers. Pathetic.” 
 
    “Alright, then,” Lavinia chuckled as she looked around at the clearing and the colorful flames that had yet to die out in the trees. “Looks like our work here is done. Let’s get that ring and get out of here before the rest of the garrison shows up.”    
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    We located Janner’s body among the mess and found Hayle’s husband’s ring on a chain around his neck. After Dehn relieved a few more of the dead of their weapons and other items, and we had patched up our wounds, we were ready to go. We worked quickly and had just slipped into the cover of the forest when we heard the first voices from the road, no doubt scouts from the garrison who had come to see what the explosion was about. Dehn wanted to stay and fight them, too, but Emeline and Lavinia managed to distract him by asking him about the loot he’d taken. 
 
    “Ugh, I can’t believe you took that,” Maruk groaned as Dehn rattled the necklace he’d taken from Barre, the one made out of assorted teeth. “It’s disgusting. You don’t know where those have been.” 
 
    “It’s beautiful,” Dehn replied, “and I don’t care where they’ve been, now they’re around my neck, and they make me look badass.” He jostled the necklace so that the teeth clinked together. On closer inspection, I realized that while most of them seemed humanoid, there were a few fangs and tusks on the cord that definitely belonged to trolls or manticores or creatures just as dangerous. Several of them hadn’t been cleaned very well and had bits of flesh still stuck to their roots. 
 
    To stay on the safe side, we kept to the cover of the trees until we were another few miles from the site of the explosion, and by the time we did reach the road again, all that was visible of the destruction that we had wrought were some wisps of smoke, pale against the velvety black of the night sky. We moved quickly and quietly, but no one from the garrison pursued us, and by the time the eastern horizon began to take on shades of periwinkle and rose, the high white walls of Ovrista were visible in the distance.  
 
    “We should go straight to the university,” Emeline said. “I’m sure Professor Hayle will want to hear from us right away.” 
 
    “That sounds good,” I agreed, though in truth, setting Professor Hayle’s mind at ease wasn’t my top concern. Mostly, I didn’t want us to arrive back at the guild hall while the others were still there. We’d be sure to get an earful from Aerin if, after all of our promises to be careful, we showed up bruised and bloody with our ears still ringing a little from the explosion we had caused. 
 
    It was still early when we reached the city gates and made our way up the quiet streets to the shining spire of the Arcane University Tower. With the soft hues of dawn in the backdrop, it was almost pretty, but as soon as I got close enough to see my own reflection in the mirrored panels that covered the sides, the illusion was broken, and all I could think about was how many eyes were on me.  
 
    Inside the tower was clean and cool and empty. At least, for the most part. There were always a few students out and about whatever the hour, busy with their studies and their projects. The pair who were seated on the couches in the lobby with steaming cups of tea watched us sleepily as we passed and started up the stairs. 
 
    “Will this Professor Hayle even be awake?” Maruk asked with a yawn. He was the only one who hadn’t been in favor of us showing up so early.  
 
    “Probably,” Emeline replied. “Anyway, I’m sure she’d want to be woken up for something like this, and we’ll get another lead on the Shodra.” 
 
    I took the ring on the chain that I’d gotten from Janner out of my pocket. It didn’t look like much, just a simple gold wedding ring in need of a good polish, but I knew its true value was sentimental, and I agreed with Emeline. It was better to get it back quickly. 
 
    The panthera mage led us through the maze of hallways with their deep purple carpet runners and the silver magelights that glowed in decorative lanterns along the walls until we reached a door with a nameplate that read A. C. Hayle. Emeline rapped out an eager knock and rocked back on her heels with a broad smile. 
 
    There was some shuffling from behind the door, and then it swung open and an elderly mage peered out at us. Her gray hair was braided down her back, and she had a thick robe wrapped around her shoulders against the morning chill. It took her a moment to register who we were, but then her blue eyes went wide and her expression was hopeful as she ushered us inside.  
 
    Like with Murillo, Professor Hayle’s office was also her living quarters, and I glimpsed her bed behind a curtain on the wall. The rest of the room was sparsely furnished and tidy, though the shelves were stacked with books and scrolls to the point that the boards sagged, and the professor’s desk was cluttered with papers and books.  
 
    Aside from the desk chair, there was only a single armchair in the room, so we all remained standing in the center of the room while Hayle closed the door behind us and then rushed forward to greet us. 
 
    “Did you find them?” she asked urgently, any lingering sleepiness gone as she clasped Emeline’s hands in her own. “Did you find Janner and the others? Did you find my husband’s ring?” 
 
    “We did,” the panthera mage replied in a gentle tone. “Janner and his friends are dead.” 
 
    “And we have the ring,” I said as I offered it to Hayle. At once, the professor swept over to me, and there were tears in her eyes as she took the ring and held it close to her heart.  
 
    “Oh,” she sighed and rubbed the ring against her thumb. “Thank you, Shadow Foxes. You don’t know what this means to me.” 
 
    “Just doing our jobs,” Lavinia said. “If I’m not mistaken, you said you knew something about the Shodra?” 
 
    “Lavinia!” Maruk chided under his breath. “She’s having a moment.” 
 
    “Well, we don’t need to be here for it,” the ranger responded in a low voice. 
 
    “Yes, I do believe I have some information that might help you, Shadow Foxes,” Hayle said. She slipped the ring into the pocket of her robe and strode over to the desk where she rifled through the pages there until she’d found the one she was looking for and brought it over. It was a map, and the professor had drawn an X over a lake in the west and scribbled some annotations in the margins. “I’m afraid I haven’t been able to make the journey to confirm the location for myself, but I have heard that there is an item with unique magical properties located on the central island of Lake Geru, here. I believe it could be one of the Shodra.”  
 
    I took the map and examined it more closely. There didn’t seem to be anything special about the lake or the surrounding region, but I reflected that the village where we’d found the gemstone hadn’t seemed special at a glance, either. I had another question, though. 
 
    “If you knew the Mage Academy was looking for the Shodra, why didn’t you report this earlier?”  
 
    Hayle’s face flushed to the tips of her pointed ears, and she looked at the floor. 
 
    “I was frustrated that I couldn’t avenge my husband,” she said quietly. “I know it was selfish, petty even, but I suppose keeping this information to myself was some small revenge against the archmages since they refused to give me leave before.” 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Lavinia give Maruk a clear I-told-you-so look. 
 
    “Besides,” Hayle went on, “I don’t think they would have taken me seriously. There’s a legend that says the dagger was hidden in water, but the original text is in Old Elvish, and most of the scholars here prefer other interpretations.” 
 
    “Why is that?” I asked. I felt suddenly wary. 
 
    “Lake Geru has something of a reputation,” Hayle admitted. “It used to be the site of an ancient Elven dynasty, thousands of years ago. It is said that when human kings tried to claim the lake and the land for themselves, the elves’ mages put a curse on the place. Even now, no one goes there. Humans will say that the soil is poor for farming and that the lake is dead, any excuse to leave it alone and try to save some face, I suppose.” 
 
    “So you’re saying the super powerful magical knife we need is hidden in a super cursed lake?” Lavinia asked. “Why doesn’t that surprise me?” 
 
    “Do you believe there’s a curse?” I asked Hayle. 
 
    The professor hesitated and fiddled with the hem of her sleeve.  
 
    “I... cannot say for sure,” she replied at last. “The Academy stopped allowing anyone to go there long before I was born, so I’ve never actually been there myself, but, well... if even the Mage Academy wants nothing to do with the place, you can be certain that it is dangerous, curse or otherwise.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” Maruk muttered. 
 
    “Thank you for your help, Professor Hayle,” I said sincerely, and she nodded. 
 
    “Thank you, too, Shadow Foxes,” she replied. “I do wish you the best.” Suddenly her eyes lit up, and she rushed to get a book from the top of her shelves and pressed it into my hands. It was ancient, with a frayed cover and delicate, yellowed pages that barely clung to the binding, but the cover was embossed with golden designs. “This is the book that gave me the hint about the knife,” Hayle said. “Take it with you, it may be useful.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, “but we don’t know Old Elvish.” I knew that even Aerin only spoke a little of the modern elven dialects. 
 
    “I’ve translated many of the sections,” Hayle said, “and I’d feel better if you had it with you. Perhaps you’ll run into someone who can help.” 
 
    I nodded and tucked the book carefully into my pack.  
 
    “I will pray to the gods for your success, Shadow Foxes,” Hayle said warmly, and we thanked her and left to return to our guild hall and plan the next stage of our mission. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    Aerin, Lena, and Yvaine were already gone for the day by the time we got back to the guild hall, and I was secretly relieved that we'd have some time to get cleaned up before they returned. Of course, we'd have to come clean about the details of our mission eventually, but I knew it would go over a little better with Aerin if we didn't all look half-dead when we told her about the unexpected dangers we'd faced. Even so, I expected the healer wouldn't let me out of her sight for at least another two weeks. Though, if I was being honest, I couldn't say I minded being the center of such a beautiful woman's attention. 
 
    After I'd bathed and changed, I decided to look over the book that Hayle had given us and see if there was anything in the text that could help us prepare for whatever lay in store for us at Lake Geru, and after a few minutes, Emeline joined me in the sitting room downstairs. I was glad the panthera mage was there because while Hayle had translated sections of the Old Elvish text like she'd said, the professor’s looping scrawl was just as indecipherable to me as the elvish script. Emeline was better at making sense of it, and she read Hayle's translations aloud while I took notes of my own.  
 
    "Here's the part about the curse that Hayle told us about," Emeline said as she traced her finger lightly over the page. She was tucked up between the armrest of the couch and my shoulder with the old book balanced on her knees. On the right-hand page was an illustration of a wide lake with an island in the middle. A castle rose up from the island, all narrow spires and gently tapered edges, like it had been crafted out of icicles. On the left-hand page, the flowing elvish script that looked more like trailing branches and leaves than letters was interspersed with Hayle's notes in a slanted cursive that floated above the page, literally. So as not to damage the ancient book, the professor had used some sort of magic that made her additions hover above the page like holograms. I made a mental note to ask her about the process later and shifted my focus back to the task at hand. 
 
    "What does it say?" 
 
    "It talks about the human invasion and the final battle between the elves and humans. The human armies had laid siege to the island, and the elves were starving. They knew they would die, but they didn't want to leave their home." Emeline's voice became hushed and somber. "As their final act, the elven mages cast a curse over the place to keep the humans out," she went on. "They recorded the spell here, I think, or part of it, but it's not like any incantation I've ever heard of." 
 
    "How so?" 
 
    "It's more like lines from a poem or something. Well, let me just read Hayle's translation." Emeline's brow furrowed in concentration. "'Land and water shall rebel, ancient power feeds the spell.' And Hayle's written here that she thinks that ancient power might be the knife, one of the Shodra. She wrote that there was a legendary blade that belonged to the elf queen, and she thinks they're the same." 
 
    "Maybe," I said. "Does it say anything else about what the curse is or what might happen to us if we go there?" 
 
    Emeline scanned the page, then flipped forward and looked over the others before she shook her head.  
 
    "That's the last part about Lake Geru," she said. "The rest is different periods of elven history."  
 
    For a few moments, we sat in silent contemplation, and I studied the illustration of the castle in the hope that it might reveal some other secret to me. Before it could, however, the front door opened and Aerin, Lena, and Yvaine filed in. 
 
    "You're back!" Aerin rushed over as soon as she saw us and began to look me over for any signs of injury. "Did anyone get hurt? How did it go?" 
 
    "We're all fine," I assured her. "We got the ring and Professor Hayle gave us a lead on the knife." I held up the book, but Aerin wasn't going to be distracted so easily. 
 
    "What happened?" she asked firmly, her hazel eyes narrowed as she searched my face. "I can tell when people are lying, you know." 
 
    "I'm not lying." 
 
    "Well, you're hiding something, then," the elf replied. "If you won't tell me, I bet Dehn will." 
 
    I bet he would, too, and I realized I would rather Aerin hear about it from me. 
 
    "We led our guys out of town, and some other people followed them," I explained. "It was nothing we couldn't handle, though." 
 
    "What else?" Aerin pressed, and I felt my face heat up like I was being grilled by the principal in middle school for getting into a fight. 
 
    "There was an alchemist with them, and when I killed him, something he had on him kind of, uh, exploded." 
 
    "What?" Aerin's hands tightened like vices around my arms.  
 
    "We're all okay, really!" I insisted, but that didn't stop Aerin from dragging me off the couch to check every inch of me for injuries. 
 
    "Oh, Aerin, Lena, Yvaine, you're back," Maruk said as he came down the stairs with a towel wrapped around his head and a glass of wine in his hand. "Did you have any luck with your research? Aerin, what's going on?" 
 
    The elf stopped combing through my hair for a severe head wound long enough to throw the orc an accusing glare. "You go on one mission without me and you caused an explosion?" 
 
    "Uh..." Maruk's face paled, and he looked wide-eyed from me to Emeline. "What's this about an explosion?" he asked hesitantly. "First I'm hearing of it." 
 
    "Did everyone here just forget that I can read auras?" Aerin demanded.  
 
    "What's up?" Lavinia asked as she came down the stairs after Maruk. It only took the ladona woman a moment to read the room, however. "Oh." 
 
    "Oh?" Aerin repeated. "That's all you have to say? Gabriel could have been killed!"  
 
    "Your concern for your oldest friends is touching," Maruk said drily.  
 
    "Are we talking about the explosion?" Dehn asked loudly from the top of the stairs. The halfling practically flew down in his excitement to join the conversation, and he either didn't notice or elected to ignore the urgent looks the rest of us gave him. "It was amazing!" Dehn gushed. "It took out half the forest! My ears are still ringing and look at this!" He grabbed his wrist and yanked his arm, and his shoulder dislocated with a faint pop. "It's been doing that ever since we got back!" Dehn reported proudly as he rolled his shoulder back into its socket. 
 
    Aerin did not look impressed. 
 
    "Look, we all made it back alright," Lavinia argued. "And we know where we need to look next. Isn't that what we should be focusing on?" She raised her eyebrows at Aerin. "The mission that, when we complete it, will bring us unimaginable fame and fortune?" 
 
    Aerin tried to hold her glare, but despite her best efforts, her expression softened at the mention of unimaginable fortune.  
 
    "So, where are we going next?" Yvaine asked as she took a seat on the couch. "Shall we be splitting up again?" 
 
    "Absolutely not," Aerin said. "Clearly, I can't leave the rest of you alone without someone getting blown up." 
 
    "Professor Hayle told us about a lake to the west," I said quickly, before Aerin could really get going. "She thinks the knife is in the ruins of some ancient elven palace there, so we're going to go check it out." 
 
    "Ancient elven palace?" Lena asked. Her violet eyes sparkled. "The architecture of the ancient elven kingdoms was supposed to be amazing. They had charts to track the movements of the stars and planets that are even better than the instruments we use today. I wonder if we'll be able to find any of them." 
 
    "What lake did you say this was by?" Aerin asked. She didn't look as excited as Lena. 
 
    "Lake Geru," Emeline answered, and the healer's face went white as ash. 
 
    "We can't go there," Aerin said firmly. "Not because one old mage woman thinks so. That place is cursed." 
 
    "It's the only lead we have," I reminded her.  
 
    "We've been to plenty of cursed places," Lavinia added, "and for a lot less coin than we're gonna get if we do find all of the Shodra." 
 
    Aerin wasn't as easily swayed by the promise of money this time, however. 
 
    "You don't understand, no one comes back from there," she insisted. "Or did your Professor Hayle decide to leave that detail out? Going there is a death sentence." 
 
    "Then you babies stay here, and I'll go!" Dehn said as he smacked his chest. "No curse is gonna kill me!" 
 
    "We should all go," I said levelly. I turned to Aerin and took her hand. "Look, we have the elven goddess of luck on our side, that's got to count for something, right? Maybe Theira can help us." 
 
    Aerin frowned and was silent for a few moments, and then her shoulders sagged.  
 
    "If I say no, Lavinia's just going to suggest that you all sneak out without me, and then you'll really be in trouble," the healer muttered, and Lavinia shrugged as though she didn't think that was such a terrible idea. "Give me some time to pray about it, at least. I want to ask Theira and Evarun for protection." 
 
    "Of course," I nodded. "We'll wait." 
 
    "Yeah, you will," Aerin replied as she grabbed my wrist. "You're coming with me, 'cause they won't leave without you." 
 
    Lavinia tilted her head back and groaned, but after everything we'd been through so far, I understood Aerin's caution.  
 
    "Alright," I said to Aerin, then I turned back to the group. "Everyone get ready to go, gods willing." 
 
    While the others left to pack their gear, Aerin led me to the little alcove off the sitting room where she had constructed a small shrine to her patron gods, Theira, the Goddess of Luck, and Evarun, the God of Life. There was a small altar table lined with candles and gold coins, and on either side, Aerin had hung small tapestries that depicted the elven gods. I couldn't see any incense, but there was a faint aroma like cinnamon in the air.  
 
    Aerin didn't let go of my wrist as she knelt down before the altar, and I sat next to her as she lit the candles and closed her eyes. I wasn't sure if I should try to pray as well. I hadn't been particularly religious in my life back on Earth, but a lot of things had changed since then, and I had met Theira personally. I had her to thank for all of this, but it still felt strange to try to speak to someone I couldn't see or hear, and I didn't know if there were any specific rituals or rules I was supposed to adhere to.  
 
    In the end, I decided just to sit quietly while Aerin prayed, and I studied the neat stitches on the tapestries by the altar. I had never seen Evarun, who I figured was the elven god depicted on the tapestry on the right, but the likeness to Theira was perfect. The artist had woven silver threads in with the white for the goddess' hair which made it seem as though she was glowing, and in the flickering light from the candles, the stitches of her face seemed to move, changing her serene expression into a gentle smile. 
 
    Beside me, Aerin inhaled sharply and opened her eyes. It was difficult to read her expression as she sat back on her heels and turned to me, and I raised my eyebrows in silent question. 
 
    The healer pursed her lips and gave a tiny nod, then leaned forward to blow out the candles on the altar before she stood. 
 
    "I think we should go," she said, though she didn't sound as enthusiastic as she had about our first lead to the village.  
 
    "Is that, uh, what Theira said?" I asked. 
 
    "She doesn't just appear in front of anyone," Aerin replied with a wry smile. "You've spoken to her directly more times than I have. But... yes, I think she wants us to go to Lake Geru." 
 
    "We can handle whatever comes our way," I said quietly as I took Aerin's hands in mine. "We've done the impossible before." 
 
    "'Cause we had you," Aerin said, and she leaned up on her toes to kiss me.  
 
    I brushed back a lock of her red hair and pressed my fingers to the back of her neck as I deepened the kiss, and Aerin's body against mine was warm and comforting. When we broke apart, some of the nervousness had gone from the elf's expression.  
 
    "Let's go round everyone up and get going," I said. "Fame and fortune awaits us." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    In less than twenty-four hours, we had reached the furthest section of the forest surrounding Lake Geru that anyone dared to enter. A rotting wooden sign was tacked to an oak tree on the side of the road. The paint was so faded, and the wood so bleached from the elements, that it was hard to make out what was on it, but after a moment I realized that it was a skull and crossbones. The universal warning of death for anyone foolish enough to venture farther through these woods. Goosebumps prickled along my arms, and I rubbed them away.  
 
    Aside from the sign and Professor Hayle's lingering warnings that had played on a loop in the back of my mind for the last mile or so, there was nothing about the surrounding forest that suggested a deadly curse lay upon the area. The tall pines all around us looked like any others, and their boughs swayed and dipped gently in the breeze that passed through the canopy. Birds sang to one another and flitted above our heads, and I even glimpsed a fox as it paused to regard us before it disappeared into the undergrowth again. It had a dark gray coat, and I decided to take it as a good omen for the Shadow Foxes.  
 
    "Well, what are we waiting for?" Dehn demanded, and he spurred his patient little pony forward.  
 
    "We should be careful," I told the halfling as I nudged my horse onward again. "Even if not for the curse, these woods have been abandoned by people for centuries, we'll need to be on the lookout for other dangers, like trolls or manticores." 
 
    "Manticores," Merlin agreed in a chirping voice from his place on the saddle in front of me. 
 
    "So keep your eyes open," I finished, and I gave the puca a scratch behind the ears. 
 
    "I used to have a coat made out of manticore fur," Yvaine said. The marchioness' voice had a nervous lilt, though I could tell she was trying to sound casual. "I had to give it away, though. It turns out I was allergic." 
 
    "Oh, no," Maruk said sympathetically. "That's terrible." 
 
    “Actually,” Lena commented, “Many people are allergic to manticore fur. Manticore’s produce an oil that helps protect their skin against the cold, but it can cause itching and red welts when it gets on the skin of other creatures. You can treat the fur to remove the oil.” 
 
    “And does the fur survive?” Lavinia asked suspiciously. 
 
    “Well, it does require more care,” Lena replied. “And you can’t wear it in the rain.” 
 
    “There’s a place near the Tower that sells manticore fur hats,” Maruk pondered. “I wonder if those are any safer?” 
 
    “You should test it first,” Yvaine replied. “Trust me, you don’t want to end up with an itchy scalp. It took me nearly a week to recover.” 
 
    “Oh, I think I have something that would help,” Lena added. “It would work a lot faster than one week.” 
 
    “If it doesn’t kill you first,” Lavinia snorted. 
 
    “Or turn you purple,” Aerin laughed. 
 
    “Well,” Lena hedged. 
 
    “What?” Aerin pressed. “Does it turn you purple?” 
 
    “Not purple,” Lena replied. “Sort of blue, actually.” 
 
    Dehn and Aerin burst into laughter, and Maruk goggled at Lena. 
 
    “I don’t want to be blue,” Maruk moaned. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure it wouldn’t be that obvious with your skin tone,” Lena quickly assured him. “And it only lasts for a few days.” 
 
    “Or months,” Lavinia muttered. 
 
    “Damn vines,” Dehn complained as he chopped at the brush. He turned towards me and said, “Can’t you make it disappear or something?” 
 
    “I’ll see if I can find a spell for that,” I assured him. 
 
    We rode on, past a small clearing, where several deer had gathered. They watched us ride past with curious eyes, then returned to their meal of grass and berries. 
 
    "Wouldn't the curse keep other beasts away, too, not just people?" Yvaine asked as a thrush darted out of our path.  
 
    "The book Professor Hayle gave us doesn't say," Emeline replied. "I mean, maybe. Aerin, Lena, what do you know about it?" 
 
    The healer’s anxiety returned full force. She scowled at Emeline for a moment, then turned towards Yvaine.  
 
    "I know that no one's even gone all the way to the lake and come back," Aerin answered. Her grip on the reins was so tight that her knuckles were white. 
 
    “It’s true,” Lena agreed with a nod. “Even in Morelia, we’ve heard of the curse on Lake Geru. It’s pretty well known among the elves. In fact, about a decade after the city fell, a party of elves set out to see if there were any survivors. They never came back.” 
 
    "Even elves?" Lavinia asked, shocked by Lena’s story. "I mean, it's an elven curse, right? So wouldn't you be exempt or something?" 
 
    "No one," Aerin insisted grimly. "No one comes back, and no one knows what exactly happened to them, except that, you know, they died horribly." 
 
    "Theira wouldn't send us here to die," Maruk pointed out. Then, with less confidence, he added, "Right?" 
 
    Aerin didn't answer. 
 
    “They were desperate,” Lena finally said, a note of sadness in her voice. “And I’m sure there were elves who rode with the human invaders. The elves had their own private wars back then, you know. Someone would have seen this human invasion as a way to take out their enemies.”  
 
    “War can be a terrible thing,” Maruk agreed. “So much is destroyed.” 
 
    “But Leander argued that it was necessary,” Yvaine mused. She still had a nervous quaver in her voice, but she held herself straight and strong in the saddle. 
 
    “True,” Maruk mused. “But only as a means toward eliminating evil.” 
 
    “Like we do,” Dehn chimed in. 
 
    “Exactly,” Maruk acknowledged with a nod to the halfling. 
 
    After about a mile, the road before us became little more than a deer track, and we were forced to ride in single file. I scanned the trees around us for any signs of danger, curse-related or otherwise, but even as we ventured farther, the woods still seemed perfectly normal, and I wondered if the elven goddess was keeping us safe. She'd helped us in the Shadow Delves, after all, so why not? 
 
    At last, the trees began to thin, and I glimpsed the lake ahead. It had grown overcast as we'd made our way through the forest, and the sky and the water were a matching slate gray. Cautious, I slowed my horse to a walk as we entered the clearing where the lake sat. There was something strangely static about the place, more than the humidity or the eerie quiet, and I had the singular feeling of standing in the midst of a terrible storm about to break, and I realized that I could no longer hear the birds singing or see any animals around.  
 
    Even Dehn seemed to have felt it, and for once the halfling had nothing cocky to say about our situation.  
 
    As the others dismounted, I turned toward the water. It stretched so far that the trees on the opposite shore were nothing more than dark greenish smudges in the distance, and the gray water was as still as glass. There was hardly even a ripple where it met the shore as if the whole place was frozen in time. Strange as it was, that wasn't what grabbed my attention. In the center of the lake about two hundred meters from where I stood was the island and the ancient elven castle.  
 
    It was exactly as it appeared in the book we had gotten from Hayle. Delicate, icicle spires and towers rose up from the rocks, their architecture so organic it seemed as though the palace had grown there rather than been built. The walls shone even without sunlight, and I tried to figure out what they could have been made from if not the purest glass. It was perfect, preserved over the centuries by ancient elven magic, and it seemed to be waiting for us. 
 
    All at once, I felt certain that the knife, the second of the Shodra, lay within those walls. It was the same sort of connection I had to the gemstone. I couldn't explain it, but I knew it was true.  
 
    Aerin came up on my right, and the wind whipped her red hair around her face as she stared out at the palace as well. She linked her fingers in mine and squeezed my hand.  
 
    "You still have that pendant I gave you?" the elf asked quietly. "The holy symbol of Evarun?" 
 
    I nodded and pulled it out from beneath my shirt collar to show her. "Always." 
 
    "Good," she breathed. "I think we're gonna need it." 
 
    Then Lavinia's voice broke through our hushed whispers. "There's no boat." 
 
    "What?" Aerin asked with a frown.  
 
    The ladona ranger marched along the pebbly shore and spread her hands. "There's no dock, no boat. How are we supposed to get over there?" She gestured to the palace with none of the reverence Aerin had shown. 
 
    "Well, frankly, we're not supposed to 'get over there,'" the elf replied testily as she walked down to the shore after Lavinia. "That's the whole point of the curse." 
 
    "The curse is that there isn't a dock?" Maruk asked. 
 
    "No," Lena said, "I think the curse is that there isn't a boat." 
 
    "Maybe it's a gigantic lake monster that eats anyone who tries to sail across its territory!" Dehn supplied. 
 
    "That's not the curse!" Aerin shouted. "And get away from the water!" She grabbed Lavinia by the arm and hauled her further up the shore. "You might, I don't know, trigger something." 
 
    "We do have to get across somehow," Emeline said gently. "I guess we could swim." The panthera woman looked nervously out at the water. 
 
    "Merlin could do something useful and turn into a dragon to fly us all across," Lavinia suggested. The puca hissed at her, and she hissed back mockingly. 
 
    "Let's see if the book says anything about it," I said as I pulled the old tome out of my pack. "Maybe Hayle has some notes about crossing." 
 
    I handed the book to Emeline so that she could decipher the professor's handwriting, and I looked over her shoulder as she flipped through the pages.  
 
    "Here's something," Emeline said as she scanned the page. "It looks like some sort of magical bridge." She pointed to an illustration of the lake that showed a spectral path that led across the water to the island.  
 
    "Does it say anything about how to activate it?" I asked. 
 
    "Hayle has a note about petitioners, but I'm not sure what that's--" The rest of Emeline's sentence was cut off by a mighty tearing sound as the ground shook beneath our feet.  
 
    Merlin let out a panicked chatter and climbed up onto my shoulders where he trembled against my head. 
 
    "What did you do?" Aerin looked accusingly at Lavinia, and the ranger glared back. 
 
    "I didn't do anything! Why do you assume I did something?" 
 
    "Ahem, ladies," Maruk breathed, "if I might direct your attention--"  
 
    We all turned in the direction the orc pointed out just as the ground shook again. About fifty yards away down the shore, the sand was churned up as if a giant had taken a jackhammer to it, and even the nearby trees swayed and crashed down as the earth itself buckled and rolled. Roots snapped and great swathes of land rippled like waves, and my stomach dropped when I saw why. There was something crawling out from beneath the ground. 
 
    It was difficult to make the thing out, it was so covered in mud and trailing roots and sod, but as it shifted my shocked mind managed to piece together an enormous, squat body and limbs as thick around as tree trunks.  
 
    The ground rolled every time the creature moved, and I had the sickening thought that we were somehow watching its birth, but I was transfixed. The thing dragged itself forward again, and the land quaked as it pulled itself out of the hole. It wasn't like any animal I'd seen before, nearly the size of an elephant but with the stocky look of a badger or some other burrowing thing.  
 
    Dirt trailed from its body, but I realized at that moment that it wasn't just covered in dirt, it was made of it. Seven feet tall at its massive shoulder, the creature's entire body was the earth. Tree roots jutted out from its chin like whiskers, and its beady eyes were the same pale pebbles that formed the lakeshore. Grass covered its back like fur, and its thick forelegs ended in wide paws with long claws of stone, as sharp as any knife. 
 
    Only then did the creature's name come to me. It was a golem.  
 
    The golem opened its gigantic maw and roared so loud that the trees shook. Bits of stone and dirt flew from its mouth, and we got our first view of the thing's rows of stone teeth.  
 
    "Raaaaaaaahhhhh!" Dehn roared back, and the halfling ran forward to meet the golem with his spiked mace in one hand and an axe in the other.  
 
    The golem bounded forward as well, its mouth open to snap the halfling up in one bite, but Lavinia's arrows were faster. Three lodged right between the golem's pebble eyes and sunk so deep that only the dark feather fletching was visible.  
 
    That shot would have killed any ordinary creature instantly, but the golem was no ordinary creature. It reared back with a roar, then slammed back down to face Dehn just as the halfling reached it and swung his mace at its nose. 
 
    "Dehn, stay away from its mouth!" Maruk called as he charged forward to aid the pint-sized berserker.  
 
    "It's not an animal!" Aerin spread her arms as she turned to the ranger. "It doesn't have a brain." 
 
    "How was I supposed to know that?" Lavinia shot back. 
 
    "How do we kill it?" Yvaine asked. The noblewoman already had her sword drawn, and her expression was set in a determined frown. 
 
    "We'll figure that out," I replied. "It still has mana, so I can--" Before I could finish, a jet of water surged up out of the lake next to us like an explosion had gone off just below the surface. 
 
    "Oh, shit," Lavinia muttered. 
 
    I turned just as the spray coalesced and took on the serpentine shape of a water elemental. Sleek and shining, it was almost like an eel, only it was the size of a train and born of a deadly mixture of water and magic. 
 
    "'Land and water shall rebel,'" Emeline quoted. "That's what the curse meant." 
 
    The water elemental turned at the sound of the panthera woman's voice and lunged.  
 
    I stepped in front of Emeline and threw up my hand and cast a mana shield between us and the eel, and the monster crashed against the barrier with a deafening crack and a flash of bright blue light. The mana that gave the eel life exploded on contact with the mana of my shield, and the eel's head dissolved into vapor as the rest of its body writhed and twisted like a water spout over the lake. I knew, however, that it was only injured, and it would take a lot more than that to kill it. 
 
    At least I had bought us a moment.  
 
    "Yvaine, Lena, Aerin, go help Maruk and Dehn with the golem," I ordered.  
 
    The orc did what he could to keep the golem's attention while Dehn jumped around it like a flea and hacked at its legs, but they weren't going to be able to take down the golem on their own. After the three women nodded and broke off to help, I pulled Merlin off my shoulders and set him on the ground. 
 
    "I need your help, buddy," I told the puca.  
 
    He crinkled his nose and trilled at me, then turned and bounded toward the water. He shifted just as he reached the end of the shore and took on the form of a wyvern with scales as black and shiny as an oil slick and leathery wings at least twenty feet across. He took to the air and soared in a tight circle above the lake before he dove and sliced his claws through the eel's throat right as its head had begun to reform.  
 
    "Merlin will keep it distracted," I called back, "Emeline, Lavinia, I can give you mana enhancements but not for long. We need to make every shot count." 
 
    "Always do," Lavinia replied.  
 
    "Let's take this thing down," Emeline added. 
 
    I stepped back so that I stood shoulder-to-shoulder with the women, with Emeline on my left and Lavinia on my right. I could see the mana pooled in Emeline's hands, ready to be released in a spell, and Lavinia had another arrow nocked and drawn. 
 
    I closed my eyes and inhaled, and I felt my power surge down my arms, prickling, electric, alive. As I exhaled and opened my eyes again, the blue light of my mana glowed over Lavinia's bow and at the tip of her arrow, and the orange light in Emeline's hands was rimmed with blue, and not a moment too soon. 
 
    The water elemental had recovered, and it snapped at Merlin as he flew in circles around its head. It must have sensed my magic, however, because all at once its eyes snapped onto the three of us, and no harassment from Merlin would steal its attention. 
 
    "Now!" I ordered, and the twang of Lavinia's bowstring mingled with the whistle of Emeline's fireball as both women launched their attacks simultaneously.  
 
    Arrow and fireball arched forth in twin streams of blue light and hit the eel squarely in the face. It lit up as though struck by a lightning bolt, and the creature twisted and cried out in a gurgling, watery howl of pain as dozens of tiny explosions crackled down its long body.  
 
    "Again!" I shouted, but before either Emeline or Lavinia could do anything, the writhing eel swung its body forward, right toward us. I flung my arms out to push the women back and tried to summon a shield at the same time, but the column of water that was the eel's body slammed into us like a tidal wave and threw us back across the shore. The cold was like a punch to the chest, and I choked as water flooded into my mouth and nose and I flipped head over heels, caught up in the wave. 
 
    I flailed and tried to grab hold of something, anything, but the pebbles of the shore rolled beneath my fingers and I couldn't get a grip. Then, just as quickly as it had overtaken us, the wave receded and left me crouched in the mud by the trees.  
 
    I coughed and spit up about a quart of lake water as my heart pounded against my ribs, but a second later my senses returned and I scrambled back to my feet on the slick pebbles and cast about for Lavinia and Emeline. 
 
    Aerin must have seen what had happened because the healer was already halfway across the shore by the time I stood up.  
 
    "Get Emeline!" she shouted and gestured behind me as she ran to Lavinia's side.  
 
    I turned and saw the pyromancer stretched out on the mud, her dark hair plastered to her face. My heart sank to my stomach as I raced toward her, but as soon as I reached out to touch her, she rolled onto her hands and knees and spat out a mouthful of water. 
 
    "Emeline, are you alright?" I took her by the arm and swept the hair out of her face. 
 
    She coughed again and nodded as she sat back, wet and bedraggled, but not seriously injured. She blinked and opened her mouth as if to speak, but then her green eyes went wide and she shoved me roughly aside.  
 
    I glimpsed the eel out of the corner of my eye just as it struck the ground where I'd been a moment before.  
 
    It reared back for another strike just as Emeline raised her hands and cast twin fireballs, still laced with augmented mana, that exploded within the creature's open mouth. Not a second later, a volley of arrows hit the eel in the side of its face, and the eel's head exploded into a shower of spray.  
 
    The headless eel retreated, and I could see the magic that controlled it start to coalesce and reform. Near the center of the creature, there was a sudden spike in energy, and I knew that was the spot we had to hit.  
 
    “Aim for the center,” I called out. “Not the head!” 
 
    Emeline nodded as she pulled herself to her feet. Her mana glowed, and she curled her hands around a single large fireball. I saw her eyes narrow as she focused her attention on the weapon she was creating, and a massive amount of mana flowed along her arm.  
 
    I turned to look for Lavinia, to see if she had heard my shout. She had found a large rock to stand on, and I watched her track the beast as it shimmied across the lake.  
 
    “Lavinia,” I yelled. “Aim for the center!” 
 
    “Got it,” she replied.  
 
    The beast reared up again, and both Lavinia and Emeline released their charge at the same time. Lavinia’s arrows arced towards the tower of water, the mana glow leaving a silver trail across the sky. Emeline’s fireball blazed a trail straight towards the eel, and I could see that Emeline had poured everything she had into its creation. 
 
    The arrows and fireball collided dead center of the monster. The creature reared back, and a bone-chilling cry filled the air. I saw silver mana explode inside the beast, and then bursts of other colors shot skyward as the spell began to dissolve. When the last of the spell dissolved, a column of ordinary water fell back into the lake. 
 
    Beside me, Emeline let out a breath that was half-pant, half-laugh and slumped back on the shore, and I caught her eye and grinned. But our relief was to be short-lived because a second later, a mighty roar sounded from down the shore where the others were still fighting the golem.  
 
    Emeline and I scrambled to our feet just as the golem reared and slammed its forepaws down with such force that the ground trembled even where we stood. Numerous gashes stood out on the golem's earthen hide from Yvaine's rapier and Dehn's mace and sword. The marchioness moved like a dancer as she stabbed and slashed at the beast, always one step ahead of its teeth or claws. Dehn's movements were less graceful but no less effective, and the halfling took advantage of his height to roll beneath the golem's legs and stab at its belly.  
 
    Wisps of colorful smoke tapered into the air, and burns in the golem's grassy hide showed Lena's mark. When the golem roared again, the alchemist tossed a round jar into its open maw, and the as the golem crunched down on the glass, whatever was inside the bottle exploded.  
 
    The golem gave a choked cry as its lower jaw was blasted apart into dust, and it staggered as it tried to make sense of what had just happened. Before it could, Maruk swung his larger shield against the side of its head, and the golem's face crumpled beneath the blow. 
 
    Dehn let out a whoop, but his victory was short-lived. Like the eel, the golem merely retreated for a moment, and began to reform. I watched carefully and tried to find the point that served as the control. I found it, at the back of the neck, near the base of the skull.  
 
    “The weak point is the neck,” I yelled as I staggered towards the golem. The ground shook again as the thing pulled more dirt and mud into itself. “You have to cut it at the neck!” 
 
    Maruk dodged a blow from the creature as it slammed the ground near him. He swung his shield, this time leaving a mark along the throat. The golem roared angrily and made another charge.  
 
    Lena and Yvaine had ganged up, and while Dehn continued his own assault, I saw Yvaine move forward and land several blows around the head and neck. When the creature turned to face her, Lena tossed another jar. This one made a loud pop when it hit, and a bright slash of red sizzled across its throat. Maruk took advantage and ran forward. He slammed his shield into the spot, and the golem staggered. 
 
    "Maruk!" I called out as I drew on the last reserves of my mana, "do that again!" 
 
    The orc waved to show that he'd heard me, and I raised my hand out to him. Blue light enveloped the orc's shields as he charged forward and bashed the golem against the head again. Mud and bits of rock sprayed out as the golem's head caved in, and its massive body swayed for a moment before it lost all form and crumbled into a mound of dirt and debris. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    The forest was eerily silent again. I felt my legs start to tremble from the exertion as Emeline wrapped an arm beneath my shoulder. I gave her a reassuring smile, and she gave me a quick kiss on my cheek. 
 
    “Fuck, yeah!” Dehn cheered. “Did you see that? Am I badass or what?” 
 
    “Or what,” Lavinia muttered as she and Aerin stumbled over to the trees Emeline and I were using as supports. Both women were soaked through, and Lavinia was limping slightly. Aerin’s shoulders slumped and I could see that her mana wasn’t back to full strength yet. Lavinia flicked a lock of wet hair from her face and scowled at Dehn as he and the rest of the Shadow Foxes approached. 
 
    “That was awesome!” Dehn declared with a grin. He was covered in dirt, and a tree root was stuck to the points of his armor. He also sported a broken nose, and a blood trail from nose to chin. “What’s next?” 
 
    “Rest,” Maruk suggested. “A moment to contemplate the finer points of civilization.” 
 
    “Fuck that,” Dehn replied. “I’m ready to kill some more monsters.” 
 
    “We still don’t have a way to cross the lake,” Yvaine pointed out.  
 
    “Here,” Lena said as she handed me a small glass vial. “This should help you recover more quickly.” 
 
    The liquid inside was clear, but when I pulled the stopper out, the smell of rotten fruit filled the air. I frowned and held the vial away from me. 
 
    “I’m still working on that,” Lena said quickly as the tips of her ears turned red. 
 
    “I should hope so,” Lavinia replied, “unless you’re planning on killing your patients with the smell.” 
 
    “It is a tad … odiferous,” Maruk agreed. I noticed that he had several bruises as well, and a patch of shiny skin where Aerin had already healed him.  
 
    “I need to sit down,” Aerin announced.  
 
    I looked over at her and realized that her mana was still low. I moved to her side and helped her as she slid ungracefully to the ground.  
 
    “Aerin,” I said softly. “What happened?” 
 
    “I used a lot of my magic,” she sighed. “I just need some time to recover.” 
 
    “We should have plenty of that,” Lavinia said, “unless someone’s come up with a brilliant plan to get us to the island.” 
 
    “Oh,” Emeline blurted out.  
 
    “Oh, what?” Lavinia asked. 
 
    “I think I know what we’re supposed to do,” Emeline replied as she bounced excitedly from one foot to the other. “We need to file a petition.” 
 
    “With who?” Lavinia demanded. “The creature of the lake? We just killed it.” 
 
    Emeline ignored Lavinia’s surly tone and started poking through the undergrowth.  
 
    “Find my pack,” she yelled at us. “We need the book Professor Hayle gave us.” 
 
    I gave Aerin a quick kiss on her forehead, then joined the rest of my team as they foraged through the dried leaves and deadwood that littered the forest floor. Merlin returned from wherever his flight had taken him and joined the hunt in his favorite dog form.  
 
    “I have it,” Yvaine called out. She held up Emeline’s very wet pack, and I groaned. I was certain the contents would be soaked, and the ancient book would be lost. 
 
    “Yes!” Emeline exclaimed as she bounded over to the marchioness. She grabbed the pack and rifled through it until she found the book. She pulled it out, and I was surprised to see it was dry. Really, I shouldn’t have been. I’d been in this world long enough to know that even the most mundane articles could carry protective spells. And as a scholar, Emeline’s first inclination would be to protect the books she carried. 
 
    “Okay,” Emeline said as we gathered around her. “Professor Hayle says that the elves who lived here worshipped all of the ancient Elvish gods, but they considered Theira to be their patron goddess.” 
 
    “So, any spells they cast to protect the city would probably be tied to her,” Yvaine surmised.  
 
    “Exactly,” Emeline replied. “I think she’s the one we need to petition.” 
 
    We turned as one and looked at Aerin, who had recovered enough to join our group. 
 
    “Now you believe?” she sniped. 
 
    “Aerin,” I said as I took her hand. “This is probably the only way to the island, and you’re the only one who knows how to contact Theira.” 
 
    “I don’t contact her,” Aerin protested. “I just send prayers, and sometimes she answers.” 
 
    “But you start every prayer the same way,” Emeline pointed out. Her ears twitched with excitement.  
 
    “Yes,” Aerin admitted. “We were taught the words when we were very young. It’s just… tradition.” 
 
    “It’s more than that,” Emeline insisted. “They’re words of power. The prayer is the petition.” 
 
    “Come on, Aerin,” I encouraged. I pulled her in closer to me and lifted her chin so I could look into the rich warmth of her hazel eyes.  
 
    “All right,” she sighed. “But I’ll take down anyone who makes a smart ass comment.” She shot a glare at Lavinia and Dehn, both of whom immediately tried, and failed miserably, to look innocent.  
 
    “That looks like a nice spot for a prayer,” Maruk announced. He pointed towards a small clearing where a shaft of sunlight filtered through the trees, giving the space a dusty golden glow.  
 
    “Wait,” I said before the elf had taken two steps.  
 
    “What’s up?” she asked, a quizzical look on her delicate features. 
 
    “You might need this.” I replied as I placed my hand on her shoulder. I drew on my mana, and sent it down my arm, and through my hand into Aerin. I could see her own mana brighten in response, and the elf’s lips opened into a small ‘o’.  
 
    “Is that what it feels like when I cure you?” she asked. “That felt different from when you just magnify our own powers.” 
 
    “Wow, you really do everything.” Lavinia smirked at me. 
 
    “The petition,” Maruk reminded us. 
 
    Aerin trudged into the clearing and stood silently for a moment. Then she turned towards us, and said, “It’s easier without an audience.” 
 
    “Right,” Maruk agreed. We turned our backs and shuffled our feet in the dirt. I decided to investigate the bushes where Merlin was currently rustling around, and Emeline shifted her attention to the book. Maruk joined her, commenting on the beautiful script of the ancient Elves.  
 
    Merlin had just emerged from the depths of the shrub with a handful of small purple berries when I heard the sound of chimes and felt a sudden warmth and a feeling of ease that I recognized as Theira’s presence. I trotted back to the clearing, with Merlin on my shoulder. He chittered happily in between berries, and I shared his enthusiasm. 
 
    “Shadow Foxes,” Theira greeted us. Her silver aura looked larger than it had the last time we met, and I wondered at the amount of power I could see coursing around her. Aerin was on her knees, head bowed, and the rest of my guild stood nearby, heads bowed as if in prayer. Except for Dehn, who openly gawked at Theira. 
 
    “Theira,” I exclaimed as I joined the group. “We need your help.” 
 
    “So I see,” the goddess replied as she took in the state of our troop. Lavinia looked up at her and crossed her arms. Maruk nudged her in the ribs when she opened her mouth, and she shot him a withering look. 
 
    “She’s a goddess,” Maruk whispered, though the place was so quiet that everyone heard him.  
 
    “Damn fine one,” Dehn declared, which earned him a kick in the shins from Yvaine.  
 
    Merlin chortled at the rest of us and dropped from my shoulders. He ran to Theira, and after a nod from the goddess, scampered up her dress to her shoulder. She smiled at him and gave him a scratch between the ears that had him purring in delight. 
 
    “Theira,” Merlin chirruped. 
 
    “About that help,” I began. 
 
    “First, we should tend to your wounds,” Theira replied. “And then, Gabriel, I will send you to the castle to retrieve the knife of the Shodra.” 
 
    “Why just Gabriel?” the halfling demanded.  
 
    “Only a manipulator may safely retrieve the knife,” Theira replied, even as the glade filled with her silver light. Dehn sputtered in protest, but then Theira’s energy filled us. I could see the goddess’s power as it moved through my body, a bright silver light that ran along my nerves and filled my veins. I felt warm and safe, and all the tension slipped away from me. 
 
    When the light faded, my vision slowly returned to normal. I glanced around and saw what looked like bits of silver glitter still clinging to everyone. My team moved slowly at first, as if coming out of a deep trance.  
 
    “Wow,” Aerin finally mumbled, which seemed to wake up everyone else. 
 
    “Now,” Theira said as she turned towards me and clapped her hands. “You must retrieve the knife quickly. The bridge will only exist for one hour.” 
 
    “Why only one hour?” I asked. 
 
    “Those were the terms of the spell,” Theira replied.  
 
    “But you could just make it reappear for another hour, right?” Lavinia protested. 
 
    “Not right away,” Theira explained. “The spell was designed so that if someone did make it across, they would either be trapped on the island or forced to leave quickly.” 
 
    “Do you know the location of the knife?” I asked hopefully. Theira pointed towards the tallest tower. “Of course,” I sighed. 
 
    We trudged back to the shore of the lake with Theira floating gracefully in the lead. She guided us to a flat gray rock that jutted out into the lake. We’d clambered over it and around it during our investigation of the lake, and I’d assumed it was just a natural formation. Looking more closely, I realized that it could have been carved, and Theira gave me a nod as I suddenly understood. This had been part of the original bridge. 
 
    Theira lifted an arm and whispered a few words that I didn’t understand. The air in front of her seemed to coalesce, weaving together as the goddess continued to chant. When she stopped, a bridge made of the same glass-like material as the castle arced across the lake. It reminded me of the Golden Gate Bridge back home, with a great tower at either end, and a web of cables in between. The road was wide enough to be a six-lane highway, and I could imagine how this sight must have impressed those who came upon it after trekking through the woods.  
 
    “One hour,” Theira reminded me. 
 
    I nodded and took my first tentative step onto the bridge. I glanced at the Shadow Foxes and gave them my best shit-eating grin. Merlin chittered impatiently and hopped from Theira’s shoulder. He ran onto the bridge and looked back at me. 
 
    “Merlin, come back,” I called. 
 
    “He should be okay,” Theira assured me. “As long as he stays near you.” 
 
    “What about the rest of us?” Lavinia demanded. 
 
    “No,” Theira replied. “Only the puca.” 
 
    “I’ll be back before you know it,” I told my guild. With a nod to the goddess, I strode after the puca. Merlin waited for me to catch up, his tail twitching impatiently.  
 
    “I’m blaming any trouble we run into on you,” I told the puca.  
 
    Merlin sneezed and marched along next to me. His chitters soon became the only sound I could hear. There was no breeze, no birds, not even the creaking of the cables.  
 
    The city itself was no different. It was even more beautiful up close, but deathly quiet. I realized that the glass-like material had been etched with fantastic scenes that covered most of the surfaces. Some seemed to be of the surrounding forest, others of the elves themselves. A few still had what looked like flecks of paint, and I guessed that all these images had probably been brightly colored back in the day.  
 
    I had to force myself to look away from the images and find the tower that held the knife. It was near what I guessed was the center of the castle, and the only obvious way to get there was through a pair of massive doors set into a second wall. I pushed on one of the doors, and it slowly creaked open. A cloud of dust drifted down, and both Merlin and I sneezed. I waited, but nothing else moved. 
 
    “I guess we really are alone,” I said to the puca.  
 
    “Alone,” the puca echoed sadly. He stuck his nose through the open door, then took a few more steps inside. I followed in his wake, one hand on the hilt of my knife. The place was well lit, even on the inside, and I guessed it was the same spell that made the outer walls shimmer. We made our way through a long hallway where bits and pieces of furniture still stood.  
 
    A grand, winding staircase sat at the far end of the hall, and I had hoped that this might lead to the tower, but Merlin walked on past. I whistled to him to come back, but he frowned and kept going, entering another long hallway. I tried calling to him again, but this time I heard the sound of clanging metal and the startled shriek of a puca in reply. I bolted after my wayward friend, and burst into the room. Merlin had shifted into his dog form, and he was barking madly at a suit of armor. The armor was swinging an axe at the puca and doing well enough that Merlin had lost a few inches of hair. 
 
    I pulled my knife out and brought the mana blade to life. As soon as I did, the suit of armor stopped its attack. Then it returned to the spot where it had previously stood, as if nothing had happened. I tried to see the spell that animated it, but whatever it was, it had faded. 
 
    “I guess that’s why she told you to stay close to me, kiddo,” I told Merlin. Merlin trotted over to the suit of armor, gave it one last bark, then trotted back to me. 
 
    “We need to find that tower,” I pointed out. “Are you sure this is the way?” 
 
    “The way,” Merlin repeated as he shifted back to his normal shape. 
 
    “Well, stay close this time,” I chided. The puca took the lead again, his tail in the full upright position. I noticed that he stayed closer this time, even stopping occasionally to make sure I kept pace. 
 
    Merlin’s sense of magic was as accurate as ever, and we were soon climbing what felt like the stair-stepper from hell. I was panting heavily by the time the staircase finally leveled out, and I actually dropped into a chair that sat near one of the windows. I glanced outside and realized that this had to be the tallest building I’d been inside in this world. I could still see my companions on the distant shore, but they looked tiny.  
 
    I finally glanced around the room I was in. Aside from the chair, there was only a small table, the remnants of a rug, and a pair of shelves. A few books sat on the shelves, but the paper had nearly disintegrated in most of them. I found one that was still intact, written in the Elvish text, no doubt protected by a spell. I dropped it into my sack, along with a set of finely carved jade bracelets that sat on the desk. There was nothing that looked like a knife. 
 
    “Where is it?” I asked the puca. 
 
    Merlin looked as confused as I felt. He clearly sensed that the knife was nearby, but he couldn’t find it. I looked more slowly around the room, scanning each square inch. I almost missed it again, but there, just behind one of the shelves, was the faded glow of an old spell. I placed my hand over the spot, but this spell didn’t disintegrate right away. I pictured my mana working into the magic seal and breaking it apart. I felt my mana respond, but the seal still resisted.  
 
    I stepped back and looked at it again. I was debating what to do when I felt a warmth on my chest. I pulled the chain out from my shirt and saw that the Shodra was glowing. The stone on the wall started glowing more brightly as well.  
 
    I placed my hand back on the wall while I held the Shodra in my other hand. The energy that flowed through me the moment I touched the seal felt a thousand times stronger than anything I’d felt before. The seal didn’t wink out, like I was used to, but seemed to expand until it blew apart. The room filled with a bright green light that left me momentarily blinded.  
 
    I let go of the wall, and the amulet. The light faded to reveal a small niche. Lying inside was a silver dagger, as wicked looking as it was beautiful. Elvish letters glittered in gold along the hilt, and a dragon had been etched into the blade. I used my mana knife to cut a small piece from the rug and carefully wrapped the knife in it. I dropped it into my bag, then scooped up the amulet and put it back on. 
 
    “We better get going,” I said to Merlin as I looked out the window. The bridge was still there, but the sun was noticeably lower than it had been before. 
 
    Merlin clattered down the stairs, and I ran after him. I was breathing hard when we hit the bottom step, but Merlin was moving with a real sense of urgency now, so I kept on his tail as best as I could. We moved back through the eerie castle, and I noticed that the glow seemed to be fading from the walls. 
 
    It felt like it took twice as long to leave, though I knew we were moving faster than we had been when we’d arrived. We darted through the double doors and back into the sunshine. I could see the bridge, and Merlin and I both ran towards it as fast as we could.  
 
    This time, I felt the bridge shiver when we stepped onto it. I could hear the rest of the Shadow Foxes urging us on, and I saw Aerin glance nervously at the sky. We were about to lose our hour of allotted time, and I said a quick prayer to Theira and anyone else who might be listening that we would make it across. 
 
    We were halfway there when the bridge started to shimmer. Merlin squawked and then jumped into the air. He changed into the shape of a black hawk and shot upwards, his wings beating hard to give him height. Stuck in my poor human form, there was nothing for me to do but keep moving forward. Aerin was waving frantically now, and I saw Maruk was hauling one of the trees knocked down by the golem towards the water.  
 
    My next step came down on nothing. I felt like Wile E. Coyote, stuck out in the air, defying the laws of gravity for just the teensiest second, before I started plummeting down towards the water below. A shadow passed overhead, and before I could look up, something grabbed me in one large, taloned hand. I twisted around to see what had caught me, and Merlin’s distinctive gold eyes looked back. He had changed again, this time into a shiny black dragon.  
 
    Merlin dropped me unceremoniously on the lakeside, smack in the middle of a large puddle of mud. Maruk was the first to get there, and he hefted me to my feet. 
 
    “Ah,” he wailed. “I’m afraid your cloak may be ruined.” 
 
    “At least it was just the cloak,” Lavinia said as she joined him. “At least we’re not having to fish him out of the water.” 
 
    “I can’t believe he did it,” Aerin added. “I didn’t think he could change into such a large shape.” 
 
    “Neither did I,” I replied. 
 
    The “he” in question descended then. He clearly wasn’t comfortable with trying to fly in full-sized dragon form, and his landing kicked up a spray of mud that splattered the rest of us. 
 
    “My finest chambray!” Maruk protested as he tried to wipe the mud from his shirt. 
 
    “Why would you wear that while we were on a mission?” Lavinia demanded. 
 
    “It’s a castle built by elves,” Maruk sighed. “It should be civilized.” 
 
    “It was,” I said quietly.  
 
    “Look,” Aerin called out. She was pointing towards the castle, and we all turned. The light was fading much more quickly now, and the glass was turning into a more ordinary grey stone. 
 
    “I take it you found the knife,” Yvaine said. 
 
    “I did,” I replied. “Two down, two to go.” 
 
    “Well, I think I know where we need to go next,” Emeline said. 
 
    We all turned towards the panthera woman. She twisted a lock of her dark hair nervously between her fingers and blushed at the sudden attention. 
 
    “Are there more monsters?” Dehn demanded. 
 
    “Uh, I guess so,” Emeline stuttered. 
 
    “Well, where are we going?” Lavinia asked. 
 
    “When Theira healed us, I heard her say that we should look to the sea to find the chalice,” Emeline explained. She pulled out Professor Hayle’s book and flipped through the pages. “Professor Hayle translated several old passages that mention an ancient seaport on the southern coast. The port was supposed to be protected by a powerful magic for a really long time, until a human manipulator stole the source of the spell.” 
 
    “That would match with the Shodra,” Yvaine agreed. 
 
    “But if the manipulator stole it, where did he take it?” Lavinia asked. 
 
    “We have a starting point,” I said. “Maybe we can track it from there.” 
 
    “The southern coast is quite large,” Maruk sighed. “We can’t just go from town to town.” 
 
    “There’s a map,” Emeline replied. 
 
    “Of course there is,” Lavinia sighed. 
 
    “It won’t match up perfectly with what’s there today, but I think I there’s enough that we can find the old seaport,” Emeline said. She chewed on her lip thoughtfully for a moment. “Yes, I can definitely lead us to the original site.” 
 
    “We still have some daylight,” I mused as I glanced towards the sky. “And we have the horses. I think we should head for the coast.” 
 
    “Now?” Maruk looked offended. “But we’re covered in mud. Surely a bath is in order before we plan any further adventures.” 
 
    “It’s just mud,” Dehn stomped. “I need to see some blood. Let’s go find this whatever it is.” 
 
    “Chalice,” Emeline and Lavinia both said. 
 
    “I wouldn’t mind a bath myself,” Yvaine protested. 
 
    “Imagine that--” Aerin said.  
 
    “Guys,” I interrupted before things devolved into a fistfight. 
 
    “We should find the chalice,” Lena said into the ensuing silence. “Theira didn’t speak to me, as she did to Emeline, but I felt that there was a great urgency in this mission. She wants us to complete it quickly.” 
 
    “We do have the horses,” I repeated. “And I think Lena’s right. We need to finish this quest quickly. So, the southern coast. Emeline, how long will it take us to get there?” 
 
    “Well,” Emeline replied as she looked over the map. “We could be there by nightfall. Maybe take a room for the night and then start the search for the chalice first thing in the morning.” 
 
    “And Maruk can soak his tired old bones,” Lavinia teased.  
 
    “You know,” Maruk said thoughtfully. “Many of those places along the coast do offer a relaxing soak in seawater and kelp.” 
 
    “They are divine,” Yvaine added. “They do wonders for the skin, especially if you’re prone to acne and such. The ones with lavender oil added to the water are excellent for relieving tension.” 
 
    “Oh, I could use some tension relief,” the orc declared. 
 
    “So are we going?” Dehn demanded. 
 
    “Yes!” we all yelled back. 
 
    “All right!” the halfling cried cheerfully. He stomped off towards the forest, yelling happy obscenities at everything he passed. 
 
    “Should we tell him he’s going the wrong way?” Aerin asked. 
 
    “I’ll do it,” Lavinia volunteered as she took off after Dehn. 
 
    The rest of us turned towards the path we’d followed to the lake and set off. Lavinia and Dehn caught up with us as we were mounting our horses. Merlin followed in their footsteps, back to his normal puca form. He hopped onto Aerin and then snuggled into the hood of her cloak. 
 
    “Poor baby must be very tired,” Aerin cooed. Merlin chirped his agreement, and Aerin passed him a handful of dried fruit. “Just don’t leave any crumbs in there.” 
 
     We returned to the main road, with Emeline and Lavinia in the lead. Lavinia knew these roads well, and she soon had us on the main coastal road. The panthera and the ladona spent much of the trip with their heads together, examining the small map in Professor Hayle’s book, as well as a larger one that Emeline had pulled from her pack.  
 
    Dehn rode immediately behind them, humming a song and swinging his blade. His patient pony ignored his demands for more speed and stuck to its spot behind the leaders. Aerin and I were next in line, and I had taken her hand in mine as soon as we cleared the forest. She had smiled at me and pulled her horse close enough that our thighs rubbed together.  
 
    I glanced back and saw that Lena was riding with Yvaine and Maruk. The alchemist held the reins with one hand while she read through one of the journals she kept that detailed her various experiments. Yvaine and Maruk were lost in a conversation about the relative merits of various oils for removing dark spots from the skin.  
 
    Emeline’s guess proved accurate, and as the stars climbed into the sky, I could smell the first bit of salt in the air. We hadn’t stopped since we’d left the lake, and even though I’d munched on an apple and a slice of bread, I was starving. Yvaine and Maruk’s discussion about the various ways to prepare Ibarian clams properly wasn’t helping either. 
 
    “We’re near the original seaport,” Emeline called back. “There should be a town just ahead where we can stop.” 
 
    “Good,” Dehn replied. “I need something to drink.” 
 
    The town was closer to a city in size, though not as large as Ovrista. The wall was thick, and well-maintained, and at this time of night, the main gate was already closed. Lavinia pulled on a rope near the gate, and a head popped over the top of the wall. 
 
    “What? Who’s there?” the guard demanded. 
 
    “Travelers,” I replied. “We’re looking for a place to sleep for the night.” 
 
    “The gate is closed,” the guard responded. 
 
    “Yes, but you can let us in,” I pointed out.  
 
    “I can, but I won’t,” he replied. “I don’t know who you are.” 
 
    “We’re the Shadow Foxes,” I replied. “We’re a guild from Ovrista.” 
 
    “Shadow Foxes, eh? Wait there.” The guard’s head disappeared from the wall. We glanced at each other, wondering what to do. 
 
    “We should just kick the door down,” Dehn insisted. 
 
    “It’s a very thick, very heavy gate,” Maruk sighed. “And he did tell us to wait. Perhaps he’s going to open the gate.” 
 
    “Right,” Lavinia said with an eye roll. 
 
    “You there,” another voice now called from the wall. “You say you’re a guild from Ovrista.” 
 
    “The Shadow Foxes,” I replied. “We’re collecting a bounty.” 
 
    I could hear a whispered discussion on the wall. A third voice joined in, and then a fourth.  
 
    “Here, we’ve heard of you,” the original voice called down. “How do we know you’re the real Shadow Foxes?” 
 
    “Umm,” I said as I glanced at my team.  
 
    “I am the Marchioness of Constello,” Yvaine declared. “And this is my Guild. If you have any doubts, you may ask the Viscount Ferguson to come to the gate and confirm my identity.” 
 
    Another bit of whispering at the top of the gate followed, and then two pairs of footsteps retreated. 
 
    “It’s a good thing we aren’t being chased by some evil demon or such,” Maruk pointed out. “We’d be torn to shreds while they decided what to do.” 
 
    “You know this place?” I asked Yvaine. 
 
    “Somewhat,” she said with a shrug. “I know Fergie quite well. He’s not very fond of the sea, despite the fact that his family has lived here for something like four generations, so he’s always looking for an excuse to visit properties away from the water.” 
 
    “Why does he stay here if he doesn’t like the sea?” Aerin asked. 
 
    “It’s one of those inheritance issues,” Yvaine sighed. “He’s required to live on the family estate a certain number of weeks each year or he’ll lose the title, and all that comes with it.” 
 
    “Do you have to do that?” Lena prodded. 
 
    “Oh, heavens no,” Yvaine replied. “My ancestors made no such silly requirements.” 
 
    We waited for several more minutes, twiddling our thumbs, and just generally staring blankly at the gate. 
 
    “Hello down there,” a new voice called out. 
 
    “Fergie!” Yvaine called out cheerfully. “Do be a dear and let us in.” 
 
    “Yvaine, is that you?” A mustachioed face appeared over the lip of the wall. “My goodness, what are you doing in this part of the world?” 
 
    “It’s a rather long story, which I would be glad to share with you,” Yvaine replied. 
 
    “Of course,” Fergie said. More whispered conversation from the top of the wall, and then Fergie’s rather nasal voice ordered the gate to be opened. We rode inside at last, and Fergie, grandly dressed in what could only be described as white tie and tails, except that it was in a rather loud purple color, swept forward and held out a hand for Yvaine. She slid gracefully from her saddle and exchanged air kisses with Fergie. 
 
    “My dear, you must stay with me,” he insisted. 
 
    “If it wouldn’t put you out,” she replied. 
 
    “No, no, of course not,” he assured her. He looked at the rest of us then, and a small flicker of concern passed over his features. “I’m not sure I have room for everybody, though. Mother is here with her entourage.” 
 
    “I don’t need a room,” Dehn said as he leapt from his pony. He tossed the reins to Yvaine and stalked away.  
 
    “I’ll go with him,” Lavinia sighed. “We’ll find a place in the city.” 
 
    “Leave the horses with me,” Yvaine said before Lavinia could pull away. “I’m sure Fergie will be able to see that they’re properly cared for.” 
 
    “We’ll meet you in the morning, after breakfast,” Lavinia replied. “Outside Fergie’s gates?” 
 
    “Of course,” Yvaine agreed. We all dismounted then, and Lavinia followed after Dehn. I glanced at Aerin, who shrugged in response. 
 
    “We’ll go with Lavinia,” I said. “The rest of you can go with Fergie, er, Ferguson.” 
 
    “Well,” Fergie declared, “I guess that’s a more reasonable size.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Maruk replied. “Tell me, would you happen to have any clams just now?” 
 
    Aerin giggled and pressed herself against me. We trotted after Lavinia, who glanced back to see who was following her. She stopped and waited for us to catch up.  
 
    “The others?” she asked. 
 
    “Heading to Fergie’s,” I replied. 
 
    “No doubt for a lovely soak in lavender scented salt water,” she said. 
 
    “Don’t forget the kelp,” Aerin laughed. 
 
    Lavinia crinkled her nose and then resumed the hunt. We found Dehn easily enough when we observed a human and an elf stumbling out of a bar with bloody head wounds and cursing all halflings. 
 
    “Fucking tallest in his family,” the human muttered as he went past us. 
 
    “He’s in here,” Lavinia declared. We stepped into the bar and found Dehn standing on a table in the center of the room. He already had a stein in one hand, and he was challenging anyone who doubted his story to a fight. The other patrons were studiously ignoring him, but I saw the barkeep signal to the boy manning the taps. The boy nodded and darted outside. 
 
    “We should get him out of here,” I said. “I think the kid’s going for the local constabulary.” 
 
    “Dehn!” Lavinia called out. “Get your horse’s ass down here. You don’t expect us to drink in a place like this, do you?” 
 
    “Ha!” the halfling replied. He jumped to the floor without losing a drop of his beer. He strolled over to us, gave a salute with the stein, and then downed the contents in one long slug. When he finished, he wiped the foam from his mouth with the back of his hand, and slammed the stein back on the counter. 
 
    “Maybe somewhere closer to the water,” Lavinia suggested. 
 
    “Let’s do it,” the halfling declared. We followed him outside, and Lavinia pointed him towards the docks.  
 
    “Less likely to call the local constabulary, as you put it,” she said in answer to my raised eyebrow. 
 
    “Maybe we should just get him into a room for the night and make him go to sleep,” Aerin suggested. 
 
    “Ha!” the halfling called out again. 
 
    “And how do you intend to do that?” Lavinia asked.  
 
    “Good point,” Aerin sighed. We walked past several more bars, each a bit seedier than the last, until we found ourselves at the very edge of the land, with the sound of our boots on the heavy boards of the dock blending with the water lapping just below. Lavinia led the way to the one place that still had a light on and practically threw Dehn across the threshold. 
 
    The place was as scummy as a pond full of algae, and Dehn laughed in exhilaration. Our appearance barely drew a glance from anyone, and we claimed a table against the far wall. A very plump panthera woman sauntered over and dropped four large pints on the table. 
 
    “I guess we’re having beer,” Aerin murmured. 
 
    “Anything to eat?” the waitress asked. 
 
    “What do you have?” I wondered aloud. 
 
    “Shepherd’s pie,” the waitress responded. I looked around the table and was met with a few dubious stares. 
 
    “Sure,” I said. “We’ll each have one.” 
 
    The waitress left, and I took a sip of the beer. The room was the typical seaside bar favored by sailors. There were more than a few holes in the wall where someone’s fist or head had met the wood, and some dark stains that I figured were probably blood. There was a lot of chatter, most of it subdued, though a table near the door seemed to be holding a raucous celebration. It was a good-sized crowd, and not just because of the number of creatures gathered around the table. Most of the group appeared to be very large orcs. 
 
    “Hey,” Aerin said quietly. “Isn’t that Sulla?” 
 
    “Where?” Lavinia asked, perking up. Aerin pointed to the orcs and we all turned to stare. 
 
    One of the orcs noticed and called out, “What? Never seen so many lovelies gathered in one place?” 
 
    The orc table burst into laughter. Aerin and I both grabbed our beers and became instantly fascinated by the foam, but Dehn was on his feet. Lavinia grabbed his arm and tried to pull him back into his seat. 
 
    “What lovelies?” Dehn demanded. “All I see is a bunch of big, ugly orcs.” 
 
    “I think the little one wants to fight,” one of the orcs noted. Another roar of laughter went up from the table, and Dehn turned bright red. Lavinia still had a tight hold on his arm, but Dehn was squirming around like a young child at an amusement park, and I wasn’t sure how much longer she could hold on to him. 
 
    “I’m the tallest in my family,” Dehn asserted. 
 
    One of the orcs stood up then, and I groaned. Aerin’s hand moved towards her mace, and Lavinia was cursing up a storm.  
 
    “Shadow Foxes?” the orc called out. 
 
    “Urim?” Lavinia stuttered as Dehn finally broke from her grasp. Merlin, who’d sat quietly through the entire encounter, chose that moment to leap on the table, and then onto Dehn’s back. Dehn howled as the puca’s nails dug into his neck. I was impressed that the puca hadn’t impaled himself on Dehn’s spikes. 
 
    The orcs laughed again, but two approached our table. I recognized Sulla and Urim, Maruk’s pirate cousins. Sulla grabbed Merlin in one hand and Dehn in the other. He dropped Dehn into his chair, and Merlin onto Aerin’s lap. 
 
    “I can’t believe you’re here,” Urim grinned.  
 
    “Why are you here?” Lavinia asked. She gave Dehn a quick slap to the head when he moved to stand up again. 
 
    “We’re getting ready to head back out to sea,” Sulla replied. “We did a bit of adventuring, but it’s time to get back to the family business.” 
 
    Urim dragged two orc-sized chairs over to our table, and Maruk’s cousins sat down. The door opened again, and a familiar panthera stepped inside. 
 
    “Etienne!” Sulla called out. “Look who we found.” 
 
    Etienne, Emeline’s brother and one-time instructor at the Mage Academy, hesitated for a moment, and then recognition spread across his face. He charged our table, expertly avoiding the waitress who was depositing our pies on the table. 
 
    “Gabriel,” he said excitedly. He glanced around the table, and I saw a look of concern pass over his leonine features. 
 
    “She’s with the rest of the Foxes,” I replied. “Probably enjoying a very fine meal and a long soak.” 
 
    “Too bad,” Urim sighed. “They’re missing out on some pretty good grub.” 
 
    I had to admit, the pies did smell delicious. Steam was still wafting up from the mashed potatoes, and it carried a scent that reminded me of garlic and onion. I took a bite and was impressed. The meat was juicy, but not greasy, and the cook had used just enough spice to complement the ingredients and not overwhelm them. I nodded to the rest of the Shadow Foxes, who dug into their own pies with enthusiasm. 
 
    “The name’s a bit misleading, though,” Sulla sighed. 
 
    “Yeah,” Urim agreed. “We thought maybe it was made with actual shepherds.” 
 
    I stopped chewing and glanced at the two orcs. Aerin gave a little cough and took a sip of her beer. Lavinia glanced suspiciously at her pie. 
 
    “Turns out, it’s just beef,” Urim sighed. “But still delicious.” 
 
    “You confirmed that with the kitchen?” I asked as I lowered my fork. 
 
    “We asked where the shepherds came from,” Sulla explained. “I mean, the meat was so good we figured we could go grab a couple for ourselves. The waitress got all offended and threatened to kick us out. The owner came out and told us it was beef.” 
 
    “But we know where the beef came from,” Urim said with a grin. “We were thinking of getting some for ourselves before we leave.” 
 
    “It’s beef,” Etienne assured us when we still hadn’t resumed eating. 
 
    Lavinia, Aerin, and I all picked up our forks and started in on our pies again. I noticed Dehn hadn’t stopped, even when the orcs had raised the specter of actual shepherds being used in the pie. He scooped up the last towering bite and gulped it down. That was followed by a very loud belch, which had Sulla and Urim laughing. 
 
    “So what kind of adventures have you had?” Dehn demanded. 
 
    Sulla and Urim were more than happy to entertain us with stories of their travels, with occasional explanations and asides from Etienne. I hadn’t been sure how well the mage would adapt to a life on the lam, but it looked like he was fitting in with the orc pirates. Sulla and Urim were treating him like a member of the family, and if the stories were accurate, the rest of the orcs were happy to have him as well. 
 
    “Now it’s your turn,” Urim said as he wrapped up a complicated tale involving a dwarf circus, a ladona swordsman, and a swarm of crop-eating slugs.  
 
     “We have a bounty,” Aerin offered. 
 
    “For?” Sulla pressed. 
 
    “Some magical items the Academy wants back,” Lavinia replied. 
 
    “Out here?” Etienne asked in surprise. 
 
    “It was Emeline who put us on to it,” I said. “There used to be an old seaport in the area that was protected by a chalice that carried a powerful spell. The seaport fell when a manipulator stole the chalice. We figured we would start with the place where it was last seen.” 
 
    “A chalice, huh?” Urim mused. “Sounds like the stories about the Vergis caves.” 
 
    “The Vergis caves?” Lavinia asked, a note of skepticism in her voice.  
 
    “Anyone who sails in this area knows the stories,” Sulla explained. “The Vergis caves is a bunch of caves that are all connected together. It’s a great place for hiding things you don’t want the authorities to know about.”  
 
    “But most people stay away,” Urim added. “Too many bad things started happening there a while back.” 
 
    “Our own operation lost a ship there,” Sulla said sadly. “A really good crew, led by Corbis the Kraken Killer. Corbis decided he was going to kill whatever was in the caves, so we could start using them again.” 
 
    “Never saw any of them again,” Urim sighed. 
 
    “So what makes you think the chalice is there?” I asked. 
 
    “The story is that there’s a magical cup there,” Sulla replied. “The creatures that live there use it to destroy anyone who ventures inside.” 
 
    “That could be it,” Aerin remarked. She chewed thoughtfully on her lip and shot me a quizzical look. 
 
    “It’s the best lead we’ve had,” I shrugged. 
 
    “And Theira did send us here,” Aerin said with a smile. 
 
    “Time to kick some monster butt!” Dehn declared. 
 
    “In the morning,” Lavinia added. “When we reconnect with the others. Besides, we still have to find the caves.” 
 
    “We can give you a map,” Sulla announced. “But don’t say we didn’t warn you.” 
 
    “We’ve survived a lot of places that other people haven’t,” I pointed out. 
 
    “Perhaps Emeline could spend the day with me,” Etienne suggested, and I could see the worry in his eyes. “We haven’t seen each other since… well, since I had to leave Ovrista.” 
 
    “We’ll take care of her,” Lavinia assured him. “The two of you will be sharing tales about this bounty before you know it.” 
 
    We spent some time formulating a plan with the pirates, and probably would have stayed all night if the owner hadn’t announced last call. We agreed to meet the orcs and the panthera for breakfast, then head to Ferguson’s to catch up with the rest of our group. Sulla recommended an inn two doors down, but Etienne rolled his eyes, and directed us to a place back towards the main gate that always kept rooms available for guilds. The place by the main gate turned out to be small and comfortable and had three rooms left for guild members. Dehn and Lavinia quickly claimed rooms of their own, and I shared a knowing smile with Aerin. 
 
    We didn’t talk this time, just pulled and tugged each other’s clothes off in a frenzy. Aerin giggled as I pulled her onto the bed, and I loomed over her, drinking in the smooth skin, the fiery hair, and the firmness of her breasts. I leaned down and ran my tongue lazily from one ear down to a perky breast.  
 
    “Gabriel,” she moaned. 
 
    I looked up and grinned at her, then drew a long kiss from her mouth. She grabbed the back of my head and pulled me in tighter, as her tongue slipped inside my mouth and began its own explorations.  
 
    I snuck a finger inside her pussy and discovered she was already moist. She wiggled and looked at me with frantic eyes as I stroked her. Then she grabbed my penis and gently pulled me closer.  
 
    I slipped inside her tight tunnel, and my own rhythm matched hers. Every time I slid deep into the beautiful elf, she arched her back, rose up to meet me, and made small mewling noises. After a good fifteen minutes, I could feel the tension that thrummed through her begin to build, and I buried myself in the sensation.  
 
    “Gabriel!” she gasped as her body gyrated on top of me and her walls clamped tightly around my shaft.  
 
    Her eyes opened wide as her climax took control of her body, and my cock couldn’t handle her milking me anymore. I came, and we both cried out when I poured a river of my seed up into her womb. Then we stayed joined like that for several minutes while I was still deep and hard inside of her, and finally our breathing returned to a more normal tempo. 
 
    “I love that,” she murmured softly into my ear. 
 
    “And I love you,” I replied. She smiled lazily at me, one hand moving slowly down my back, then grasping my buttocks. I think we would have gone again, but there was the sound of a crash, and then Merlin rolled out from behind the chest of drawers with a small furry thing in his teeth. He looked at us guiltily for a moment, then sucked the still struggling creature into his mouth. There was an audible crunch, and then a gulping sound as the puca finished his snack. He gave us a grin and then disappeared back behind the chest. 
 
    “We do have to get up early,” I sighed as I rolled off the elf. 
 
    “Mmm,” Aerin agreed. “Hopefully our breakfast will be better than that.” 
 
    “With Sulla and Urim, who knows,” I laughed. 
 
    “Well, Etienne is with them,” she pointed out. “I’m sure he’ll at least insist on something cooked.” 
 
    Aerin rolled onto her side, and I spooned behind her. I fell asleep quickly after that, my right arm draped across the elf’s lithe form. She snuggled back against me, and we stayed that way for the rest of the night.  
 
    We probably would have missed breakfast if Merlin hadn’t jumped onto the bed between us and chirped like a demented magpie. Aerin tried swatting at him, but he ducked out of range, and kept up his annoying song. 
 
    “Must be breakfast time,” I sighed. We collected our clothes, and after a shared bath in the tub at the end of the hall, we rejoined Lavinia and Dehn. Our fellow Shadow Foxes were sitting in the inn’s small dining room, sipping on cups of tea, and comparing notes on the best way to defend against an assailant with multiple blades. The rest of the guests were gathered as far away as possible, and they studiously ignored the halfling and ladona woman. 
 
    “Did you sleep well?” Lavinia asked with just a trace of a smirk. 
 
    “Yes, thanks,” Aerin replied nonchalantly, though I could see a slight tinge of red at the tips of her ears. 
 
    “I thought you two were going to sleep the whole day,” Dehn declared. “At least Lavinia was up early, even if it was just to throw up.” 
 
    It was Lavinia’s turn to look embarrassed. She punched Dehn in his arm and hissed at him. 
 
    “You were sick?” Aerin asked as she raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “It’s nothing,” Lavinia snapped. “Probably just something in the pie last night.” 
 
    “Yeah, shepherds,” Dehn laughed. “Come on, let’s go get that map.” 
 
    Aerin and I stared at the ladona, but she simply scowled and stirred her tea. 
 
    “Yes, let’s,” I finally agreed when it became clear that Lavinia wasn’t going to say anything else. “I don’t think I can stand to watch Merlin eat another mouse.” 
 
    Merlin snorted at me, but he hopped up onto my shoulder quickly enough rather than have to find his way through the crowds in cat form. And the city had indeed become crowded. Carts moved through the streets, laden with food and goods. People walked quickly along the sidewalks, barely acknowledging the other folks who went by just as fast. It was still early morning, and yet the city was already at full speed. 
 
    We found Urim, Sulla, and Etienne at the agreed upon spot. It was a small restaurant about halfway to the docks. According to the orcs, the place served famously large breakfasts, big enough to satisfy even an orc. The three had already eaten here twice before, and all had agreed that the food was really good. More importantly, in Aerin’s mind, was that it was also cheap.  
 
    We ordered our breakfasts, and the plates were brought to our table on a rolling cart. The waiter’s assistant, an orc with a broken tusk and a missing eye, lifted each plate and dropped it onto the table. The heavy oak groaned under the weight, but it held. We dove into our meal, and what we didn’t finish on our own plates, the orcs polished off. 
 
    Feeling fat and happy, we sat around the table sipping tea and eyeing the other customers. I’d never seen a place filled with so many species. I recognized elves, orcs, ladonae, dwarves, and a couple I wasn’t sure about. They all happily bantered and bartered with each other, while consuming massive amounts of eggs and toast and bowls of fruit.  
 
    “Here,” Sulla finally said. He pulled a piece of paper that had been folded over several times from somewhere inside his shirt and handed it to me. “That shows you where the caves are.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I replied as I unfolded the document. Lavinia leaned over and scanned the map. She made a small hiccuping noise, then quickly placed a hand over her mouth. I saw her swallow a couple of times, and then she took a deep breath. When her skin took on a less green tinge, I said, “Maybe you have the flu or something.” 
 
    “I think I know where this is,” Lavinia said as she studiously ignored my comment. She pointed to a spot marked on the coastline and added, “But we should compare it to Emeline’s map to be sure.” 
 
    “Speaking of which,” I said as I pushed myself up. “We should probably get going.” 
 
    “Come with us,” Aerin blurted out as she grabbed Etienne’s hand. “At least to the estate. Then you can see Emeline again before you leave.” 
 
    “It’ll be good to see Maruk,” Sulla mused. Etienne looked relieved, and he nodded to Aerin. 
 
    Our strange troop left the restaurant and turned towards the more expensive part of town. Here, there were actual estates, tucked behind walls and wrought-iron gates. Manicured lawns could be seen, and even a fountain or two. Sulla and Urim were debating which homes would be better targets for a raid, while Lavinia and Dehn practiced some of the moves they’d seen Yvaine use with her sword. Aerin and I walked hand in hand, while Merlin hopped back and forth between our shoulders. Lavinia brought our procession to a halt outside an iron gate painted gold and topped with an extravagant, looping ‘F’. 
 
    “According to the desk clerk, this is the place,” Lavinia announced. 
 
    I stared at the gate, then glanced around. The roads here weren’t as busy, but there were still people out and about. We were drawing odd looks from the natives, and I had a feeling that someone would be notifying the authorities about our presence soon.  
 
    “Anybody see a bell or anything?” I asked. 
 
    “We could toss the halfling over,” Sulla offered. “Have him open the gate.” 
 
    “I will not be tossed,” Dehn insisted. He sniffed and added, “I can climb over.”   
 
    “I’d rather not start the morning off by breaking into the home of one of Yvaine’s friends,” I replied. 
 
    The gate started to swing open, and we all took a step back. Aerin and Dehn both placed a hand on their weapons, and the orcs punched each other in the arm in anticipation. Lavinia had three arrows nocked, ready to launch on my word.  
 
    “Is this how you greet friends?” Yvaine called out. She was astride her horse and riding towards the gate. Maruk, Lena, and Emeline walked along behind her, all leading their horses as well as ours. 
 
    “Etienne!” Emeline exclaimed. The panthera woman dropped the reins and ran towards her brother. He smiled broadly and swept her up against his chest when she plowed into him. 
 
    “Oh, by the gods,” Maruk moaned when he saw his cousins. The orcs grinned at their wayward kin and charged forward. They slapped Maruk on the back several times, and Maruk nearly lost his footing. His cousins roared in laughter and slapped him even harder on the shoulders. 
 
    “Watch the cloak,” Maruk protested. “It’s the finest vicuna hair.” 
 
    “We saw you loitering outside from the house,” Yvaine said when she saw my puzzled expression.  
 
    “Emeline,” I heard Etienne whisper, “you could spend the day with me rather than riding with your friends. We don’t leave port until this evening.” 
 
    “I can’t leave them,” Emeline replied as she stepped out of the hug. “They’re my guild, and they’re my friends.” 
 
    Etienne sighed, but he nodded. Brother and sister hugged again as the rest of us looked on. 
 
    “Sulla and Urim gave us a map,” I announced.  
 
    “To where?” Maruk asked as he tried to straighten his clothing. 
 
    “The Vergis caves,” Sulla replied. He ruffled Maruk’s hair and winked at Urim. 
 
    “The Vergis caves,” Maruk said with a sigh as he tried to flatten his hair into place. “I’ve heard stories about that place. No one comes back from there. Not even Corbis the Kraken Killer.” 
 
    “But they say that there’s a magic cup there,” I pointed out. 
 
    “They say a lot of things about what’s there,” Maruk replied. “Giant sea monsters, mermaids, a whirlpool to the other side of the world. And don’t forget the lost treasures of various pirates, a lifetime’s supply of pixie dust, and an entire elven army, doomed to roam the caves forever.” 
 
    “Sounds great!” Dehn exclaimed.   
 
    “Theira sent us here,” Aerin began. 
 
    “Yes, we know,” Lavinia interrupted. “But we’re losing daylight, and we’re already getting a later start than usual. If we’re going to the caves, we need to leave right now.” 
 
    “Riders up,” I called. It drew a few curious glances from my guild, but after a few hugs and playful punches and promises to stay in touch, we mounted our horses and began the journey back to the main gate. Leaving was much easier, though I was happy to see that the same guards who had given us such a hard time the night before were still harassing those trying to come in. I half expected one of the old Monty Python guys to jump out of the shadows and yell, “No one expects the Spanish inquisition!” 
 
     “You look happy,” Yvaine remarked as she pulled her horse alongside mine. 
 
    “Do I?” I asked. “Those guards just reminded me of something funny from my old home.” 
 
    Yvaine raised an eyebrow, but I simply smiled. It felt good to be outside the city walls on such a beautiful day. The sky was clear, the air crisp but pleasant, and the birds sang happily in the trees. Merlin had changed into a blackbird and flew from branch to branch. The smaller birds usually flew away when he got too close, but I saw a bluejay chase him away from the nest. I called him back when he started to change into a hawk and offered him a leftover muffin from breakfast. He landed on the pommel and shifted back into his puca form. He snatched the muffin and took large gulping bites. 
 
    “Manners, little one,” Yvaine chided. 
 
    Merlin’s nose twitched, and he eyed Yvaine. She held her ground and Merlin took several small nibbles. When Yvaine nodded and turned away, he tossed the rest of the muffin in his mouth, and swallowed without chewing. 
 
    “One of these days, you’re going to choke,” I sighed. Merlin chirped and climbed up to my shoulder, where he dozed off in the sunlight.   
 
    We rode on for two more hours, following the curve of the coastline. Emeline had all the maps now, and she was leading us onward, though Lavinia was there as well, checking the landmarks on the map. We reached a fork in the road, and Lavinia pulled up.  
 
    “We can take a shortcut here,” she said. “The caves should be just ahead, past these fields.” 
 
    “Let’s find a secure place to leave the horses,” I decided, “And go in on foot.” 
 
    We rode across a field of wildflowers, and into a small wooded area. I could hear a small stream just ahead, and Lavinia guided us to it. We found a small clearing next to the stream, filled with clover. The horses neighed happily as we dismounted. 
 
    “See anything?” I asked. I didn’t see any signs of magic in the area, and the mana I saw all belonged to small animals. 
 
    “Looks safe,” Lavinia replied.  
 
    “The stream is okay,” Aerin called out. “I don’t see any nymphs.” 
 
    “Let’s leave the horses here then,” I said. We tied the horses to a nearby hedge where they could easily reach the water and the grass. Yvaine even gave each one a small sugar cube before we left. 
 
    We walked for another half an hour before I could hear the roar of the ocean surf. We crested a small hill and found ourselves standing at the top of a cliff. Nearly forty feet below, the sea crashed against the rocks, sending up a spume of white foam. Jagged columns of granite glittered in the sun, looking for all the world like the teeth of an ocean going giant. 
 
    Lavinia walked up to the edge and peered over. I saw her eyes narrow as she scanned the area along the edge of the sea. 
 
    “I think I see the caves,” she said. “There are several along here, but if they all join up, I don’t suppose it matters which one we use.” 
 
    “How do we get there?” Maruk asked. He’d walked closer to the edge, but shifted uncomfortably as he looked at the drop. 
 
    “There should be steps carved into the stone,” Yvaine replied. We all looked at her, and she said with a shrug, “It makes sense. How else would smugglers get in and out of the caves?” 
 
    We started walking along the edge of the cliff, looking for steps. Aerin found a set after hacking her way through some heavy brush. The steps were old and worn down, almost too narrow to use safely, but since no one else had found any, we decided this would be our way down.  
 
    Slowly, we began our descent. As we got lower, the wind began to tug at us, and the steps became slippery with salt water. Aerin and Dehn made it down first, followed by Lavinia. Lena came next, with Yvaine close on her heels. Emeline nearly tripped as she neared the bottom, and she arrived at the final step in an ungraceful heap. Both Aerin and Dehn grabbed her before she could tumble off the shelf and into the water below.   
 
    That left me and Maruk, the two largest members of our guild. I was having a hard time keeping my footing on the slippery rock. The toes of my boots stuck out over the edge of the step, and it was hard to feel like I had any real balance. Maruk grunted several times, and when I glanced back, I realized that he was practically on tiptoe. It was the only way he could keep any portion of his feet on the steps. 
 
    “Too bad I didn’t take ballet lessons,” I remarked. 
 
    “I hate the sea,” Maruk replied. 
 
    Despite the best efforts of a sudden gust of wind, the two of us made it to the end of the stairs. I took a deep breath, then checked how the rest of the guild was doing. Everyone was armed and ready, and I gave the signal to move ahead. Emeline created a mage light as we stepped into the darkness of the cave, and Lena pulled out several small vials that she shook before handing out to each of us. The vials gave off an eerie green glow, but it was bright enough that I could see into the depths of the cave. It was shockingly still and quiet in here, given what we’d gone through just to get this far.  
 
    There was only one direction we could go, and Dehn set off at a quick pace, the rest of us falling in line behind him. The cave system was surprisingly wide, even as it wound its way deeper into the hillside. No one spoke as we chugged after Dehn. I kept scanning the darkness beyond Emeline’s light, wondering what creatures might be there in the darkness. 
 
    It wasn’t long before we found out. Dehn followed the cave around a swooping curve and let out a bloodcurdling yell. We ran after him and nearly knocked him over when we came around the corner.  
 
    “It’s about time,” he yelled out. 
 
    “Ewww,” Aerin complained. 
 
    Just ahead of us, and blocking the trail through the tunnel, were several large lizards. Well, sort-of lizards. They looked a lot like the claymation stegosaurs used in old movies, before CGI took over. They had apparently been napping when Dehn had stumbled across them, as they were slowly rumbling to their feet. One of them swung its head to the side and eyed us with a giant yellow eye. It let out a roar that echoed off the walls of the tunnel and through my bones. It turned back to face us and belched out a stream of liquid.  
 
    “Watch out!” Lavinia called as she shoved Emeline and Yvaine out of the way. Maruk ran forward and threw his shields up. I heard a hissing noise as the liquid made contact, and smoke curled up from the shields. 
 
    “Are you hurt?” I asked Maruk. 
 
    “Still in one piece,” Maruk assured me as he looked at this shield.  
 
    There was very little room to maneuver in here, and only two directions we could move; back the way we had come, or forward through the lizards.  
 
    So of course, Dehn charged forward, swinging his blades wildly.  
 
    I saw Emeline summon her mana, and the room lit up as bright as daylight. Several of the lizards reared back and bellowed in protest. 
 
    “Keep hitting them with the light,” I told Emeline. “See if you can blind them. Lena, you too.” 
 
    “On it!” Lena yelled back. “I just need to mix a couple of things together…” 
 
    Meanwhile, another fireball lit up the tunnel as Emeline tossed another fireball at the stegosaurs. Lavinia had found a spot just behind Maruk and was firing arrows at the beasts. The arrows embedded themselves in the hides, but it only seemed to irritate them. I saw one of the lizards swing around and remove the arrow with its teeth. Another one caught an arrow in its jaws and chewed it to a pulp. 
 
    Merlin had taken on the shape of a griffin, and he was darting in and out between the legs of the beasts, landing bites where he could. Lavinia cursed when he dodged in front of her shot and nearly took an arrow in his rump. Merlin chittered at her, and she shot another arrow that whizzed past his ears, and embedded itself in the hide of the beast. 
 
    Yvaine had made it to Dehn, and she deflected a set of powerful jaws that nearly removed the halfling’s head. He gave her a quick salute and then resumed his assault. Yvaine followed after him, a steady guard at his back as he tried to advance. 
 
    Suddenly, a whole series of flashes lit up the room, followed by a bright pink mist. Lena was crouched behind Aerin, a glass jar in each hand. Aerin was swinging hard at a pair of snapping jaws, but the mace didn’t seem to have any effect. I saw the mana in one of the lizards start to glow brighter, and I realized it was getting ready to spit at Aerin and Lena. Maruk was still covering Lavinia, though he seemed to be down to one shield. Too late to interrupt its mana, I threw up my hand and summoned a clone between Aerin and the two lizards. The lizards didn’t pull back when the clone appeared. Instead, the one opened its mouth and fired a stream of acid. 
 
    The explosion threw everyone off their feet. Aerin and Lena scrambled backwards, trying to avoid the acid that now dripped from the top of the cave, right below where the two lizards had stood, but the remaining lizards bellowed angrily.  
 
    Dehn whooped in reply and charged forward again, Yvaine only a step behind. I threw up my hand and sent my mana out to the weapons of my teammates. I saw their weapons glow in response, and suddenly the hits they made were inflicting real damage. Yvaine and Dehn finished off the pair they had been battling, while Lavinia’s arrows pierced the skull of another. 
 
    I saw one of the lizards start down the tunnel, in the direction we needed to go. I charged after it, winding my way between the legs of those few that were still standing. The monster I was chasing was easily the biggest of the group, and it swung on me when it realized it was being followed. I saw the glow of mana that indicated it was getting ready to release a stream of acid, and I threw up a shield. The lizard stopped, apparently having learned its lesson from the fate of its fellows. It roared, and lunged forward, looking to grab me in its jaws. I pulled my mana knife from my belt and dove under the beast’s head. In a flash, I was up and plunged the knife as deep as I could. The lizard trembled and made one more bellow before collapsing on its side. I stepped out of the way, careful to avoid the smoking liquid that oozed from its jaws. 
 
    “You okay?” Aerin asked. She and Lena were heading towards me, weapons at the ready. 
 
    “I am,” I said with a nod. “You?” 
 
    “We’re good,” Aerin replied.  
 
    “I should get a sample of that,” Lena said thoughtfully. “It would probably do wonders as a cleaning agent.” She stepped carefully towards the head of the lizard and examined the acid that was still trailing from its mouth. 
 
    “Do you have anything that will hold it?” I asked curiously. 
 
    “I think so,” she replied. She studied the acid some more, then rooted through her pack. She pulled out what looked like an ordinary brown vial, and very, very carefully, dipped it into the acid. The vial shimmered for a moment, and then Lena stood back up and replaced the stopper.  
 
    “Okay, then,” Aerin said with an amused glint. “I can think of a few useful things for that.” 
 
    “It will make a wonderful silver polish,” Lena agreed. She tucked the small vial back into her bag and then leaned over the mouth of the stegosaur. She pulled a small pair of pliers from her bag and set to work on extracting a pair of teeth. 
 
    “Yes!” Dehn called out as he joined us. He was covered in blood and gore and seemed inordinately happy. He held up one of the spinal plates that he had apparently lopped off the body of a lizard. “This will look good over the mantel.” 
 
    “I hope you don’t mean the mantel in the salon,” Maruk sniffed as he, Lavinia, Yvaine, and Emeline walked in behind Dehn.  
 
    “It would clash with the sofa,” Yvaine agreed. “Not to mention the drapes that we’re having delivered next week.” 
 
    “It needs to be where everyone can see it,” Dehn replied. “So we can tell the story behind how we took it.”  
 
    “I agree,” Lavinia said with a nod. 
 
    “It just won’t do,” Yvaine insisted as Maruk shuddered. Maruk turned to Emeline and Aerin, who had yet to express an opinion on the scale.  
 
    “Um,” Emeline hesitated as she looked back and forth between Maruk and Dehn, “Maybe in the practice room would be good. You know, so you can demonstrate how you killed the… whatever that was.” 
 
    “Oooh, I like that idea,” Dehn said with a nod.  
 
    “We need to keep going,” I interrupted. “We still don’t have the chalice.” 
 
    “Maybe there’s more of these things,” Dehn chortled. He ran off down the tunnel, and the rest of us followed at a fast trot. Emeline’s ball bounced ahead, showing the way in a tunnel that never seemed to end. We were moving down a slope now, and the air was noticeably cooler.  
 
    “I think we’re at the end,” Dehn called out. We trotted in behind him, panting slightly. Spread out before us was a massive cavern. After the darkness of the tunnel, it was a shock to walk into this room, where an eerie blue light glowed from the rocks. I realized the light was from a spell, and I signalled the team to get ready. We moved slowly into the room, spreading out into a defensive formation as we did so. 
 
    “Look at that,” Dehn whispered loudly as he pointed towards the center. A pile of gold and silver coins, jewelry, and other items filled the space. I searched the pile and spotted four chalices, but none carried the telltale sign of magic.  
 
    “There,” Lena said softly. I followed her gaze towards a small pedestal. A gold chalice sat there, alone. It glowed with its own light, and I could see the faint outline of a shield around it. 
 
    “Someone’s put a spell around it,” I whispered. 
 
    “Let’s get it and go,” Emeline panted. “I feel like we’re being watched.” 
 
    I moved over towards the chalice, with Lena and Lavinia on either side. Aerin and Dehn were filling their bags with items from the pile, while Merlin started his own pile. Aerin gave in and handed him his own bag, which he accepted gleefully. 
 
    “Who are you?” a voice suddenly boomed out. 
 
    I jumped, and I felt Lena do the same. Lavinia swung around, three arrows already on her bow. She fired before I even saw who had challenged us. I followed the trail of the arrows and watched as they disintegrated in mid-air. 
 
    “You made it past my guards,” the voice continued. I found myself staring at a grizzled human, his white hair flying away from his head in all directions, and two angry gray eyes looking at us with contempt. “No matter,” he continued. “I’ll kill you myself, and then you’ll serve me.” 
 
    “Necromancer,” Lavinia hissed. 
 
    As if on cue, the ground around us shivered in the light, and then hands, arms, and other body parts began to emerge from the dirt. I saw humans, elves, ladonae, and even a pair of orcs. I counted twenty all together. Their skin was gray and dried like old leather. They still had eyes, but there was no light there. The weapons they carried, however, were still in good shape.  
 
    “Emeline!” I called out. I could see her mana flowing, and then she launched a fireball into the center of the pack. Two of the zombies screeched as they disintegrated in the heat of the flames. Lena pulled two jars from her bag and threw them at the undead closest to us. Three were instantly caught in balls of lightning. They struggled against the liquid fire, and Lavinia quickly peppered them with shots to the head. 
 
    I searched for the necromancer and saw him moving towards the chalice. His mana had a dark, polluted look as it flowed along his arm. I could see he was searching the room, and then his gaze locked onto Emeline as she threw another fireball. I saw him raise his hand, and I quickly raised mine.  
 
    As he prepared to cast his spell, I closed my fist. I saw the light of his mana shrink in response, and the necromancer’s eyes bulged in surprise. Lavinia had seen the direction of my assault, and she fired two arrows towards the necromancer, only to be intercepted by one of the zombie orcs, who took the shots in the chest. The orc looked down at the arrows, then started moving towards us. 
 
    “Damn,” Lavinia hissed. “I’ve used a lot of arrows already.” 
 
    “I need to get close enough to stab him,” I said. The necromancer had recovered, and I saw him call up more zombies. Six more creatures crawled out of the earth, and then I heard a rumble from the tunnel. Four of the lizards appeared, still bloody from the earlier battle. 
 
    Dehn seemed undecided about who he wanted to attack first, so he simply started sweeping his sword in a wide arc, hitting a lot of thighs and kneecaps in the process. Maruk was battering several of the zombies with his remaining shield, and Emeline had positioned herself behind his massive frame. Aerin was stuck at the top of the pile of gold, swinging her mace at any of the zombies who managed to climb up towards her. Merlin was with her, in the shape of a black leopard. He was doing a good job of mauling the zombies, but I wasn’t sure how long he and Aerin could hold out without some help.  
 
    “Lena,” I said as I ducked beneath a right jab from the orc. “Do you have anything that will be bright enough to blind everyone for a few moments?” 
 
    “I think so,” Lena replied as Lavinia and I stuck the orc at the same time. My mana knife sent a blue light sizzling through the corpse, and it crumbled into dust with a shocked look on its face.  
 
    I saw the necromancer call up his mana again, and I moved to close the flow. This time the necromancer stopped and looked more carefully around the room. His eyes met mine, and an evil grin crept across his face. 
 
    “Well, well, well,” he laughed. “This is unexpected. I thought your kind were extinct.” 
 
    “Lena,” I whispered urgently. 
 
    “Here,” she said as she pulled a small metal canister from her bag. “This should do the trick.” 
 
    “Wait,” I said as she tugged on the lid. “Lavinia, close your eyes, and be ready to start shooting as soon as the light clears.” 
 
    She nodded, and I placed a hand on her shoulder and sent a flow of my mana along her arm. 
 
    Then I nodded to Lena.  
 
    The elf alchemist removed the lid and sent the cylinder sailing high overhead. I had my eyes closed and pressed against the sleeve of my shirt, bet even so, the flash was blinding. I heard Dehn scream an obscenity, and Aerin’s surprised intake of breath. And then I was running, hard, across the floor of the cavern towards the necromancer. Two of Lavinia’s arrows flew by me, and took out a human zombie in my path, and I struck one of the lizards with my mana blade as it stumbled blindly in front of me. 
 
    The necromancer was groping blindly, trying to find the knife he’d dropped when the light had filled the room.  
 
    I only had seconds, and I figured the zombies would probably recover before my crew did. I tackled the necromancer, and the two of us went rolling across the floor. I had my mana knife out, ready to strike, but the necromancer was fast, and I could see the massive amount of energy he was calling up. I thrust the knife into his heart, and he bucked beneath me as the blaze of mana sizzled through his body.  
 
    He finally stilled, and I turned to look at the rest of the cavern. The zombies were frozen in place for a moment, and then, as if a great storm swept through, they crumbled into dust. The rest of the Shadow Foxes were staring at each other, trying to decipher what had happened. 
 
    “All right!” Dehn cheered. 
 
    “Is it over?” Emeline asked tentatively. I could see she was ready for another strike as she peeked from behind Maruk. 
 
    “I think it is,” I replied. “The necromancer is dead and so is his army.” 
 
    I stood up and returned to study the chalice. The spell around the stand was still active, but I cut through the shield with my mana knife. Sparks flew out in every direction for a moment, and then the spell collapsed. I reached over and picked up the chalice. It was a very simple cup, in gold, with a single blood-red stone centered on the front. There was no other design, and no inscription, but I could feel the power in the chalice as I had felt it in the other two Shodra.  
 
    “It doesn’t seem like much,” Aerin commented as she came up behind me. She was eyeing the chalice like an appraiser, and apparently, she wasn’t impressed. “There are pieces in the pile there that will bring in a lot more money.” 
 
    “But they don’t have the power that this one does,” I replied. “I can feel it, just like I felt it in the other two.” 
 
    She nodded, though she didn’t look convinced. I took her hand and we rejoined the rest by the pile. Aerin and Dehn had already claimed several items of interest, including an elvish sword that glowed with its own internal light, and a pair of spiked wrist braces that Dehn was already posing with. The rest of us picked through, and we each found something. Lavinia found arrows with shafts carved from some near unbreakable substance, while Yvaine pulled out a pair of small knives that could be easily hidden up a sleeve, or in the folds of a dress. Emeline picked up a telescope, that she swore had a finer lens than any she had seen at the Academy, and Maruk found a massive shield to replace the one he had lost. Lena held up a delicate necklace with a stone that constantly changed color, and I found a small book, buried near the bottom of the stack that held a personal account of the civil wars.  
 
    Satisfied with our haul, Aerin then added a few more items to everyone’s bags. Dehn and Lavinia protested, but Aerin insisted that the extra goods would help cover the expenditures of the bounty so far. Lavinia rolled her eyes, but Aerin would not be denied. 
 
    Climbing back up the stairs with the added weight wasn’t easy, especially since we were all exhausted from the fighting. But Theira must have decided to help us one more time, because the wind died down and the steps seemed less slippery. We clambered back to the top of the cliff with only a few extra scratches. 
 
    We retrieved the horses and began the ride back towards Ovrista. With no more clues to follow, I decided that we should return to the guild hall to recover and work out our next steps. We still had one more Shodra to recover, and our only chance of finding a clue to its whereabouts was probably in the library.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    We’d been back in Ovrista for three days, and we still hadn’t found any decent clues about where to find the final Shodra. Emeline had immersed herself in the Academy library and only appeared at the hall long enough to eat and snatch some sleep. Aerin prowled through the black market and returned with little to show for her effort besides sore feet and a bruised ego after a disgruntled dwarf accused her of cheating at cards.  
 
    Yvaine didn’t have much luck among her friends either. One princeling from a foreign land claimed he knew of such a magical device, but it quickly became clear that his only real interest was Yvaine. Pressed for details, he admitted that he’d never heard of the Shodra, much less a magically endowed candle.  
 
    Even Dehn tried his hand at looking for clues, once Maruk pointed out that we wouldn’t be hunting any more monsters until we knew where we were going. Dehn cozied up to a female dwarf who worked in the city records department. Dehn shared stories of his exploits with the Shadow Foxes, while his lady friend picked through files that apparently dated back thousands of years. She did find references to the Shodra, but nothing that would lead us to the current whereabouts of the candle. 
 
    I spent most of my time in my room, reading through the book collection I was starting to build. As I skimmed through Professor Hayle’s book, I found an odd entry scratched in at the very bottom of a page. It looked like it had been hastily added by the original author some time after he’d finished writing the book. It was a reference to the Shodra, according to Hayle’s translation, and it claimed that the Shodra had been given to the Oracles to conceal. The Oracles had consulted with Evarun and hidden the Shodra in Evarun’s belt. Hayle had placed belt in quotation marks and added a question mark. I guessed she wasn’t certain about the translation, but hadn’t been able to find anything better.  
 
    I heard the front door open, followed a few moments later by the sound of metal bouncing off the floor. Maruk had hung a shield embossed with the guild’s sigil in the main hall, a move which we’d all agreed looked impressive. That is, until Emeline had knocked it off the wall while trying to collect her books, and put a small dent in the corner. That had been followed by Emeline knocking it down when she tripped over a pair of Dehn’s boots and Emeline accidentally hitting it with a bit of mage fire. 
 
    I grinned at Merlin, who had been jolted from his nap by the thud, and decided a consultation with our resident scholar might be in order. I hopped down the stairs and found a flustered panthera trying to place the shield back on its hook. 
 
    “I’ll do that,” I offered. 
 
    “Thank you,” Emeline replied gratefully. 
 
    “Was that my shield I heard?” Maruk’s voice called from the back of the building. 
 
    “No,” Emeline and I both yelled back. 
 
    “No one appreciates a liar,” Maruk warned. 
 
    I smiled at Emeline as we set the shield back in place, and then I pulled her towards the kitchen. Maruk was there, standing over a steaming pot. He had a flour-splattered apron on, and a very determined look on his face. 
 
    “What are you working on?” I asked. 
 
    “Turlaric dumplings,” the orc replied as he eyed the two of us suspiciously. “I better not find a new dent in that shield.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” I assured him. “Besides, the dents give it an air of authenticity. You know, like it’s one we actually carried into battle.” 
 
    The orc shook his head and returned his attention to the dumplings. I grabbed some cheese and bread, and Emeline found some leftover meat from the night before, and we ventured into the dining hall. 
 
    “I have a passage I want to show you,” I said as I stacked my sandwich. “It’s from Professor Hayle’s book. It’s about the Shodra, and where they were hidden, but it looks like she wasn’t certain about the best way to translate it.” 
 
    “I don’t think I can do any better,” Emeline said as she bit into her own thick creation. 
 
    “Maybe not,” I sighed. “But we haven’t found anything else.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Emeline agreed. “I thought I’d stay here this afternoon and just pull out my maps. Maybe one of the older ones will have something.” 
 
    “I’ll give you a hand,” I replied.  
 
    We finished our lunch and then returned to the map room that Emeline had created. She pulled out several maps and spread them across the table. I realized the maps were meant to be placed together. The map with Ovrista went in the center, and then the other maps went around it, giving a fantastic view of the surrounding area. Emeline had lightly marked where we had found the other three pieces of the Shodra, along with notes on what we saw at each site. 
 
    “This is amazing,” I complimented her as I took in the scene. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said as a blush spread up her cheeks. “I thought it might be helpful if we could see everything together. So, what did you want to show me?” 
 
    I found the page in the book and handed it over to her. I moved around the table while she read, looking for anything that might explain where the fourth Shodra was hidden. 
 
    “What an odd thing to say,” Emeline mused. “Evarun’s belt.” 
 
    “Well,” I replied, “On my world, one of the ways sailors used to navigate was by looking for a constellation called Orion. Three of the stars formed what was called Orion’s belt.” 
 
    “Huh,” Emeline grunted. She was lost in thought, and I wasn’t sure she had heard me.  
 
    “Who are the Oracles?” I asked a moment later. 
 
    “They were like official seers,” Emeline replied. “They tried to warn the Mages about the manipulators, but no one believed them.” 
 
    “Like Cassandra,” I noted. 
 
    “Um, sure,” Emeline agreed, though I knew she had no idea who Cassandra was. “When the war was over, most of the Oracles were dead, and the survivors predicted that their kind would die out with that last group.” 
 
    “So, a handy group to have hide the Shodra if you wanted to be sure that no one would find them,” I commented. 
 
    “Yes,” Emeline replied. She was staring at the maps, her lips pursed in concentration. “What were you saying, about how sailors navigated using a belt?” 
 
    “It’s a group of stars in the nighttime sky,” I explained. “It’s called Orion. Sailors used to navigate by looking for the three stars that make up Orion’s belt.” 
 
    Emeline traced a finger along the path between the Shodra we’d found so far. Then she pulled the maps that showed Ovrista and some of the other areas off the table, leaving just the maps of the Shodra and the spaces in between. 
 
    “In ancient times, when the elves dominated the world, there was a path that the faithful were supposed to follow at least once in their life,” Emeline said quietly, “It connected the four primary centers of worship for Evarun. The path formed a loop, with the faithful returning to the spot where they had begun.” 
 
    I watched as Emeline placed a blank sheet of paper on the table and then shifted the maps accordingly. The pattern looked like a circle. 
 
    “What did you do?” 
 
    “The center of Evarun worship was the ancient city of Balas,” she said with a grin. “The loop circled the city.” 
 
    “That’s Balas,” I guessed as I pointed towards the blank sheet of paper. 
 
    “We’ve been looking at it as if Ovrista was at the center,” she explained. “We should have been looking at it with Balas in the center.” 
 
    “This is it,” I said excitedly. “So where does that leave the next Shodra?” 
 
    Emeline’s brow crinkled as she tried to picture the remade map in her head. After a moment, she nodded, then picked through a stack of rolled maps. She pulled one out and unfurled it. She placed it in position on the table, and I leaned in for a closer look. 
 
    “The Canterrose Mountains,” I breathed. 
 
    “The other side, I think,” she replied. “In Caaldir. I need to go back to the library, to get more information about where the last stop was, but I think we’re close.” 
 
    We grinned at each other in excitement, and I couldn’t resist pulling the panthera woman in close and kissing her. She was practically bouncing in my arms, and when I stepped back, she giggled.  
 
    “I’ll be back soon!” she called out as she rushed from the room. She nearly tripped over her own feet as she slipped into the hallway, but she gathered herself before she hit the floor. 
 
    I shook my head and returned my attention to the maps on the table. It was time to call the team together and make plans for our next trip. I left the map room and went in search of anyone who was in the guild hall. I found Lavinia and Dehn trading blows in the practice area, and Yvaine curled up in her room, reading the latest romance novel. Maruk was cleaning up the kitchen, and Lena was in her lab, scowling at the green smoke that was billowing up from a test tube.  
 
    “Meeting in two hours in the dining hall,” I called out as I located each member. That just left Aerin and Emeline, but Emeline already knew what the meeting was about, and wouldn’t miss much. Aerin was following another hot tip, but Maruk seemed certain that she would be back in time. 
 
    I returned to the map room and spent the next two hours trying to calculate how long it would take us to reach the next site. It wasn’t promising. Even if we traveled to just the other side of the mountains, the trek would be slow going. As we’d already discovered on a previous bounty, the trip through the desert that bordered this side of the Canterrose was long and fraught with danger, and we still had to cross the range itself.  
 
    I gave up and hoped my companions might have a few suggestions. When I walked into the dining hall, everyone but Emeline had already taken a seat at the table. Aerin looked deflated, and I guessed her hot tip hadn’t paid off. The rest of the group looked interested, if not exactly hopeful. 
 
    “Emeline and I have figured out where we need to go next,” I announced. 
 
    There was a moment of shocked silence, as the Shadow Foxes absorbed what I’d just said, and then they all began speaking at once. I held up a hand, and they fell quiet, but I could see the excitement in their eyes. 
 
    “Emeline can explain it better than I can, but basically, the answer was in the maps,” I said. “We found the pattern, and it points towards the east, to Caaldir.”  
 
    Some of the excitement dimmed, and the Shadow Foxes exchanged knowing looks. 
 
    “That’s a long trip,” Lavinia said. She sat back in her chair with her arms folded across her chest. “Are you absolutely sure that’s where we need to go?” 
 
    “It is,” I replied. “I know it’s a long trip. I’ve been working with the maps since we figured it out, trying to find a shorter way to get there.” 
 
    “There is no short way,” Maruk sighed. “I suppose this means another trip through the desert. My skin will be parched for weeks.” 
 
    “We could take a boat,” Aerin suggested. “It doesn’t really save any time, but we wouldn’t have to cross the desert. And if we offered to help during the trip, we could probably get a discount.” 
 
    “Maybe we’d run into Maruk’s family,” Lavinia said as she nudged the orc with an elbow. 
 
    “They wouldn’t spare the ship just because I was on board,” the orc replied. “Though they might at least put us ashore somewhere.” 
 
    “I get seasick,” Dehn protested. 
 
    “I definitely don’t want to see that.” Aerin looked at the halfling. “It’s probably worse than when the puca gets sick.” 
 
    Dehn scowled at her, but he didn’t protest her description. 
 
    “I may have an easier way to get there,” Yvaine spoke up. 
 
    “Some king’s personal yacht,” Lavinia suggested. 
 
    “Well, we could try that,” Yvaine agreed, as she chose to ignore the sarcasm in Lavinia’s voice, “but I was going to propose that we fly there.” 
 
    “Fly there?” Aerin asked. “What, you mean like have Merlin turn into a dragon and carry us there?” 
 
    “We’ve seen how well that works,” Lavinia added. 
 
    “I think she has something else in mind,” Lena interrupted. 
 
    “I do,” Yvaine said with a tip of her head to Lena. “I was going to suggest a hot air balloon.” 
 
    “Wait, you mean one of those things we saw?” Dehn demanded as his eyes grew wide.  
 
    “I know someone who happens to own one or two,” Yvaine explained as she turned her most bewitching smile on me. “I’m sure I could convince him to let us borrow them for a time.” 
 
    “I’m sure you could,” Aerin added.  
 
    “None of us knows how to fly those things,” Maruk pointed out. “We’ll need someone who knows what they’re doing.” 
 
    “Pilots,” I agreed. “We need pilots.” 
 
    “I shall ask my friend,” Yvaine replied. “If we do this, we could be there and back in a matter of days, and we won’t have the expense or worry of caring for the horses during the trip.” 
 
    “Just the pilots,” Aerin muttered. 
 
    “Let’s do it,” I declared. “How soon could we leave?” 
 
    “I’ll leave right now,” Yvaine said as she stood up. “I should be able to arrange everything for tomorrow morning.” 
 
    With that, we dispersed to tend to our preparations for the trip. I returned to my room and began pulling out items I wanted to take. There was clean clothing, and a bear fur cape that I’d picked up on our first trip to the mountains. I also added my invisibility cloak, Professor Hayle’s book, and a book of spells I’d collected not long after my arrival in this world.  
 
    I glanced at the box where I kept the Shodra we’d collected so far locked away and decided that I still didn’t want to leave them here unprotected. I wrapped the knife and the chalice carefully and placed them at the very bottom of the bag. I then pulled the necklace over my head and felt the slight heat as the gem settled against my skin. 
 
    Merlin watched all this as he idly batted a small ball of shiny silver thread around the room. I realized that he must have stolen it from the sewing kit Maruk kept so he could make emergency repairs to his clothing. I picked up the thread and scowled at Merlin. I swear the puca shrugged as he sauntered into the corner to find something else to play with. 
 
    “We’re leaving tomorrow,” I told the puca. 
 
    Two gold eyes peered at me briefly, and then he buried his head in one of the sacks of shiny objects he kept in my room. 
 
    “We’ll be riding in a hot air balloon,” I added. 
 
    I had Merlin’s full attention now, as he sat back on his rump and stared at me. He chirped, apparently undecided about the whole hot air balloon concept. 
 
    “It’ll be fun,” I assured him. “And much quicker than last time. Not to mention safer.” 
 
    The puca wrinkled his nose at the word safer and then scratched an ear with his back foot. I sighed and tossed the ball of thread into the air. Merlin’s eyes lit up, and he watched it bounce off the top of my desk and roll under the bed. He disappeared after it with a happy chirrup, and I had to smile in response. 
 
    By nightfall, we had finished our packing, and Yvaine returned flush with success. She swept into the guild hall, her eyes glittering and her cheeks pink with excitement.  
 
    “We have the balloons and the pilots,” she cried out as we gathered around her. “We leave first thing in the morning.” 
 
    Cheers went up from the assembled Shadow Foxes, and I swept Yvaine into my arms, and then into a dip. She laughed in exhilaration, and I kissed her on her very full lips. 
 
    “I have to pack,” she declared breathlessly as I set her back on her feet. 
 
    “I can help,” I offered. 
 
    “Ahem,” Murak said delicately as he leaned over Yvaine’s shoulder. “If I could just talk to you first, I’d like to discuss the instructions we should leave for the maids as well as a few ideas I had for the contractor’s next assignment.” 
 
    “Of course,” Yvaine agreed gracefully, though her eyes remained locked on mine. She raised one delicate eyebrow, and added, “Later?” 
 
    “Later,” I replied. 
 
    We dispersed back to our own rooms to make whatever last-minute preparations we would need. I flopped onto my bed, waiting for the sound of Maruk’s heavy footsteps in the hallway. I don’t know how long I waited, but I drifted off to sleep before he and Yvaine finished their tête-à-tête. I woke up while it was still dark to the brush of something soft moving slowly across my chest. 
 
    “Hello,” I whispered to Yvaine. 
 
    “Hello yourself,” she whispered back as she trailed one finger lazily along my stomach. “I thought you’d decided to sleep elsewhere tonight, but then I realized that everyone else was snug in their beds.” 
 
    “Did you and Maruk finish your business?” 
 
    “I think so,” she murmured as she ran her lips across one nipple. She planted a kiss and then glanced up at my face with a smile tugging at her lips. Her hand slipped lower, and I felt my erection spring to life. 
 
    “My,” she remarked. “You certainly can be ready quickly.” 
 
    I threw an arm over my mouth and tried to bury the laugh that bubbled up. Yvaine shifted her weight on top of me, and I watched as she began slowly stroking my penis. My hips began to move in rhythm with her pace, and I could feel the tension spreading through my body. Her eyes narrowed, and I heard a low growl pass her lips.  
 
    I was rock hard, and she gave me a knowing smile before guiding me inside. I took control, driving into her as she tightened around me, and I felt my spine arch upwards, pushing deeper. Her head was back, her lips slightly parted, and she had an almost wild look about her.  
 
    I could feel her nearing orgasm, so I pulled her lower and tighter against my chest while I increased my tempo. She gasped as I pounded her, and then she stiffened and cried out when her orgasm took control of her body.  
 
    “Gabriel!” she hissed frantically in my ear, and the raw desire in her voice, combined with the sensation of her pussy squeezing my cock, sent me over the edge, and I groaned as my body shuddered under her. 
 
    “I’m going to--” 
 
    “Yes!” she panted. “Fill me! I need it so bad. Please!”  
 
    Warmth spilled out of me and up into her, and she cried out again as she tried to force herself down onto me more so more of my seed would fill her womb. I heard myself panting her name, and I felt sweat trickle across my chest as we wound around each other like knots.  
 
    When the fever finally broke, she laid down on my chest ever so slowly. I stared into her eyes, and she gave me a lazy smile. 
 
    “Now this is the way to prepare for a dangerous quest,” she sighed. 
 
    “I can’t argue with that,” I laughed as I ran my fingers through her hair. It tumbled over her shoulders and spread out like a chocolate fan to either side. I could feel its silky softness tickle my chest, and I found myself petting it. I lifted my head enough to kiss her delicately on the top of her head, and I felt her smile in response. 
 
    I moved my hand from her hair to her back and slowly slid it up and down her spine. I felt her shiver, and then she lifted her head to stare at me. My explorations continued lower, and I squeezed a handful of her very firm butt.  
 
    Then she let out a yelp and pulled herself back up and gave me a playful swat across the chest. 
 
    “Play nice, Gabriel,” she said with an arched brow. 
 
    “Mmmm,” I murmured as I reached back up to grasp her hips. “Not sure I know how. Maybe you should teach me?” 
 
    “Well, you do seem like an apt student.” She gave me a wicked grin, and then her own hands were back at work. She set the pace for the next two hours, and I was more than happy to join the fun. By the time she was finally satisfied, I could hear the first of the morning birds stirring outside. 
 
    “We didn’t get much sleep,” I whispered into her ear. 
 
    “I’ll survive,” she replied. “Besides, I received a bounty of your seed. That’s better than sleep.”  
 
    “Uhhh.” I gulped when I realized that was kind of an odd thing for her to say. “Last time we had sex, you joked about pregnancy. Are you…” I let my words trail off when I noticed that her breathing had settled into a slower, deeper rhythm. Then I wrapped my arms around her waist and dozed while I listened to the world come back to life. 
 
    Yvaine finally stirred as the sky shifted from shades of pink and orange to a crisp blue. She raised her head and glanced out the window, then looked at me. 
 
    “You should have woken me sooner,” she chided. 
 
    “You looked too comfortable,” I replied.  
 
    She sat up and looked around the floor. Then she managed to find the robe and slippers she had worn the night before, and after a long, lingering kiss, she slipped quietly from my room. I lay in bed for a while longer, remembering the scent and feel of her.  
 
    Merlin finally appeared from somewhere. He hopped up on the end of the bed and stared at me as he kneaded the blanket with his paws. 
 
    “Are you hungry?” I asked needlessly. 
 
    “Hungry,” the puca mimicked in a voice that sounded eerily like Maruk’s. He remained on the end of the bed while I went through the process of cleaning myself up and locating clothes that didn’t smell like I’d been battling trolls for the last two weeks. After double-checking my packs, I made my way to the kitchen, with Merlin nipping at my heels. I found an apple and a boiled egg for myself and tossed the puca a small hunk of cheese. I wandered into the dining hall and found Lavinia sipping a cup of tea. There was an empty plate in front of her, and several maps spread across the table. 
 
    “How’s it looking?” I asked as I took a seat across from her. 
 
    “Fine,” she replied with a shrug. “It will be interesting, anyway.” 
 
    Dehn joined us, munching noisily on some unidentifiable leftovers, and Lena followed quickly behind him. She placed a bowl of something that looked like oatmeal, but smelled like garlic, on the table and began to eat. I heard the sound of someone moving around in the kitchen, but no one else joined us in the dining room.  
 
    “Aerin’s packing some extra food supplies,” Lena explained when I pointed towards the kitchen. “She doesn’t seem convinced that the hot air balloon will be able to carry us there and back.”  
 
    “Probably right,” Dehn commented around a mouthful of something. 
 
    “I’m sure it’ll be okay,” I laughed. “People ride them all the time on my world.” 
 
    “Really?” Lena asked. She perked up and gazed at me in wonder. 
 
    “Well, just for fun,” I amended. “They don’t use them to travel long distances, like for business trips or something.” 
 
    “Right, that’s what horses are for,” Dehn agreed. 
 
    “Umm, not horses,” I replied. 
 
    “Then how do they get around?” Lena wondered. 
 
    “Err, well, planes, cars, trains,” I rattled off. The other three were staring at me blankly, so I shrugged and said, “I’ll tell you about it later.” 
 
    An hour later, we were all gathered in front of our hall. The horses pawed at the road, ready to enjoy the cloudless, sunlit day. A few passersby greeted us with smiles and nods, and I saw others point towards us, and whisper quietly to their companions. I saw admiration and awe in their looks, and I realized just how far we had come up in this world. I gave the signal, and the Shadow Foxes quickly mounted. Yvaine took the lead, with the rest following closely behind. 
 
    We passed through the city gates and back into the countryside. Merlin quickly shed his cat form and resumed his normal puca shape. I saw everyone stretch their muscles and relax in the warmth of the sun. Less than an hour later, Yvaine led us along a tree-lined avenue that curved along a slow-moving river. Eventually, the two parted ways, and we followed the avenue around one last bend, and found ourselves staring at a stately home. Back on earth, I would have said we’d wandered across one of the old southern plantations, complete with columns and porches, and Spanish moss hanging from the tree limbs. 
 
    “Frankly, my dear, I don’t give a damn,” I blurted out.  
 
    “About what?” Maruk asked in a puzzled tone. 
 
    “I’ll explain later,” I replied. The rest of the party shrugged, and we trotted up the lane. As we neared the house, I could just see the tops of two hot-air balloons over the edge of the roofline. One was gray, the other a foxy red. I decided to take that as a good omen. 
 
    We were met out front by a small army of servants, who collected the horses and our bags, and scurried away before anyone could protest. A man and woman descended on us then, striding arm-and-arm towards us with near-maniacal smiles plastered on their faces. 
 
    “The Marquess of Tewksbury,” Yvaine whispered quickly, “And his wife Celia. Ignore the smiles, they’re really quite nice.” 
 
    The lord and lady of Tewksbury arrived in front of our group and stopped. Yvaine exchanged air kisses with both of them and then introduced our team. The strange smiles never left their faces, and I noticed that I wasn’t the only one who was shifting uncomfortably. 
 
    “It’s quite all right,” Yvaine said as she turned towards the pair, “They’re used to rude behavior.” 
 
    “Oh, thank goodness,” the Marquess sighed, and both he and his wife dropped their smiles. In truth, they were quite pleasant looking without the Joker-like grins. 
 
    “We’ve been practicing,” Celia sighed as she looked at the rest of us. “After the King of Ybarra said we were so dour looking. We’re not big party-goers, but we don’t want to end up on the do-not-invite list.” 
 
    “Maybe if you showed less teeth,” Aerin suggested. “And maybe add a little laugh.” 
 
    “We’ll try that,” the Marquess said heartily. 
 
    “I see the balloons are ready,” Yvaine pointed out. 
 
    “Had the fire mages out early this morning,” the Marquess agreed. “By the by, you mentioned you had a fire mage in your party.” 
 
    Emeline raised her hand as if she were back at the Academy. 
 
    “You should meet with our mages,” the Marquess declaimed. “They’ll show you how to safely fill the balloons for the return trip.” 
 
    “Oh,” Emeline replied uncertainly. She glanced at me, then back at the Marquess.  
 
    “They’re quite fabulous,” the Marquess exclaimed as he strode towards the side of the house, Yvaine and Celia each on an arm. “The views from above are remarkable.” 
 
    The rest of us fell in behind, and I made a point of sidling up next to Emeline. 
 
    “I’m sure you can handle this,” I told her. “The principles behind it are quite simple.” 
 
    She nodded, and I saw that she was chewing on her lip. I gave her hand a squeeze, and then we were behind the manor house, and staring at two hot air balloons. The staff were already loading our gear onboard, and the pilots were easy to spot - they wore scarves and heavy jackets, and kept checking the sky.  
 
    One was a human with curly brown hair and a beard that would be the envy of lumberjacks everywhere. He was of average height, but he was burly, and smiled easily, especially at the women. The other was an elf with long auburn hair, pulled back into a thick braid. He was taller than the human, and leaner, but I could see that he was muscled as well.  
 
    “Oof,” I heard Aerin exclaim quietly. She slipped around the local peerage and approached the two pilots, a sunny grin already lighting up her face. The two men returned her smile, and I was about to crack a joke, when I realized that Lena and Lavinia had joined her. I glanced at Maruk and Dehn, both of whom looked puzzled. 
 
    “They always go for pilots,” I sighed.  
 
    The Marquess had taken Emeline by the hand and was introducing her to a man and woman that I assumed were the fire mages. They nodded to whatever the Marquess was saying, then led Emeline to the balloons. The man started to point towards the top of the balloon, while the woman shook her head. I could see the two arguing, and poor Emeline looking back and forth between the two. I was about to swoop to her rescue, when Celia arrived. She waved off whatever the fire mages had said and started talking to Emeline. I saw both of the fire mages nod, and I decided Emeline was probably in good hands. 
 
    At last, our packs were loaded, the pilots seemed satisfied, and Emeline looked a little less confused, if not exactly confident. Yvaine and the Tewksburys exchanged another round of air kisses, and then we piled into the hot air balloons. Lavinia, Aerin, Lena, Emeline and Dehn ended up with the human pilot, while I found myself with Maruk, Yvaine, Merlin and the elf.  
 
    “That seems like a lot of people in one balloon,” I commented as I watched Lavinia push the halfling over the top of the basket. 
 
    “We tried to distribute the weight as evenly as possible,” our pilot replied as he slanted a look towards Maruk. Maruk harrumphed and pulled his cape tighter. 
 
    “I’m Yvaine, Marchioness of Constello,” Yvaine said politely as she held out a hand to the pilot. 
 
    “Griff,” the pilot replied and bowed slightly over her hand. “Bergen is the other pilot.” 
 
    “Maruk and Gabriel,” Yvaine introduced us.  
 
    Griff nodded to us, and we did likewise. The pilots both raised their hands and waved to the ground crews. The ropes were released, and the balloons began to lift into the sky. 
 
    “Whooooo!” I heard Dehn cry out from the other balloon. 
 
    The pilots pulled the ropes in quickly and coiled them into tightly packed piles. Griff and Bergen seemed to be having their own little race, and when Griff finished with the ropes first, I saw him smile and raise two fingers at the other balloon. Bergen gave him a friendly scowl, and then the two turned to the business at hand. 
 
    “Is there a way to talk to the people in the other balloon without shouting at them?” Yvaine asked. 
 
    “We carry flags,” Griff replied. “You can’t have a regular conversation, but we can signal if there’s danger or something.” 
 
    We were climbing rapidly, and the air quickly grew cooler. The sounds of the day fell away, and soon all we heard was just the wind and the burners. A large eagle soared by, eyeing us uncertainly, before it swooped back towards the ground below. Yvaine snuggled against me as we stood and watched the world go by, and Merlin wrapped himself around my shoulders. Maruk quickly forgot how incensed he felt, and he stood next to Griff, asking questions about the balloon and its operation. Griff turned out to be a cheerful elf, and he answered Maruk’s questions without hesitation.  
 
    “Wish we could stay like this,” Yvaine sighed. 
 
    “All we need is a bottle of wine,” I agreed. 
 
    By late afternoon, we were passing the foothills of the mountains, and the high peaks rose before us. Griff tensed, and Maruk went silent, watching as the pilot navigated the balloon between the stony giants. We were following a river bed far below, but we were still dangerously close to the mountains themselves. At one point, the gap narrowed so much that I thought I could lean out and touch the granite.  
 
    Yvaine was huddled in a corner with my bear fur cloak wrapped around her. Merlin’s ears peeked over the edge of the cloak, but other than that, there was no sign that he was even still on board. Yvaine cooed to him occasionally, and I could swear that she handed him a piece of dried apple at some point.  
 
    Maruk and I stood together, watching the mountains with trepidation and trying to stay out of Griff’s way. I glanced towards the other balloon and realized that everyone except Lena and Bergen must have sat down like Yvaine. Lena was watching the mountains glide past with a look of joy upon her face, and she waved to me and Maruk when she realized we were still standing.  
 
    The sun had just reached the horizon when we cleared the last of the mountains, and I saw Griff wipe his brow in relief. He signalled Bergen, who signalled back, and then the two balloons began a slow, easy descent.  
 
    “There’s a field near here that we can use,” Griff explained. “A friend of the Marquess. He likes to go for rides in the balloons so we’ll probably have to take him up while you’re doing… whatever it is you’re doing.” 
 
    We settled gently into a grassy field as the last rays of the sun disappeared. Several people stood waiting in the field, and ran forward as the balloons touched earth. 
 
    “I thought that was you!” an elderly man chortled as he came forward. The others were already taking the ropes from Bergen and Griff and tying the balloons. “Getting a bit late in the day.” 
 
    “Late start this morning,” Griff replied with a smile. “And a bigger crowd than normal.” 
 
    The old man peered at us from under two very bushy eyebrows. In fact, it looked like all the hair from the top of his head had migrated downwards and taken up residence along his brow. 
 
    “Welch, this is the Marchioness of Constello,” Griff said. Yvaine leaned forward out of the balloon and shook hands with the old man. “And this is Maruk and Gabriel.” 
 
    “Welcome, welcome,” Welch said happily. “Any friend of the Tewksburys is a friend of mine.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Yvaine replied as Griff and Welch helped her from the basket. “Now, I understand that there’s a very nice inn near here.” 
 
    “Oh, stuff and nonsense,” Welch declared as he waggled his eyebrows at Yvaine. Griff quickly smothered a grin. “I have plenty of room. Heap of stones, and it can get a bit chilly at night, but the only cost to you will be spending some time with a lonely old man.” 
 
    Yvaine and Welch were walking away together, leaving Maruk and I with our pilot. Griff was tossing bags to the servants, and I watched the nearby cart fill up quickly with our gear. 
 
    “Who is this guy?” I finally asked Griff. 
 
    “He made a fortune selling armor made of dragon scale,” Griff replied. “Richest man on the planet, if you believe some of the rumors. He bought the castle a few years back, from some earl or such who’d fallen on hard times. He and the Tewksburys have been friends forever, as far as I can tell. When Barnaby bought the balloons, Welch bought this field, and set up a tower just to watch for our arrival.” 
 
    “Barnaby?” I asked. 
 
    “The Marquess,” Griff explained. “Anyway, it’s a pretty sweet gig. Welch always has us stay at the house, and it’s a lot nicer than he claims. He wasn’t kidding about keeping him company though. He’ll keep you up all night telling stories about yourself if you don’t watch it.” 
 
    “Charming,” Maruk sniffed. 
 
    “Tonight, at least, Bergen and I will get some rest,” Griff laughed. “Welch will want to talk the ears off the new people first.” 
 
    Welch was directing the rest of our group towards two carriages that had just arrived. Maruk and I joined the rest of the Shadow Foxes, and I found myself sitting in the second carriage with Maruk, Dehn and Aerin. Dehn looked a bit green, and I noticed Aerin made a point of sitting as far away from him as possible. 
 
    “Airsick?” I guessed. 
 
    “I wasted a ton of magic trying to keep him from throwing up on everything,” Aerin complained. “I’m glad we didn’t go by boat. I can’t imagine spending weeks cooped up with him.” 
 
    “Halflings weren’t meant to fly,” Dehn replied, then quickly clamped a hand over his mouth. 
 
    “At least, do it out the window if you must,” Maruk suggested as he pulled his cloak tighter around his body. “I just had these boots polished.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine now,” Dehn snapped. “I think that medicine Lena gave me is finally kicking in.” 
 
    “Great,” Aerin said with an eyeroll. “Now that we’re already back on the ground.” 
 
    “What color’s my hair?” Dehn asked as he ran a finger through it. 
 
    “I do see a bit of green,” Aerin replied as she peered at him. 
 
    “Uh, your skin is turning red,” I added. As I watched, Dehn’s color scheme changed dramatically. The slight tinge of green in his hair became a virulent shade of yellow-green, and his skin looked like something my mother would have described as puce purple. 
 
    “I refuse to ask,” Maruk sighed as he focused on the world outside the carriage. 
 
    “A side effect of Lena’s drug,” Aerin noted. “It’s supposed to wear off in an hour or so.” 
 
    “Wish I had a mirror,” Dehn chortled. “It must look awesome.” 
 
    Maruk finally looked at the halfling and sighed. “You look like a giant eggplant.” 
 
    “It’s not that bad,” I tried to reassure Dehn. 
 
    “It’s an improvement,” Aerin agreed with a smile. 
 
    Dehn smiled happily, and it appeared that whatever bit of airsickness he’d suffered had faded fast. Still, we made sure to give him a seat by the window, and the rest of us bunched up against the other side of the carriage.  
 
    The heap of stones turned out to be a sprawling structure that had clearly been added onto over the centuries. It was a bizarre mishmash of styles, with flying buttresses next to something that looked vaguely like a Japanese pagoda. And then there was the needle-like tower at the far end, with a bulbous roof that looked about three sizes too big for the tower. We were all staring, but then it would be hard not to.  
 
    Welch escorted us inside, still talking. He was explaining how the various sections of the castle had come about, and Yvaine, at least, managed to look interested. I wasn’t sure what to expect when we walked in, but I don’t think Frank Lloyd Wright would have been at the top of the list. Yet here it was, all clean lines and simple, repeating patterns.  
 
    I glanced at Maruk, who looked positively stunned. He turned around in a circle several times, as if confused about where he was. Lavinia grabbed his elbow and dragged him after Welch. I just shook my head and decided this was one of those times when you just had to go with it. 
 
    The pilots joined us for dinner, and Griff hadn’t been exaggerating when he said Welch would focus on us. The two airmen wolfed down their food, then quietly disappeared from the dining hall. I thought about slipping after them, but when Dehn, clearly of the same mind, tried to stand up, Welch turned his fuzzy gaze on the halfling and asked for a history of his time in the Ovrista city guard. I thought Dehn was about to make a run for it, but Maruk placed one large hand on the halfling’s shoulder, keeping him in place. 
 
    “I think you should meet some of the locals,” Welch declared sometime well after the last of the food had been consumed, and I suspected the staff had retired for the night. “They might be able to help you on this quest of yours.” 
 
    “You think they might know something?” I asked. 
 
    “Some of these families have been here for centuries,” Welch replied. “Now, me, I’m not really up on all the local lore. I only just heard about this Big Foot fella last month. But, I bet I can get a few of the old-timers to come over for some early dinner and a hand of cards. They can be a bit cagey, and they don’t always open up to strangers, but I’m sure you could find a way to weasel the information out of them.” 
 
    “It’s certainly worth a try,” Yvaine replied.  
 
    “Good,” Welch said. “I’ll talk to the cook in the morning, see what we can whip up. These old fogeys won’t need much notice as long as they think they’re getting a free meal.” 
 
    “Speaking of morning,” Aerin yawned. She stretched her arms out wide and then cast a sleepy stare at Welch. “My goodness, I’ll miss out on my beauty sleep if I don’t head to bed soon.” 
 
    Welch guffawed and waggled his eyebrows some more. At last, he stood up, still laughing.  
 
    “Well, personally, I don’t imagine you need beauty sleep,” Welch finally said, “But I can take a hint. Until tomorrow, then.” 
 
    We straggled back to our various bedrooms. Mine was on the third floor, in a room overlooking a hedge maze. It was actually almost normal, with a good-sized bed, a chest of drawers, and an armoire. There was even a small writing table by the window, and a beautiful painting of a woman strolling through a field of flowers. There was also, for no apparent reason, a marble column smack in the middle of the room. I’d already walked into the wretched thing twice, causing Merlin to chortle with mischievous glee. 
 
    I fell into the bed and buried myself under the covers. They smelled vaguely of lavender and perhaps rosemary, though it was hard to tell after Merlin curled up next to me. He must have had fish for his dinner, because his breath smelled like a can of sardines. I turned to one side and pulled one of the pillows over my head. I was asleep a heartbeat later.    
 
    The sun was already up by the time I awoke. Merlin was still sprawled out next to me, and I pushed him aside as I scrambled out of bed. He sat up and blinked a few times, then scrubbed his face with his front paws. I managed to make myself presentable in near record time, and I bounded down the steps as quickly as I could. I had to stop on the first floor to try to remember where the dining hall was, but then I heard the clatter of dishes, and Lavinia’s voice. I straightened my shirt, and ran my hand through my tangled hair one more time, and then stepped into the dining room.  
 
    Lavinia and Lena were the only two in the room. They were leaning towards each other, deep in a quiet conversation. I coughed and both ladies sat back quickly. 
 
    “Anyone else up yet?” I asked as I made my way to the buffet that had been laid out. 
 
    “Welch is on his way back to the balloons, and Emeline is with him,” Lavinia replied. “He wants to go for a ride, and he insisted that the balloons inflate much quicker when there’s a fire mage than when you have to rely on what he called ‘that infernal machine’.” 
 
    “I don’t think Emeline was feeling very confident,” Lena added. 
 
    “I told her just to think of this as good practice,” Lavinia said with a shrug.  
 
    “I just hope she doesn’t damage the balloons,” Lena pointed out. “That could make the trip back a bit more difficult.” 
 
    “I don’t think Dehn would complain,” I laughed as I sat down with a plateful of eggs, bacon, and warm mini muffins. 
 
    “Apparently, Welch has already managed to make arrangements for tonight’s dinner,” Lavinia continued. 
 
    “That was fast,” I commented.  
 
    “I’m not sure he sleeps,” Lavinia noted.  
 
    “My grandfather was like that,” I mused. “He would wake up really early in the morning, but you know, he took naps during the day. Maybe that’s what Welch does.” 
 
    “In any case,” Lavinia replied, “He sent out invitations to several nearby estates. He’s expecting the responses before noon.” 
 
    “I hope he’s right,” I sighed. “Otherwise, we could be here for a while, trying to find clues.” 
 
    The rest of the Shadow Foxes straggled in over the next hour, and the breakfast buffet was replenished each time. As a rule, we tended to put away a lot of food, and Aerin complained that it was one of our biggest bills each month. Even Lena could devour a pile of eggs for breakfast, so I was surprised that Lavinia sat and watched the rest of us eat. She pulled apart a few slices of toast, but more ended up crumbled on her plate than in her stomach. 
 
    “Feeling okay?” I whispered in her ear. 
 
    “Just fine,” she replied, but when I stared at her plate, she huffed and added, “I was up early. I had something to eat with Welch.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said, “But if you do feel a little woozy, be careful of Lena’s cure. I’m not sure I want to see you with green hair and purple skin.” 
 
    “Who says that’s what would happen to me?” Lavinia replied with a smirk. “Maybe I’ll turn orange and blue.” 
 
    “Well, I could always take you to a Broncos game if that happens,” I laughed, but no one else got the joke of course.  
 
    With little to do until Welch’s dinner guests arrived, we scattered to our own diversions. One of the footmen was able to guide me to a large library. Like the house, the books were a wide ranging assortment of styles and genres, but I managed to find a small history section wedged between a book on accounting methodology and a stack of pulp fiction novellas. 
 
    One of the history books was focused almost entirely on local events, and I flipped through it, hoping to find something that sounded like the Shodra. There was a tale of a mage arriving, not long after the end of the civil war, carrying a powerful item of magic. He built a small hut in the woods, where he lived alone. He rarely visited the nearby town, and most people stayed away from the woods.  
 
    This continued for several years until one day, a group of heavily armed men rode into the town. The men said they were hunting a manipulator who had escaped just before the last battle. At first, the townsfolk did not reveal the mage’s location. After all, he had done nothing that made them believe he was a manipulator, and the townsfolk weren’t really all that fond of either side in the war.  
 
    But someone let slip that there was a mage living in the woods, and the armed men rode forth. A valiant youngster ran out of town, taking a shortcut through the fields, to warn the mage. The mage thanked the boy and quickly gathered his few possessions. He handed the boy a small orb. He told him to plant it near the town, and all the fields would be forever fertile. The mage disappeared deeper into the forest, heading for the mountains, and the boy slipped quietly back into town. 
 
    The soldiers remained a few more days, but were unable to find the mage. The captain threatened to burn the town to the ground, but a fierce rainstorm came up. Wet, disheveled, and without their prey, the soldiers finally left. A few days later, the townspeople gathered around as the boy planted the orb. To this day, the town has never had a bad crop.  
 
    The mage was never seen again. Even hunters sent by the Mage Academy itself were unable to locate the mysterious figure.  
 
    I set the book down and stared out the window. It certainly could have been someone carrying the Shodra. Or it could just as easily be the last of a dying race, searching for a place to live out whatever days he had left in peace. There wasn’t even any description of what the powerful magical item was supposed to be. Still, I’d felt a tingle in my mana as I’d read the story, and I knew I was on the right track. 
 
    Dinner was early, as Welch had warned, but he had a good turnout. I counted at least thirty carriages as I watched the arrivals. I’d managed to hold a quick conference with my teammates before we’d had to dress for dinner and explained the story I’d read.  
 
    “See if you can learn anything else about it,” I’d encouraged. There had been nods all around, and as we stood now with Welch, greeting his guests, I could see Yvaine and Maruk were already in shmooze mode. 
 
    Welch wasn’t exaggerating when he’d said most of the guests were old fogeys. The average age was somewhere around seventy, and I wondered if the people around here had stopped having children. But then one couple arrived, with a young man in tow, who was introduced as their grandchild, so someone was still having kids.  
 
    I floated around the salon, moving between various groups of people. I quickly realized that about half of the guests were here because they knew Welch would serve a good dinner, and the other half were here hoping to hear a good story or two about the bounties we’d recovered. I did my best to turn our adventures into a crowd pleaser, but I finally had to give up and watch the pros at work.  
 
    Aerin had a handful of older gentlemen enthralled with her tale of our adventures in the Diru Wilds, while Dehn was reenacting pretty much every battle he’d ever fought for the younger sixty-ish crowd. I made my way over to Maruk and Yvaine, who were holding court near the center of the room. They easily had the largest crowd to deal with and were handling the attention with aplomb.  
 
    “So you say the man had mixed his plaids and his argyles?” one of the ladies asked Maruk. She sounded appalled at the very suggestion. 
 
    “It was quite distressing,” Maruk replied with a sage nod. “He clearly failed to grasp the concept of complementary patterns.” 
 
    “Dreadful,” the woman said sadly. “But you showed amazing restraint. I doubt I would have spoken to the man in such an even tone.” 
 
    “Maruk does have the most divine taste,” Yvaine noted as she held her glass up to the orc. 
 
    “One can tell just by the cut of his clothing,” a balding fellow chimed in. “Is that Cambrian cotton?” 
 
    “It is,” Maruk replied with an adorable amount of pride as he held up one arm so that everyone could take in the fine weave. 
 
    “Quite lovely,” another lady said while she touched the fabric. 
 
    “But here, we’re being rude,” Yvaine said as she spotted me at the back of the group, “We’ve spent all this time talking about us. Surely you must have some interesting tales of your own?” 
 
    “I’m afraid this is a rather boring part of the world,” one of the men sighed. “Why, we haven’t had a good troll attack, in what? Sixteen years?” 
 
    “Seventeen,” someone corrected. 
 
    “That’s extraordinary,” Yvaine replied. “Don’t you think so, Gabriel?” 
 
    The crowd turned as one to look at me, and I felt the wine I’d just sipped go down the wrong way. I started to cough, and someone thumped me on the back. 
 
    “What was that story you said you read today?” Maruk mused as I struggled to control my hacking. “Something about a mage?” 
 
    “Yes,” Yvaine said. “And a magic ball, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “Well, a round object of some sort,” Maruk agreed. “It made the plants grow. Or was that the story about the magic beans?” 
 
    “Oh, I think I know which story you’re talking about,” one of the ladies proclaimed. She looked around at her neighbors, who were still staring blankly at the three of us. “You know, what was his name? That man who came here after the Civil War. Those beastly soldiers threatened to burn down Hightown, but the rains came and swept them all away.” 
 
    “Ah, yes,” a rotund man with mutton chops agreed. “But I don’t think the rains washed the soldiers away. I think it just made everything too wet to burn. And it was Hallandale, not Hightown.” 
 
    “It was an orb,” I finally managed to choke out. “It was a gift from the mage to the boy that warned him the soldiers were coming. It was supposed to provide fertile land for the crops.” 
 
    “Hightown,” the woman asserted with a nod. 
 
    “The soldiers never caught the mage?” Maruk asked. 
 
    “I should say not,” the man with the mutton chops sniffed. “We don’t take kindly to foreign armies hereabouts.” 
 
    “Foreign armies?” Yvaine asked. “They weren’t local?” 
 
    “Oh, goodness no,” another woman supplied. “They were sent by someone in Morelia, I believe.” 
 
    That drew several nods of agreement from the crowd. 
 
    “No doubt that’s why this lovely place has remained so peaceful,” Maruk said sagely. “A true haven of gentility.” 
 
    Another round of nods, with a few “here, heres” thrown in. 
 
    “Perhaps the mage is still looking out for the town,” Yvaine teased. 
 
    An uncomfortable silence greeted that comment, and a few humphs floated through the air. 
 
    “Oh, surely not,” Yvaine said as she glanced at her audience. “Why, he would have to be thousands of years old.” 
 
    “No, no, of course,” a dowager in a deep purple gown trimmed with black lace assured her. “But you know what they say about inviting bad luck by discussing your good luck.” 
 
    “Ah,” Maruk agreed. “A very common belief in many cultures. In fact, Heraclitus wrote an excellent tract comparing the concepts associated with the idea of luck.” 
 
    I drifted away as Maruk and several of the guests began a discussion on the various theories of chance and luck. The crowd’s reaction to Yvaine’s comment was curious. Perhaps they really did believe that someone was still guarding the town, but where was that person hiding?  
 
    The dinner bell rang, and we were ushered into the formal dining hall, a much larger room than the one we had eaten in before. It could easily hold two hundred people, and the well-worn flagstones on the floor were a testament to a few centuries of parties and other such crowded events.  
 
    I found myself seated between the Trenche sisters, a pair of octogenarians in matching candy pink gowns whose sole interest was clearly the food. I tried to ask about the town, and the story, but either the Trenche sisters were deaf, or too determined to eat to bother with conversation. The oak table was so wide, and the flower display in the middle so large, that I couldn’t successfully carry on a conversation with the person sitting across from me either. 
 
    I ate my five course meal in silence while the room filled with the usual sounds of dinner. I will say that the food was delicious, and I could understand why the Trenche sisters were so single-minded. My favorite was probably the roast, which was succulent and buttery, and had me scoping the table for seconds, and then thirds. The fish was a close second, with its hint of orange and a crispy skin that crackled in my mouth.  
 
    Dessert was a show unto itself, involving an army of servers who flambeed cherries at strategically placed stations about every third seat. The young man who cooked the dessert for myself and the Trenche sisters was nearly mauled as the two ladies snatched the bowls from his hand and dove in. I tried to smile politely at him as he carefully set my bowl in front of me. He pulled his arm quickly out of the way and retreated with his trolley.  
 
    As we stood to leave, one of the sisters placed a hand on my arm and leaned in to whisper, “The mage might be dead, but he had brethren, you know. They serve a higher purpose.” 
 
    I blinked at the old woman, but then she and her sister were scuttling away. I was about to follow when Lavinia appeared at my side. 
 
    “That young guy over there,” she said with a slight inclination of her head, “I think he knows something but he’s a smug bastard and he won’t tell me anything.” 
 
    “What do you want to do?” I asked. I recognized the grandson I had been introduced to earlier.  
 
    “I think I can scare it out of him,” she said. 
 
     “Um, is that wise, in the middle of the party?” 
 
    Lavinia looked around the room, and I did as well. The dining hall was virtually empty now, and I could hear the sound of carriages being readied in the distance. 
 
    “Wow, this party broke up quickly,” I commented. 
 
    “I think I can corner him before he leaves,” she said. “But I thought it might be nice if you could give him a little show.” 
 
    “I don’t really do anything showy,” I admitted. “Maybe Emeline….” 
 
    “Emeline is not scary looking,” Lavinia interrupted. “No matter how many fireballs she throws.” 
 
    “True,” I sighed. “All right, let’s find him.” 
 
    The kid in question was slouched against a statue, watching the carriages as they lined up. He was probably about sixteen, and looked as bored as you would expect, given who he’d just been forced to have dinner with. He perked up when he saw Lavinia striding towards him, but then his eyes flicked to me, and he took on a more sullen look. 
 
    “Leaving so soon?” Lavinia asked as she ran a finger along the edge of his collar. 
 
    “I don’t have to,” he replied as he glanced at the carriages. “I can stay as long as I want.” 
 
    “Hmmm,” Lavinia mused. She tapped one finger against his cheek, and I saw him turn bright red. “Let’s go somewhere else.” 
 
    “There’s a gazebo,” he said as he looked at me. 
 
    “Perfect,” Lavinia replied. She grabbed his arm and started to drag him away from the door. 
 
    “Ow!” the boy protested. “Hey, you don’t have to hurt me!” 
 
    “Where’s the gazebo?” Lavinia growled. The boy gawked at her and began to back away.  
 
    I was directly behind him, and he stepped on my toes as he did so. I hissed, and the boy swung around to face me. 
 
    “Where’s the gazebo?” Lavinia repeated. 
 
    “Over there,” the boy said as he pointed towards a stand of pine trees. “Knock yourselves out.”  
 
    He tried to go around me, but Lavinia had him by the shirt collar now and was dragging him towards the trees. We found the promised gazebo, and Lavinia dropped the kid to the floor while I took up a position blocking the exit. The kid squinted up at both of us, and I could see that he was trying to muster his courage. 
 
    “I can kill you both,” he sneered. “I took first in my class at school.” 
 
    “In what?” Lavinia asked as she stared at the boy, her eyes blazing. “Q-ball?” 
 
    “Par-Mat,” the boy shot back as he pulled himself to his feet. Lavinia rolled her eyes, and I gave her a quizzical look. 
 
    “It’s fake martial arts for people who don’t want to get too sweaty,” she explained. 
 
    “Attack!” the boy suddenly cried out as he dropped into a squat. Lavinia heaved a sigh, and as the boy lunged forward, she drove an elbow hard into his spine and a knee into his solar plexus. The kid hit the floor with a loud whoosh. 
 
    “You really shouldn’t warn people when you’re getting ready to attack,” I pointed out.  
 
    The kid had rolled over onto his back, and I could see tears pouring out of his eyes. Lavinia squatted down next to him and patted his head.  
 
    “Now you can say you battled the Shadow Foxes,” she said. “And I won’t even hunt you down when you lie about how that went if you tell me what I want to know.” 
 
    The kid wiped a few tears away and looked at Lavinia for several seconds. I could see his lower lip was trembling, but he was putting up a pretty good front, all things considered. 
 
    “What do you want to know?” the boy asked sullenly. 
 
    “At dinner, you said you knew where the mage went,” she replied. 
 
    “It’s just a story,” the boy said. 
 
    “So tell it to us,” Lavinia insisted. 
 
    “Well, when we were kids, we were always told that the mage went up into the mountains,” the kid began, “and when he found a safe place to hide, he sent for some of the other mages that were being hunted. The other mages always stopped in the town, and the townspeople always helped them on their way, so that’s why they take care of the town. Sometimes, we’d see someone in dark robes hanging around the town, and we’d say that it was one of the mages. But usually it was just someone who got stuck in town because the bridge got washed out again.” 
 
    “Where was the safe place?” I asked. 
 
    “I dunno,” the kid sniffed, but I didn’t need Aerin’s gift to know the boy was lying.  
 
    “Where is it?” Lavinia demanded. Her red eyes flared up again, and the boy cringed back. 
 
    “Mount Awana,” the kid huffed. “There’s supposed to be an old castle there or something, but we never found it. You have to go to the top of the mountain, but there’s no way up.” 
 
    “There, that wasn’t so hard,” Lavinia remarked as she stood. The kid pulled himself up and glared at both of us. I stepped aside, and he slouched past me. 
 
    “We need to have a team meeting,” I said. “I think we have enough to make our next step.” 
 
    “Another hike up the mountain,” Lavinia remarked. “This is becoming a regular thing.” 
 
    “We may have to start investing in some climbing gear,” I replied with a smile. I wrapped an arm around her hips as we walked back to the house. She had gone silent, and there was still enough light that I could see that she was lost in thought. 
 
    “Penny for your thoughts,” I said. 
 
    “What?” she asked a moment later. 
 
    “Just wondering what you were thinking about,” I explained. “You looked pretty far from here, and I know you haven’t been feeling good for the last few days.” 
 
    Lavinia studied me for a moment, then twisted out of my arm. “Team meeting,” she called back as she strode towards the house.  
 
    I was stunned, and if Maruk hadn’t wandered up at that moment, I might have stayed there all night.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    Welch had been happy to share what few maps he had of the mountains, and Emeline had spent several hours making copies. Even Griff and Bergen helped out, filling in the information they had gathered from their flights across the range. Welch also provided us with extra ropes and grappling hooks in return for our promise to provide him with all the details.  
 
    By daybreak, we were ready to set out, and Welch had a pair of carriages take us as far as the foothills. The drivers let us off at a footpath that led towards a small village called San Lorraine, the highest inhabited point in the Canterrose Mountains, or so claimed the inhabitants. Mount Awana was just beyond that. 
 
    The climb was easy enough to start with, and we laughed and swapped jokes as the world awoke to another pleasant day. Merlin bounced in and out of the brush near the trail, returning each time with various items, including berries, a moldy apple, an old owl feather, and a beaded bracelet. Our jocularity didn’t last long, though, as the path became steeper and the air thinner. The local flora grew sparser, and there was no break from the wind. 
 
    “It’s as bad as being in that damn balloon,” Dehn muttered as he slipped on some gravel. 
 
    “Maybe we should have taken the balloons,” Lena sighed as she watched an eagle soar over a nearby peak. 
 
    “They wouldn’t have anywhere to set down,” I pointed out. 
 
    “We could have climbed down the ropes,” Aerin suggested. 
 
    “Yes, that wouldn’t draw anyone’s attention,” Maruk remarked. 
 
    “Not to mention the unfortunate results if you lost your grip,” Yvaine added. 
 
    “Fine,” Aerin huffed. “No climbing down the ropes while dangling from a balloon.” 
 
    “It’s not really that terrible an idea,” I said as I remembered images of people dangling from helicopters by a rope ladder. 
 
    “I’ll stick to climbing,” Lavinia remarked.  
 
    “You did get almost as sick as Dehn,” Aerin said. 
 
    “Really?” I asked in surprise. 
 
    “Just once,” Lavinia retorted hotly. She shot Aerin a warning look, but Aerin looked away and started humming. 
 
    “We all have our little weaknesses,” Maruk sighed. 
 
    “What are yours?” Yvaine asked as she tried to avoid a small pile of poo. 
 
    “Certain smells,” Maruk said vaguely. 
 
    “You should have seen him that time we had to go through a clogged sewer drain,” Aerin laughed. “Tom and Lavinia practically had to drag him through.” 
 
    “Ah, Tom,” Maruk sighed, and the original three members of the guild went quiet for a moment. “He was a good man at heart.” 
 
    The path had narrowed so that there was only enough room for one person at a time. I found myself between Lena and Dehn; Lena moved over the rocky terrain as easily as a mountain goat, while Dehn grunted and swore up a storm. My heart rate was zinging along nicely, even without the gym equipment. 
 
    The sun was near its peak when the path flattened out again. We found ourselves at a fork. One path was clearly more heavily traveled, and was marked with a sign that said San Lorraine, while the other path probably hadn’t seen human feet for a very long time. 
 
    “San Lorraine should only be about a half hour or so further up,” Emeline chuffed as she consulted a map. 
 
    “Where’s this other path lead?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s not on the map,” Emeline replied.  
 
    “Let’s get to San Lorraine,” I said. “We can rest for a few minutes, and have some food, and figure out how to get to Awana.” 
 
    We trudged on, following the cheery little signs that someone had thoughtfully placed along the side of the path. There was one promising the best schnitzel in the valley, and another one showing a merry couple asleep in a gargantuan bed. Further along there was a sign for Happy Hola’s Holiday Suites. And so it continued, until at last, we were at San Lorraine.  
 
    San Lorraine had been carved out of the mountain. The path we were on was the only real street in the town, and it led us past storefronts, hotels, businesses, and private homes, all meticulously detailed to look like standalone structures, though in fact they were all part of the rock that we were climbing.  
 
    We chose a small pub called the Drunken Goat, largely because the sign out front promised the best meat pies in town. The place was crowded, though I was happy to see that we weren’t the only strangers in the pub. The waiter pulled two tables together to accommodate our group, handed out well-worn menus, then trotted away to another table.  
 
    “Who are all these people?” Aerin asked as she looked around.  
 
    “No idea,” Lavinia replied as she eyed the other groups suspiciously. 
 
    “I’ll just find out,” Yvaine announced as she stood up. She managed to maneuver to the bar, past a pair of very fat visitors, where she placed a drink order for our group. While the barkeep poured our drinks, Yvaine chatted with him. She smiled and laughed, and when the beer was poured, the barkeep helped Yvaine carry the pints back to our table. He ignored us, gave Yvaine a hearty smile, and returned to his post. 
 
    “Well?” Aerin asked as she tested the beer. “Ooh, that’s good.” 
 
    The rest of us took a sip, and I had to agree with Aerin’s assessment. The beer was malty, with just a hint of caramel. I noticed appreciative nods around the table, except for Lavinia. She stared hard at her pint, then quietly slipped it next to Dehn, who’d already finished half of his own. I gave her a quizzical look, but she only gave me one of her fiery death glares in reply. 
 
    “They’re here for the waters,” Yvaine explained as she set her pint on the table. 
 
    “The waters?” I asked. We hadn’t seen any waters on the climb up here, I was certain of that. 
 
    “There’s a cave with a lake,” Yvaine explained. “It was supposedly blessed a couple of centuries ago by some mage or other. Now it has healing powers.”  
 
    “Really?” Maruk asked speculatively. He took a careful sip of his beer, and I could see him contemplating the possible uses for such water. 
 
    “They’ve turned it into a regular industry in the last few years,” Yvaine continued. “It’s become quite the hot spot for the upper class who are in the know.” 
 
    “They’re tourists,” I remarked as I looked more closely around the room. “But how did they get here? That climb is a killer, and a lot of these people look like they’d never make it past that first hill.” 
 
    “You can arrange for a porter,” Yvaine replied.  
 
    “A porter?” Lena asked. 
 
    “Apparently, they have some sort of carts, just wide enough for one person to ride in, that they can use to pull you up here,” Yvaine said with a shrug. 
 
    “I’m surprised Welch didn’t know about this,” I remarked. 
 
    “He did say he wasn’t up on a lot of local stuff,” Aerin pointed out. 
 
    “Still, this is quite a little racket they’ve got going,” I replied. 
 
    “I’m impressed they can pull people up the mountain,” Lavinia added as she eyed another group of rather chubby tourists. 
 
    “I think there’s magic involved,” Yvaine explained. “Cleon said that the carts had been designed by an air mage working with an earth mage.” 
 
    “Well, as fascinating as this is,” I sighed. “We still need to get to Awana.” 
 
    “I’m afraid Cleon didn’t have anything to offer on that front,” Yvaine replied. “There was a rock slide last spring that cut off the road above the town.” 
 
    “There was an alchemist’s shop near the main gate,” Lena said thoughtfully. “Perhaps I should ask there.” 
 
    We finished our lunch and made our way back towards the gate. I spotted the alchemist’s shop tucked into a small, natural crevice. Lena darted across the road, ahead of a large pack of tourists. The rest of us stood pressed against the wall, stuck there until the herd moved on. By the time the tourists had moved out of the way, Lena was back outside. She darted back to us and held up a map. 
 
    “That was easy,” Lavinia said as she looked over the map. 
 
    “Apparently, the town council printed these up several years ago when they first decided to sell people on the idea of visiting here,” Lena replied. “They thought people might be interested in hiking.” 
 
    “I’m guessing that didn’t happen,” I remarked. 
 
    “No,” Lena said sadly. “Apparently, people just wanted to stay in the town. But Paula, that’s the alchemist, still has a stack of the maps, in case anyone decides they want to do more than eat and visit the waters.” 
 
    “I knew it,” Lavinia remarked as she examined the map. “That trail we ignored. Looks like it also leads towards Awana.” 
 
    “Does it go all the way?” I asked. 
 
    “The map doesn’t really show that,” she replied. “It just sort of ends. I guess they figured visitors wouldn’t want to hike too far away from the town. But we can make our own path if we need to.” 
 
    “Right,” I agreed. “So, back the other way.” 
 
    We returned to the fork in the road, and after ignoring the sign for custom-made, one-of-a-kind, Canterrosean hats, set off on the road less traveled. Lavinia and Emeline were in the lead, picking a trail through rock and wilderness that often left me gasping. Dehn had a steady stream of curse words going, and the spikes on his armor were slowly collecting a nice coating of leaves, vines, and twigs. 
 
    Maruk wasn’t faring much better. The trees that grew at these altitudes were more like scrub brush, and the branches kept hitting him around the head. The only one who seemed to be having a good time was Merlin, who’d taken on the form of a hawk. He circled overhead, though he periodically dipped low enough to laugh at our plight. 
 
    “I’m going to shoot that puca,” Lavinia grumbled as she tried to untangle a horn from a low-lying branch. 
 
    “Not if I shoot him first,” Aerin replied. 
 
    I was giving serious thought to tossing stones at the puca when he suddenly pulled up and then plunged straight down.  
 
    “Hey Merlin!” Lena jumped backwards to avoid his talons.  
 
    “Hey!” he echoed, and then he changed back into his puca form before he even touched ground, bounded over to me, and began chattering. 
 
    “What did you see, Merlin?” I asked. “Did you see people?” 
 
    The puca stuck his tongue out at that suggestion and stamped a back foot. He looked around at our group, and when he saw Maruk, he cocked his head to one side. The two stared at each other for a moment, and then the puca turned back to me. 
 
    “Castle,” he said in a remarkable imitation of Maruk. 
 
    “He’s got you pegged,” Dehn chortled as he jabbed Maruk in the back. 
 
    “Should I be flattered or offended?” Maruk asked. 
 
    “Show us,” I told the puca. He set off on a trail that only he could see, and we scrambled over boulders and fought our way through brambles trying to keep up. Merlin was heading higher, and the air was noticeably cooler. I could see snow just above us, and the puca was heading straight for it. Despite our exertions, we began adding layers against the cold air. By the time we hit the snowpack, we were muffled beneath bear fur, scarves, gloves, and any other extra clothing we had. 
 
    “Damn snow,” Lavinia muttered. 
 
    Merlin plowed onwards, leaving tiny prints in the snow. The rest of us left a path that looked like a herd of bison had been through. Finally, the puca came to a ledge where he stopped and looked expectantly at us. 
 
    “What the hell is this?” Dehn demanded as he looked down over the edge. “Where’s this castle?” 
 
    “Uh, guys,” I said before Lavinia could carry through on her threat to kill the puca. “Look up.” 
 
    “Crap,” Aerin muttered as her gaze shifted skyward. 
 
    There was indeed a castle, now looming over us. Like San Lorraine, it appeared to have been carved from the mountain. Unfortunately, we weren’t on the side with the gate, wherever that was. There was nothing but a very high wall, and an even taller watchtower. 
 
    “You led us to the wrong side,” Lavinia said angrily as she glared at Merlin.  
 
    “Wrong!” Merlin chattered at her, then changed back into a hawk and flew off. 
 
    “It’s a good thing we have the rope and hooks,” Maruk mused as he studied the wall. 
 
    “You’re not seriously proposing we climb this?” Lavinia asked. “There has to be a door somewhere.” 
 
    “Not if they’re mages,” Lena replied calmly. “If their plan was to cut themselves off from the world, they may not have bothered with a gate.” 
 
    “But, supplies,” Lavinia protested. “And food. They’d need some way to get them in.” 
 
    “Look, we’re losing daylight, and I, for one, would rather not try to circle around to the other side of the mountain,” I said. “Maruk, do you think you could toss the hooks high enough to get them over the wall?” 
 
    Maruk had already pulled one of the hooks from his pack and was testing its weight. He measured the distance with his eye and gave a nod. 
 
    “Just like storming the castle with the family,” he sighed. “It seems it’s harder to leave your upbringing behind than you might believe.” 
 
    “Dehn,” I called out, and the halfling took a step forward. “I want you to go first. You’re small enough and light enough that the rope should hold, and I need you to be ready to take out any guards when you get to the top.” 
 
    “Right,” Dehn agreed heartily. 
 
    “But don’t go running off to look for a fight!” I warned him. “Just stay there and make sure it’s safe for the rest of us to climb up. You’ll need to be our guard.” 
 
    “Got it,” Dehn amended, less enthusiastically. 
 
    Maruk had made a couple of practice tosses, and then he gave a huge heave. The hook sailed upwards, the rope unwinding behind it. I thought for sure he had missed the mark, but then the hook arced downwards, and I heard the distant sound of metal hitting stone. Then Maruk tugged until the rope remained taut. 
 
    “Up you go,” Maruk said with a nod. 
 
    Dehn cracked his knuckles, then grabbed the rope. He pulled himself several feet off the ground and then wrapped his legs around the rope. The halfling moved quickly, if not quietly. Muttered curse words drifted down to us, and Lavinia shook her head. 
 
    “They'd have to be deaf or dead not to hear him coming,” she said. 
 
    Dehn finally pulled himself over the top of the wall and disappeared from view. We waited impatiently, and then Dehn’s head appeared, and he waved to us before retreating from sight. 
 
    “Guess it’s my turn,” Aerin sighed. She took the rope and followed after Dehn. When she was halfway up, Lena began her ascent. Emeline and Lavinia were next, and then it was my turn. Yvaine gave me a reassuring smile, and I put my hands to the rope. 
 
    I’d put on some muscle during my time with the Shadow Foxes, and I considered myself to be in excellent shape, but that climb was tough. There were no footholds or handholds to speak of in the smooth surface of the wall, so it was just me, and the rope. I face-planted at the top, and Lavinia and Dehn had to pull me the rest of the way over the ledge. 
 
    I rolled onto my back and looked up at the sky. Aerin came over and I heard the familiar sound of chimes, and then sunlight seemed to pour through me. I flexed my fingers experimentally and realized I could actually feel them again. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said as I sat up.  
 
    “Happy to help you, as always.” She gave me a quick smile and then joined Lavinia and Dehn.  
 
    Yvaine’s head appeared, and Lavinia reached down and grabbed the marchioness around the waist. Yvaine didn’t complain about the rough treatment, which meant that she was probably feeling as exhausted as I had. I heard the chimes again, and Yvaine let out a contented sigh. 
 
    I looked around, but there wasn’t much to see, at least from the battlements. There was a standard courtyard below that held a well, a stack of cut wood, and a small herb garden. I also spotted a drift of smoke from a chimney. Someone was still here, but that was all I knew at the moment. 
 
    “Where’d they all go?” Lena mused as she took in the scene. 
 
    “Maybe they heard us coming,” Emeline replied as she shot a glance towards the halfling. 
 
    “No, I don’t think so,” Lena answered as she studied the courtyard. “It doesn’t look like they were in a hurry. I’d say it was more likely that they were at prayer or such.” 
 
    “Makes it easier for us,” I pointed out. Maruk’s head had finally appeared and both Lavinia and Dehn were trying to help him the rest of the way. 
 
    “I can do this,” Maruk protested. Lavinia and Dehn both stepped back, and with one last mighty heave, Maruk was over the wall and inside the castle. Merlin had apparently been watching all this unfold, because he finally came in for a landing and dropped down next to me. 
 
    “So, shall we take a look around?” I suggested. 
 
    “There are stairs over here,” Lena called out. 
 
    We soon found ourselves in the courtyard, but we didn’t find any more signs of the inhabitants. We drew our weapons and approached the main doors to the inner keep. I nodded to Maruk, who yanked the door open, shield at the ready. 
 
    Nothing happened, and no guards leapt out to attack us. We entered the hall, and found tapestries on the walls, and several balls of mage fire suspended overhead. There was even a small wooden sign that asked us to respect our brethren and keep our voices low. 
 
    “This is weird,” Aerin declared. 
 
    “Now where do we go?” Lavinia asked. She paced the hall as she looked through each doorway, but still there were no people. 
 
    “Merlin, can you find the Shodra?” I asked. 
 
    The puca sniffed the air and walked back and forth across the hall. Then he suddenly shifted into hound form, and he was off, nose to the ground, as he led us along a winding path. We passed several more empty rooms before Merlin arrived at a set of stairs. He paused for a moment, and sniffed the air again, then started down. 
 
    “The dungeons, of course,” Maruk sighed. 
 
    The steps curled down, deep into the mountain, and the carefully smoothed stone of the castle soon gave way to the hard, pitted surface of the bare rock. The ceiling was lower as well, and I was forced to hunch down in order to save my scalp. Lavinia’s horns scraped against the rock a few times, and Maruk was nearly doubled over. 
 
    At last, we were at the bottom, and Merlin shifted back into his puca shape. He glanced back at us to make sure we’d all made it, then he edged forward slowly. We did the same, and I realized we were in a large room. Back home, I would have said we were in an auditorium. There was the stage at the other end of the room, with the podium and a few chairs. Below, and just in front of us, were the rows of seats, filled to capacity with almost forty mages. 
 
    We’d found the inhabitants, at least. Most were packed onto the benches, though one man stood up on the stage. Lucky for us, his head was bowed, and he did indeed appear to be in prayer. 
 
    I felt someone tug on my sleeve, and I glanced over at Emeline. She pointed towards the middle of the stage, and I saw what had her attention. There was a table set up behind the chairs, with a white cloth, and a vase of flowers. There was also a collection of seemingly random items on the table, like a silver cup, a rainbow-colored ball, and a statue of what looked like a penguin. More importantly, there was a candle, unlit, and carefully preserved in a clear glass box. 
 
    The man on the stage looked up, and he and I stared at each other in surprise. I saw his mana start to glow, and I raised my hand in response. 
 
    “Who are you?” the man demanded. He wore robes, though not like any I had seen at the mage academy. These were much simpler, made of a coarser fabric and with no ornamentation. As the man called on his mana, I also saw protection spells woven into the fabric. 
 
    The other mages leapt to their feet, and there were shouts from the pack. I felt my own team prepare to charge forward, but several of the mages were now drawing on their mana. 
 
    “We’ve come for the candle,” I replied. I wanted to give the Shadow Foxes time to get into better positions, and even as I spoke, I felt them shift. 
 
    “The Academy sent you,” the man on the stage called out. “Well, you can tell your master that you failed. The monks of Awana protect the holies as we have done since the day they were brought here, and we will do so long after the Academy has fallen.” 
 
    “The candle is on the stage,” I warned the Foxes. “We need to get up there and retrieve it.” 
 
    “Behind me, if you will,” Maruk replied as he checked the positioning of his shields. 
 
    “Emeline, give us cover,” I ordered. “Lavinia, whenever you’re ready.” 
 
    The two women nodded, and then Maruk charged forward. He plowed a path through the monks, and they fell to either side of him. I saw two others fall, with arrows protruding from their foreheads, while a third fell to the floor, and tried to pull himself to safety with Lavinia’s arrow caught in his shoulder. A large fireball erupted near a group of mages that had been preparing a counterattack, and the familiar screams and smell of charred flesh filled the air. 
 
    I followed behind Maruk, my mana knife at the ready. Dehn was on my heels until he let out a war cry and threw himself into a group of mages. I saw Dehn take a fireball to the chest, but he threw himself forward, and landed on one of the mages. The fire spread up the mage's robes, and his companions rushed to put it out. 
 
    We had the advantage of surprise, but the monks recovered quickly. Our progress to the stage was at a near standstill, and Maruk was being battered with both weapons and magic. A foul-smelling smoke curled around the room, and I saw Lena toss another bottle into the melee. An air mage summoned a wind, and the smoke blew back towards Lena and Aerin. The elves coughed and scratched at their throats as their opponents began to close in, but Merlin swept in as a hawk and attacked with beak and talons. 
 
    Yvaine appeared next to Maruk, and she was able to beat back some of the attack with a flurry of her rapier, so I seized the moment to rush forward and leapt onto the stage. The speaker glared at me, and I saw his mana start to glow as he raised his hand. I raised my own hand in response and closed my fist around his mana. The light that had pulsed up his arm suddenly disappeared, and the man grabbed for his throat. I shot past him and grabbed the box with the candle from the table. 
 
    “You cannot take that,” the man choked out as he lunged towards me. “The Academy will destroy it.” 
 
    “They want to preserve the Shodra,” I replied as I sidestepped the man. He saw my mana blade and stepped away from me. 
 
    “Lies,” he cried. “They always lie. But I know the truth about the Academy and the manipulators.” 
 
    I froze for a moment as his words rang in my ears. His frantic expression turned into a malicious grin, and he eyed me warily. 
 
    “Oh, I could tell you about your kind,” the mage hissed. “Leave the candle, and stay here with us, and I can tell you everything your heart desires about yourself and the Shodra.” 
 
    There was a loud crash then, and I heard Emeline’s startled scream cut off. I risked a look back and saw that the Foxes were surrounded. The mages had recovered, and fire pelted down on Maruk and Yvaine, while water had enveloped Emeline and Aerin. Lavinia had found a small outcrop to use, but she had only a handful of arrows left. Merlin snarled at anyone who got too close to the archer, but even he was hard pressed to keep dodging the flames that shot towards them. I couldn’t see Lena or Dehn, though I saw another wisp of smoke, and heard Dehn’s battle cry. 
 
    “They’re doomed,” the mage whispered. “But you could save yourself. Join us.” 
 
    I looked back at the mage and saw a maniacal light in his eye that reminded me of the cultists we’d faced just a short time ago. He may not have been a necromancer, but he had his own evil plans, of that I was sure. He must have read something in my eyes as well, because his mana lit up like a neon sign. I closed my fist just as the light reached his fingertips, then drove my mana blade into his heart. A surprised expression crossed his face, and then he fell backwards, dead. 
 
    I turned towards the mayhem in the rest of the room and raised my hand. I poured my mana outwards, into the weapons carried by the Foxes, and I saw them glow in return. My friends seemed to sense the power that now surged through their weapons, and they fought with a renewed urgency. 
 
    I picked out the water elementalist who held Emeline and Aerin, and I closed my fist over his mana. The mage shot a confused look towards the other monks as the water splashed to the ground. Emeline spluttered, but Aerin was already on her feet, and she charged towards the mage, axe at the ready. 
 
    I saw another mage lift his hands towards Lavinia, and I managed to cut him off before he could do much more than send a few sparks in her direction. Lavinia nailed him with an arrow, and I turned to see how the rest of the Foxes fared. I spotted Dehn finally, covered in blood amidst a growing pile of bodies. Lena was nearby, her arms full of jars. 
 
    The Shadow Foxes had the upper hand now, and the mages seemed to realize that. I counted eight who scurried from the room before the guild could finish them off. The few who were still standing were throwing up defensive spells, buying time for their fellow mages to escape.  
 
    “Let’s go!” I called out as I jumped down from the stage. I ran out of the auditorium with the rest of my team hot on my tail. I whistled for Merlin, and he shot to the front. He led the way back up the stairs, past the maze of rooms, and finally into the courtyard.  
 
    There was still no sign of a gate, but we startled three of the escaped mages, who were crossing the yard. An air mage threw a hurricane force wind in our direction, but I closed off his mana before he could do much more than overturn a rickety wheel barrow. Lavinia fired an arrow, and the mage fell to the ground. 
 
    The other two mages had disappeared through a small door, and Merlin ran after them. I followed the puca, and I could hear the rest of my team charge along behind me. 
 
    The door led to a dark passageway that curved past several rock formations. At the end, there was another staircase, and Merlin started down without hesitation. The stairwell was poorly lit, and I hesitated while I tried to see how far down the stairs ran. Emeline launched a mage light, and I gave her a nod of thanks as I started down. 
 
    The stairs led to a dank cellar. There were rows of shelves, filled with what looked like assorted jams, jellies, and pickled vegetables. I could hear water dripping somewhere and smell the tang of cold stone.  
 
    “Where’d they go?” Lavinia asked quietly as we peered down each row. 
 
    “Not sure,” I replied. Merlin barked from somewhere up ahead, and we moved towards him. 
 
    We found Merlin by what looked like a very large well. He was peering over the edge, and I could see the rope was slowly unwinding. I looked down the well and saw the tops of two heads. One of the mages looked up and saw me. He yelped, and then he pulled on something in the basket they stood in. The basket began to descend more quickly, and they were soon out of sight. I heard a thunk as the basket must have hit the ground below. 
 
    “I guess this is the door,” I announced. 
 
    “Figures,” Lavinia replied. 
 
    “It’s rather clever,” Lena said.  
 
    I examined the hoist and found what looked like a control mechanism. After a couple of false starts, I was able to pull the basket back to the top.  
 
    “Who wants to go first?” I asked. 
 
    “Me and Dehn,” Lavinia replied. “We can make sure there’s no one waiting on the other end before the rest of you come down.” 
 
    “Yes!” Dehn agreed as he hopped into the basket.  
 
    I managed to lower the basket without spilling anyone, though Lavinia complained the entire time that I was too slow. I heard the basket land, and Dehn’s stomp as he jumped out of the basket. 
 
    “All clear,” Lavinia called up a few moments later.  
 
    I sent Lena and Yvaine next, followed by Aerin and Emeline. Maruk was on his own, and then it was just me and Merlin. I pulled myself into the basket, trying to guess how to operate the thing from inside. There were two knobs near the rope, and I twisted one experimentally. The basket began to plummet, and Merlin let out a squawk. I twisted the knob back the other way, and the basket came to a shuddering halt halfway down the tunnel.  
 
    “Everything okay?” Aerin called up. 
 
    “Doing great,” I yelled back. Merlin stuck his tongue out to show what he thought about that statement. 
 
    “You could change into a dragon and fly us down,” I pointed out. Merlin scratched at an ear and gave me his best innocent stare. I returned my attention to the controls, and with a bit more care, managed to guide us to the ground in one piece. 
 
    We were in another cave, though I could see the last of the daylight just ahead. Aerin and Maruk were waiting for me, but the rest of the Shadow Foxes were gathered near the exit. 
 
    “Any sign of the mages?” I asked. 
 
    “They left a trail if you want to follow them,” Lavinia replied. Dehn grinned at the prospect, but night was closing in. Besides, we had the candle, and the team could use some rest. 
 
    “No need,” I replied. “I think they’ll be trying to get well away from here while they can, and we got what we came for.” 
 
    “Awww, dang,” Dehn muttered. 
 
    “It’s a long walk down the mountain,” Lavinia pointed out. “We should set up camp.” 
 
    “We could set up camp,” Yvaine agreed. 
 
    “Or we could go back to San Lorraine,” Lena finished. 
 
    “It would probably be safer than camping out here on the mountainside with angry mages running around,” Yvaine added. 
 
    “And I could get dry,” Aerin added as she shivered in the cool air. 
 
    “Me, too,” Emeline agreed. 
 
    “You can get dry in front of a fire,” Lavinia argued. “And those monks we didn’t kill could decide to go to San Lorraine.” 
 
    “Unlikely,” Maruk said. “Though even if they did, I imagine they would want to avoid any contact with us.” 
 
    “I’ll admit, a bed does sound appealing,” I replied. “So, back to San Lorraine. Maybe we can use some of these special carts in the morning.” 
 
    “Fine,” Lavinia sighed. “Follow me. I can find the road from here.” 
 
    Merlin, back in puca form, moved ahead of her. Lavinia toed him out of the way, and Merlin hissed in protest. 
 
    “Out of my way, fuzz butt,” Lavinia ordered. “I don’t trust you to lead us to the front door.” 
 
    Merlin chirped at the ladona woman in protest, but quickly scurried up to my shoulders when she shot him a fiery glare. He wrapped himself around my neck, and contented himself with a few chirrups aimed at her back. 
 
    Lavinia set a fast pace, and we were back at the fork by nightfall. Several glowing orbs now lined the path towards the town, and we followed them back to San Lorraine. The city looked like a Christmas village now, it was covered in so many lights. I was nearly blinded as we stepped out of the darkness, and I saw the rest of the crew blink as well. 
 
    “I need a drink,” Dehn declared as we stopped in the center of the town. 
 
    “And food,” Aerin added. 
 
    “First, let’s find a place to stay,” I replied. “Then we can take care of the rest.” 
 
    “Let’s see,” Yvaine murmured as she glanced around the square. We were drawing looks from the other people now. In the bright lights of the town, it was hard to remain inconspicuous, especially with the blood that now covered our clothing. 
 
    “That one,” Yvaine declared. She picked her way past a group of tourists and around an elf who was performing magic tricks for a small crowd and strolled into the lobby of what was clearly a very high-end hotel. We marched into a lobby of marble floors, polished to within an inch of their life, grandiose displays of flowers, gilt mirrors on the walls, and even a table set up with samples of the local water. Yvaine lead us across the lobby, trailing dirt and blood and snow across the freshly waxed floor. 
 
    The desk clerk’s eyes grew wide when we approached, and he looked frantically around the lobby, as if hoping some other employee might appear and save him from whatever was about to happen. Yvaine stepped up to the desk and smiled her best marchioness smile. 
 
    “I’m the Marchioness of Constello,” she declared. “My companions and I require rooms for the night.” 
 
    “You… your companions,” the man mumbled as he looked at our attire, and then back at Yvaine. 
 
    “Of course,” she replied. “I understand this is short notice, and we would be willing to pay an additional fee for the rooms.” 
 
    Aerin coughed, and Lavinia nudged her. 
 
    “Um, I’m not sure if we have any rooms,” the man said. “I should ask my manager.” 
 
    “You are the concierge on duty, are you not?” Yvaine asked. “Surely it’s your job to know if there are rooms.” 
 
    “Er, um,” was all the man was able to say. 
 
    “Really,” Yvaine sniped as she stared at the poor clerk. “The quality of help these days.” 
 
    The man gulped loudly. Yvaine impatiently drummed her fingers on the desk. The rest of us dripped snow and mud onto the floor. 
 
    The standoff came to an end when another man sidled behind the desk. He tapped the clerk on the shoulder, and the clerk nearly sprinted towards a seating area where several guests were currently watching the proceedings while they sipped on water. 
 
    “Are you guests of the hotel?” the new clerk asked. 
 
    “Not yet,” Yvaine replied. “And I won’t ever be if this is indicative of the service you provide.” 
 
    “And you are?” the clerk asked with a smarmy smile. 
 
    “Yvaine Estrella, Marchioness of Constello.” 
 
    “Ah,” the clerk replied after he blinked three times. “And you require rooms for the night for yourself and your…?” 
 
    “My guild,” Yvaine replied. “And yes, we require rooms for the night.” 
 
    “And will anyone be… sharing rooms, or will you require separate rooms?” the clerk asked delicately. 
 
    Yvaine continued to smile at the clerk, while the rest of us glanced at each other and shuffled our feet. 
 
    “Separate rooms,” Yvaine declared, more to annoy the clerk than any real concern for anyone’s privacy. 
 
    “Well, let me see,” the clerk sniffed as he scanned a ledger that he pulled from the desk. After a moment, he added, “I have one room available that would accommodate the orc, but I’m afraid that would mean you would have to take a junior suite.” The clerk looked up and smiled again at Yvaine. 
 
    “That will be acceptable,” she said graciously. “Now, if you’ll show us to our rooms, we have confidential business to conduct. You’ll have dinners for all of us sent to Maruk’s suite and then see that we’re not disturbed for the remainder of the evening.” 
 
    “Of course,” the clerk sniffed as he pulled out our keys from the rack behind him. Yvaine gave him a curt nod and then smiled at us. We had rooms, dinner, and important plans to discuss. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
    I was up early the next morning, though I still couldn’t beat Lavinia. I found her in the hallway, as she crept back to her room. 
 
    “Good morning,” I called out as she fumbled with her room key. She dropped it and turned to me. 
 
    “You shouldn’t sneak up on people like that!” she hissed. She started to lean down, then placed a hand over her mouth.  
 
    “I wasn’t sneaking,” I replied as I scooped up the key and unlocked the door for her. She looked pale, and she had dark smudges under her eyes, like she hadn’t slept well. “Are you sure you’re okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” she said. “I just… had a nightmare.” 
 
    “You?” I asked in surprise. “About what?” 
 
    Lena strolled up before Lavinia could respond, wrapped in something that looked like a swan had exploded. She smiled at the two of us, then twirled so we could see the full, fluffy effect. 
 
    “What are you wearing?” Lavinia demanded. 
 
    “I found it last night,” she replied. 
 
    “You found it?” I repeated. I was just full of questions this morning. 
 
    “Someone just left it hanging outside their door,” Lena explained. 
 
    “Oh, gods above,” Lavinia moaned as she laid her head against her door. 
 
    “Um, Lena,” I said gently. “Usually when people leave things outside their hotel room door, it’s so the hotel employees will take it to be washed or ironed.” 
 
    “Oh,” Lena replied, her disappointment evident in the slump in her shoulders. “I suppose I should return it then.” 
 
    “That would probably be a good idea,” I agreed. 
 
    “But put some clothes on first,” Lavinia growled as Lena started to remove the… whatever it was. Lena nodded and drifted back towards her own room. I cocked an eyebrow at Lavinia, and she sighed. 
 
    “So, your nightmare,” I said. 
 
    Lavinia locked her door and stepped back from me.  
 
    “Breakfast,” she suggested. Then she turned on her heel and headed for the stairwell.  
 
    I shrugged and trotted after her. I was surprised to find that the lobby was packed. Hordes of tourists stood around in large groups, and each group appeared to be centered around a brightly colored flag. There was the orange group, the lemon yellow group, the kiwi green group, and the neon pink group. Hotel employees flitted among the groups with trays of water and small pastries. 
 
    Lavinia and I squeezed through and entered the dining room. There were tourists here, as well, but they looked to be finishing their breakfasts, and several scooted past us to join one of the groups in the lobby. A flustered looking waitress told us to sit anywhere, and Lavinia and I claimed a large round table that the busboy had just finished cleaning. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked as the waitress came by with the menus. 
 
    “It’s the morning bathers,” the waitress replied. “The different colors are for the different treatments you can get.” 
 
    “Oh, okay,” I said dubiously. 
 
    “They only allow bathing during certain hours,” the waitress explained. “You have to sign up at least two days in advance, and you can’t be late or they won’t let you in.” 
 
    “I’m surprised Yvaine and Maruk haven’t signed up,” Lavinia muttered. 
 
    “Who says they haven’t?” 
 
    The waitress left, and Lavinia and I studied the menu. I decided the ham extravaganza sounded right for a hard day of walking and set my menu aside. I looked expectantly at Lavinia, but she buried her nose in the menu. 
 
    “It’s not that fascinating,” I said eventually. 
 
    “Huh?” she asked as she finally looked up. 
 
    “The menu,” I replied. “It’s not that fascinating. So what are you really thinking about?” 
 
    Lavinia sighed and set her menu down. She pushed it around the table, then took a sip of water.  
 
    “Gabriel,” she finally began, “there’s something we need to discuss.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said gently. The ladona’s normally fiery gaze was muted, and she pushed a stray strand of hair behind her ear. She stared at the menu again, then finally turned to face me. 
 
    “Gabriel--” she started again, then stopped. 
 
    I waited. When she finally opened her mouth again, though, it wasn’t her voice I heard. 
 
    “Can you believe this place?” Dehn called out as he dropped into a chair at the table. He scooped up a menu, and asked, “Anything look good?” 
 
    “They have waffles,” Lavinia replied as she looked away from me. 
 
    “Yum,” Dehn agreed as he looked over the list of possibilities. 
 
    “Ah, Dehn,” I began as I tried to think of a way to get him away from the table. But it was too late. Lena arrived, now clad in pastel colored harem pants with tiny bells and matching top, and Emeline was only a moment behind her.  
 
    “So, boss,” Dehn said as he passed the menus to Lena and Emeline. “What’s the plan for today?” 
 
    Lavinia ignored my look and started a quiet conversation with Lena. 
 
    “We should head to Mount Speir today,” I sighed. “We might as well get that out of the way while we’re here.” 
 
    “It’ll be easier than going back to Welch’s first,” Emeline agreed. 
 
    “Sounds dull,” Dehn remarked. 
 
    “Maybe we’ll get lucky and meet some centaurs or something,” Emeline consoled him. 
 
    “Oh, that would be awesome,” Dehn replied as his face lit up. “I’ve never fought a centaur before.” 
 
    “Do they really have centaurs here?” I asked. 
 
    “We’re supposed to be near one of their strongholds,” Emeline replied with a shrug. 
 
    “Good morning,” Aerin said as she sat down next to Lena.  
 
    “Good morning,” we chorused back.  
 
    “Anything good?” Aerin asked as she picked up a menu. 
 
    The same conversation repeated itself when Yvaine and Maruk finally appeared. We ordered our food, and I repeated my plan to head for Mount Speir. I listened as my team debated the merits of various routes, and I tried to catch Lavinia’s eye. She continued to ignore me and focused on the discussion. She and Emeline preferred a more direct route through the mountains, but Lena and Maruk argued for a more roundabout but easier route through the foothills. Yvaine and Aerin listened, and occasionally threw in a comment, but neither seemed to feel very strongly one way or the other. 
 
    “They both take about the same amount of time,” Maruk said. “So why kill ourselves by going over the mountains?” 
 
    “There are some wonderful herbs I could collect in the foothills,” Lena added. “And I could probably find some royal jellyfish in the rivers.” 
 
    “We’re less likely to run into trouble in the mountains,” Lavinia pointed out. 
 
    “Normally, I think that would be true,” Yvaine commented. “But I do think our guild has a knack for finding trouble. I suspect that both routes could carry danger, and the flatter one would be easier to defend.” 
 
    “I want to fight a centaur,” Dehn declared. “And you only find them in the mountains.” 
 
    “Not true,” Emeline mused. “They use the flat lands a lot for grazing sheep and cattle.” 
 
    “Centaurs have sheep and cattle?” I interrupted. 
 
    “Of course,” Maruk replied. “They’re excellent herders.” 
 
    “They are?” I asked. 
 
    “What do they do on your world?” Lena queried. 
 
    “Um, well, we don’t actually have centaurs,” I replied. “I mean we have legends about them, and they’re in stories like Harry Potter and such, but we don’t actually have any.” 
 
    “What a strange world you come from,” Lena observed. 
 
    “So you have hot air balloons but no centaurs,” Maruk mused.  
 
    “Don’t forget the… what were they?” Dehn pondered. “Planes?” 
 
    “Planes, cars, and trains,” Lena supplied. 
 
    “You remembered that?” I asked. 
 
    “You still haven’t explained what those are,” Lena replied with a smile. 
 
    Our breakfast arrived, and I was saved from having to explain the various ways people moved around on earth. We finished the meal, though I noticed Lavinia made do with only tea and dry toast again. I saw Aerin shoot the ladona woman a quizzical look, but Lavinia ignored her. We returned to our rooms long enough to gather our belongings, and then we regrouped in the now empty lobby. 
 
    Yvaine handled the bill, much to Aerin’s relief. Yvaine must have left a nice tip, because the hotel offered us several bottles of lake water as we left, which quickly disappeared into Maruk’s satchel. We stepped outside, and I was surprised at how much cooler the air felt this morning. I tugged my cloak tighter around my shoulders and led the way back through the town. We made good time on the narrow road, and we were soon back at the fork. When we arrived at the sign, eight pairs of eyes turned towards me.  
 
    “Well, boss?” Dehn asked. 
 
    “I think my quads have had enough mountain climbing for now,” I replied. “We take the road through the foothills.” 
 
    “Yes!” Lena cried out jubilantly as she clapped her hands together. “I just know I’ll find some excellent frost buttons!”  
 
    Lena started down the trail before anyone could say another word. The tinkling of her bells drifted back towards us, and I looked around at the team. 
 
    “Someone’s going to have to keep an eye on her,” I sighed. 
 
    “I can keep her in line,” Dehn volunteered. “Besides, she seems to attract trouble. I bet I get a fight or two out of this.” 
 
    “This should be fun,” Lavinia noted. 
 
    “Perhaps we should follow her,” Maruk suggested. “Seeing as how she’s no longer visible.” 
 
    “That was fast,” Yvaine said. “Did she just fall off the mountain?” 
 
    “Hey, elf!” Dehn called out as he ran down the trail after Lena. The rest of us followed suit, and we soon found Lena, stuck halfway inside a crevice. She was scraping some sort of fungus from the rock, while Dehn pulled impatiently on her sleeve. 
 
    “We gotta go,” he said in a very frustrated voice.  
 
    “Almost done,” Lena replied cheerfully. Her head emerged, and she tucked a small vial into her bag. She smiled at us and then continued on her way. 
 
    “This is going to take twice as long as it should,” Lavinia warned.  
 
    “Maybe,” I said. “But she’s been able to put together some pretty good stuff from her findings so far.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t believe how much money we’ve made off those glow sticks,” Aerin added.  
 
    The good news was that the weather cooperated. Gray clouds had moved in overnight, and the temperature had dropped, but whatever precipitation the clouds held never fell. We also managed to avoid any major fights, though Dehn did get to kill a gigantic catfish that tried to grab Lena as she waded along the edge of a lake while looking for royal jellyfish.  
 
    It didn’t take us twice as long to reach Mount Speir, but it was close. I looked up at the side of the mountain and sighed. I was really starting to hate mountain climbing. 
 
    “Right,” I said as I turned to face my team. “Emeline, you have the map?” 
 
    “Right here,” she replied as she dug around in her sack. “Um… oh, here it is.” 
 
    She held up a piece of paper and Lavinia grabbed it. She unfolded it, then looked up at the mountain. 
 
    “There should be a direct path to the designated drop off about a mile up the road,” Lavinia said as she handed the map back to Emeline. 
 
    “An actual road to our destination,” Maruk mused. “Will miracles never cease?” 
 
    Lavinia took the lead, and we fell in step behind her. Emeline tried to walk next to Lavinia, as she consulted the map, but Lavinia always managed to stay a step ahead. Dehn did a good job of keeping Lena on the road as we closed in on the mountain, despite Lena’s repeated attempts to collect yet more samples. Maruk and Yvaine held a quiet discussion about the various grades of silk, while Aerin sidled up next to me and slipped her hand into mine. Merlin, who’d spent the last hour napping in my pack, poked his head out and chirped. The elf smiled at him, and he slipped across to her shoulders. She scratched between his ears and then handed him a piece of apple. 
 
    “I need to start an apple orchard,” I laughed. “It’s the only way I’ll ever have enough apples to keep him happy.” 
 
    “You’d like that, wouldn’t you, Merlin?” Aerin cooed. 
 
    Merlin chirped in agreement, and looked at me with large, innocent eyes. 
 
    “I was kidding,” I protested. “I don’t know the first thing about growing apples.” 
 
    “You could learn,” Aerin pointed out. 
 
    “I could,” I agreed. “And when I’m old and grouchy and not able to kill necromancers or griffins or such anymore, I can spend my days among the apple trees, feeding a very fat little puca.” 
 
    Aerin laughed, but Merlin looked like he couldn’t decide if he had just been insulted or not. I just grinned at him, so he headbutted Aerin on her chin. She gave him another scratch between the ears, and he purred loudly in response. His eyes closed, though I noticed he was still watching me through a small slit.  
 
    “Here it is,” Lavinia called out, and we came to a halt behind her. “This should take us straight to the library or whatever it is. Last chance to plan a sneak attack.” 
 
    “We’re not going there to attack them,” I replied. 
 
    “Right,” Lavinia said. “I still think there’s something off about this.” 
 
    “Murillo is a well-respected mage,” Emeline declared. “Why, he once battled a dwarf cult just to rescue a band of travelers. And he developed the spell that hardened the stones in the city wall.” 
 
    “I remember that,” Maruk agreed. “The engineers had found some cracks in the wall when the foundation shifted and said the walls would have to be rebuilt. People were in a panic, and there were all sorts of dire predictions about foul characters sneaking into the city while it was defenseless.” 
 
    “Didn’t one of the goblin leaders offer a reward to any goblin who razed the city?” Yvaine asked. 
 
    “He did indeed,” Maruk replied. “It was most distasteful.” 
 
    “Well, obviously Murillo’s magic saved the city,” I said. 
 
    Lavinia heaved a sigh and started up the mountain trail. Aerin gave my hand a quick squeeze, then moved up next to the ladona.  
 
    Lavinia seemed okay with Aerin’s presence, and I saw the two women slip into a quiet conversation. Emeline gave up on her map and tucked it back into her pack. She was soon walking next to Lena and Dehn, and the halfling found himself herding two people along the path. Yvaine and Maruk brought up the rear again, this time comparing notes on the upcoming opera season. 
 
    The road up was smoother than the previous day’s march, but it was still steep. I spent most of the climb formulating ways to land hot air balloons on mountain castles. I was so lost in my own thoughts that I nearly walked into Emeline. The panthera had stopped, along with the rest of the crew, to admire the structure that had appeared in front of us. 
 
    It wasn’t a castle, exactly. In fact, it bore more than a passing resemblance to a lodge. Maybe log-cabin chateau was a good description. There was no gate, or moat, or even guards on patrol. Just a front door, painted a happy cherry red, and a statue of a naked three-breasted woman with no face. Yvaine and Maruk approached the statue and scrutinized it. 
 
    “I do believe it’s a genuine Pirelli,” Maruk said in awe. 
 
    “It is,” Yvaine agreed. “Remarkable. I haven’t seen a new one in years.” 
 
    “I wish I hadn’t seen this one at all,” Aerin remarked. “It’s creepy.” 
 
    “It’s a statement on the status of women,” Maruk explained. 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Aerin replied doubtfully. 
 
    “We can admire the artwork later,” I said. “Let’s get this delivery over with.”  
 
    With that, I stepped up to the door. There was a lion-headed door knocker, and I gave it several hard smacks. There was no immediate reply, and Lavinia peered through the window by the door. 
 
    “I don’t see anyone,” she said. 
 
    “Should we just try the door?” Emeline asked. 
 
    I twisted the knob and was surprised that the door was unlocked. I looked at Lavinia, who shrugged. I pushed the door open, and we stepped inside. 
 
    “Hello?” I called out. 
 
    “Coming, coming,” came a voice from somewhere off to the right. A moment later, Murillo appeared, dressed in something that looked like an olive green leisure suit. 
 
    “Shadow Foxes!” Murillo cried happily when he saw us. “This is indeed a great occasion. Does this mean you have succeeded in your mission?” 
 
    “Um, yes,” I said as Murillo grabbed my hand and led the way deeper into the house/chateau/lodge. We ended up in a room with a wall of windows overlooking the mountains and valley below. I knew people who would have paid a fortune for this same view in Taos. 
 
    “This is a really nice place,” I said as I took in the large stone hearth, the thick rugs, and the plumply inviting furniture. It was all done in shades of brown, with splashes of teal and forest green mixed in. The only thing missing was a large screen TV. 
 
    “Thank you,” Murillo said as we admired the room. “It’s the wife’s family. They have a few businesses on this side of the mountains.” 
 
    “I’m thirsty,” Dehn declared.  
 
    Murillo’s smiled dimmed for a moment, but then he said, “Where are my manners? Of course you’re thirsty. Let me just go get you something to drink. Is lemonade good for everyone?” 
 
    We all nodded, and Murillo disappeared again. 
 
    “I’d like to know what kind of business the family is in,” Aerin said with a low whistle. 
 
    Yvaine was scowling, and I could see she was trying to remember something. 
 
    “Murillo,” Maruk murmured. “Is he the Murillo who married Pebbles Gravel? I didn’t realize they were one and the same.” 
 
    “You’re making that up,” I blurted out. 
 
    “No, no, he’s right,” Yvaine said as she looked around the room. “The Gravel family run several mining companies.” 
 
    “Seriously?” I asked. 
 
    “They took the name Gravel a few generations back, as an homage to their origins,” Maruk explained. “I’m not sure when they started naming all the children with mining-related names. At least two generations ago, I think.” 
 
    “Wait,” Aerin said. “Wasn’t the family accused of supporting black magic?”  
 
    “Yes,” Yvaine said as she placed a hand on her rapier. “That’s what I was trying to remember. Pebbles’ name wasn’t mentioned, but certainly an uncle and a pair of cousins were caught up in the accusations.” 
 
    I could feel the gem at my chest burning hot. I glanced down, then at the rest of the Foxes. I gave a slight nod, and without a word, they moved to different spots around the room, with their hands near their weapons.  
 
    Murillo returned a moment later, carrying a tray with a pitcher and several glasses. He set the pitcher down, and filled each glass with what looked like lemonade, then offered up another smile.  
 
    “Shall we toast your success?” he asked. 
 
    “Tell me, why are we meeting you here?” I demanded. “Wouldn’t it be safer to do this in the Tower?” 
 
    “It’s strictly for security reasons,” Murillo said. “The whole point was to keep the return of the Shodra a secret, and as Emeline can tell you, the Tower is hardly the perfect place for such secret transactions.” 
 
    “So Maderel knows we’re here,” I clarified. 
 
    “Of course,” Murillo replied. I glanced at Aerin, who shook her head. 
 
    “You’re lying,” I said. Murillo looked at Aerin, then dropped the smile. 
 
    “You have the Shodra,” he stated flatly.  
 
    “We should leave,” I ordered the Foxes.  
 
    We started to move towards the door, but six more mages appeared to block our way.  
 
    Shit.  
 
    I heard the slight squeak of a hinge and turned to see a hidden door next to the fireplace open up. Four more mages entered the room. 
 
    “Do you know what Maderel will do with the Shodra?” Murillo asked. 
 
    “It’s not my concern,” I replied.  
 
    “At worst, he’ll destroy them,” Murillo sighed. “At best, he’ll seek to tap their magic for himself.” 
 
    “And you?” I asked. “What are your plans?” So many evil people had tried to save the Shodra that their destruction sounded like a good plan to me. 
 
    “We can use the Shodra,” Murillo said. “We’ve been studying their powers, and we know how to use them without succumbing.” 
 
    “Who’s we?” I queried as I sized up the mages that stood in a loose ring around the room. I took stock of the Shadow Foxes as well, and saw that Maruk and Lavinia stood back-to-back, with Lena squeezed in between. Dehn and Aerin were a few feet away, with their backs against the wall. Aerin had dropped her pack on the floor, and I saw Merlin’s nose sticking out. Yvaine and Emeline were just behind me. Yvaine had her weapon out, and Emeline’s mana was glowing fiercely. I half expected her to explode from the force she used to keep her mana under control. 
 
    “A society of like-minded individuals,” Murillo replied. “Alas, it appears you are not a part of that group.” 
 
    Murillo suddenly threw his hand into the air, and before I could react, the room seemed to explode. Shards of glass from the picture windows rained down on us, and an acrid smell filled the air. I heard a startled yelp from Emeline, and then I fell to my knees. I felt disconnected from my body, as if I were watching what was happening to someone else. I tried to focus on Murillo, but I couldn’t see him clearly. I heard Yvaine gasp, and I thought I was about to black out. 
 
    A large black shape suddenly moved into my field of vision, and I felt a roar all the way down to my bones. The house creaked, and then the roof started to fall apart. I shook my head and focused on my mana. I pulled it into myself, feeling the power as it surged along my veins. I could see the spell that Murillo had cast now, and the invisible gas that drifted among us. It had left the Shadow Foxes weak and vulnerable, except one. 
 
    Merlin had changed into his coal black dragon persona, and he was still growing. He had punched a hole in the roof, and the air pulled the gas from the room. I realized that the other mages all work masks over their nose and mouth, except for Murillo. I saw the magic he was using to protect himself, and to control the gas. He was trying to pull it back inside, while the startled mages tried to attack Merlin. 
 
    The others were slowly recovering, and I saw Lena toss a jar into the center of the room. Nothing happened at first, and then a thousand pinpricks of light popped into existence. It wasn’t much of a diversion, and the mages ignored it. Until the pinpricks closed in on the mages, and several began swatting at their clothes and their faces. The mage closest to the jar suddenly howled in pain. His face was covered in tiny lights, and he was grabbing at it with his hands. He ran blindly from the room, only to be taken down by an arrow. 
 
    The mages were now torn between the Shadow Foxes and Merlin, but a quick command from Murillo had them reorganized. Four of the mages were slicing at Merlin, while the remaining group turned on us.  
 
    One fire mage turned on my little group, and Emeline quickly tossed her own counter-attack. It looked like a video game, with Emeline and the other fire mage sending balls of fire into each other. 
 
    “Yvaine,” I called out, “you’ve got to take down that fire mage.” 
 
    Yvaine nodded as I sent my mana into her blade, and with Emeline holding the mage’s attention, she managed to slip behind him and run him through. The mage collapsed, but not before sending out a final fireball that sent Emeline sailing across the room. Yvaine tried to go after her, but another mage stepped in front of her. I saw the mage’s mana reach her wrist, and I snatched it back before she could finish her attack. The mage gurgled and raised a hand to her chest. Yvaine wasted no time driving her foil into the mage’s throat. 
 
    Murillo had given up on his gas attack, and he was concentrating his attacks on the Foxes. I could see him using bursts of air to trip up my team, or to throw off a well-placed shot. I saw Aerin stumble as Murillo hit her with a nasty blast, and only a diving blow by Dehn saved her. Lavinia fired several arrows, but they dropped harmlessly to the ground.  
 
    Meanwhile, Merlin had pulled himself onto what was left of the roof. Three mages were throwing everything they had at him, and the puca ducked and weaved. Ali would have been proud, but I could see a few smoking wounds on the puca’s scaly haunches. 
 
    Murillo was preparing another attack, and I reached out with my fist. I closed down on his mana, but something pushed back. Murillo scowled, but he tried again, and this time a gale force wind blew through the room. I threw up a mana shield just in time, as debris rained down on everyone.  
 
    I looked more closely at Murillo and realized that there was another glow besides his mana. He was wearing something that enhanced his powers, not as powerful as the Shodra, but still enough to pose a serious threat to my team. It also made it difficult to shut down his attacks. I saw his hand go up again, and I squeezed down as hard as I could. Murillo scowled, but he still managed to send off a shockwave of air that sent Maruk tumbling into the wall.  
 
    The source of Murillo’s enhanced power was on a chain around his neck, and I realized there was only one way to end his assault. I gritted my teeth, pulled out my mana blade, and charged the mage as he prepared another attack.  
 
    He saw me coming and turned his attack towards me, but I put up a mana shield, and the collision between my mana and his enhanced power shook the house down to its foundation. Murillo was stunned, and he stumbled backwards. I leapt on top of him, driving my blade into his throat.  
 
    He gurgled as we fell to the floor. I saw recognition suddenly light his eyes as if he had just woken up, and then he was gone. I ripped his shirt open, and found what looked like a cheap, dented ring on a chain, but I could see the last bit of Murillo’s mana in it. I pulled the chain from the dead man’s chest and shoved it into my pocket.  
 
    I stood up and looked around the room. Without Murillo’s attacks, the tide of the battle tipped toward the Foxes. Lavinia’s arrows found their targets once again, and Dehn hopped around like a madman. Aerin had used Dehn’s crazed attacks as a shield to cover her movements, and she now sat by Emeline.  
 
    I saw Aerin’s golden mana flow into the fire mage, and Emeline drew in a deep breath. Yvaine stood over the two of them and dispatched one mage who drifted too close to her sword while trying to escape from Dehn. 
 
    Maruk was back on his feet, and he used his shields to knock down the two mages who were still attacking Merlin. Lena tossed another jar between them, and a sickly brown gas filled the air. The mages began screaming and swatting at the air, and then dove through the window frames and into the wilderness beyond. 
 
    “They’ll be having nightmares for a while,” Lena said as she watched the mages disappear over the side of the mountain. 
 
    I looked around and realized that there were no other mages to battle. Dehn still stabbed at the corpses, and Lavinia began to retrieve her arrows. Emeline was back on her feet, so Aerin snooped around the room. Merlin returned to his puca shape and scampered back inside. He went straight to Aerin and whimpered pitifully. Aerin cooed over him and then placed a hand over the worst of his injuries. I could see the puca was already healing well on his own, but he liked the attention. 
 
    “Let’s look around,” I said. “See if we can find anything that will tell us more about this society.” 
 
    I wandered off down a long hallway, opening doors as I went. I counted three bedrooms, two sitting rooms, a game room, and two other rooms I couldn’t quite identify, and that was just in the area I wandered through.  
 
    Towards the end of the hall, I found Murillo’s library. Most of the books were the same ones that filled the shelves at the Tower, but I found a pair of books with matching blue leather covers that Murillo had hidden in a locked drawer in the desk. I flipped through quickly, and saw several descriptions of various magical artifacts, and even a section on the Shodra. I wrapped the books with a piece of cloth I cut from the curtains and dropped them into my pack. 
 
    As I stepped back into the hallway, I heard someone knock on the door. I realized that the door knocker must have had some sort of enhancement spell in order for the sound to carry all the way back here. I walked slowly back towards the front door, and the knock came again. 
 
    “Psst,” Aerin called as she stuck her head out from one of the rooms she’d been rummaging through, “Did we lock the front door?” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” I replied.  
 
    “Drat,” Aerin replied. I continued towards the door, and Aerin fell into step behind me. There was a third knock on the door as we arrived in the front hall. Lavinia was there, a scowl on her fine features, as was Maruk, who eyed the door as if he expected it to come to life and attack him. 
 
    “What do we do?” Aerin asked. 
 
    Another knock on the door. 
 
    “Tell them no one’s home,” Lavinia suggested. 
 
    “But then they’ll know we’re here,” Aerin pointed out. 
 
    “There is smoke coming up from the roof,” Maruk pointed out. “Perhaps they’re just concerned neighbors, coming to check.” 
 
    “There are no neighbors,” Lavinia replied. 
 
    “You don’t know that,” Maruk sniffed. “A place like this with such magnificent views and fine culture, I’m sure there are plenty of wealthy family homes nearby.” 
 
    Yet another knock. I glanced at the others and then stepped forward. I yanked the door open, prepared to tell whoever was there that now was not a good time. The words died on my tongue as I stood toe to toe with Maderel.   
 
    “Gabriel,” Maderel said. “It seems you’ve arrived before we did.” 
 
    “Um, yes,” I replied. 
 
    “We only discovered that Murillo had slipped out of the city several days ago, or else we would have been here sooner,” he said as he took in our appearance. “But it seems you didn’t need our help.” 
 
    I looked behind him and realized that a score of mages were standing there. 
 
    “You knew he wanted to meet us here?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, we suspected,” Maderel replied. “Perhaps we could discuss this inside?” 
 
    I stepped back, and Maderel walked into what was left of the house. He glanced around and then walked towards the room where we had killed Murillo and his allies. Maderel took in the scene and then looked at us. I felt something cold sliver up my spine, but I kept my face impassive. 
 
    “We’ve suspected for a while that Murillo was planning his own attempt to recover the Shodra,” Maderel said as he looked down at Murillo’s body. “When the Academy decided that there was finally a guild that might be able to accomplish that feat, it seemed like a perfect opportunity to test Murillo. I gather he tried to keep the Shodra for himself.” 
 
    “He said he’d been studying them,” I replied. “He claimed he knew how to use them.” 
 
    “Quite a few mages have made that claim,” Maderel said. “None have been right.” 
 
    “So,” Aerin drawled when no one spoke for several heartbeats. “We completed the bounty.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Maderel said as he looked up from his study of Murillo’s corpse. “May I see them?” 
 
    I opened my pack and pulled out the candle, the knife, and the chalice. Maderel took them from my hands and examined each item closely. He then placed them inside a velvet bag held by one of the other mages. That done, he turned to me expectantly.  
 
    I slowly pulled the chain over my head and handed the gemstone to Maderel. I felt an odd sense of diminishment as the stone left my possession. Maderel’s face, on the other hand, lit up as he grasped the chain. He spent a long time examining the stone before he finally placed it in the bag. 
 
    Another mage stepped forward with a plain cotton sack. He held the bag out towards me, and I took it. I opened it to look inside and saw the glitter of gold coins. Aerin slipped the bag from my grasp and weighed it in her hand. After a moment, she nodded. She smiled at the mages and then bounced from the room. 
 
    “It would seem our business is concluded,” Maderel said. “Another excellent job, Shadow Foxes.”  
 
    Maderel strode back through the wreckage, his posse in hot pursuit. I heard him tell one of the other mages to call in the clean-up crew, and then everything was quiet again, except for the occasional sound of falling debris. 
 
    “So, that’s it?” Lavinia asked. “That seems…” 
 
    “Anticlimactic,” Maruk supplied. 
 
    “I guess we should leave,” I suggested. 
 
    “I’ll meet you out front,” Maruk replied as he made a beeline towards the front door. 
 
    “Shall we round up the rest of the crew?” I invited Lavinia.  
 
    She nodded, and with a quick head tilt, led the way. 
 
    We found Yvaine and Dehn in the kitchen which was still in one piece. Dehn had found a large supply of beer and was in the process of filling his pack. Yvaine was seated on a stool near the counter, sipping wine and paging through a book on topiaries. I noticed a few bottles had been added to her pack.  
 
    Emeline and Lena had located a small lab. Most of the glass in this room had shattered, and I was convinced that Lena and Emeline would somehow manage to give themselves some serious cuts, but the two made it out relatively unscathed. Lena grinned and held up six bottles that she carefully tucked into her bag. Emeline barely acknowledged us as she tripped by. She had found Murillo’s lab notes, and while they were different elementals, it certainly wouldn’t hurt to know what your opponent was doing. 
 
    Aerin and Merlin were curled up in an oversized chair, cooing at each other. Both had found a few shiny trinkets which they were passing back and forth.  
 
    Lavinia watched them for a moment, then shook her head. 
 
    “You’re turning into a puca,” she announced as she watched the pair. 
 
    “I think it might be fun to be a puca,” Aerin replied. 
 
    Merlin chirruped his agreement. 
 
    “We should leave,” I cut in. “Emeline says there’s a town near here where we can stay for the night.” 
 
    “Good,” Aerin said as she stood up and stretched. “I wasn’t looking forward to a night on the ground.” 
 
    “We’re getting soft,” Lavinia growled. “Time was when we would be happy to sleep on the ground because it meant we had a bounty.” 
 
    “True,” Aerin admitted. “But I think we have just enough left from the bounty to pay for rooms for tonight. We may have to sleep rough tomorrow night if we don’t make it back to the balloons.” 
 
    “Wait,” I said. “We had five hundred gold pieces for that bounty.” 
 
    “Yes, but we have all those additions to the guild hall to pay for,” Aerin replied as she strolled ahead of us. “Not to mention the uniforms that Maruk wants to get. And Dehn put in a request for new armor. Lena needs laboratory supplies. Oh, and you want to buy an apple orchard.” 
 
    “I do not,” I protested as Lavinia looked at me in surprise. “I was just joking about that.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Aerin said in a singsong voice. “It sounded like a good idea to me.” 
 
    “I do like apples,” Lavinia said quietly as she squeezed my hand.  
 
    I looked over at her, since she normally wasn’t one to hold hands. She’d been acting a bit weird with me this entire trip, but she just gave me a mischievous smile in response. 
 
    By the time the four of us made it back outside, the rest of the Foxes were already there. I noticed that all the packs were beyond full. And then there was Maruk, who held a large object wrapped in what looked like a velvet drape over his shoulder. 
 
    “Oh, no you didn’t,” Aerin said as she looked around. “You’re taking that hideous statue with us?” 
 
    “It’s a Pirelli,” Maruk replied defensively.  
 
    “I hope you plan on keeping that thing in your room,” Aerin complained. 
 
    “Actually,” Maruk said, “I thought it would look quite nice out back. We could build a very nice space for it. A few topiaries, perhaps a fountain. Oh, and some fresh herbs, of course. Not only will they smell nice in the garden, but they’ll come in handy in the kitchen.” 
 
    “Now wait a minute,” Lavinia protested. “We’re supposed to be putting a range in the backyard.” 
 
    “I thought that was going in the basement,” Lena replied. 
 
    “No, no, no,” Dehn sighed. “We’ll be adding more practice space there.” 
 
    “I like the idea of the Pirelli in the backyard,” Yvaine said thoughtfully. “And I know just the person to design a space for it. Perhaps something in a grotto.” 
 
    “Oooh,” Maruk replied. “And a waterfall. Definitely a waterfall.” 
 
    “Not in the middle of my range,” Lavinia protested. 
 
    “As long as that statue doesn’t end up inside where I can see it,” Aerin grumbled. 
 
    “Emeline,” I called out. 
 
    The panthera looked up from her perusal of Murillo’s notes. She blushed and quickly tucked the notebook into her pack, like a schoolgirl caught reading something she wasn’t supposed to be reading. 
 
     “You said there was a place for us to stay tonight,” I hinted. 
 
    “Oh, yes,” she replied. “If we head back down the mountain road, when we reach the main road through the valley, we should head north about another mile. There’s a town called Thwill.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” I said and then set off. I could hear the rest of the Shadow Foxes following me. Truthfully, it would have been hard not to hear them. Aside from the ongoing friendly bickering over the statue, there was a lot of clinking and clanking from whatever was being carried in the packs. Not to mention the five hundred gold pieces from Maderel. 
 
    The distance to Thwill was probably closer to two miles, but we made it just before the clouds finally opened up. We found a cozy inn called Rena’s Revenge, which another guild had just left, so there was plenty of room for us. 
 
    Rena the landlord was a cheerful woman, who was more than happy to have her rooms filled by a respectable guild. She had a roaring fire going in the main room, and she made sure that we had plenty of food and drink as the rain poured down outside. I was ensconced in a comfy armchair, a smile on my face while I watched my team celebrate their win. 
 
    All except for Lavinia. She still tossed out a few jibes now and then, but her glass held water, and she picked at the food on her plate. The smudges under her eyes looked darker as well. When she excused herself from the table, I followed after her and caught her just as she was starting up the stairs. 
 
    “Lavinia, wait,” I said as I grabbed her elbow. She looked at my hand, then at me. I slowly removed my hand, but she didn’t move. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked. 
 
    “Nothing’s wrong,” she replied. 
 
    “Something’s going on,” I insisted as I studied her mana. 
 
    “Don’t tell me you can tell when someone’s lying,” she sighed. 
 
    “Not yet,” I said with a quiet laugh. Her mana was definitely burning brighter, and it didn’t seem concentrated in that singular spot that I had gotten so used to seeing in all living things. 
 
    “What do you see?” she asked quietly as she studied my face. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I replied. “Lavinia, what were you trying to tell me in San Lorraine?” 
 
    “Well, I suppose this is as good a place as any,” she sighed. “Do they have moon weed where you come from?” 
 
    “Moon weed?” I asked. “What is--” 
 
    “I didn’t think I needed to take any,” she sighed as she closed her red eyes. “I mean, this has never happened before. I thought I didn’t need to worry about it.” 
 
    “What has never happened before?” I asked as my stomach started to sink. 
 
    “It’s just impossible,” she cleared her throat and opened her eyes to stare at me again. “I even teased you about it last time we made love. You poured all your seed in me, and I--” 
 
    “Wait,” I interrupted her as I suddenly put together her being sick in the morning and my observations that she hadn’t been drinking any alcohol lately. 
 
    “Gabriel, I’m pregnant.” 
 
    “Oh.” I stared at her in stunned surprise, and it seemed like the world was spinning. 
 
    “It isn’t possible for a human and a ladona to have a child,” she continued. “It’s never happened before. But apparently, it’s happening now.” 
 
    “But,” I protested, “How?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she snapped. “Maybe it is because you are a manipulator? I don’t know! If I had thought this was possible, I would have made sure that I used some of Lena’s moon weed. But it’s too late now.” 
 
    We stared at each other for a few more moments. 
 
    “Say something,” she finally pleaded. 
 
    “This is wonderful news,” I said. “I love you, and I want to have a baby with you.” 
 
    “What?” Her red eyes opened wide. 
 
    “Yeah,” I chuckled as I reached out to pull her body against mine. “Why wouldn’t I? You are intelligent, cunning, sassy, an amazing fighter, and beautiful. This is great news. I’m really happy.”   
 
    “Are you sure?” she asked quietly as she turned her eyes away from mine, and I could see relief flash across her face. 
 
    “Absolutely,” I said as I cupped her chin with my fingers and slowly pulled her face to mine. Then we kissed, and her lips were gentle and passionate, instead of her usual urgent and pressing. 
 
    “We’ll have to tell everyone else,” she sighed as soon as our lips parted. 
 
    “Tell everyone else what?” Dehn demanded. He must have just stepped into the hall, but he was eyeing the two of us suspiciously. “That you two are smooching? Everyone knows that.” 
 
    “They are going to find out eventually,” I pointed out as I laid my fingers on her tummy. “It might be better to get it over with.” 
 
    “No,” Dehn groaned. “We all know you two are fucking. Hell, Gabriel is plowing all of you females. If you ask me, he needs to focus more on his martial arts training and less on getting his dick we--” 
 
    “Shut up, pipsqueak.” Lavinia scowled at the halfling, but he simply scowled back.  
 
    “Hey! I’m the tallest in my fam--” 
 
    “We know!” she groaned. 
 
    “So, what is your secret then?” he sighed.  
 
    “We are going to tell everyone all at once,” I said. 
 
    “Then get on with it!” he groaned and pointed back down the stairs to the common room. 
 
    “Fine,” Lavina said, and then, with a martyred sigh, Lavinia walked down the steps past him and looked at me.  
 
    “Are you ready for this?” she asked. 
 
    “If you are,” I replied. 
 
    Lavinia took a deep breath, then stepped back into the main room. The rest of the Shadow Foxes looked up curiously when we reappeared. Dehn stood behind us with an angry frown on his face. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Aerin asked as we stood there. 
 
    “They have some sort of secret announcement,” Dehn explained. 
 
    When neither Lavinia nor I spoke, Dehn gave us both a jab in the back. 
 
    “I’m pregnant,” Lavinia blurted out. 
 
    The place was so quiet, I could hear the grandfather clock ticking in the back room. Lavinia looked like she was about to bolt from the room, and I saw a tear form in the corner of her eye.  
 
    “How?” Aerin finally asked. “Didn’t you take any moon weed?” 
 
    “No,” Lavinia heaved a heavy sigh. “I didn’t think I needed it.” 
 
    “Well, that’s just silly,” Lena giggled. “If you don’t take moon weed, then you’ll get pregnant. I take it every day so Gabriel doesn’t get me pregnant.” 
 
    The other women all nodded, but then Emeline cleared her throat nervously. 
 
    “But who’s the father?” she asked carefully. “I thought you were all sleeping with Gabriel, and--” 
 
    “He is the father!” Lavinia groaned as she covered her face with her hand. 
 
    “Wait,” Aerin said as she blinked her green eyes at both of us. “Uhhh, that’s… impossible?” 
 
    “I know!” Lavinia groaned again. “That’s why I wasn’t taking any moon weed.” 
 
    “Are you sure, though?” Lena asked as she tapped her chin thoughtfully and wound a finger through her honey-blonde hair. “Humans and ladonas can’t have kids. Their species are too diff--” 
 
    “By the gods, I am absolutely, positively, one hundred percent sure Gabriel is the father!” Lavinia hissed. “It’s his!”  
 
    “I’m the father,” I announced as I reached out and threaded my fingers through Lavinia’s fingers. 
 
    She turned to me, and the anger quickly fled from her red eyes, and a slight smile came to her lips. 
 
    “This is wonderful!” Yvaine shouted as she jumped to her feet. “You all must know what this means, correct? It must be Gabriel’s magic!” 
 
    “That’s actually what I was think--” Lavinia started to say, but Yvaine had already danced around the table and was pulling Lavinia into a tight hug. 
 
    “This is the most fantastic news I’ve ever heard,” the Marchioness declared. “I must admit though, I am a bit jealous! I’ve stopped taking moon weed with the hopes that Gabriel would impregnate me first, but--“ 
 
    “Wait, what?!” Lavinia, Aerin, Lena, and Emeline all asked in unison, but Yvaine just kept talking. 
 
    “--your baby is going to be so deliciously unique! To think, the first human ladona mix to ever live, and the baby will be all ours to shower affection on.” 
 
    “Well, the baby will be Lavinia’s and Gab--” Aerin started to say, but Yvaine was on a roll now, and could not be stopped. 
 
    “Oh! And just think about all the attention we are going to lavish on you, mama!” 
 
    “I don’t really need any extra atten--” 
 
    “We’ll all make sure you get the best prenatal care!” Yvaine talked over Lavinia. “I’ll have to hire extra staff to ensure you get daily massages and a proper diet. My mother swore by pea soup and shredded liver steaks. I’ll order a hundred pounds of each once we get back to the guild hall.” 
 
    “That sounds terrib--” Lavinia started to protest. 
 
    “We are having a baby!” Maruk laughed as he slapped the table in a very orc, but very unlike Maruk, way. 
 
    Then the spell of shock was broken, and everyone was on their feet laughing at the good news. 
 
    Aerin and Lena were hugging and kissing both of us, while Dehn gave us gentle punches on our arms. Emeline tripped over the table in her excitement, and only a fast save by Maruk prevented all the plates from clattering to the ground. Lavinia was dragged back to the table, and the women gathered around her, asking questions about due dates and baby names. 
 
    “We’ll need a nursery,” Yvaine declared as she once again took control of the conversation. “Something with plenty of room to grow. Maybe a nice mountain theme to reflect the baby's ladona heritage. And Gabriel will have to tell us more about his world, so we can add that.” 
 
    “We’ll have a baby shower when we return to Ovrista!” Maruk cried out happily. “And I know just the caterer. Oh, it will be perfect.” 
 
    “I really wanted to keep this simple,” Lavinia protested. 
 
    “Nonsense,” Yvaine and Maruk said at the same time. As the Marchioness and the orc began their plans, Aerin wrapped Lavinia in another hug. Lavinia softened, and she placed a hand on the elf’s shoulder. Lena dug through her pockets, and produced a small vial which she handed to the ladona woman. Lena was as animated as I’d ever seen her, and I heard her mention morning sickness and cravings. 
 
    Emeline and Dehn were toasting each other, and the Shadow Foxes, and Lavinia, and anyone else they could think of. I heard Sulla and Urim and Etienne in there, as well as a few names I didn’t recognize. Merlin pulled himself onto the table between the panthera and the halfling, and waited patiently for drops of beer to spill from the mugs, which he quickly lapped up. 
 
    It was late by the time the party broke up, and I staggered to my room, more weary than drunk. I was still having a hard time grasping the idea of fatherhood, but I knew in my heart that I wanted this.  
 
    I flopped onto my bed and felt something hard bite into my back. I rolled over in annoyance and pulled out the offending object. It was one of the books I had taken from Murillo’s house. I didn’t remember leaving it out, but I was too tired to worry about that. I put the book on the nightstand, turned the lamp down low, and rolled back on my side. 
 
    After counting off one hundred and sixteen sheep, I gave up and pulled the book off the nightstand, and turned the oil lamp back up. I thumbed through until I found the section about the Shodra, and the civil war that had torn this world apart. 
 
    It was grim reading. Millions dead, and many races on the verge of extinction. One race of canine people believed to be extinct. At the heart of all this death and destruction, a feud between two different factions of mages.  
 
    On the one hand were the elementalists. Their power was derived from the forces of nature, and while elementalists could, in theory, control any of the elements, most often found they had an affinity for a particular element. A few sometimes practiced two or more.  
 
    On the other side were the manipulators, whose power came not from the outside forces of nature, but from the life force within. The most powerful manipulators could control the mana of others. And not just with the bits that I did, like reinforcing a handful of weapons or creating clones. They could hold thousands of people in thrall at the same time. There were stories of manipulators who could make a city’s population jump off a mountainside or augment the weapons of entire armies.  
 
    The list of manipulator attacks went on, and soon, the manipulators themselves split into two factions. There were those who believed that manipulators should use their powers to rule the world, thereby creating a utopian society, at least for the manipulators. The other faction wanted to eliminate all other intelligent life from the planet. 
 
    The Shodra were created by the manipulators who wanted to create a utopia. They were designed to enhance a manipulator’s innate powers. A footnote at the bottom of the page recognized that the Shodra did not work as well for elementalists. All attempts by elementalists to use the Shodra had unexpected, and often disastrous, results. The author attributed this to the inherent differences between the elementalists and the manipulators.  
 
    With three sides now at war, the body count quickly went up. The author suggested that the manipulators would likely have been the victors if not for the rift within their own kind. With the manipulators fighting each other, the elementalists and their supporters had time to recover and plan.  
 
    There was one last epic battle between the three sides, though judging by what the author had to say on the topic, the manipulators made it easy for the elementalists by nearly killing each other off. The Shodra were recovered at the last battle, and brought back to Balas, the ancient Elven city. 
 
    After several failed attempts to destroy the Shodra, the Oracles were consulted. The Oracles, I learned, were actually a race of people that looked a bit like the guy in Munch’s Scream. (Here the author had supplied a lovely drawing of several Oracles.) The Oracles had considered several options and then announced that the “belt” would ensure that the Shodra remained hidden for the longest length of time. 
 
    The four Shodra were dispatched, where they were placed at the appropriate sites of worship. As history moved onward, the temples were forgotten, or torn down, or converted to other purposes. Sometimes the Shodra were removed, but they were never taken far from the spot where they had originally been placed. The elementalists of the day had at least been able to do that much with their spellcasting.  
 
    The Oracles had predicted that the Shodra would not be reunited until a new God was born. Sometimes, a mage would set out, with the purpose of finding the Shodra, but no one ever found more than one piece, and nothing good ever befell the mage who tried to use it.  
 
    After I read that grim story, I laid back down and stared at the ceiling. Maderel had said that the Academy intended to study the Shodra in order to understand them, but if this book was right, that wasn’t possible. At least, not for an elementalist. A manipulator would have to do the job. 
 
    It was also pretty clear that bad things happened when elementalists tried to use the Shodra. I thought of the necromancer in his cave, and the bizarre cult in the mountains. Even Murillo, a respected and powerful elementalist, seemed somehow darkened by the Shodra. And then I remembered the look on Maderel’s face as he had examined each of the Shodra. The man had always creeped me out, but there had been something unnerving about the way he had studied each of the pieces. A sinking feeling in my stomach accompanied the obvious conclusion: Maderel intended to use the Shodra for himself. 
 
    I knew then what the Shadow Foxes next mission would have to be. We would return to Ovrista and recover the Shodra. I was the only one who could destroy them, and I had to do that if I wanted to save this world. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 End Notes 
 
    What did you think of the book? Most of you asked for the women to start getting pregnant, and I thought Lavinia would be the funniest to go through the experience. I’d appreciate a nice review if you have 30 seconds, and you’d like to read more of this series. Please leave a review right here. 
 
      
 
    So here is the deal: Amazon doesn’t update readers when an author comes out with a new book… UNLESS you follow that author on the store. Click here to go to my author page, and then click on the “FOLLOW” button on the left side. 
 
      
 
    You should also join my Facebook Fan page or follow my Facebook Author page. If you don’t follow me on Amazon or join my Facebook page, you’ll never get alerted when my next book is out. So do it now! 
 
      
 
    This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. 
 
    Copyright © 2019 by Logan Jacobs 
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