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Chapter 1 
 
    Winter had arrived in Ovrista during our trip to the Canterrose Mountains to retrieve the final Shodra. Snow dusted the ground, and a cold breeze blew between the buildings. No one lingered in the outdoor markets, and the merchants closed their shops early. 
 
    With that in mind, the Shadow Foxes had set out from the guild hall early that morning, determined to complete our latest quest. Yvaine and Maruk took the lead as we trooped between the different stores. So far, we had acquired a crib, a rocking chair, a stroller, a large supply of diapers, and more clothes than any newborn could wear, all to be delivered to the guild hall the following day. 
 
    Lavinia, to her credit, took it in stride, and managed not to belt either Yvaine or Maruk as they debated the finer points of cotton swaddling versus silk. When we’d made a substantial dent in our to-buy list, and the guild’s finances, Yvaine insisted on one more store. Maruk’s face practically glowed when Yvaine led us to a store so discreet that the only way you would even know it existed was a small plaque by the door that read ‘Esposito and Sons’. 
 
    “Oh, oh, oh,” Maruk exclaimed as he did a little toe dance. “I can’t believe we’re going here.” 
 
    “What is here?” Lavinia asked suspiciously. 
 
    “Esposito and Sons are the finest jewelers in the world,” Yvaine replied. “They have a special design for children, which I’ve always sworn I would do for my own child one day. It’s a bracelet, and as the child grows older, the company will add links, so they can wear it forever. They also offer a wide assortment of charms that can be added. Now, of course, we don’t have a name or gender or anything, yet, but I thought we could pick out something simple to start. Perhaps an animal charm, like a rabbit.” 
 
    “For a newborn?” Lavinia demanded. 
 
    “It will be wonderful,” Maruk sighed. “Oh, and what a wonderful birthday gift to give every year. A new charm.” 
 
    “This is ridiculous,” Lavinia protested, but Yvaine and Maruk were already across the threshold, and they dragged Lavinia along with them. 
 
    I glanced at the rest of the team. Aerin simply shrugged, but both Emeline and Lena looked excited. Dehn scowled, though that was his normal look, so I wasn’t sure if he really didn’t want to visit Esposito and Sons, or if he was just being his usual surly self. I finally held the door open and waved everyone else inside.  
 
    Inside was well lit, no doubt so one could truly appreciate the sparkle of gemstones and the glitter of gold, but it was also very hushed. Thick carpeting and heavy velvet drapes absorbed most of the sound, and customers and staff spoke in quiet, reverential tones only. Yvaine and Maruk were already engaged in a deep conversation with one of the representatives with Lavinia held captive between them. I saw her look desperately around the room, as if she were scanning for an escape route. 
 
    Lena and Emeline lost no time investigating nearby display cases. They oohed and aahed and even squealed at one point. Aerin made her own circuit of the room, though she was less entranced with the beauty of the stones than their prices. I could practically see her brain calculating the value of everything on display, and when she was done, she gave a low whistle of appreciation. 
 
    Dehn took up a position by the door, complete with crossed arms and angry scowl. I saw one of the employees eye him nervously, so I prodded him forward with a hand to the back. He glared at me, but finally moved further into the store. We joined Lavinia, Maruk, and Yvaine, who were examining the various styles of available chain.  
 
    “Now, this, of course, is the traditional Esposito and Sons bracelet,” the clerk was saying as he placed a gold bracelet on a piece of black velvet. “It comes with the traditional E closure and is available in white gold and rose gold as well.” 
 
    “A classic,” Maruk agreed, but Lavinia sighed and stared helplessly at me. 
 
    “This has become a popular model,” the clerk added as he pulled a chain in black metal from the display case and placed it next to the gold one. “Dragon-blood treated gold in a box pattern.” 
 
    “The dragon theme would go well with his heritage,” Maruk mused. 
 
    “But is it too of-the-moment?” Yvaine asked. “Will it still be something he or she wants to wear in twenty years?” 
 
    I noticed that Dehn had wandered away again, and someone who looked suspiciously like a security guard was watching him. I joined him, near a display case filled with pearls. 
 
    “See anything you like?” I asked. 
 
    “I hate these kinds of places,” Dehn admitted. “Everyone always looks at me funny, like that guard over there.” 
 
    “Probably because you look like you’re here to rob the place,” I pointed out. 
 
    Dehn looked down at his armor, which, to his credit, was plain leather today. We’d talked him out of wearing his usual spiked armor, but he still had a large mace looped to his belt. The knife handle sticking out of the top of his boot didn’t help hide his true nature, either. 
 
    “I choose to be prepared,” he finally grumbled. 
 
    “Hey guys,” Aerin said quietly as she sidled up next to us. “I think that woman over there just pocketed a necklace.” 
 
    I looked in the direction that Aerin nodded, and saw a ladona woman with sleek black, almost purplish hair and a pair of blood red horns. She wore loose-fitting clothing that could have come from Lena’s closet, except that it was black, and didn’t tinkle when she moved. She was studying a set of earrings held up by the employee and then pointed towards another display case. A short discussion followed, and then the employee moved across the floor, carrying the earrings. The ladona woman followed, but in a move so fast I almost missed it, she placed her hand over a small ring that sat on the velvet and scooped it into the folds of her pants.  
 
    “Did you see that?” Aerin hissed. 
 
    “Damn,” Dehn uttered in excitement. “That was good. Let’s get her!” 
 
    “Wait,” I called out, but Dehn was striding across the floor, and the security guard was hot on his tail. 
 
    “This can’t end well,” I muttered. 
 
    “Hold it right there!” Dehn proclaimed as he stomped up to the ladona woman and the employee. Both looked at him in stunned surprise. 
 
    “Freeze!” the security guard ordered. He had pulled his sword from its scabbard and was pointing it at Dehn. 
 
    “Aw, geez,” Aerin sighed. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Dehn demanded angrily. “I’m not the thief here! She is!” 
 
    “What--?” the woman stammered, though her gaze was steady and not at all uncertain. I saw her gaze shift towards the front door, and then towards a small door near the back with an employees only sign.  
 
    “I’m a member of the city guard,” Dehn huffed, “And I’m going to arrest this woman for theft.” 
 
    The security guard looked back and forth between Dehn and the ladona woman. The employee seemed uncertain as well, and I saw Dehn reach for his mace. 
 
    “Check her pockets,” I suggested as I approached the scene. “I saw her put a ring in her pocket.” 
 
    “And a necklace,” Aerin added helpfully. 
 
    “Liars,” the ladona woman protested. “You’re just saying that because you hate ladonae.” 
 
    “Lavinia,” I called out. “Do I hate ladonae?” 
 
    “Most certainly not,” Lavinia replied.  
 
    Everyone in the store was now staring in our direction. The security guard started to move towards the ladona, but she suddenly leapt across the display case and crashed into the employee. She practically threw the woman into the security guard, and the two toppled to the ground.  
 
    The ladona woman ran towards the door to the employee area, and I chased after her. She pulled the door open and darted through. I was on her heels, and I had to duck when she suddenly swung a heavy metal rod at my head. She took another swing and then dropped the rod and ran deeper into the building.  
 
    This area wasn’t nearly as well-lit, and the floor was hard concrete. It was packed with shelves and boxes. More of the rods stood in a bin near the door. I could hear her footsteps moving to the far end, and I could just see her mana as she weaved between stacks of supplies. 
 
    “Where is she?” Aerin asked as she joined me at the door. 
 
    “That way,” I replied as I pointed towards the woman’s rapidly receding mana. 
 
    “Right,” Dehn growled. He took off straight towards the ladona woman and knocked boxes and supplies out of his way as he went. Aerin shrugged and followed in his wake, and I bolted after the two of them. 
 
    I heard a heavy door slam just up ahead, and Dehn muttered a curse. We reached the far end of the room and found a heavy security door. Dehn tried to push it open, but it wouldn’t budge.  
 
    “She’s locked it somehow,” he groaned as he threw himself against the door. 
 
    “Stand back,” I ordered as I drew on my mana. I felt it flow from my center, and up into my arm. I raised my hand and directed the energy into the door. It shuddered for a moment, then fell backwards, off its hinges. There was a squeal of protest from the rod the ladona woman had shoved through the door handle, but it never stood a chance. We stepped into the alley and scanned for any sign of the woman. 
 
    “Where did she go?” Aerin asked as she took in the litter-strewn area. 
 
    I spotted several empty boxes stacked near the back of a restaurant and trotted over quietly to investigate. I thought she might have slipped behind or inside the boxes, but there was no sign of her. And then I saw a very wet, very fresh footprint on the topmost box and I looked up. There was a small piece of black fabric caught on a nail at the edge of the roof. 
 
    “She’s on the roof,” I called out as I started to climb after her. Aerin joined me, and the two of us scrambled to the top. “Dehn,” I added when I saw that the halfling was struggling with the boxes, “go back to the street and see if you can spot her from there.” 
 
    “Right,” he agreed as he kicked at one of the boxes. He ran towards the jewelry store, and I turned my attention back to the rooftops. 
 
    “There!” Aerin cried out as she pointed towards a figure running across a nearby rooftop. We took off again, as fast as we could, but we couldn’t close the distance between us. The ladona woman was incredibly fast, and she moved between the rooftops with remarkable ease.  
 
    I was panting hard, and about to give up, when the ladona suddenly jerked back from the edge of a roof. A fireball appeared in the spot where she had been standing, and I grinned at Aerin. 
 
    “I guess Dehn found her,” I said. 
 
    “Good thing he brought some back up,” Aerin replied. We made the leap across to the next roof, and the ladona woman looked at us warily. Her eyes were nearly as black as her hair, and her skin reminded me of a perfect mocha. We locked gazes as the three of us slowly circled each other. 
 
    “Who are you?” she finally asked. 
 
    “We’re the Shadow Foxes,” I answered. 
 
    “I’ve heard of you,” she murmured. “Just my luck that you would decide to visit Esposito’s on the same day.” 
 
    “I don’t suppose you would make this easy for everyone, and just surrender,” I said hopefully. 
 
    “To that ugly halfling?” she snorted.  
 
    “Well, us,” I said as I waved a hand at Aerin. Aerin smiled at the ladona, but I noticed that she’d pulled a knife from her belt. 
 
    “Pffft,” the ladona replied with a dismissive glance at the elf. She regarded me with a saucy smile. “Well, I might consider surrendering to you.” 
 
    I stopped my approach and watched her carefully. Aerin tried to move to cut her off, but the ladona vaulted past her and onto the lip of the roof.  
 
    “But not today,” the woman answered as she gave me a nod. Her mana was glowing at full force, and I saw her drive her heels into the roof. She launched herself into the air before Aerin could so much as flinch. Without thinking, I reached out and closed my fist around her mana. The woman let out a strangled cry and fell towards the road below. 
 
    “Ha!” Dehn cried out triumphantly. Aerin and I ran to the edge of the building and peered over the side. Dehn and Emeline stood over the ladona woman, who lay in a tangled heap. She was bleeding, and one of her arms hung at an angle no arm was ever intended to be in, but her mana still glowed strongly in her chest.  
 
    “The store has called for the city guard,” Emeline called up. “We can turn her over to them.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” I yelled back. I looked around the street, and then at Aerin. “Any suggestions on how to get down?”   
 
    “The tree?” Aerin asked. There was a small, willowy tree in front of the building next to the one we were standing on. I wasn’t sure the thing would be able to support me, but Aerin promised to fix anything that might break during our descent.  
 
    We scrambled down the tree, which bent under my weight, but didn’t collapse. I could see now that the woman was unconscious, but Dehn and Emeline were still standing back far enough to be out of weapons range. Emeline had a fireball ready to launch, and Dehn’s mace was poised for another attack. 
 
    “Can you at least do something about the arm?” I asked Aerin. The break was so nasty that I wanted to cringe in sympathy pain. 
 
    Aerin nodded and knelt beside the ladona. I heard the sound of chimes and saw the golden light that always accompanied her healing powers. The woman’s eyes flickered, and then she sat up slowly. 
 
    “Just sit still for a moment,” Aerin suggested. “That was a nasty break.” 
 
    “What did you do to me?” the ladona demanded quietly as she eyed me. Her stare was hard and calculating, and not the fiery death stare I’d come to expect from Lavinia. 
 
    “He’s an air mage,” Aerin replied. “He knocked you out of the air when you jumped.” 
 
    “That didn’t feel like any air magic I’ve ever encountered,” the ladona noted.  
 
    “Well, I never had any formal training,” I explained as her gaze drilled into me. 
 
    “Oh, look, here’s the guard now,” Aerin said merrily. Six soldiers had turned onto the street with their weapons at the ready. 
 
    “Rufus!” Dehn shouted happily as he waved the men over. “Here’s the thief!” 
 
    “Dehn,” one of the soldiers replied in an exasperated voice. “I should have guessed it was you when they said a halfling was involved. Though the store employees weren’t clear on whether you were the thief or not.” 
 
    “Oh, for shit’s sake!” Dehn proclaimed as he threw his arms in the air. “I was chasing the thief!” 
 
    “He was,” Aerin agreed. “In fact, we wouldn’t have caught her without him.” 
 
    The one I assumed was Rufus looked at us and then at the ladona. 
 
    “Check her pockets,” I suggested. The ladona shot me a death-glare. 
 
    Two of the soldiers grabbed the ladona’s arms and held her still while Rufus patted her down. He found the ring, the necklace, a diamond pendant, and a pearl hair clip. 
 
    “I told you!” Dehn declared triumphantly.  
 
    “Right,” Rufus replied. “Well, at least one of you needs to come with us so we can get the paperwork done.” 
 
    “I’ll go,” Dehn offered. “I want to make sure she doesn’t escape.” 
 
    “Of course you will,” Rufus sighed. He apparently was more than familiar with Dehn. He shot a sad, hound-dog look at the rest of us. “Anyone else?” 
 
    Emeline nervously twisted a lock of her hair and turned towards me. I shrugged and glanced at Aerin. 
 
    “I didn’t see her take anything,” Emeline stalled. 
 
    “I did,” Aerin admitted. 
 
    “So did I,” I sighed. “We’ll go with you. Emeline, find the others and tell them we’ll meet them back at the hall after we finish.” 
 
    “Say, where is everyone else?” Aerin asked as she watched the pedestrians who were now gathering on the street. 
 
    “Oh,” Emeline stuttered, “Well, Lavinia started to run after you, but Maruk and Yvaine grabbed hold of her and wouldn’t let her go. You know, because of the whole… um…” 
 
    “Pregnancy,” I supplied. 
 
    “Right,” Emeline agreed. “She was really angry, so Lena opened one of her little vials, and Lavinia sort of, well…” 
 
    “They put her to sleep?” I asked, incredulous. 
 
    “No, no,” Emeline reassured me. “She’s just… really happy.” 
 
    “And I’m missing this?” Aerin protested. 
 
    “I don’t think the effect is supposed to last that long,” Emeline replied. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Rufus finally interrupted. The soldiers had bound the ladona’s hands behind her back, and they now tied a rope around her neck. 
 
    “Is that really necessary?” I asked as they pulled her down the street using the rope around her neck. 
 
    “She’s a criminal,” Dehn said. “It’s what they do with all criminals.” 
 
    Aerin and I followed the slow parade back to the city guard building. A few people stopped to stare, but most scurried by with barely a second glance. When we arrived, we were greeted by a few more soldiers, who took the prisoner to a holding cell. 
 
     We each sat down with one of the guards and told him our tale while a clerk wrote everything down. We swore that everything we said was true and then signed the clerk’s neatly written transcript. Rufus had reappeared by that point, though he didn’t look very happy. 
 
    “Not talking?” I guessed as the soldier uttered an oath. 
 
    “Not a word,” Rufus replied. “Well, thank you for your help today, anyway.” 
 
    I shook the man’s hand, and we’d just risen from our chairs when a portly gentleman with a red nose swept into the station. The members of the guard snapped to attention, even Dehn, though he did so with less enthusiasm. 
 
    “So, I hear we arrested a jewel thief,” the man said as he brushed away a few errant snowflakes that had dared to land on his cloak. 
 
    “Aye, sir,” Rufus replied. “With the help of the Shadow Foxes.” 
 
    “The Shadow Foxes?” the man repeated. “Isn’t that the guild Aloysius Dehn joined?” 
 
    “It is,” Dehn declared as he stepped forward. 
 
    “Oh, and there you are,” the man said as he squinted at Dehn. “Well, I knew you’d be back in here one day, but I always thought it would be due to some bar fight you were in.” 
 
    “Been busy,” Dehn replied shortly. I saw his fist ball up, and a small bounce came into his step. 
 
    “Gabriel Vega,” I said as I stepped between Dehn and the stranger. I pulled Aerin to my side, effectively blocking Dehn from the man’s sight, and added, “And this is Aerin Vanynor. We were happy to help out today.” 
 
    “Glad you were around, I’m sure,” the man replied. “Actually, I believe you know my distant cousin. Let’s see, third-removed or fourth-removed?” 
 
    “Oh?” I said as I placed a hand on Dehn’s shoulder and pinned him in place. 
 
    “Yes,” the man replied. “Yvaine Estrella. Quite a charming woman. Apparently, the urge to serve the greater good bit her as well.” 
 
    Dehn made a huffing noise and squirmed in my grasp. Aerin took a step back and pressed her heel into his boot. 
 
    “I’d be happy to tell her we met you,” I said civilly. “Whom should I say--?” 
 
    “Ah, her cousin Raynald, of the Fairfield Weymouths,” Raynald replied. “It’s been some time since I saw her, and I only heard about her decision to join a guild, of all things, from my Aunt Pru. Let’s see, was that last week?” 
 
    “Well, it was a recent move,” I replied. “But it’s been a few mont—” 
 
    “Quite remarkable,” Raynald continued. “The family is quite in a dither about it.” 
 
    “So how did you end up in the guard?” Aerin asked. I don’t think she was all that interested, but it was driving Dehn nuts to have to listen to this, so Aerin was more than happy to ask questions.  
 
    “Oh, I joined about two years ago,” Raynald replied. “I graduated from Balfour’s Military Academy, you know, and spent some time riding around on campaign. That grew dreary after a bit, and I decided it was time to find something more settled, and this opportunity presented itself.” 
 
    Dehn huffed again, and Rufus was unable to hide his eye roll. Fortunately, Raynald wasn’t looking at him. 
 
    “Strange that Yvaine never mentioned you,” Aerin mused. 
 
    “Well, as I said, we haven’t spoken in ages, and I myself only learned of her recent choice in employment,” Raynald replied. 
 
    “But she knew you were here,” Aerin pressed. 
 
    “Of course,” the man huffed. “Well, I assume she did.” 
 
    “Sir,” Rufus interrupted, “if you would like to see the suspect--“ 
 
    “What?” Raynald sniffed. “Oh, yes, of course. Have her brought out.” 
 
    “You don’t want to go to the cells?” Rufus suggested. 
 
    “And risk these boots?” Raynald protested. “No, no, have her brought out.” 
 
    Rufus nodded to a pair of soldiers, who quickly disappeared through the door to the cells. We waited for a moment, and then we could hear a scuffling sound, and a woman’s angry voice. The door flew open, and the guards dragged the ladona into the room. 
 
    “This is the thief,” Rufus offered. 
 
    “Hmmm,” Raynald said as he squinted at the ladona. He leaned in closer and then stepped back. Shock and then glee ran across his features. “By the gods, Rufus, do you know who this is?” 
 
    “Er…” Rufus stammered. “She’s been refusing to answer questions.” 
 
    Raynald strode to a table in the corner and started picking through a large stack of papers. The ladona women was still tense, but I could see a trace of fear in her eyes. 
 
    “Here it is!” Raynald cried out triumphantly. “There, I told you to study and memorize those notices. If you had, you’d know that we’ve just captured Imogen Kurlew, one of the most notorious jewel thieves on the continent. She’s wanted in every major city.” 
 
    Everyone was staring at the ladona woman now, but she held her head up high and refused to show the slightest ounce of defeat.  
 
    “Let me see that,” Aerin said. She’d sidled up to Raynald and she snatched the paper from his head. She looked over the page, then at the ladona. “It sure looks like her. And there’s a reward. A big reward!” 
 
    “Boy, this day just got a whole lot better,” Dehn declared as he finally squirmed out of my grasp. He joined Aerin and peered over her elbow at the notice. “Yep, that’s her.” 
 
    “So,” Aerin said sweetly as she turned to Raynald. “That reward.” 
 
    “Oh, well, yes,” Raynald agreed. “Rufus, draw up the chit, will you? You’ll have to take that to the City Comptroller’s office to get paid.” 
 
    “Of course,” Aerin agreed as she licked her lips.  
 
    Rufus signalled to the soldiers to return the ladona to the cells, and this time, four soldiers dragged her through the doors. Raynald was muttering to himself about promotions and better job opportunities as he wandered off in the opposite direction. Rufus pulled out a form, filled in the blanks, and stamped it with his seal and the seal of the city guard. 
 
    “Congratulations,” he said as he handed over the chit. 
 
    “Thank you,” Aerin said graciously as she accepted it. 
 
    We were in a good mood when we returned to the guild hall, as was the rest of the team. The store had been so impressed with our capture of the jewel thief that they had given us six of the starter bracelets, one in each of the available options, and had offered to supply free charms and links for the lifetime of the recipient. Maruk and Yvaine had settled on a charm of a small dragon that they had attached to the dragon-blood treated gold bracelet for Lavinia’s child, and were debating what to do with the remainder.  
 
    Merlin, my puca ally, had emerged from his nap and was staring at the bracelets that were on display on the coffee table. Maruk shooed him away, but the lover of all things shiny would not be deterred. He finally snagged a bracelet in white gold and snuck under the sofa before anyone else noticed. 
 
    Lavinia was still under the effects of whatever Lena had given her. In between bouts of cursing Lena’s name, she would slump helplessly in her chair, caught up in another fit of giggling.  
 
    “Is she okay?” I asked Lena. The elf had a concerned look on her face as she watched Lavinia nearly slide to the floor during a particularly intense bout of laughter. 
 
    “I didn’t think it would last this long,” she replied. “Maybe it’s more reactive with ladona blood.” 
 
    “Damn it!” Lavinia yelled out as she pulled herself back into the chair. “How much longer do I have to put up with this?” She snorted and, though she nearly broke the arm off the chair in an effort to restrain herself, she started giggling again. 
 
    We made it through dinner, and a round of cards, before Lavinia finally recovered. Worn out, and more than a little frustrated, the ladona turned in while the rest of us were finishing the last of the whiskey. One by one, the Foxes disappeared to their private rooms, until it was just me and Yvaine.  
 
    “I met a distant cousin of yours today,” I announced. 
 
    “At the police station?” she asked in surprise. 
 
    “Raynald of the Fairfield Weymouths,” I replied. 
 
    “Raynald,” she murmured as she furrowed her brow in thought. “Hideous child. His parents sent him off to one of those wretched boarding schools that promises to turn your juvenile delinquent into the perfect offspring.” 
 
    “Sounds about right,” I said as I thought about the man we’d encountered. 
 
    “I had no idea he was here,” she mused. 
 
    “Apparently, he’s some high muckety-muck with the city guard.” 
 
    “His parents are happy, I’m sure,” she sighed. “At least he’s not back at the estate, blowing up the gardener.” 
 
    “Did you say blowing up the gardener?” I repeated. 
 
    “Among other things,” she replied. “Though it was when he sold his father’s prized stallion for a package of Hespic Cigars and a bottle of whiskey that finally landed him at Balfour’s.” 
 
    “He didn’t mention any of that,” I said.  
 
    “I’m not surprised,” she noted. “I’ve heard through the family grapevine that he’s been working hard to improve his public image. Of course, he’s still the same, obnoxious person underneath.” 
 
    I drank the last sip of my own whiskey and looked at Yvaine. She gave me a knowing smile as she set her own glass down on the table. Then she stood up and walked slowly towards me, giving me a chance to enjoy every curve of her body. She slid into my lap and took the glass from my hand. I watched as she set it gracefully on the table, and then she leaned in and kissed me, a long, lingering kiss that tasted smokey and spicy, and sent shivers of anticipation through my body. 
 
    “Now, about that baby,” she whispered.  
 
    “Lavinia’s baby?” I asked.  
 
    “Our baby,” she purred as she kissed me again. “I’ve stopped taking the moon weed.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I sighed as she kissed my neck. “I remember you saying that.” 
 
    “So, shall we adjourn up to a bedroom?” She asked.  
 
    “Are you sure?” I sighed as she ran a hand under my shirt and across the bare skin of my chest. 
 
    “I’ve never been more sure of anything,” she replied.  
 
    She stood up and held a hand out towards me. I took her hand, and she led me upstairs to her bedroom. When the door closed behind me, she began to strip off my clothing, slowly, her fingers teasing as they moved across my skin. I moaned and tried to grab her hand in my own, but she smiled that secretive smile of hers, and leaned in for another long, languorous kiss. 
 
    Somehow, we were both naked, and she dragged me to the bed. For the first time that night, she became more frantic. Her dark hair rippled around her shoulders, and her gray eyes narrowed to mere slits. Her heat spilled outwards in waves of energy, and I felt my erection respond. I pulled her on top of me and felt her moisture envelop my penis. It was almost too much, and I thrust upward to go deeper. 
 
    And deeper.  
 
    I wanted to give her a baby.  
 
    “Oh gods,” she cried out as she grabbed my shoulders. Her fingers dug in, and I knew I would have scratches in the morning.  
 
    “Yes,” I growled in response, and started moving faster. 
 
    She moaned, and for a moment, she swayed on top of me, like a dancer. But then our rhythms synced, and she moved with my thrusts, her body wrapped around me, feeding my hunger and driving me onwards. I felt her own orgasm nearing, and I held on until that perfect moment. I saw her mana surge, and then I was filled with her pulsing light.  
 
    She whimpered as her mana receded, and my own vision cleared. She arched back, drawing in deep, gulping breaths. She was still balanced on my erection, and with a growl, she began grinding against me. I moved to her rhythm this time, letting her set the pace. She was hungry, and I could feel her tension as she moaned.  
 
    “Damn,” she cursed as she dug her nails into my chest. “Oh gods, that feels so good. Please, Gabriel. Please give me a baby.” 
 
    Her mana was building again, and I pushed back, hard. I was on my elbows, and I watched as her face lit up with pleasure. She sank back against my knees and let my seed pour into her as I cried out her name.  
 
    “Yes!” we both groaned as I pumped into her, and our climaxes were both mind and body numbing. It felt different and more intense knowing that we both wanted the same result from this session of love making.  
 
    She dissolved against me after our orgasm, and I pulled her in tight against my body. She felt so good there, like she had been designed to fit in exactly that spot. 
 
    We lay quietly for a bit, until she finally perched herself on an elbow and ran a finger slowly along my jawline. Her eyes held a speculative look as she studied my profile. 
 
    “Like what you see?” I teased. 
 
    “Very much so,” she replied with a smile. “Are you happy?” 
 
    “I am very happy,” I said as I folded my right arm under my head and looked at her own beautifully sculpted face. 
 
    “You’re excited about having a child?” she asked. 
 
    “I am,” I admitted. “I never thought about having a child before. Too busy, I guess. But, now that it’s happening, I’m really excited.” 
 
    “I’m excited, too,” she said. “We all are. Even Lavinia, no matter how grouchy she seems to be.” 
 
    “What about you?” I asked. “Are you looking forward to having a child?” 
 
    “I am,” she said with that mischievous glint of hers. “And like our fair ladona, I just need the right mate.” 
 
    I leaned up and kissed her nose, and then her lips. Yvaine grinned, and I rolled over on top of her, soaking up her scent. My hands roamed freely across her breasts, and she squealed as I nipped one with my teeth. Her own hands slipped down to my penis, and she played with the family jewels for some time. I found myself on the point of bursting once more, and I slipped inside her pussy again. Her arms wrapped around my neck, and she nuzzled against my shoulder. Her breath came in hard gasps as I pounded inside.  
 
    “Gabriel,” she moaned. “Oh, Gabriel. Work me. Fuck me. Fill me again.” 
 
    I nipped at her breasts, enjoying the friction and the moisture of her clit. Her breath was wild and ragged, and she finally looked into my face. She was sweating heavily, her chocolate hair plastered against her forehead, but that secretive smile was back. I pushed my tongue deep into her mouth, enjoying the double sensation. She wrapped her legs around my back and held on for dear life.  
 
    When I finally found release for the last time, I sunk into the sheets with her body pressed against mine. I drifted into a pleasant sleep, the scent of her sex still filling my nose. 
 
    My peaceful rest didn’t last long. I was dreaming, scenes that looked like my own childhood, but now I was the adult, and I chased a small, laughing child across a playground. There were other children and parents nearby, and even a few dogs in the mix. As we tumbled in the grass together, a bright silver light filled the scene. I held up my arm, trying to block the light, and a frightened child’s voice called out “daddy”. 
 
    “Gabriel,” a voice called to me. 
 
    I refused to look at the light. I groped blindly in the grass, trying to find the child that I could hear crying. 
 
    “Gabriel,” the voice said again. “Gabriel, you must look at me.” 
 
    I slowly lowered my arm and saw Theira standing in front of me. Her form was insubstantial, almost ghostlike, but I could still recognize her face, and the powerful eyes that held mine. 
 
    “Gabriel,” she continued. “You must complete the quest.” 
 
    “We found the Shodra,” I said. “We returned them to the Academy.” 
 
    “No, Gabriel,” she replied as she shook her head. “The Shodra were never intended for the Academy. Only a manipulator may use them and only one manipulator truly has the power to control them. The new God has been born, and the Shodra are his.” 
 
    “Where is this new God?” I demanded. 
 
    She smiled but said nothing else. 
 
    “The Shodra are in the Tower,” I moaned. “There’s no way to retrieve them.” 
 
    “The Shadow Foxes have found their way out of many more difficult situations,” Theira said with a laugh. 
 
    I looked around at the playground and the happy families. 
 
    “I have a child on the way,” I whispered. And then I recalled Yvaine’s statement from Rena’s Revenge. “Maybe two.” 
 
    Theira took in the scene as well. She smiled at the children who clambered over the playground equipment and chased each other in a game of tag. The sun was warm on my skin, and the scent of earth filled my nostrils. I felt like I wanted to stay in this perfect moment forever. 
 
    “You already know that Maderel will use the Shodra, and if he does,” Theira finally said, “then the world as we know it will end. And I do not think the destruction will be just on Evreas.” 
 
    The scene shifted. We were standing in the center of Ovrista, near the Tower. Or what was left it. Smoking craters filled the streets, and most of the buildings were in flames. People ran screaming from the destruction, and even as I watched, what looked like a meteorite burned through the sky and smashed into the city.  
 
    The glass on the tower was gone, shattered into a million shards. I could see the bodies of mages inside, scattered and broken like toys. A few mages were still alive, trying to summon enough magic to protect the city, but there was a mighty explosion, and I felt the ground ripple beneath my feet. I looked up and saw the sky over the city ignite. 
 
    And then we were standing on a vast plain. The remnants of an army trudged past us, bloodied and bowed. In their wake, they left a sea of corpses. I saw the bloody bodies of children torn from their mothers, of young women put to death at the point of a sword, and men strung up from trees, hands bound behind their backs and crows pecking at their eyes. 
 
    The scene shifted again, and we were in the great desert near the Canterrose mountains. Except the desert was gone. The sand, the rocks, the canyon where the river flowed, all gone. It was just a great, black mass of ash.  
 
    Another shift, and we were back on the playground. But there were no people around, and the air was eerily still. The only sound was an emergency siren that blared in the distance. 
 
    I knelt down and wept. Theira knelt next to me and took my hand. 
 
    “You must stop this,” she said gently. “You must reclaim the Shodra.” 
 
    “Gabriel,” another voice called. I tried to close out the voice, but I heard it call again, and then someone was shaking me. 
 
    I woke up with a start, and Yvaine was staring at me in alarm. 
 
    “You’re crying,” she said as she wiped tears from my cheeks. “And you yelled out.” 
 
    I took her hand in mine and held it against my cheek. I had known when I’d read that passage in Murillo’s book that I couldn’t leave the Shodra with Maderel. But I had put off making any plans. I’d let myself get caught up in everything else. Theira had tried to warn me then, and now she had shown me the real danger if I didn’t act. 
 
    “I have a new quest,” I said quietly. “Direct from Theira herself.” 
 
    
 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    I called a meeting of the guild the next day. The Shadow Foxes gathered in the dining hall just before noon. I had hoped it would be quiet enough around our home at that hour that we could have the discussion we needed to have. I also didn’t want any prying ears overhearing what I was about to say.  
 
    Unfortunately, the contractors Yvaine and Maruk had hired to work on the nursery, among other projects, were actually hard workers. As the team arrived, the sound of hammers still echoed throughout the building.  
 
    I sighed, and was about to suggest we move to the basement which was blessedly empty at the moment, when a crash echoed through our guild hall. Merlin, in the cat form he preferred to use while he was in the city, ducked under the table, and chittered angrily. 
 
    “Wow, that can’t be good,” Aerin commented. 
 
    “I’ll just go take a look,” Maruk replied as he stood up. He hurried from the room, and I could hear his steps as he marched down the hall towards the scene of destruction. 
 
    “I can’t think with all this noise,” Dehn complained. “I’m hearing hammers in my sleep.” 
 
    “I’m skeptical that you do much thinking on an ordinary day,” Yvaine sighed, “but I do agree that the noise can be overwhelming.” 
 
    “Why did we start so many projects at one time?” Aerin complained. 
 
    “It’s work that needs to be done,” Yvaine replied. 
 
    “Though I still don’t have a decent archery range,” Lavinia noted. 
 
    “And there’s dust all over my library,” Emeline added. 
 
    “I’m worried about some of my experiments,” Lena sighed. “I think plaster may have fallen into some of the mixtures.” 
 
    “Ugh,” Dehn snarled as he slumped in his chair. Another round of rapid pounding echoed around the room. 
 
    Maruk returned and took his seat at the table. No one spoke for several minutes as we tried to wait out the noise. 
 
    “Let’s go for a ride,” I suggested during a brief break. “Find somewhere we can talk in private.” 
 
    “In this weather?” Maruk exclaimed. “Surely, you can’t expect Lavinia to ride around in such cold weather in her present condition?” 
 
    “I’m pregnant, not dying,” Lavinia groaned. 
 
    “Maruk is right,” Yvaine agreed. “We probably shouldn’t have had Lavinia out yesterday, but we really needed her input on what styles work best for ladona newborns.” 
 
    “Ladona newborns don’t have a--” Lavinia began. 
 
    “I know a place,” Emeline interrupted to offer. We all turned to look at the panthera in surprise, and she twisted a lock of her hair nervously in her fingers. 
 
    “What, is it some sort of secret mage cave?” Lavinia asked. Dust trickled down from the ceiling and left a white puddle in the center of the table. 
 
    “Not exactly,” Emeline replied. “It’s a spot I used to study for tests, where none of the other students could find me. I even put seals up so no one could disturb me.” 
 
    “Where is this palace of tranquility?” Maruk asked. 
 
    We sat through another round of hammering, and then I heard the foreman yell instructions to his crew. Something heavy scraped across the floor upstairs, and another trail of dust fell onto the table. 
 
    “It’s above one of the shops near the tower,” Emeline finally answered. “The owner is a panthera, one of the few others in the city. He was always very kind to me and Etienne, and he let me use the space as a study hall after some of the other students stole my notes and burned them.” 
 
    “Why would they do that?” Lena asked in genuine confusion. 
 
    “They didn’t like me,” Emeline said simply. 
 
    “Why--?” Lena started to ask. 
 
    “It sounds perfect,” I interrupted. We would be here all night if we had to explain to Lena how someone could hate Emeline simply for being Emeline. “Do you think your friend will still let you use the space?” 
 
    “I’m sure he will,” Emeline replied.  
 
    “Right,” Dehn declared as he stood up. “Let’s go then before I decide to kill the guy with the hammer.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure if Dehn was joking, and a quick look at the other Foxes showed that no one else was certain either.  
 
    “Lead the way,” I said to Emeline as I dragged Merlin out from under the table.  
 
    We abandoned the dining room, gathered up our winter cloaks, and ventured outside. Low clouds loomed over the city, casting a dark pall. Most of the street lights were already lit, and very few people moved along the sidewalks. Merlin wrapped himself around my neck, and I was grateful for the extra warmth. 
 
    Emeline led the way towards the brooding Academy Tower that stood at the center of Ovrista. Its black glass surface looked especially malevolent in the low gray gloom of the day. I realized that I was deliberately not looking at the thing, and I forced myself to keep my head up. It felt like a thousand pairs of eyes were watching me, but I refused to surrender to the fear. I had a brief flash of the ladona thief, her chin raised in proud defiance as Raynald had practically drooled over his captive. I could at least be as strong as her. 
 
    Emeline turned towards one of the older sections of the city, and we soon found ourselves walking along narrow cobblestone streets. The buildings here sat shoulder to shoulder, and the upper stories jutted out across the sidewalks. I guessed very little sunlight ever lit this street, even at the height of summer. 
 
    Yet the shops here were well lit and welcoming. We passed a bookstore, specializing in rare and hard to find volumes, a fishmonger, a bakery, and a palm reader who promised an accurate reading or your money back. 
 
    Emeline entered a small store near the middle of the block. The sign above the door simply said ‘Azuca’. I glanced at the others, but they looked as confused as I did. We stepped inside, and I found myself standing in Willy Wonka’s factory. Or, at least, the gift shop at the end of the tour. The place was packed with every kind of candy, and the little kid in me wanted to run around and sample every delicious looking tidbit. 
 
    “Emeline!” a voice cried out. A large panthera with a brown and gold mane, and large, triangular ears stepped from behind the counter and swept Emeline up in an embrace. 
 
    “Damien!” she replied as she hugged the man. 
 
    “I’ve been worried about Etienne,” Damien said as he released Emeline from the hug. He stepped back and peered closely at Emeline. “But you look like you’re doing well.” 
 
    “I am,” she said shyly. “My guild takes good care of me.” 
 
    Damien looked at us then and subjected us to a very intense stare. I felt like a kid preparing to take the man’s daughter on a date for the first time. The rest of the Foxes looked as uncomfortable as I felt. 
 
    “This is Gabriel,” Emeline said as she tugged me forward. “And this is Dehn, Lavinia, Maruk, Aerin, Yvaine, and Lena.” 
 
    Merlin unwrapped himself from my neck and yowled. 
 
    “And Merlin,” Emeline laughed. 
 
    “A puca,” Damien said in surprise. “You’re certainly keeping interesting company these days.” 
 
    “They’re good people,” Emeline assured him. “They saved me, and they saved Etienne.” 
 
    Damien looked at us again, apparently not quite convinced of our good natures. 
 
    “It’s an honor to meet you,” I finally said. I even sounded like a teenager heading out on a first date. “Emeline said you helped her survive her classes at the Academy.” 
 
    “We panthera have to stick together,” Damien finally said. “But if it’s true, and you helped Etienne and Emeline, then you are my friend as well.” 
 
    “They rescued me,” Emeline declared, “And they proved my innocence. And when the guard came for Etienne, they helped him escape from the city. He’s safe now, with Maruk’s family.” 
 
    Maruk acknowledged this with a slight dip of his head. “My cousins have practically adopted him,” the big orc stated. 
 
    “Well,” Damien declared. He turned his gaze back on Emeline and smiled. “To what do I owe the pleasure?” 
 
    “I was hoping we could use the study room,” she replied shyly. “We were trying to hold a meeting, but the contractors that are working on the guild hall have made it very difficult.” 
 
    “And you need a place that doesn’t have too many ears,” Damien said with a knowing smile. “I know how secretive the guilds can be when they’re discussing what bounties they have.” 
 
    “I hope it’s okay,” Emeline said as a blush spread across her cheeks. 
 
    “On one condition,” Damien replied in a stern voice, though the smile he wore took the sting from his words. 
 
    “What’s that?” Emeline asked. 
 
    “You and your guild stay and have tea with me afterwards,” Damien said. “You can tell me of your adventures, and of Etienne’s.” 
 
    Emeline looked back at us, and I could see the hope that brimmed in her eyes. 
 
    “We’d enjoy that,” I agreed. “Maybe you could tell us about some of Emeline’s adventures as a youngster in the big city.” 
 
    “Oh, no!” Emeline protested. “You don’t want to hear about that!” 
 
    “Of course we do,” Aerin chided. “I’m sure you managed to set more that a few things on fire in your day.”    
 
    “The stories I could tell,” Damien said wistfully. “An air mage and a fire mage, roaming the streets together.” 
 
    “Damien,” Emeline pleaded. 
 
    The panthera laughed and wrapped Emeline in another massive hug. Emeline squeaked, and when he finally released her, she quickly tried to straighten her clothing. 
 
    “Before you head up,” Damien said. He disappeared behind a row of shelves filled with jars of brightly colored candies. He returned with a brown paper bag and handed it to Emeline. “You can enjoy those while you have your meeting.” 
 
    Emeline peeked inside the bag, and a smile flitted across her face. She quickly tried to hide it, and said in her best grown-up voice, “Thank you, Damien.” 
 
    “Remember, tea afterwards,” he said sternly. 
 
    Emeline nodded and then led the way to the back of the store. We passed through the kitchen where I saw hard candies cooling on a rack, to a small storeroom, packed with boxes. A desk sat under the one window, though there was no real light to speak of. A filing cabinet stood next to the desk, and a small chalkboard hung over that. There were several notations on the board in a script I didn’t recognize. Tucked along the back wall was a narrow set of stairs. 
 
    We trooped up the stairs to the second floor. There were only two doors at the top of the stairs, and Emeline opened the one on the right. We stepped into a small room at the back of the building. There was no window in here, so Emeline quickly created a mage light and sent it up to the ceiling. 
 
    The room was modest, with bare wooden floors, and paint that was slowly peeling from the walls. A table had been pushed against one wall, and a stack of books piled on top. Folding chairs, dusty and unused, sat in one corner. Several strange-looking devices hung from hooks in the walls, and I couldn’t resist stepping closer to look at them. 
 
    “Test models,” Emeline explained. “Damien is always looking for new and interesting ways to make candy.” 
 
    “I remember now,” Maruk said. He was hunched over to avoid hitting his head against the ceiling. “Azuca is the panthera word for sweet.” 
 
    “It is,” Emeline agreed as she pulled some of the folding chairs from the stack. Aerin joined her, and they soon had a small ring of chairs set up.  
 
    “I think I’ll stand,” Maruk declined as he stared at the chair. I couldn’t blame him. Mine wobbled when I sat down, and I realized I would have to remain still if I didn’t want to end up in a heap on the floor.  
 
    “So what kind of candy did he give you?” Aerin asked. I saw the hopeful glint in her eye as she gazed at the brown bag that Emeline clasped in both hands. 
 
    “Sour watermelons,” Emeline replied. “They were my favorites when I was a kid.” 
 
    “Oh, I love sour watermelons,” Lena said happily. “My father always brought some home with him when he returned from his business trips.” 
 
    Emeline opened the bag and peered inside. I could see her debate whether there was enough to share, and then she grudgingly passed the bag to Lena. Lena pulled a dark green and pink striped candy from the bag and eagerly popped it into her mouth. She passed the bag to Dehn, who was sitting next to her. He sniffed, took a candy for himself, and then passed the bag onwards. The bag made its way around the circle, with only Lavinia declining to take any.  
 
    I put the candy in my mouth and was instantly hit with a powerful blast of sweet and sour. The watermelon flavor tasted like an actual watermelon, not the candy version that I’d grown up with. I couldn’t decide what contributed the sour taste, but it wasn’t at all unpleasant. If Emeline hadn’t hidden the bag in one of her pockets, I would have been asking for seconds. And thirds. 
 
    “All right,” Lavinia declared, since she was the only one not currently sucking on a piece of hard candy. “What’s this meeting all about?” 
 
    “Mmmppfs,” I mumbled as I tried to speak around the candy.  
 
    “Gabriel had a dream,” Yvaine somehow managed to say without too much slurring. 
 
    All eyes turned towards me. I tried to crunch through the candy and nearly broke a tooth. Lavinia sighed, crossed her arms, and leaned back in her chair. The room was silent except for the sound of seven adults and one puca sucking on candy. Finally, when the piece was small enough, I managed to bite through it.  
 
    “I had a warning,” I corrected when I finally managed to finish the candy. “From Theira.” 
 
    Aerin started choking, and Dehn thumped her hard on the back. 
 
    “The thing is, what needs to be done is going to be very dangerous, and anyone involved could very well find themselves on the run,” I continued. “You know how much I’ve come to rely on all of you, but I don’t want to drag anybody into this who doesn’t want to be involved.” 
 
    “So what is it Theira wants you to do?” Lavinia asked. 
 
    “Retrieve the Shodra,” I replied. 
 
    There was more silence, and more sucking sounds. 
 
    “Didn’t we already do that?” Dehn asked. 
 
    “We need to get them back from Maderel,” I said. “Theira showed me what will happen if Maderel is allowed to use them. It’s the end of the world, to put it bluntly.” 
 
    “It would have been nice if she’d told us this before we turned the Shodra over to him,” Aerin pointed out. 
 
    “Damn gods,” Lavinia muttered. “Why do they always make things more complicated than they have to be?” 
 
    “What are you proposing?” Maruk asked. 
 
    “We have to get them out of the Tower,” I replied. 
 
    “But we don’t even know where they are in the tower,” Aerin protested. “At least with Emeline, we knew where she was being held.” 
 
    “And Maderel will have the Shodra well protected,” Yvaine added. “What you went through in the cells will be nothing compared to what he’s put up around the Shodra. And now he knows about the sewer route, so you can’t use that again.” 
 
    “I know this isn’t going to be easy,” I said. “And I know there’s a real chance that we could all end up dead, or on the run for the rest of our lives. But I can’t let Maderel destroy the world.” 
 
    “I’m in,” Lavinia said quietly. 
 
    “No, no, no, no, no,” Maruk declared as he glowered at the ladona. “You’re with child. His child. We need to make sure you’re safely out of this.” 
 
    “I’m not dying,” Lavinia declared. 
 
    “Maruk is right,” Yvaine cut her off. “What do you think Maderel will do if he realizes you’re pregnant with Gabriel’s child?” 
 
    “Kill me,” the ladona responded coolly. “Just like he’ll kill everyone else in this room just for having this discussion.” 
 
    The room fell silent again, and I could feel the tension rising. 
 
    “I’ll do it,” Emeline announced. “I never did like Maderel, and if Theira thinks he can’t be trusted with the Shodra, then I say we take them back.” 
 
    “Lena? Dehn?” I asked. 
 
    “Hell, you know I’m in,” Dehn declared with a grin.  
 
    “I trust the goddess,” Lena said simply. “If she says it needs to be done, then we should do it. And I trust Gabriel, so I’ll go where he goes.” 
 
    I looked around the circle again. Slowly, one by one, they each nodded in agreement. 
 
    “On one condition,” Maruk added. 
 
    “That is?” I asked. 
 
    “We have to make some effort to protect Lavinia,” he replied. 
 
    The ladona started to protest, but I held up my hand. She closed her mouth and glared at the orc. 
 
    “Agreed,” I said. Lavinia’s fiery glare turned on me, and I tried to reassure her. “You’ll still help. Just maybe do more research and such.” 
 
    “It’s not like I’m due next week,” she grumbled. 
 
    “So, where do we begin?” Emeline asked. 
 
    “We need to figure out where the Shodra actually are,” I replied. “And I think I’m the only one who can do that.” 
 
    “How?” Aerin asked suspiciously. 
 
    “Maderel has offered to teach me before,” I said. “I think it’s time I took him up on his offer.” 
 
    The room exploded then, and a rain of protests poured down on my head. 
 
    “He’ll figure out you’re a manipulator,” Aerin’s voice yelled out above everyone else. “Are you insane?” 
 
    “He will not,” I replied. “Besides, I’m not talking about enrolling there as a full-time student. I’ll just… cozy up to Maderel until we have what we need.” 
 
    “This is crazy,” Yvaine declared. “You can’t seriously consider this a viable option.” 
 
    “He’s right,” Lavinia sighed. All eyes turned towards her. “It’s the only in we have at the Tower right now. And if he’s willing to do it, then we should support him.” 
 
    “We’re not sending you in alone,” Maruk huffed. 
 
    “I’ll have Merlin,” I replied as I scratched the puca under his chin. Merlin seemed to consider the possibilities, then chirped his agreement. 
 
    “You’ll need more than a puca if Maderel figures out what you really are,” Aerin said angrily. 
 
    “We can work out the details,” I replied. “But that’s the plan.” 
 
    “The plan sucks,” Aerin declared. 
 
    “We’re Shadow Foxes,” Lena reminded her. “We’ve come through more dangerous assignments than this.” 
 
    “She’s right,” Dehn said as he thwacked his knee with the palm of his hand. “We can do this. We’re the greatest guild there ever was or will be.” 
 
    “And we have Theira’s protection,” Lena added. 
 
    “Who you-know-who dragged into our lives,” Lavinia pointed out as she shot a fiery glare at the red-headed elf. 
 
    Aerin rolled her eyes at this, and sat back in her chair, with her arms crossed. She kicked the floor a couple of times, but refused to say anything else. 
 
    “So, tea?” I suggested. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    My plan to infiltrate the Tower began the next day. Aerin, Emeline, and I arrived at the sinister column of tinted glass in the morning, ready to make our monthly tithe to the Academy. Emeline managed to maintain her normal facade, but Aerin had reverted to her chatty elf persona before we’d even crossed the threshold. 
 
    “I’m just saying, it seems excessive,” Aerin complained as we stepped into the lobby. “I mean, do we really need two ranges? It’s not like it’s raining gold. Oh, but that would be silly. I mean, if it rained gold. Because then gold wouldn’t be worth nearly as much. I wonder what we’d use for money instead?” 
 
    “Aerin,” I soothed as I grasped her hand. “Take a breath. You haven’t stopped talking for the last two blocks.” 
 
    “I have so,” she protested.  
 
    “You have not,” Emeline replied with a shake of her head. “Are you always like this on tithe day?” 
 
    “She is,” I agreed. 
 
    “I get a little nervous,” Aerin finally conceded. 
 
    “Why?” Emeline asked.  
 
    “You know,” Aerin said as she motioned towards me with her head. 
 
    “What? That you two are having sex?” Emeline smirked. “I don’t think they care about that.” 
 
    Aerin threw her hands into the air and stomped over to the desk. The student on duty was a human woman with tangled brown hair and lovely blue eyes. She was reading a book, and occasionally, she would read a word or two aloud. Aerin rapped impatiently on the desk, and the woman jumped in her seat. 
 
    “Oh,” the woman said as she glanced at us. “Hi, Emeline. Are you taking more classes?” 
 
    “No,” Emeline said proudly. “I’m here with the other mages from my guild. We’re here to make our monthly payment.” 
 
    “You know the place,” the woman replied as she returned to her book. 
 
    “Who was that?” I asked Emeline as we made our way up the stairs, mostly just to keep Aerin from talking. 
 
    “Purple Polly,” Emeline replied. 
 
    “You had to ask,” Aerin nudged me after a moment of silence. 
 
    “Okay,” I sighed. “Why Purple Polly?” 
 
    “One of her experiments went awry,” Emeline said. “She was completely purple from head to toe for nearly a week.” 
 
    “What was she trying to do?” I asked. 
 
    “Create paint that you could eat,” Emeline replied. 
 
    “Maybe she and Lena could get together,” I said thoughtfully. “Imagine what they could come up with.” 
 
    “Oh, by the gods,” Aerin moaned. “Just what this world needs. The two ditziest inventors working together. What would anyone do with edible paint?” 
 
    “Well,” I replied. “Actually, on my world--” 
 
    “No, don’t say it,” Aerin warned. “I refuse to believe it.” 
 
    We’d arrived at the collection office, and the moment of good humor fled. Emeline strode in first, a bit of defiance in her gaze. The clerk on duty looked to be about ten years old, and I glanced around for the cranky old lady who usually managed this post. 
 
    “Where’s--” I stopped when I realized I still didn’t know the name of the woman who usually handled our tithe. 
 
    “Vacation,” the kid squeaked. 
 
    “And you are?” Aerin asked suspiciously as she stared at the clerk. 
 
    “Perfectly capable of doing this job,” the clerk replied. “Names?” 
 
    We gave the clerk our names, and he rifled through a stack of index cards. Satisfied with what he saw, he waved us over to the siphon, the device used by the Academy to remove a small bit of our mana. Every mage in Ovrista was required to participate, and everyone kept assuring me that it was harmless.  
 
    And yet, I hated the thing. It was a soul-sucking device that I was convinced was cutting days, if not years, off my life. Emeline went first, and though she tried to stand straight, I saw her jump when the pump began its work. The sound of rushing water filled my ears, and I closed my eyes to try to block out what was happening.  
 
    It was over in a matter of seconds, and Aerin went next. She placed her hand over the glass orb, and again, the distinctive sound of the siphon that no one else could hear reverberated through my skull. Aerin stepped back at a signal from the clerk and gave my hand a quick squeeze. I took a deep breath and placed my hand over the orb. I felt the dark pull at my mana and watched it flow down my arm towards the waiting orb. I forced myself to relax and let go of the mana, though it was one of the hardest things I have ever done.  
 
    Finally, the clerk nodded at me, and I pulled my hand away before the siphon could take anymore. He did a quick check of the orb, then hopped back to the desk. He pushed the ledger towards us to sign, and we did so quickly.  
 
    “Thank you, come again,” he said blandly as we turned away from the desk. I glanced back, but he had already lost interest in us. He pulled a notebook out from under the desk which he started to read with more enthusiasm than he’d shown towards us. 
 
    “Okay, survived another one,” Aerin said as we stepped into the hallway. “Now we can go home, right?” 
 
    “You know that’s not the plan,” I replied as I glanced down the hallway. Two students rushed by us, followed by a third student in a smoking robe a moment later. 
 
    “Wait for me!” the student in the smoking robe wailed. 
 
    Another two heartbeats passed, and then an angry archmage strode into the hallway. He was a handsome elf, except for the two elephant ears that had replaced his own. Aerin made a choking sound, and I realized she had probably just swallowed a burst of laughter. The archmage scowled at us and then continued his angry march in pursuit of his students. 
 
    “Okay,” I said, “Let’s find Maderel.” 
 
    “Just so we’re clear on this,” Aerin whispered. “I hate this plan.” 
 
    “I think we’re all clear on that point,” I replied as I tugged at her hand.  
 
    “This way,” Emeline ordered as she took the lead. We walked past several more classrooms and then climbed another set of stairs to the top floor. There was a deep, plush carpet on the hallway up here, and a line of portraits along one wall. It felt less like a school and more like a corporate office. 
 
    Emeline walked quietly towards the largest set of doors, which bore a small plaque with Maderel’s name. There was a small cord hanging next to the plaque, and Emeline gave it a quick tug.  
 
    A moment later, the door opened, and a tiny woman in a plain brown dress opened the door.  
 
    “Yes?” she asked as she squinted at us. “Oh, Emeline Sole, is that you? I thought you had graduated.” 
 
    “I did,” Emeline replied. “But we have something we’d like to discuss with Archmage Maderel.” 
 
    “Who are we?” the woman asked as she looked at Aerin and I. “The Archmage keeps a busy schedule. He can’t just see anyone who wanders by.” 
 
    “Maybe we should make an appointment,” Aerin suggested as she tugged on my arm. “We could come back at a later date.” 
 
    “That would be acceptable,” the woman said. She started to close the door, and I quickly grabbed it with one hand. She scowled at the offending appendage, but I didn’t move it. 
 
    “The Archmage invited me to come,” I replied. 
 
    “It’s all right, Ilena,” I heard Maderel’s voice say. Ilena sniffed and stepped away from the door. Maderel took her place, and I released my grip. 
 
    “Shadow Foxes,” Maderel said with an icy smile. He looked sharp today, without a single steel gray hair out of place. His piercing eyes took in our somewhat disheveled appearance and apparently found us lacking. His own mage robes were pristine. “What brings you to my private office? This is an honor normally reserved for a very few individuals.” 
 
    “Umm…” I stuttered. I suddenly found it hard to speak, with the man’s icy glint fastened on me. My plan to weasel information from him suddenly sounded like the worst idea I ever had. 
 
    “Gabriel wanted to talk about your offer,” Emeline replied. There was a slight quiver in her voice, as the icy gaze turned to her for a moment. 
 
    “Is that so?” Maderel said as he quirked an eyebrow at me. 
 
    “It is,” I finally managed to get out. 
 
    “He doesn’t want to be a student,” Emeline continued. “At least, not of the Academy. But if you offered private tutorship--” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Maderel interrupted as he studied me. “You should come in, so we can discuss this.” 
 
    He stepped back from the door and let us step inside. Ilena was seated behind an ornate desk, and she sniffed in displeasure as we crossed into her domain. The room we stepped into continued the corporate theme. There was a small seating area where one could wait, with a few prints on the wall, and even a ficus near the window. Put a computer on her desk, and she could have been in any office in corporate America. 
 
    Maderel led us through another door to his private office. A massive oak desk sat in the middle of the room. A soft leather chair that Maruk would have drooled over was parked behind it, while two smaller but still expensive chairs sat in front of it. There was a row of bookshelves on the far wall, though there were only a few books scattered there. Most of the space was taken up with pieces of art, including a hypnotic piece of glass and a piece of scrimshaw made from what looked like an orc tusk.  
 
    Maderel pulled a third chair from a spot by the window, and the three of us sat down while he returned to his own seat with a flourish. He clasped his hands together and placed them on the desk. His cold stare fell on me again, and I swallowed hard. 
 
    “Tell me what you want,” Maderel finally said. 
 
    “You mentioned once that you thought I could learn to be more than an air mage,” I replied. I cringed at how whiny my voice sounded, but then decided that it might work in my favor. If Maderel wanted to believe that I was a weakling, so be it. 
 
    “I see the potential in you,” Maderel agreed. “Especially since you haven’t had any formal training yet. It opens several possibilities. At least, that’s what I believe. There are many here in the Academy who would disagree with that assessment.” 
 
    “I want to learn,” I continued. “I want to know what else you can teach me.” 
 
    Maderel cocked his head to one side, and I could have sworn he was studying my mana. I felt Aerin shift uncomfortably, and Emeline’s foot began tapping nervously on the floor. 
 
    “If I agree to this,” Maderel said, “You would be my personal student. I would expect you to obey me in all things, absolutely.” 
 
    “Of course,” I replied. “Though the guild--” 
 
    “The guild is not my concern,” Maderel interrupted as he held up a hand. “You may spend your free time as you wish, and if that means time with your guild, then that is your choice.” 
 
    “How much time are we talking about?” I asked. 
 
    “Just a few hours a week to start,” Maderel replied. “I need to see what you can do already and develop a sense for your natural inclinations. Emeline can tell you that all mages go through something similar when they first come to the Academy.” 
 
    “And after this… assessment?” 
 
    “Well, that will depend in part on the results, but I expect that most of your day will be spent working with me,” Maderel explained. 
 
    I glanced at the elf and the panthera, who sat on either side of me. Aerin scowled and refused to look at me. Emeline smiled, but I could see there was a nervousness there. 
 
    “This isn’t something you can complete in a few weeks or months,” Maderel continued. “Full mastery takes years of hard work. Most mages only tap their potential enough to get by in the world, but nothing more than that.” 
 
    Emeline and Aerin both squirmed under the piercing gaze he fired at them. 
 
    “The real question,” Maderel continued, “is do you want this? I’m willing to do this, Gabriel, but only if you are willing to commit to the time and the training. If you don’t think you can do this, or if you believe that the guild is where your true self lies, then leave now. I won’t be offended, and the Shadow Foxes will continue on as they are. If you accept, you must accept wholeheartedly. The Shadow Foxes will no longer be your entire life.” 
 
    Aerin reached over and grabbed my hand. She finally turned to look at me, and she looked terrified. Emeline’s bounce had moved up her leg, and her whole body now moved up and down in the chair. 
 
    “Gabriel,” Aerin cried softly.  
 
    “I’ll do it,” I said as I looked back at Maderel. I heard a small sob escape from Aerin, and then her hand slipped from mine. Emeline went still, and I glimpsed her head drop out of the corner of my eye. 
 
    “Excellent,” Maderel replied. “I have some business outside the city that requires my attention tomorrow, but we can begin the day after that. Meet me in my regular office at eight.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” I snapped. Maderel stood, and the three of us did as well. He led us back to the hallway door, where he bid us a pleasant day before quietly closing the door on us. We stood in the hallway for a moment, and I could feel my heart pounding in my chest like I’d just finished the hundred meter sprint. 
 
    Emeline was the first to recover, and she walked quietly down the hallway. Her shoulders were slumped in dejection, and she didn’t turn around when I called her name. I looked at Aerin, who turned away from me and ran after Emeline. I sighed and followed their heavy treads down the staircase.  
 
    Emeline led us back to the lobby where a group of students were now seated by the windows, laughing at the story of the three students and the elephant-eared archmage. We slipped by them, unnoticed, and returned to the dreary cold wind that coursed through the city. Neither woman had said a word to me, and in frustration, I dragged them both into a bakery only a block from the guild hall, and sat them down at a table. 
 
    “Three hot chocolates,” I called out to the barista as I nearly sat on Aerin in order to keep her in the chair. 
 
    “Let me up,” Aerin protested. 
 
    “Just keep still,” I hissed. “Clearly, we need to talk.” 
 
    “I told you I hated this plan,” Aerin snapped. 
 
    “And no one has a better one,” I snapped back. 
 
    “What Maderel was saying,” Emeline finally said. “Gabriel, he wants you to leave the Shadow Foxes.” 
 
    “That won’t happen,” I sighed as I let go of Aerin and dropped into a chair. “Ever. Look, I just need to play along until I figure out where he’s keeping the Shodra.” 
 
    “And how long will that take?” Aerin demanded. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I replied. “But if it starts to take too long, then we’ll have to figure out something else. I can promise you, I am not hanging out with that guy for years.” 
 
    “I think we should work out another plan,” Emeline suggested. “I don’t trust him.” 
 
    “I don’t either,” I reassured the panthera. “Look, just give it a few days. I can always say I’ve changed my mind.” 
 
    Aerin and Emeline settled a bit, though I could see that both were still upset. The hot chocolates appeared, and I ordered a plate of pastries as well. There wasn’t much conversation after that, but we managed to demolish the sweets and another round of hot chocolates without any more arguments breaking out.  
 
    I paid the bill after the last crumb had been eaten, and we returned to the street. Aerin let out a huge sigh and finally took my hand in hers.  
 
    “You have to promise that you won’t leave us,” she said. 
 
    “I won’t leave you,” I replied.  
 
    Aerin looked unconvinced, and Emeline only stared at the ground. 
 
    “The Shadow Foxes are my family,” I continued. “Nothing Maderel says or does will change that. He doesn’t understand that, and that’s his biggest mistake.” 
 
    “He never did,” Emeline said as she finally looked at me. Her expression was fierce now, her feline nature clearly on display. “He didn’t understand what Etienne and I had, and he doesn’t understand the Shadow Foxes, either.” 
 
    “He’ll underestimate us,” I agreed.  
 
    “I still don’t trust him,” Aerin muttered. 
 
    “I’m not asking you to,” I laughed as I poked her in the ribs. “In fact, I would prefer that you didn’t trust him. I do want you to trust me, however.” 
 
    She finally smiled, just a quick one, but the light was back in her eyes as well. We walked the rest of the way back to the hall in a much better mood.  
 
    The guild hall itself was a hive of activity. The painters had arrived and cans of paint stood just inside the door. Maruk stood nearby with the crew foreman, going over which colors went where. He glanced up as we stepped inside and gave us a quick nod. Aerin, Emiline, and I stripped off our cold weather gear and walked back to the kitchen, the only room that didn’t seem to be under siege these days. Maruk joined us a few minutes later, taking a seat at the table. 
 
    “How did it go?” Maruk asked. 
 
    “He’s agreed to be my mentor,” I replied. 
 
    “That’s good,” Maruk said. He looked at Emeline and Aerin, and asked, “That is good, right?” 
 
    “It’s good,” I assured him. “My lessons, or whatever they are, will start the day after tomorrow.” 
 
    “I guess this means he didn’t tell you where the Shodra were concealed while you sat in his office today,” Maruk laughed. 
 
    “Sorry,” I sighed. “I haven’t learned how to make someone pass along top-secret information.” 
 
    “Maybe if you offer him some of Lena’s brownies,” Maruk whispered loudly. 
 
    “Lena made brownies?” Emeline asked in surprise. 
 
    “More importantly, Lena made brownies,” Aerin snorted. “So what’s the side effect of eating them?” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know if it was intentional or not, but she gave some to the men working in the nursery,” Maruk explained. “Next thing you know, they all started revealing their deepest, darkest secrets. Just blabbing away. It was rather funny until one man admitted to sleeping with another’s worker’s wife. And the man’s sister. A fight erupted after that, and Dehn had to break it up. We sent everyone home for the day, and Lena promised not to serve any more food to the contractors.” 
 
    “Maybe you should try it on Maderel,” Aerin suggested. 
 
    “I guess I could,” I replied. “Though I don’t think I want to know his deepest, darkest secrets.” 
 
    “Sadly, I don’t think she has any more left,” Maruk replied. “And I’m not sure if she can lay her hands on the ingredients very quickly. She was muttering something about finding more Fachan blood.”  
 
    “Well, then, it’s up to me until Lena can replicate her brownies,” I declared. 
 
    “Damn brownies,” Dehn muttered as he joined us in the kitchen. “What was that crazy elf thinking?” 
 
    “Did she want them to start revealing their secrets?” Emeline asked. 
 
    “That’s the best part,” Dehn replied. “She was trying to create something that would make someone want to eat more potatoes.” 
 
    “Why would you want to make someone eat more potatoes?” Aerin asked. 
 
    “How would I know?” Dehn demanded as he pulled out a chair and sat down. “Did you have any luck at the Academy?” 
 
    “Maderel’s agreed to teach me,” I said. 
 
    “Good,” Dehn replied. “We’ll have to work out a schedule for following him.” 
 
    “What?” Aerin and I asked at the same time.  
 
    “Well, obviously, you won’t be around him every minute,” Dehn said in what passed as his most scholarly voice. “We’ll have to set up surveillance.” 
 
    “Why would we do that?” I asked. 
 
    “So he’ll lead us to the Shodra,” Dehn replied. 
 
    “Right,” I said as I glanced at Maruk. Maruk was suddenly engrossed by his fingernails. “I thought the plan was for me to get the information from him.” 
 
    “That could take too long,” Dehn declared. “This way, we can see what he’s doing when he’s not at the Academy. We’ll probably find the Shodra a lot sooner.” 
 
    “Okay, first,” I protested, “I’m pretty sure he’s hiding them somewhere in the Academy.” 
 
    “Why?” Aerin asked. Her brow was furrowed as she thought about it. “The only reason we assumed that is because he said he was taking them to the tower. But we don’t know what he did.” 
 
    “True,” I admitted. “But, even if they’re not there, it’s not like he’s going to be popping by every day to visit them.” 
 
    “We don’t need him to visit them every day,” Dehn replied. “Just once.” 
 
    “All right,” I conceded as I looked back and forth between the orc and the halfling. “So whose idea was the surveillance?” 
 
    “Mine,” Lavinia’s voice said as she strode into the room. “You did say I would have to do something else besides chasing down bad guys.” 
 
    “Even if I agree it’s a good idea,” I replied as I looked at the ladona, “I’m not sure we have enough people to pull off this around the clock surveillance on the guy. I mean, we do have to at least appear to still be taking bounties.” 
 
    “We’ve already started working on schedules,” Lavinia stated. “We can do this.” 
 
    “The other thing is that we can’t get caught,” I pointed out. “He’s going to get suspicious if he keeps seeing members of our guild every time he turns around.” 
 
    “I know how to be sneaky,” Dehn declared with a loud thump on the table that sent a pair of oranges rolling towards Aerin. 
 
    “He knows all of us,” I added. 
 
    “We’ll figure it out,” Lavinia insisted. 
 
    “After all, your lessons don’t start for two more days,” Maruk agreed. 
 
    “Maybe Lena could turn us all into blue pixies or something,” Emeline suggested. 
 
    “Ugh,” Aerin complained. “I wonder what the side effects of that would be.” 
 
    “Probably eating more potatoes,” Dehn smirked. We stared at the halfling in surprise, since he wasn’t prone to cracking jokes, and then we all burst out laughing. 
 
    “He did say he had business outside of the city tomorrow,” Aerin mused. “Maybe we could use that as a dry run, see if we can pull this off.” 
 
    “And if he spots us, we’ll just say we’re on a bounty,” Lavinia added.  
 
    I looked around at the Shadow Foxes and saw that they were really excited about this suggestion. Much more so than the idea of me going undercover in the tower. And it definitely had its pluses. For one thing, it might mean me spending less time with Maderel. It would also give us greater access to his life without the High Mage even realizing it. That opened up a whole new realm of possibilities. At least, in theory. It was hard to shake the fact that he knew all of us by sight. And there was only so much you could do with a disguise, especially for certain members of our crew. 
 
    “All right,” I finally agreed. “But we need to work out some plans tonight. We can’t all just follow him around the countryside. We need to have teams, and a way to follow him discreetly from a distance. And we’ll need to be able to communicate to each other.” 
 
    “Already working on it, boss,” Lavinia said with a smirk. “And if these workers would ever clear out, we’d be able to have a team meeting to discuss it.” 
 
    “They’ll be leaving at their regular time,” Maruk sniffed. “It’s bad enough that we lost a day of work in the nursery.” 
 
    I heard a pounding noise, and it took me a moment to realize it was the door knocker, and not someone with a hammer. 
 
    “I’ll get it,” I volunteered as I stood up from the table. 
 
    “Expecting someone?” Lavinia teased. 
 
    “Always,” I laughed as I hurried towards the front hall. I opened the door to find a child standing on the doorstep, staring suspiciously at the two plumbers who stood on the sidewalk, reviewing a set of plans. He looked like an extra from a Charles Dickens novel, complete with a grimy face, soot-covered clothes, and shoes that were about two sizes too big.  
 
    “May I help you?” I asked the child. 
 
    “Is this the guild hall for the Shadow Foxes?” he demanded. At least he didn’t have a Cockney accent. 
 
    “It is,” I replied. I waited for the boy to say something else. He still seemed doubtful that he was in the right spot, and he looked back at the plumbers. 
 
    “We’re having some work done,” I finally sighed.  
 
    “I have a message for a… Gabriel Vega,” the boy said. 
 
    “I’m Gabriel,” I replied. 
 
    “I’m to give the message only to him,” the boy added as he looked me over.  
 
    “I swear, I’m Gabriel Vega,” I insisted. The boy still looked doubtful, and I wondered if I would be required to dig my old California driver’s license out. Though I wasn’t altogether sure where it was anymore. 
 
    “Gabriel,” one of the plumbers finally called. “We may have to adjust some piping to make room for Maruk’s additional features.” 
 
    “Do what you have to,” I sighed. I’d given up on trying to keep track of all the work that was being done, and I usually just directed any and all questions to either Maruk or Yvaine. Still, the workers often sought me out first, a fact which irked Maruk to no end. 
 
    The plumbers nodded and headed back inside. The boy looked slightly more convinced of my identity, and after a moment, he pulled a slip of paper from his pocket and held it out towards me. I started to reach for it, and he pulled it back. He held out his other hand, palm up, in the universal request for money. I sighed, dug around in my pockets, and finally found a few coins that I dropped into his hand. He sniffed at the money, then held the note out to me. I snatched it before he could decide that he needed a bigger tip. 
 
    I closed the door and glanced at the envelope. It had been sealed with wax, and my name was written along the flap in a very precise hand. Certainly, I knew a fair number of people in Ovrista and the surrounding area now, but this was the first time anyone had ever sent me a letter. Most correspondence we received was sent simply to the Shadow Foxes. 
 
    I opened it and pulled out a single sheet of paper. The same writing graced the page. It said simply, “I know what you are. If you help me, I will help you.” The signature at the bottom of the page was Imogen Kurlew. 
 
    Damn. 
 
    I’d knew she’d been suspicious about my air mage claim. She’d known that I hadn’t knocked her down with a blast of wind. I wasn’t sure if she really knew or simply guessed that I was a manipulator, but she was smart and clever, and she knew I wasn’t an air mage.  
 
    I debated what to do and I decided a visit to the prison might be in order. If nothing else, I might at least get a better idea of what Imogen Kurlew thought she knew about me. 
 
    I was angry at the thief, I had to admit. I’d been so careful, all this time, never to do anything that looked remotely like a manipulator spell while we were in Ovrista, or anywhere with too many witnesses. We’d also been careful not to leave any tracks for the Academy to follow, though I knew they were looking for a rogue mage.  
 
    I’d managed to build a good life here, and even with Theira’s quest looming over my head, I wasn’t about to lose everything because of some accusations made by a criminal hoping for a lighter sentence. 
 
    I snatched my cloak from the hook where I’d left it and returned to the streets. A few snowflakes drifted lazily from the sky as I hurried past the few people who had also ventured outside. The stablemaster who kept our horses spotted me and waved. I waved back, and tried for a smile, but I could feel that my mouth barely moved. The man didn’t seem to notice, and I hoped I didn’t run into anyone else I knew. Maybe I could just blame my bad mood on the weather if I did. 
 
    The prison looked even darker and danker than usual. The pigeons had apparently found warmer digs for the winter, so the frieze was poo-free at least. Unfortunately, the ice and snow made it look like they’d all been hit with a blast from Mr. Freeze’s weapon of choice. The figures looked less like the good citizens of Ovrista singing in harmony, and more like the unnamed victims of a Batman villain.  
 
    I ventured inside and was surprised at how warm it was. It was also surprisingly well lit. There was a lone guard on duty at the desk, and he stared at me with two very bored eyes. 
 
    “Um,” I said as I glanced around. I’d been so angry that I hadn’t really developed any sort of plan beyond talking to the thief. The fact that she was sitting in a jail cell hadn’t really registered as a problem until I’d walked into the office of the city guard. 
 
    “May I help you?” the guard asked in a voice that clearly hoped I wouldn’t need any assistance. 
 
    “Is Rufus around?” I finally queried. 
 
    With a monumental sigh, the guard stood up and disappeared through one of the doors. It wasn’t the one to the cells, I knew that much after our last visit. Maybe there were offices back there. A moment later, the guard reappeared, and resumed his post. He didn’t say anything, and I wasn’t sure if I should leave or stay. 
 
    The door opened again, and Rufus stuck his head out. He glanced around the room and then spotted me still standing in the center of the room. 
 
    “Vega, isn’t it?” Rufus said as he strode into the room. 
 
    “It is,” I replied. He had his hand out, and we shook. His grip was strong, but not bone-crunching.  
 
    “Catch another thief?” he said with a grin. 
 
    “No,” I replied sheepishly. “Actually, I was hoping I could talk to the one we already caught.” 
 
    “Huh,” Rufus said. “Well, we don’t usually just let people wander in and talk to the prisoners. Especially dangerous ones like Kurlew.” 
 
    “Ah, yes,” I fumbled. “That makes sense.” 
 
    “What did you want to talk to her about?” Rufus asked. 
 
    “Um, well, I think she was using magic,” I lied. “I wanted to figure out what she did.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Rufus said as he scratched at the stubble on his chin. “There’s nothing on any of the wanted posters that says she’s a mage. Though it might explain how she’s been able to keep going for so long.” 
 
    “She might be a rogue mage,” I replied. 
 
    The guard at the desk sat up straighter and listened more carefully to our conversation. 
 
    “If she is, we’d have to add some seals or something,” Rufus said as he glanced towards the cell. “I mean, we have some that were placed when the place was built, and they’ve always worked before, but mages are usually taken to the Tower.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not sure she’s a mage,” I backtracked. “She could be like me, just someone without much training. Maybe she’s just picked up a few tricks that we don’t have around here.” 
 
    Rufus glanced at the door again, and I counted to fifteen before he looked back at me. 
 
    “Tell you what,” he offered. “I’ll let you talk to her if you can check whether she’s got magic.” 
 
    “I’ll go with that,” I agreed. 
 
    Rufus nodded and led the way to the door that I knew led to the cells. He pulled the door open, and we were in a dark hallway with cells along one wall. We walked past several cells, all of them empty.  
 
    “Not many guests,” I observed. 
 
    “Just had court for the day,” Rufus replied. “Mostly drunks, a couple of guys who got in a fight over an i.o.u. Judge didn’t want to hang around too long today, so everything moved quickly.” 
 
    “And the ladona?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, that’s a class two felony,” Rufus replied. “A much more serious business. Not to mention all the other locations that are vying for a trial. They’ll put together a rock solid case before they bring that one to trial.” 
 
    “Not to mention her own lawyer,” I added. 
 
    “And that,” Rufus agreed. 
 
    We arrived at the last cell in the block. Rufus turned up the flame on a lamp near the cell, but it did little to relieve the gloom. I could barely pick out the shape of someone sitting inside the cell. 
 
    “You’ve got company,” Rufus called out. 
 
    “Fifteen minutes,” he said to me as he turned and walked away. I waited until I heard the door close, and then I used my mana to create a mage light similar to the ones I’d seen Emeline create. They weren’t as strong as hers, but they did the job. A few more weeks, and I figured I could light the whole town without setting it on fire. 
 
    “You came,” the ladona observed. She was sitting on a bunk, back pressed against the wall. I saw a bruise along her jawline, but no other obvious injuries. 
 
    “I was curious about your letter,” I shrugged. “What exactly is it you think you know about me?” 
 
    “Well,” she said as she stood up. She walked to the bars, her gaze studying me. “There must be some secret you want to keep hidden, or you wouldn’t have come so quickly.” 
 
    “I don’t have anything else to do at the moment,” I shrugged. “And it’s not like the city is overflowing with entertainment options right now.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” she agreed. 
 
    “How did the kid get the note?” I asked to switch topics. 
 
    “For the promise of a few gold pieces, even a member of the city guard will do something as simple as pass along a note,” Imogen said as she sauntered back to the bunk and sat down.  
 
    “You’re in jail,” I pointed out. “You don’t have any gold pieces.” 
 
    “Not on me,” she agreed. “But I happen to have quite a large supply in safe locations.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said. “From all those heists you pulled.” 
 
    “You’re not an air mage,” she said suddenly. 
 
    “What do you think I am?” I asked after a moment. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” she admitted. After another long look, she said, “That’s not entirely true. But what I believe can’t be true, so that leaves me with I’m not sure.” 
 
    I laughed, but it sounded false, even to my ears. 
 
    “Have you ever given a straight answer?” I asked. 
 
    A slow smile crept across her features. And there, nearly unseen in the darkness of her eyes, was the red fire that I knew so well from Lavinia’s eyes. 
 
    “When it suits my purpose,” she replied. 
 
    “And what is your purpose in bringing me here?” 
 
    “I know how to keep a secret,” she noted. “And I can keep yours, if you help me.” 
 
    “Help you how?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, surely you don’t need me to spell it out for you,” she chided. 
 
    “You intend to break out,” I guessed. 
 
    “I’ve done it before, in far more heavily protected places than this,” she stated. “But it always goes more smoothly when you have outside help. Especially when that help has… unusual talents.” 
 
    We stared at each other, and an idea began to grow in my head. A dangerous, crazy, over-the-top idea.  
 
    “If we help you, then you have to help us,” I insisted. 
 
    “I’ve already said--” she began. 
 
    “No, not that,” I said. “Well, not just that. We have a quest, and I think we need someone with your skill set to help us pull it off.” 
 
    The ladona finally looked surprised. She stood up again and approached the bars. 
 
    “What game are you playing?” she hissed. 
 
    “No game,” I replied. “Help us with the greatest heist this kingdom has ever seen.” 
 
    The ladona stared at me, the red fire brimming just on the edges of her eyes. I fought the temptation to step back, and remained pressed against the bars, exchanging hard glares with her. 
 
    “How long will you give me to deliver an answer?” she finally asked.  
 
    “Two days,” I answered quickly. 
 
    “Two days,” she agreed with a nod. She retreated back to the bunk and refused to say another word. I heard the hallway door open, and I started the long walk back towards the offices.  
 
    Rufus met me about halfway along and tipped his head towards the cell where Imogen Kurlew sat in silence. 
 
    “Anything?” he asked. 
 
    “She’s not a full mage,” I said, my voice tinged in disappointment. “I think she has a few tricks she picked up, but it’s nothing you can’t handle.” 
 
    “That’s good then,” Rufus replied as we returned to the warmth and light of the main desk. “Will we be seeing you and the rest of the Shadow Foxes at the party?” 
 
    “What party?” I asked though my mind was still busy sorting through various scenarios involving Imogen Kurlew, and how the Foxes could take advantage of this opportunity. 
 
    “Raynald has decided to celebrate the Kurlew woman’s capture,” Rufus replied. “Crazy bastard wants to have it right here in the precinct, so he can take his guests back and show them what a dangerous criminal he caught.” 
 
    “Seriously?” I asked when I finally tuned in to what he had said. 
 
    “Unfortunately, yes,” Rufus said. “I thought perhaps he might invite you, since you helped with her capture.” 
 
    “That might be the problem,” I mused. 
 
    “True enough,” Rufus replied. “Well, thank you for your help, even if you don’t get an invitation.” 
 
    I smiled at Rufus and told him we’d keep an eye out for any invitations. I was even whistling as I stepped back out into the cold wind that rattled the windows along the street. The pieces were coming together. Now all we had to do was figure out where Maderel had hidden the Shodra. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    Maderel picked a decidedly unpleasant day to venture out of town. The snow had turned to sleet that pelted anyone foolish enough to venture out of doors. Dehn and Merlin had left the hall in the morning, to take up a position across from the Academy. I think we all secretly hoped that Maderel would cancel his plans for the day, but Maderel was apparently unfazed by the weather. 
 
    Dehn sent an encrypted note on the paper that Emeline and Lena had developed the night before, which we translated as ‘Maderel on the move. Following to main gate.’ The paper was based on a set of twinned slates that Emeline and her one close Academy friend had used to trade notes during class. If one person wrote on the slate, the message would appear on the other slate, and disappear as soon as either person erased it. It was handy for short messages, but Emeline’s version was limited by its short range. 
 
    Lena and Emeline had found a way to adapt the magic to work on paper. It was much easier carrying a small pen and a piece of paper around than a piece of slate, and it turned out to have a pretty good range. The only real problem was that the messages had to be written with the special ink or the note wouldn’t appear on the other sheets of paper. Lena and Emeline were already covered in ink stains by the time they’d worked it out, and I for one, didn’t want to have to stop and pull out the ink pot every time I needed to send a message. 
 
    It was my turn to save the day when I found an old ballpoint pen among my belongings. I proudly turned it over to Lena and Emeline, who reacted as if I’d just handed them the answer to the meaning of life. By the end of the night, they had created a working pen to write with, and a second one that would erase any messages. When the rest of us straggled in for breakfast, the alchemist and the mage handed us each a set of pens and a piece of paper. Then they returned to their rooms to try to grab some sleep before the next round of hammering began. 
 
    “This is sort of cool,” Aerin said as she swiped her eraser across her paper and watched the message disappear. “People will pay good money for this. I could start working up a sales campaign this afternoon.” 
 
    “Let’s focus on the mission for now,” I replied as I stood up. “All right, I’ll take the first stretch with Dehn and Yvaine. Maruk, you and Aerin will wait for our signal.” 
 
    “I already have a disguise,” Maruk replied. “He won’t recognize us, even if he somehow sees us.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” I noted though I had a hard time imagining any disguise that Maruk could wear that would hide a seven-foot-tall green orc with tusks. 
 
    Yvaine had already sent for our horses, and we found them outside the guild hall, heads drooped low and miserable expressions on their faces. 
 
    “I know,” I sympathized with my steed. “But I promise we won’t stay out too long today.” 
 
    We cantered to the main gate where a wet and unhappy guard waved us through without so much as a glance in our direction. We found Dehn waiting impatiently by the side of the road almost a mile further along. He nodded at us, then set off at a brisk pace. 
 
    “Don’t know where he’s going,” Dehn grumped, “But at least the puca is earning his keep.” 
 
    “Where is he?” I asked as I looked around for my furry companion. 
 
    “Doing the hawk thing right now,” Dehn replied. “He’s been following Maderel’s group, and he flies back to make sure I’m still heading in the right direction.” 
 
    “He shouldn’t keep showing up as the same bird,” I mused. “Maderel might get suspicious of a hawk that keeps following him.” 
 
    “Here he comes,” Dehn said as a large raptor swept into view. “You can tell him yourself.” 
 
    The horses were used to Merlin by now, and none of them reacted as the hawk plunged towards them. Merlin shifted into his normal puca form at the last moment and dropped softly onto my saddle. 
 
    “Nice going,” I complimented the puca. He chirruped happily, then shook himself like a dog. My cloak kept most of me dry, but my face was soon covered in ice-cold water. 
 
    “You shouldn’t keep using the same shape,” I told the puca as I tried to wipe some of the sleet from my face with the sleeve of my cloak. “He’ll figure out what you are.” 
 
    Merlin contemplated this for a moment, then trilled his agreement. He launched himself into the air again, this time as a small bluebird. 
 
    “It would help if he was in the shape of a bird that hadn’t already migrated for the winter,” Yvaine said as the puca darted ahead of us.  
 
    “We have a few kinks to work out,” I agreed. “But that’s why we’re doing this.” 
 
    The puca returned only a few minutes later, chirping loudly as he plunked down onto my shoulder, much less gracefully than before.  
 
    “He must have left the road,” I said. Merlin finally changed back into his puca shape and chirruped excitedly. 
 
    “Wonder what’s got him all worked up,” Dehn pondered. 
 
    “Only two things get the puca that excited,” Yvaine said. “Food and shiny objects.” 
 
    Merlin did a little dance on my shoulder and then headbutted my chin. 
 
    “Maybe both at the same time,” I suggested. 
 
    “Both,” Merlin mimicked.  
 
    “Maybe Maderel has a country estate,” Yvaine said. “It wouldn’t be unusual. Many of the wealthy families do. I know for a fact that the Academy has property outside the city walls. They use it to grow most of the food for the students, as well as using it as a classroom. But those are all south of the city.” 
 
    Merlin hopped from my shoulders and darted ahead. He stopped by a small road that faded into a patch of tall grass and thorny trees. 
 
    “Are they close?” I asked the puca. 
 
    Merlin thought for a moment and then nodded yes.  
 
    “We need somewhere to hide the horses,” I said as I looked around. 
 
    Yvaine had already dismounted and poked at the blades of grass with her own rapier. The grass came to my shoulders and had small serrated edges that left scratches on exposed skin. 
 
    Merlin chirped and darted further up the road. Dehn and I followed on horseback, while Yvaine strolled along behind. Merlin led us to another turnoff, this one better maintained. A signpost carried a set of arrows, each with a different name followed by a number. The arrows pointed in several different directions, including one that pointed straight up, but either a person named Peppin, or a town by that name, was to be found along this little road.  
 
    We found a small glen just off the side-road, and a sheltered spot under the trees. We secured the horses, and I took a moment to send a note explaining which road we had followed. Merlin led us back to the grass-infested lane and darted ahead. Walking one by one, we could squeeze past the grass without scratching ourselves. I noticed fresh horse tracks in the snow, and I wondered how Maderel was able to bring his horse through here without the animal rebelling. But he was the High Mage, so perhaps he had a spell to protect it from the constant scratching. 
 
    We finally made it past the grass and found ourselves in front of a gate. Someone had thoughtfully placed a “Werehounds on Property” sign on the post, and we could hear barking in the distance.  
 
    “What are werehounds?” I asked. 
 
    “They look like normal Alsatian shepherds,” Yvaine replied, “but they have really long fangs, and once they catch the scent of blood, they won’t stop hunting until they’ve caught their prey.” 
 
    “And their bite can crunch through bone,” Dehn added. 
 
    “Do you turn into a werewolf if one bites you?” I asked. 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous,” Yvaine said. “They’re just dogs.” 
 
    “Big dogs,” Dehn added helpfully. 
 
    “Well, that’s true,” Yvained admitted. “I know a breeder who has a stud werehound that must stand six feet tall.” 
 
    “Maybe Maderel is breeding them,” I said hopefully. If that were true, maybe they wouldn’t be running loose on the property. 
 
    “Only one way to find out,” Dehn replied as he pushed on the gate. It groaned in protest, but he was able to move it enough so that we could slip inside. I saw the same horse tracks on this side of the gate and figured Maderel must have a spell for moving the gate as well.  
 
    At least there weren’t any of the sharp grass blades to contend with, so we moved off to the side of the lane in the hopes that no one would notice our footprints in the snow. We walked in silence, except for the sound of Merlin snuffling through the bushes. The barking grew louder the deeper we moved into the property, and then we all came to a quick stop when we heard people talking.  
 
    We darted into the bushes with Merlin and picked our way very slowly towards the voices. We found ourselves near a small barn which was clearly the source of the barking. Maderel and two other men, one in a blue hat and one in a red hat, stood nearby, leaning against the crossbeams of what looked like a corral. They were involved in some sort of discussion, but they weren’t speaking loud enough for us to hear them over the barking. 
 
    “It looks like a farm of some sort,” I said as I looked around. 
 
    “Too late in the season to know what they’re growing,” Yvaine sighed. 
 
    Maderel and his companions moved towards the barn and stepped inside. Dehn stood up and stepped out of our hiding spot. I had to grab his collar and yank him back when the man with the red hat emerged from the barn. He glanced in our direction, but apparently he didn’t see anything. He picked up what looked like a pitchfork and went back inside. We waited for another two minutes, then stepped quietly from our spot.  
 
    “Now what?” Yvaine asked. 
 
    “We get closer so we can hear them,” Dehn replied. 
 
    “I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” I said. “This is really just supposed to be a test run.” 
 
    “So let’s test it,” Dehn insisted as he marched towards the barn. 
 
    “The things that man’s poor mother must have had to deal with,” Yvaine sighed. “It’s almost enough to put one off the idea of children.” 
 
    “Almost?” I said as I trotted after Dehn. 
 
    “Almost,” she agreed with a smirk. 
 
    “Almost,” Merlin added as he turned into his cat shape. 
 
    Dehn had gone around to the far side of the barn, and by the time we caught up with him, he was standing on a stack of hay bales and glaring at the doors to the loft. 
 
    “If we could get up there, we could slip inside and hear what they’re saying,” he suggested. 
 
    “I think I can reach it,” I said as I started to clamber up the stack of bales. 
 
    “I can make it,” he snarled. “I’m just preparing myself for the jump.” 
 
    “It might be easier for me--” I started to say in what I hoped was a soothing tone. 
 
    “I’m the tallest in my family,” Dehn replied, and he even thrust his chest out. I didn’t have to turn around to know that Yvaine had probably just rolled her eyes. “I can reach it.” 
 
    With a mighty grunt, Dehn jumped straight up and stretch out as far as he could. He missed the loft door by a good foot. Merlin made a noise that sounded suspiciously like a laugh. 
 
    “Let me try,” I suggested as Dehn landed on his butt. The edge of the door was just outside my reach, but I was able to knock it open a few inches when I jumped. Yvaine tossed me an old rake she found nearby, and I used the handle to prop the door open wide enough for us to slip inside.  
 
    “I’ll push you up,” I told Dehn. “You make sure no one’s there. And remember, don’t run off and start any fights.” 
 
    The halfling grumbled something I didn’t understand, but I was able to push him up after a bit of grunting and a finger jab to my left eye. Yvaine, meanwhile, had climbed the hay bales. She handled my assist into the loft with far more grace, and she slipped inside with barely a sound. A moment later, she lowered a rope, and I climbed inside. Merlin had changed into a small bird and twittered at me as he flew by. 
 
    The four of us were at the far end of the loft, and we could hear the men talking again. The dogs were still barking, though not as loudly. We snuck forward, moving slowly, and keeping low to the floor. The loft was packed with bales, and Dehn nearly knocked two over the edge. When no one below reacted, we took a few more steps forward, and peered over the side. 
 
    Maderel and the two men were standing by what I would normally think of as a row of horse stalls, but instead of horses, the stalls held what I could only describe as really, really big German Shepherds. The dogs were all focused on the three men, and they even wagged their tails and dipped their heads for rubs, just like regular dogs. One of the dogs opened his mouth to catch a treat tossed to him, and I realized that their teeth were oversized as well.  
 
    “Damn,” I murmured. One of the dogs looked up to the loft and barked. 
 
    Dehn punched me in the arm, and Yvaine put a finger to her lips. Maderel and his companions glanced up as well. Merlin shifted into a mouse shape and rustled in the hay. 
 
    “Mice are back,” blue hat observed laconically.  
 
    “So, when are the litters due?” Maderel asked as he turned his attention back towards the dogs. 
 
    “I’d say two months,” blue hat replied. “Though Jessie was a little slow this time, so she may not deliver for another three months.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Maderel said as he tossed another treat. “I have high hopes for this year’s brood.” 
 
    “I expect we’ll have some good ones,” blue hat agreed. “Their father is a champion in the ring.” 
 
    “Undefeated,” Maderel said proudly. “Not many dogs can say that when they retire.” 
 
    “Not many get to retire,” red hat added. 
 
    “The price of being a fighting dog,” Maderel sighed. “Well, shall we return to the house and go over the books? I have some improvements I’d like to make before the spring arrives, and we need to make sure we’ve found a suitable alternate supplier for our meat.” 
 
    “Too bad about Huppman,” blue hat replied as the three men walked towards the door. “Can’t believe those orcs stole so many of his cattle.” 
 
    “Wonder what they’re up to,” red hat said with a shake of the head. “Never heard of orcs stealing cattle before.” 
 
    When the voices had faded, and the dogs settled, we crept to the back of the loft, and Yvaine, Dehn, and I clambered back down to the hay bales. 
 
    “Let’s follow them to the house,” Dehn said.  
 
    “Wait,” I said as I grabbed Dehn’s arm just before he jumped. “We’re not the only ones who are supposed to be testing this today.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me we’re going to turn this over to someone else?” Dehn protested. 
 
    “I really don’t want to listen in on Maderel’s dog-fighting plans,” I replied. “And somehow, I don’t think he’s going to tell these two guys where he hid the Shodra.” 
 
    “He might have hidden them out here,” Dehn said as he peered around. 
 
    “Yes, because Moe and Shemp look like just the guys to protect your most valuable assets,” I sighed. 
 
    “Moe and Shemp?” Yvaine asked. “Are those their names? How do you know that?” 
 
    “Just another thing I’ll have to explain later,” I said as I pulled my paper and pen from my pocket. There was already a message there, from Maruk, asking where we were. I wrote back with the best description I could and then said we would be returning to the city soon. Maruk and Aerin should pick a spot where they could wait for Maderel and follow him after he left the farm. 
 
    After a few moments, a new message from Maruk appeared, saying that he and Aerin were in place. That was followed by a message from Aerin challenging us to find them as we rode past.  
 
    “Where’d the puca go?” Dehn asked. 
 
    I looked around, but I couldn’t see him anywhere.  
 
    “I’m sure he’s nearby,” I replied. 
 
    “You know,” Yvaine pointed out. “I doubt the dogs were what had him so excited.” 
 
    “Oh no,” I sighed. “He’s gone off to steal something.” 
 
    “Probably,” she agreed. 
 
    “Looks like we get to poke around a bit more after all,” Dehn said gleefully. 
 
    We climbed down the hay bales and looked carefully around the farm. There was no sign of Merlin, and my soft whistles didn’t draw any response from the puca, though a few of the dogs barked.  
 
    “Food and shiny objects,” I murmured as I looked around. 
 
    “Over there,” Yvaine whispered. She pointed towards a windowless stone building near the edge of what looked like a small orchard. “That will be where the dried fruits and jams and such are stored for the winter.” 
 
    “Let’s go,” I said as we ran as quickly as we dared across the muddy, snow-covered ground. 
 
    There was no lock on the door, and we slipped inside after I confirmed that there were no protection spells either. Yvaine already had a glow stick out, and she held it up as we looked around. 
 
    “Oh, dear gods,” Yvaine declared. 
 
    “I’m not cleaning this up,” Dehn remarked. 
 
    Merlin sat in the middle of a pile of dried apples, figs, plums, and other fruits. There were jars scattered around as well, some empty, some with a few spoonfuls of jam still in them. Merlin himself had jam stuck to his normally pristine fur, and he actually looked guilty for a second when we first stepped into the building. 
 
    “So much for not leaving any trace of our presence,” I sighed as I spotted an overturned bag of grain, the contents now spread across the floor. 
 
    “How did he eat all this so quickly?” Yvaine asked in wonder as she held up an empty jar. 
 
    I heard voices back in the yard again, and the three of us glanced at each other. Dehn opened the door a hair and glanced outside.  
 
    “The two men are walking towards the barn again,” he said in what passed for a whisper with him. 
 
    “Crap,” I muttered. “We’ll have to go around the barn to get back to the horses.” 
 
    “Give it a minute,” Yvaine replied. “Maybe they’re just checking on the dogs.”  
 
    “They already checked on the dogs,” Dehn grumbled. 
 
    “Can we at least make it to the back of the barn without being seen?” I asked. 
 
    “I think so,” Dehn replied. “Maderel didn’t come out with them.” 
 
    Dehn pulled the door open a little further, and after a quick scan, darted outside. Yvaine followed Dehn outside, as I snatched up Merlin. The puca squawked in protest, but I held tight and darted out the door. I pulled it shut, then took off across the yard. 
 
    The dogs were barking again, and I really hoped it was because the men had gone back into the barn and not because they heard us sloshing across the yard. I joined Yvaine and Dehn at the stack of hay bales again and was panting hard after the sprint.  
 
    “I really hope no one saw us,” I said between breaths. 
 
    “The two men are inside,” Yvaine replied as she sucked in a big lungful of air. “That just leaves Maderel.” 
 
    “He would have come out if he’d seen us,” Dehn panted. 
 
    We heard more voices again, this time leaving the barn. After a moment, the voices faded, and the dogs stopped barking. Dehn stuck his head around the corner of the barn, then signalled for us to follow him. We sprinted across the yard again, this time heading for the road, and the safety of the bushes that lined it.  
 
    We retreated to the gate much more quickly than we had made our arrival. We scurried through the same crack, and Dehn managed to pull it closed. I no longer cared about scratches from the grass, and neither, apparently, did Dehn or Yvaine. We ran back along the path and almost tumbled over each other when we hit the hard-packed earth of the main road. 
 
    There was still no one else on the road, and the sleet had started falling again. I pulled my hood up, and tightened my grip on Merlin, who’d started squirming. We walked quickly back to the glen where we had left the horses and found them waiting patiently for our return. We mounted and trotted back to the Peppin road. 
 
    I finally released Merlin, and he stuck his head out from under my cloak. He had a large smear of something purple along one cheek, which he proceeded to eat as he pulled it from his fur. I pulled him the rest of the way out and saw several more blotches of jam. I also noticed that he was now wearing a necklace. 
 
    It was a very simple thing. A silver chain with a small pendant. The pendant reminded me of a sand dollar, though it was more square in shape than round.  
 
    “You just couldn’t resist,” I complained as I held the puca up by the scruff of his neck. Merlin chittered and managed to look ashamed. “You can’t run off like that when we’re really doing surveillance. You’ll get us killed.” 
 
    Merlin looked very sad at that. 
 
    “He’s a puca,” Dehn sniffed. “He’s just a dumb animal.” 
 
    Merlin stuck his tongue out. 
 
    “We’ll have to train him,” Yvaine sighed. 
 
    Merlin squinted at her, then stuck his tongue out again. 
 
    “You and I are going to have a talk tonight, kiddo,” I told the puca. He turned sad eyes on me, and I tucked him back inside my cloak. 
 
    “Your clothes are going to be covered in preserves,” Yvaine pointed out. 
 
    “It will be a new challenge for Lena,” I replied. 
 
    The rest of the trip was spent discussing what we had seen and heard at the farm. Yvaine and Dehn told me that dog fights were legal, up to a point. The contestants were supposed to wear muzzles that made it impossible for the dogs to do much more than nip each other. They were also restricted by size. Werehounds would never be allowed in a legal dog fight. 
 
    As we talked, we passed a small pasture bordered by a few trees and a stone wall. A flock of sheep were nestled quietly in the field, and a collie stood watch nearby. A large shrub with tusks had sprouted near a tree, complete with a matching hat and scarf set. 
 
    “Should we spoil his fun?” I asked after we’d ridden past. 
 
    “Oh, let him have his moment,” Yvaine replied. “He spent a great deal of time finding the perfect camouflage outfit last night.” 
 
    “I don’t think he knows what camouflage means,” Dehn said. “It’s supposed to conceal you.” 
 
    “He’s working on it,” Yvaine asserted. “He’ll do better in the spring, when he can use brighter colors.” 
 
    “Great,” Dehn snickered. “If we get in a fight in the middle of a poppy field, who’ll blend right in.” 
 
    “We all have things we can work on,” I noted. “For now, we’ll let Maruk enjoy his handiwork.” 
 
    “I wonder what Maderel will think when he sees him,” Yvaine pondered. 
 
    “That the neighborhood is going to hell,” Dehn laughed. 
 
    The sleet had stopped by the time we made it back to the city gate. The guard on duty recognized us and waved us through without bothering to leave the warmth of the guardroom. We rode on to the stables, where we helped brush off our mounts, and offered them an excessive amount of treats for the time they had been forced to spend outside. 
 
    As we approached the guildhall, I spotted a familiar child lurking across the street. I darted in front of a wagon, and walked up to the sooty, grime-infested child.  
 
    “So where have you been all day?” he asked querulously. “You know I only deliver notes directly to the person who’s supposed to get it.” 
 
    “I wasn’t expecting you today,” I replied. 
 
    “Well, you should’ve been,” he griped. He held his palm out again, and I dug around in my pack until I found a silver coin. I held it up, and he suddenly looked much happier. 
 
    “Thank you for waiting around in such weather,” I told him as I placed the coin in his palm. 
 
    “Thank you, wizard,” he said as he handed me the note.  
 
    “I’m not a--” I tried to say, but he darted away before I could say another word. 
 
    I opened the envelope and pulled out the paper. There was just one word: Yes. 
 
    I walked across the street where Yvaine and Dehn stood waiting for me in front of the guild hall. 
 
    “Who was that?” Yvaine asked. 
 
    “The bearer of good tidings,” I replied. “And possibly the answer to our problem.” 
 
    Yvaine and Dehn started to ask questions, but I raised my hand.  
 
    “I’ll explain everything,” I promised. “Team meeting tonight after dinner. And no excuses. Everyone has to be there.” 
 
    “I’ll spread the word,” Yvaine said as we stepped inside.  
 
    “As for you,” I said as I looked at the puca. “I think it’s time to give you a bath.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    We gathered in front of the fireplace after dinner. The sleet had given way to snow once again, but the wind was still blowing hard through the city streets. I could hear it whistling in the chimney even with the roaring flames that Emeline kept going. 
 
    All the Shadow Foxes were there except Merlin. He was still in my room, curled up in a corner with the three softest blankets he could find, determined to ignore me since his bath. At least he was clean again, which was more than I could say about the clothes I’d been wearing during our expedition. 
 
    “So the test went well today,” Lavinia remarked, “except for the puca.” 
 
    “Where is he anyway?” Aerin asked as she peered around the room. 
 
    “Snoozing,” I replied. “And recovering from his bath.” 
 
    “Did Maderel go anywhere else after he left the estate?” Yvaine asked. 
 
    “Straight back to the city,” Maruk replied. “Two stops inside the gates to pick up a few essentials and then back to the Tower.” 
 
    “And no one was spotted,” Lavinia repeated as she looked around the room. 
 
    “Nope,” Dehn said. “We’re good.” 
 
    “I’m glad the paper works,” Emeline remarked. “The pen is brilliant.” 
 
    “I think I could adapt it for other things,” Lena mused. “Maybe something you could use to change the color of your hair. You could have streaks of lavender and blue.” 
 
    I opened my mouth automatically to suggest she keep thinking about it and then realized it wasn’t a half-bad idea. I glanced at Aerin, and I could see she was just as surprised as I was. 
 
    “That’s actually pretty good,” Aerin admitted slowly.  
 
    “That way you could attract lots of butterflies,” Lena added. 
 
    “And there it is,” Aerin sighed. 
 
    “Now that we’ve covered the day’s excitement,” Yvaine interrupted. “I believe Gabriel has news to share.” 
 
    “Yes,” I admitted. I glanced around the room and saw that everyone had focused their attention on me. “I’ve found someone who can help us with the heist.” 
 
    The Foxes looked at each other, and I could see their confusion. 
 
    “Do we need help?” Aerin asked. “I mean, we’ve claimed plenty of bounties before.” 
 
    “And we’ve taken down creatures that were a lot scarier than a mage,” Dehn added. 
 
    “True,” I admitted. “But this is something that’s going to require a bit more finesse than just barging in, killing a few monsters, and then riding back to the hall.” 
 
    Aerin and Dehn began to protest that we didn’t need to do anything differently, while Lavinia declared that we were capable of finesse when we needed it. Maruk and Yvaine argued that between the two of them, they were certain they could develop a more stealthy attack.  
 
    “He’s right,” Emeline finally shouted. The rest of the Foxes fell silent and looked at the fire mage in surprise. “What we’re talking about doing, breaking into the tower to steal something, we’ve never done anything like this. We’ll be thieves, not a guild on a bounty. And we won’t be breaking into some moldy old crypt that nobody cares about. This is the Academy Tower. It’s well-protected, and there are people around it all the time. And there are lots of good people in the Academy, like Lain and Purple Polly, that I don’t want to see get hurt.” 
 
    “I agree with Emeline,” Lena said. “This has to be something that’s done quietly. We don’t want to end up in a big fight with every mage turned against us.” 
 
    “All right,” Maruk conceded gently. “I agree. We don’t want to take on every mage. But I don’t know if we really need to bring in someone new.” 
 
    “Think of it as a consultant,” I replied. “Someone who can tell us what to look for, how to avoid traps, how to get in and out without drawing attention to ourselves.” 
 
    “Right, because we blend in so well,” Lavinia huffed. 
 
    “That’s just it,” I pointed out. “As a rule, we don’t. And everyone in Ovrista knows what we look like, which makes our job that much harder.” 
 
    “So who is this consultant?” Dehn asked suspiciously. 
 
    “Imogen Kurlew,” I replied. 
 
    “Wait, the jewel thief we captured?” Aerin asked. 
 
    “That’s the one,” I agreed. 
 
    “She’s in jail,” Aerin declared. 
 
    “And I’ve agreed to help break her out,” I said. 
 
    “Well,” Yvaine finally said to end the stunned silence, “this has certainly gotten interesting.” 
 
    “So now we’re doing a jailbreak, too?” Lavinia declared. “This whole thing just keeps getting crazier and crazier.” 
 
    “It makes sense,” Maruk mused. “She’s certainly proven her ability to steal heavily guarded items.” 
 
    “Until she met us,” Lavinia pointed out. 
 
    “Until she met Gabriel,” Yvaine clarified. “If Gabriel hadn’t been there, I doubt we would have caught her.” 
 
    The Foxes went quiet again as they pondered this statement. I noticed that Dehn was staring fiercely at the fire, and he refused to look at me. 
 
    “Dehn,” I finally called out. “I promise, we’ll try not to hurt any of the guard if we can avoid it.” 
 
    “Pffft,” the halfling snarled as he folded his arms across his chest. “Most of that lot are useless anyway.” 
 
    “So what’s wrong?” I pressed. 
 
    “She’s a thief,” he declared. “She’s a criminal. I may not be a member of the guard any more, but I still respect the law.” 
 
    “Look, if there was anyone else who could help us, I would take it,” I said. “But she’s the best there is, and probably the only real shot we have at pulling this off.” 
 
    “We can always arrest her again later,” Lena added. 
 
    “Umm… sure,” I murmured. 
 
    “Fine,” Dehn huffed. “But I refuse to be nice to her.” 
 
    “You have a nice side?” Lavinia snickered. “How come you never share it with us?” 
 
    “I guess you’ll want me to get you inside the jail,” Dehn groused. 
 
    “Actually, we may have a way to get in that won’t require any elaborate plans,” I replied. 
 
    “Ooooh, are we going to start a fight?” Aerin asked. 
 
    “No,” I said. “There’s a party.” 
 
    “Now I’m lost,” Aerin remarked. 
 
    “Raynald has decided to celebrate his brilliant actions in capturing the world-renowned jewel thief by throwing a party,” I explained. “In the jail, so he can show off his prize.” 
 
    “That seems a bit bourgeois,” Maruk commented. 
 
    “But just like Raynald,” Yvaine sighed. 
 
    “We still need an invitation,” Emeline pointed out. 
 
    “Yes, we do,” I replied as I smiled at Yvaine. 
 
    “Oh, I can take care of that,” Yvaine agreed. “If nothing else works, I’ll threaten to tell his parents what really happened to their priceless collection of Xildanar pottery.” 
 
    “We can start working on our plan in the morning,” I said as I stretched. “Lavinia can be in charge of that. Any other news to report?” 
 
    There were noes and headshakes all around. One by one, the Foxes dispersed to their own rooms. I caught up with Lena as she was heading up the stairs and wrapped an arm around her waist. 
 
    “Do you have anything that will clean jam stains out of clothing?” I asked. 
 
    “Maybe,” the elf said thoughtfully. “Um, but it might make the fabric itchy for a few days.” 
 
    “Good thing I have other shirts I can wear,” I replied.  
 
    “Well, I’ll need that shirt then,” she said, and then her eyes roamed over my chest.  
 
    We stopped in front of my door, and I slid my hand down her back. She turned her face up to mine, and a smile played across her very full lips. I pulled her inside the room and gently closed the door behind us. 
 
    The first thing I removed was the scarf that held her hair. The honeyed tresses fell around her shoulders, and I ran my fingers through the silky river. She was still smiling, not the full California girl smile she usually had, but something more secretive, more seductive. I leaned into her and pressed my mouth against hers. She responded immediately and pushed back just as hard.  
 
    I carried her to the bed, where we quickly tossed aside our clothes. I took a moment to admire the rich golden tones of her skin, and then I was on top of her, my face nuzzled into her neck as my mouth tasted the sweetness of the sweat on her neck. My penis rubbed against her thighs, and the friction drove me crazy. I was so engorged that it was almost painful. 
 
    “Do it,” Lena begged as she spread her legs apart. “I need you in me.” 
 
    I slid inside, and the feel of her moist clit made me groan in pleasure. She smiled at the sound and brought my lips down to hers. My hips moved with a tempo all their own, and she moved with them. It felt like she was molded to my body, our two bodies now one giant ball of pure pleasure. 
 
    “Yes,” she cried out as I pounded into an erogenous zone. She buried her face against my chest for a moment, and then I felt her tongue slide across my throat.  
 
    “More,” she said as I felt her heat building.  
 
    “Always,” I replied.  
 
    “Oh, that’s it. So good.” She was nearing her climax, and I balanced myself over her on my knees and elbows. I could see the moment when she hit the peak. Her eyes were wide with wonder, and she arched into my penis.  
 
    “I’m going to--“ 
 
    “Yes! Please cum in me, Gabriel!” 
 
    I grunted and then groaned as my seed spilled out like a half dozen ocean waves, and she shivered as my warm cum filled her accepting body.  
 
    When Lena sank back onto the bed, I carefully lowered myself to her. She pulled me in for a long, wet kiss, and then another. She reached down between my legs, and I could feel her nimble fingers rub my shaft with long, hard strokes. I growled in response and looked into her eyes. 
 
    “Again,” she insisted. 
 
    This time, she wrapped her legs around my waist, and used them to set the pace. She held me on the edge while her hands worked their magic. Sweat poured off me as I tried to grind against her, but she held me firm. I was frantic by the time she finally let me all the way in, and I drove into her even harder this time. She pushed against me, and I was working the sweet spot against her warm tightness again for all I was worth. 
 
    She made one low, long, continuous moan as I rocked back and forth, and then she was calling my name, over and over again as she neared her orgasm. I wrapped her in my arms, holding her heat against me as she flung her head back and cried out. When I felt her body finally go slack, I let go, and rolled to one side. 
 
    “Can we do that again?” she asked. 
 
    “As many times as you want,” I replied as I traced her jawline with my finger. 
 
    She laughed and moved on top of me. She traced a path with her fingers from the tip of my shoulder to my abs. She glowed in the darkness of the room, and I reached up and ran a finger along the edge of one ear. She hissed, then dropped her head. I smiled and teased her a little as I dragged a fingertip ever so slowly along the full length. When I finally reached the tip, she leaned in for another deep kiss. 
 
    I spent the next two hours learning all of her vulnerable spots. By the time we were finished, I knew all her favorite places and exactly how to touch them. I also learned that my quiet, slightly ditzy elf had her own knack for finding my hot spots. I lost count of the times she climaxed, but I filled her womb with my seed a good four times during the night, and I wonder if, like Yvaine, Lena has also stopped taking her moon weed so that she would give me a child.  
 
    But I didn’t ask.  
 
    As daylight filtered into the room, she stirred and placed a far gentler kiss on my brow. She smiled once more, gathered her clothing, and then slipped from the room. I sighed and forced myself from the bed that still carried her scent. Merlin finally emerged from his blankets with a big yawn and chirruped at me. 
 
    “Just let me get cleaned up,” I said. “We’ve got an early day today. We have to be at the tower by eight.” 
 
    Merlin made a noise like a farting sound. 
 
    “What, you don’t want to come with me?” I teased. I looked over at the puca who was shaking his head. 
 
    “Lavinia will turn you into a fur hat if you don’t,” I pointed out. 
 
    Merlin’s little brow scrunched up as he contemplated his two options. While he pondered which fate he would rather face, I washed up and tossed on the first set of clean clothes I could find. I also finally ran a brush through my hair, since Merlin had been kind enough to return the brush he’d ‘borrowed’ a couple of days ago. 
 
    “Breakfast,” I called out to the puca as I opened my door. Merlin darted ahead of me and raced towards the stairs. I didn’t see him again until I arrived in the kitchen where Merlin was carefully examining a plate of scrambled eggs. I was surprised he hadn’t started eating them, until I realized they were probably Lavinia’s. 
 
    “Touch them and you die,” I heard Lavinia’s voice call out from the pantry. She stepped back into the kitchen carrying a bottle of hot sauce. 
 
    Merlin took another step away from the plate and looked hopefully at me. I tossed the puca a piece of cheese and promised to make him toast and bacon. He chirped happily as he watched me gather the ingredients for our breakfast. 
 
    “You spoil him,” Lavinia said as she stirred the sauce into her eggs. 
 
    “He’s not spoiled,” I insisted. “And should you really be eating that hot sauce now?” 
 
    “I’m pregnant, not dying,” Lavinia replied. “You know I hate plain eggs.” 
 
    “I know, but --” 
 
    “It’s fine,” she snapped. She scooped up her plate and disappeared towards the dining hall.  
 
    “Maybe it’s a good thing we won’t be around today,” I whispered to the puca. 
 
    “I heard that,” Lavinia called from the dining room. 
 
    I shrugged and turned my attention to the task at hand. I soon had a pile of toast, bacon, and eggs for both of us, along with a mug of tea, and joined Lavinia at the table. I heard her stomach rumble unhappily, and she scowled when she saw me glance towards her belly.  
 
    “I guess the baby isn’t as fond of hot food as you are,” I observed.  
 
    Merlin ducked, like he expected Lavinia to throw something. She smirked at the puca and took another sip of tea. 
 
    “Must be the human half,” she replied. 
 
    I took a bite of my eggs and watched Lavinia. The pregnancy had definitely given her a glow, and dare I say, even a touch of softness. She looked beautiful in the morning light, even if she was frowning at me. 
 
    “Why are you staring?” she finally challenged me. 
 
    “I was just thinking how beautiful you are,” I replied. “And that I haven’t told you that in a while.” 
 
    She set the cup down and looked at me. Definitely a softer look, if not quite tender.  
 
    “You really think so?” she asked quietly.  
 
    “I’ve always thought so,” I replied. “But the pregnancy has really given you a glow. I don’t know how else to describe it.” 
 
    “I’m… happy,” she admitted. “I never thought I would have a child. And to know that child is yours is just the greatest feeling in the world.” 
 
    “Happy doesn’t even begin to describe how I feel,” I replied. “I’m the luckiest man in the world right now.” 
 
    She moved her hand across the table, and I took it in mine. We could have sat there all morning, but we heard the clanking of dishes in the kitchen, and the sound of Maruk on the move upstairs. Aerin’s voice drifted down the hallway, and one of Merlin’s sticky fingers reached for a piece of my bacon. I jabbed my fork at the paw and turned my attention back to my plate. Lavinia sat back in her chair and finished off her tea while she watched me eat. 
 
    “So today’s the big day,” she said when I had finished off my breakfast. 
 
    “It’ll be interesting to see what Maderel has planned,” I replied. “Emeline said that the assessments are different for every student.” 
 
    “Just don’t do anything really big,” Lavinia warned. 
 
    “Yes, I know,” I sighed. “You and everyone else have already mentioned that about a million times already.” 
 
    “We don’t want to lose you,” she said as she pushed her plate away. “I don’t want to lose you. Especially now.” 
 
    “I’ll be careful,” I promised. “Besides, Merlin will be there. I can always blame him.” 
 
    Merlin made the farting sound again. 
 
    “He’s supposed to be a cat,” Lavinia pointed out. “Though he acts less and less like one every day.” 
 
    “He’ll be careful, too,” I said as I shot a warning look at the puca. Merlin buried his face in his plate of toast and scattered crumbs across the table. 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Lavinia snorted.  
 
    “I need you to start working on the jailbreak plans,” I remarked in an attempt to change the topic. 
 
    “I have a few ideas,” she admitted. “I started thinking about it last night. I need to talk to Dehn, though, and see if I can get some ideas about the layout of the place.” 
 
    “Good,” I said. “And don’t forget, I’ve got the invisibility cloak. We could have her put that on.” 
 
    “I thought about that,” Lavinia replied. “But I don’t trust her with it. There’s nothing to keep her from running off with it, and we wouldn’t be able to see her either.” 
 
    “So no invisibility cloak,” I agreed. “Maybe Emeline could snuff out all the lights or something.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Lavinia said doubtfully. “There’s also the question of where to keep her. She won’t be able to just roam the streets of the city. Everyone will be looking for her.” 
 
    “Yvaine’s?” I suggested. 
 
    “Someone will have to stay out there with her,” Lavinia pointed out. “Just to make sure she doesn’t try to scamper off with any of the Estrella family treasures. I know the servants are still there, but I don’t know that they’re up to the task.” 
 
    “Talk to Yvaine,” I said with a shrug. “The only other real option we have is letting her stay here, but with all the workers, that could get tough.” 
 
    “We could put the work on hold,” Lavinia replied hopefully. 
 
    “You can be the one to tell Maruk and Yvaine,” I declared.  
 
    “Tell Maruk and Yvaine what?” Dehn asked as he joined us at the table. He had a plateful of leftover chicken and something that was probably supposed to be toast, but looked like roof shingles. 
 
    “Have fun,” I replied as I stood up.  
 
    I scooped up my empty plate and mug, as well as Merlin’s, and returned them to the kitchen. After a quick wash, I left them to dry in the rack. I grabbed some of the dried fruit mix that Maruk kept in a locked box and filled a small paper sack. It was the easiest way to keep Merlin out of trouble, and if all else failed, I least I had lunch. 
 
    I whistled to Merlin as I walked to the front hall. He trotted ahead of me and waited patiently while I tossed the strap of my small pack over my shoulder. He hopped up and wrapped himself around my neck. I threw the cloak over both of us, pulled on my gloves and stepped out into the morning. 
 
    The clouds had moved on during the night, and sunshine poured down on Ovrista. The snow sparkled, and the wind was only the barest breeze. It was quite pleasant, until I stepped onto the road. Then I learned that the charming snow-covered image was only a mirage. The ice was starting to melt, and my boots sank in a layer of squelching mud. I thought about riding to the Academy, but the horse would probably never forgive me. Besides, I was supposed to be a student now. I should at least try to look the part. 
 
    The trek to the tower was a slog, but I still managed to arrive five minutes early. Lain was on duty again, though he looked like he had just rolled in from a long night of something. He tried to hide a yawn behind his sleeve when I told him I was there to see Maderel. 
 
    “He said to send you on up,” Lain replied. “Is it true? That you’re taking lessons with him?” 
 
    “We’ll see how it goes,” I shrugged. “Today is supposed to be some sort of testing.” 
 
    “Good luck,” Lain grimaced. “Mine was horrible.” 
 
    “What did you have to do?” I asked. 
 
    “Professor Fogarty took me out to the middle of the lake in a boat and dumped me over the side,” he replied. 
 
    “So you’re a water mage?” I asked. 
 
    “That would have been helpful,” Lain replied. “But no. I’m an air mage.” 
 
    “But they didn’t know that,” I guessed. 
 
    “I’d already mastered a few simple air tricks,” Lain sighed, “So they knew.” 
 
    “What did you do?” I asked, genuinely curious. 
 
    “I finally created an air bubble around myself and sort of floated back to shore,” Lain replied. “But the test is different for everyone. Maderel may just ask you to knock a bug out of the air or something.” 
 
    “Well, if you’re still here when I leave, we can compare notes,” I said.  
 
    Lain yawned again, and I waved goodbye as I turned to the stairs. I wondered what Emeline’s test had been. It was definitely something I would ask, if we ever managed to finish our quest. 
 
    Maderel was in his ‘school’ office, along with two students. He held up a hand when I first appeared at the door, and I stepped back into the hallway. The place was busy this morning, as students and instructors hurried by. I heard a clock chime, and there was a last flurry of activity, before silence descended on the school. I realized that morning classes must have started, and I had to remind myself that I wasn’t about to be marked tardy or handed detention for loitering in the hallway.  
 
    I heard Maderel’s voice murmur something and then both of the students said ‘Thank you.’ A moment later, they stepped into the hallway. They looked like brother and sister and were probably just hitting their early teens. The boy was taller, and more gangly, and already had an acne problem. The girl looked angry, and she jabbed her brother in the stomach several times as they walked away. 
 
    “Gabriel, come in,” Maderel’s voice called. 
 
    I stepped into his office, and Maderel stood up from his chair.  
 
    “You’re on time,” he noted. 
 
    “Yes,” I agreed.  
 
    “You had an agreeable day yesterday?” he asked as he sat back down. 
 
    “I suppose,” I said nonchalantly. “It was just another day.” 
 
    “What? No gallivanting around the countryside?” he continued. He managed a small laugh, but his eyes were still hard as ice. 
 
    “Um, no,” I replied. “Not in that weather.” 
 
    “Hmmm.” Maderel said nothing else, just sat and stared at me. 
 
    “Why do you ask?” I finally asked. 
 
    “Oh, no reason,” Maderel replied as if shaking off a moment of inattention. “I was out near some property I own, and I could have sworn I saw that orc friend of yours, just standing out in the middle of a field with some sheep.” 
 
    “It could have been,” I agreed. “He took up a small bounty to earn some extra money. Aerin wouldn’t give him any more gold for clothing because of all the repairs we’re making so…”  
 
    “Ah, that makes sense,” Maderel said when it became clear that I wasn’t going to add anything else, though he didn’t appear to be convinced that Maruk had been out hunting for magical items.  
 
    I removed my gloves and was reaching for the clasp on my cloak when Maderel stood up. 
 
    “You might as well leave that on,” he said. “We’ll be taking a trip outside the walls for your test.” 
 
    I thought about Lain’s tumble into the water and wondered how cold it would be now. Or maybe it was frozen over, and I would have to break through a foot of ice. 
 
    Maderel retrieved his own cloak and gloves, as well as a large fur hat. He gave me a nod after checking that I had my gloves back on, then led the way back to the stairs and the first floor. 
 
    “Lain,” he called sharply as we stepped into the lobby. I saw the tousled-haired student jump up and scramble to his feet. 
 
    “Sir?” he asked respectfully. 
 
    “Let Professor Valora know that I’ll meet with her this afternoon after I’ve returned,” Maderel said. “I’m assuming she hasn’t made it in yet.” 
 
    “I haven’t seen her, sir,” Lain replied. 
 
    “That woman won’t be on time for her own death,” Maderel muttered. He turned on his heel and marched towards the exit. I followed after him at a quick jog, dodging a few stragglers who got caught in Maderel’s wake. 
 
    “You walked here this morning?” Maderel asked. 
 
    “I did,” I agreed.  
 
    “You’ll have to use one of the Academy horses, then,” Maderel replied. We walked across the square and towards a series of low buildings that sat on the far side of the quad. I’d never given them much thought before, beyond Emeline once describing them as ‘support facilities’. 
 
    The stables were back here, and Maderel walked quickly inside. The stablehand snapped to attention, much like Lain had, and ran off to retrieve Maderel’s horse before Maderel had uttered a single word. 
 
    “We’ll need Streak as well,” Maderel yelled at the hand’s retreating back. We waited quietly while the hand dealt with the horses. It was pleasantly warm in the stables, and I could hear the horses moving in the stalls. I was about to greet a pony who had stuck his head over a stall door to look at us when the stablehand returned leading two horses. 
 
    I recognized Maderel’s bay stallion. It tugged on the line as it danced on its toes, anxious to get outside and move. The other horse, the one I assumed was Streak, was a large gray gelding. He didn’t look excited to be heading out, and he gave both Maderel and I a snort of disapproval.  
 
    Maderel mounted, as did I. We turned the horses to the main city gate, and Streak was reasonably cooperative. The guards waved us through, and Maderel pointed us towards the west. Streak, unfortunately, had exactly one speed: plodding. While Maderel’s stallion chomped at the bit and tried to surge ahead, old Streak ambled along, and if I hadn’t kept prodding him with my knees, he probably would have stopped in the middle of the road and called it a day. 
 
    Eventually, we found ourselves near the river. We left the horses in a sheltered spot and walked towards the sound of the rushing water. I pondered Lain’s story and tried to figure out how to create the giant bubble of air. Except that Maderel suddenly veered away from the water, and we were soon wandering deeper into the woods. 
 
    After nearly thirty minutes of walking, we arrived at an old, disused shack. The door was missing, and I could see a hole in the roof. The windows had been boarded over, and vines crept up the sides of the house.  
 
    “Your task is simple,” Maderel said. “There’s a magical item inside this structure. Find it and bring it to me.” 
 
    “That’s it?” I asked. 
 
    “That’s it,” he acknowledged. 
 
    I looked at the building again, and then slowly circled it. I used my mana to check for spells and protective wards, but there was nothing, at least on the outside of the building. When I was certain that there weren’t any booby traps, I took a cautious step inside.  
 
    It was dark, except for the light that found its way through the hole in the roof. Snow had covered the floor, as well as the broken chair and toppled table that were all that remained of the previous inhabitants. I opened my cloak, and Merlin slipped to the floor next to me. I scanned the room with my mana again, but still saw no trace of any sort of protection magic. 
 
    “Do you feel anything?” I asked the puca quietly. 
 
    Merlin sniffed the air experimentally, then gave me a shake of his cat head. I stepped further into the room with Merlin plastered to my side. He may not have sensed any magic, but he wasn’t happy about this place either. 
 
    “It’s strange in here,” I muttered, and Merlin meowed in agreement. 
 
    I walked slowly around the one-room cabin, but I still didn’t see anything that looked like a magical item. I also didn’t spot any hiding spots, not even a loose floorboard, though the wood creaked ominously every time I moved.  
 
    “Maybe it’s a riddle,” I suggested. 
 
    Merlin sneezed as he snorted a noseful of snow. He sat down in the center of the room and looked around. After a moment, he stood up and walked towards one of the corners. 
 
    “Did you find something?” I asked as I followed him. 
 
    Merlin had wiped the snow from the corner with his front paws and was digging at the plank flooring. I moved him gently out of the way and tested the board. At first, nothing happened, but when I touched it again, using my mana, I felt something warm under my fingertips. I still couldn’t see anything, but I could definitely sense something under the wood. 
 
    I pushed harder with my mana, and slowly, the warmth built up, until the room itself began to feel hot. Whatever was on the other side was eating up my energy, but it still wasn’t revealing itself. I pulled my hand back and looked over the spot again.  
 
    The temperature in the room began to drop, so I pulled out my mana knife, and carefully inserted it between the planks. Almost instantly, the room turned hot, and this time I could hear melting snow dripping through the hole overhead. Merlin let out a squeal of protest, and I turned to look back at him. He was still in cat form, but he was hunched up, like he was in pain. I pulled the knife from the boards, and the heat slowly dissipated. Merlin unwrapped himself and stared at me with pleading eyes. 
 
    “Okay,” I said to him. “We can’t use mana. But we know where it is.” 
 
    I pulled out a plain blade from my belt and carefully inserted it between the boards. This time, there was no reaction from whatever was down there.  
 
    For an abandoned cabin, the floors were surprisingly tightly nailed down. I was sweating again from the exertion before I finally managed to pry the board loose. Underneath was a simple brown rock with a small glyph carved on the face. Other than that, it could have been one of millions scattered across the countryside. 
 
    I reached in to pick up, and I saw it glow in response to my touch. I pulled my hand out and stared at the thing. It didn’t work exactly like the siphon at the Tower, but it still felt like this thing was feeding off me somehow. And yet, I didn’t see, hear, or feel it doing anything, which was really odd, since I could see, hear, and feel everybody else’s magic.  
 
    I picked through my pack and found one of Maruk’s embroidered handkerchiefs that I vaguely remembered borrowing amid many promises to have it cleaned and pressed before I returned it. It wasn’t much, but maybe the thing wouldn’t react as strongly if I didn’t touch it with my bare hands, and kept my mana to myself. 
 
    I snatched the stone up with Maruk’s finest linen. There was still a faint glow, but if I concentrated on keeping my mana at my center and refusing to let it flow along my arm towards the glyph, it was barely noticeable.  
 
    “Good job,” I whispered to the puca as I stood up. Merlin scowled at the rock and refused to return to my shoulder. 
 
    I stepped back into the harsh sunshine and wished for a pair of sunglasses. When I could finally see again, I realized Maderel had stepped away from the cabin and was apparently engrossed with a pair of squirrels that were chattering at each other. I walked towards him, but he only turned around when I made a small coughing noise. 
 
    “Yes?” he said, as if I had just stepped up to him in a hallway at the Tower. I held the handkerchief out to him, and his eyebrows went up in surprise. 
 
    “This is the only magical item I could find,” I replied. 
 
    Maderel took the handkerchief and carefully opened it. The stone lit up for a moment when he first unwrapped it, then I saw him force his mana back down, much like I had. Maderel’s expression was close to amazement. 
 
    “No one’s found this first,” he said quietly, and I actually heard respect in his voice. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. 
 
    “There’s a false stone in there,” he said. “Everyone else who has ever taken this particular test has found that one first.” 
 
    “Oh,” was all I could think to say. Merlin had returned. He sat by my feet, and licked his paws, though I saw his eyes still watched the stone warily. Maderel stared at the puca, then at me. 
 
    “He likes to go with me,” I explained. 
 
    “The puca helped you?” Maderel asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I admitted. There didn’t seem to be much point in denying that Merlin was a puca or that he had helped me search. “But neither of us saw this false stone you mentioned. Just this one.” 
 
    “Curious,” Maderel said. “How did you find it?” 
 
    “I… sort of felt it, I guess.” 
 
    “Mmmm,” was all Maderel offered as he carefully rewrapped the stone. He examined the linen when he was done, and asked, “Why did you wrap it?” 
 
    “It--” I stopped and tried to think of something an air mage would say. Maderel watched me carefully, and I decided the truth might be better. “It was glowing whenever I touched it. Sort of like the siphon. I thought it might be removing my magic.” 
 
    “Did it feel like the siphon?” he asked.  
 
    I tried to remember what Emeline and Aerin had said about their experience with the siphon. Did they feel anything? 
 
    “It didn’t,” I finally hedged. “It just glowed.” 
 
    Maderel seemed satisfied with that answer, and for the first time, he gave me a genuinely warm smile. It changed his look completely, and I could almost believe there was a nice guy in there somewhere.  
 
    “We should return to the city,” he said. “I have some material I’d like you to start reading, and we can set our next meeting.” 
 
    “That sounds good,” I replied, unable to hide the relief I felt. Maderel gave me a hearty slap on the back, and we started along the trail towards the horses.  
 
    Maderel turned out to be something of a talker once the test was complete. He happily discussed his favorite wines, his favorite beers, and his favorite horses. Streak, unsurprisingly, was not at the top of his list. He even briefly discussed a few of his favorite women, though that discussion came to an end when he got to an elf named Arena.  
 
    He kept his friendly persona until we were within sight of the looming black mass of the Tower, and then the role of High Mage emerged. He barely uttered a word as we rode into the city, and he acknowledged the stablehand who took the horses with only a faint nod. We walked back towards the tower, and I could see the icy demeanor had completely taken over again.  
 
    Lain was still at the desk, and he jumped to his feet when Maderel strode through the doors. 
 
    “Professor Valora?” Maderel asked as he marched towards the stairs. 
 
    “In her office,” Lain replied. 
 
    Maderel nodded, and we were off, taking the steps two at a time. We blew past a student who tried to ask a question, and a professor walking too slowly through the hallways. Maderel unlocked his office door impatiently and swept inside. He went straight to his bookshelf and examined the contents. He pulled down three large tomes, and a slim volume bound in red leather. He handed the stack to me without ceremony. 
 
    “I have a full load of classes and tutorials tomorrow,” he said. “We’ll meet the day after tomorrow at the same time. You should read chapters one through three in Perose, one and two in Vullox, and the whole of Charmain.” 
 
    “One through three in Perose, one and two in Vullox, and all of Charmain,” I repeated. I really hoped Charmain was the small one. 
 
    “Yes,” Maderel nodded. “I’ve given you Solepsis’ work as well, but you won’t need that until after our next meeting.” 
 
    “Got it,” I replied. 
 
    “Well, until then,” Maderel declared.  
 
    “Right. Thank you,” I mumbled as I backed out of the room.  
 
    I managed to pull the door shut behind me without dropping any of the books and quickly returned to the lobby. Lain had disappeared, and a student I didn’t recognize sat at the desk. I was disappointed that I wouldn’t be able to discuss the test with him, but I didn’t feel like staying in the tower any longer than I had to. 
 
    Merlin had declined to enter the tower with me, and I found him sprawled in a shaft of sunlight in the middle of the sidewalk. Students and professors alike stepped around him, and while there was some grumbling, no one appeared to be willing to try to move the black cat who had taken over. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I said to the puca. “I’ve got a lot of reading to do, and Yvaine said you have your own training exercises to start.” 
 
    Merlin swished his tail but refused to move. 
 
    “Okay,” I sighed. “I was going to stop at the bakery and pick up some of those little pot pies for lunch.” 
 
    Merlin looked up at me and twitched his nose. 
 
    “And maybe an apple one for dessert.” 
 
    Merlin meowed and stood up slowly. He did a full body stretch, cleaned a spot of nonexistent dirt from his fur, and then gracefully hopped up on the books, and climbed onto my shoulders. I couldn’t wait to get back to the guild. There were plans to discuss, a heist to work on, and I wanted to try to find more information about the stone that Maderel had used in the test. Things were moving now, I could feel it, and I wanted to be sure that the Shadow Foxes were at least one step ahead. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    I met with Maderel twice over the next three days. Both were relatively short sessions, with Maderal asking a few questions to make sure that I had read the material, followed by a series of tasks. The tasks seemed to be more assessments, and they were trickier than I would have thought. The problem was that I had to try to address each one as if I were an air mage and then create something that looked air mage-ish.  
 
    Maderel himself remained an enigma through it all. At the end of each session, the pleasant, card-loving man would emerge, and we would enjoy mindless discussions on our rides back to the city. But once the tower was in sight, the High Mage would reemerge, and the icy exterior would be back in place. 
 
    Tonight, however, I could put aside all thoughts of Maderel and the Tower. Raynald’s party was set, complete with three caterers, a band, a group of acrobats, and a display featuring recreations of the most famous items that Kurlew had stolen throughout the years. At midnight, the prisoner would be brought from her cell, and paraded through the crowd. 
 
    Lavinia had decided that would be the easiest time to strike. Lena and Emeline would create a distraction. Half of us would get Imogen out of the building and on the road to Yvaine’s estate. The other half would lead the guard on a wild chase through the city and away from Imogen, ostensibly as they tried to track the ladona thief.  
 
    I was nervous. Quite a few of Ovrista’s top mages were expected to be there, as well as other guilds. Maderel, fortunately, had declined his invitation. I had a feeling he would have been able to disrupt our plans without much more than a shrug of his shoulders. 
 
    Yvaine made sure our carriages arrived fashionably late; not so early that there was no one to admire our fine silks, but not so late as to be rude. Raynald greeted Yvaine with an awkward near hug, then treated the rest of us to a fake smile. We had to walk past several signs touting Raynald’s achievements since his arrival in Ovrista, with Imogen’s capture clearly the highlight. Her picture was featured almost as many times as Raynald’s. 
 
    Once we actually made it inside, I had to stop and stare. Every last bit of furniture had been removed from the place, and someone had clearly been given the unfortunate duty of scrubbing not only the floor, but the walls and ceiling as well. The place was pristine and practically glowed under the mage lights that bobbed around the room. Food stations had been set up at various points around the room, and the band played where the desks normally sat. There had to be at least two hundred people here, all sparkling and glittering as they moved around the room and greeted each other in their finest clothing. If I hadn’t been here just a few short days ago, I would never have known that this was the city guard’s building, and not some private ballroom. 
 
    Yvaine and Maruk slipped into character right away. They told tales of Imogen’s daring capture, with Raynald’s part played up. Raynald went from chance observer to actual participant in their version, a fact which had Raynald preening like a peacock. 
 
    The rest of us mingled as best we could. Aerin and Lena stuck near each other, since they carried the small bottles of smoke that would hopefully force most of the party’s participants out of the building. Emeline talked with some of the other mages, but I knew she was also examining the mage lights so she could dim them at the appropriate moment. Dehn was in a corner with the few guards who were actually here on duty. Dehn had another of Lena’s creations in his pockets, a small vial filled with knockout gas.  
 
    Lavinia and I circled the room together, slowly making our way towards the door to the inner offices. Dehn had told us that there was a private exit through Raynald’s office that didn’t appear on any of the drawings of the building. Raynald had it installed after a group of angry protestors had pelted him with eggs one day, though Raynald rarely used the exit himself because it meant walking through the smelly, dirty, dark alley. There were never guards on either side of the door either. Raynald had decided that was an unnecessary expense since no one knew about the door. 
 
    As midnight approached, the festive crowd grew restless. People began to call out Imogen’s name, and others began to yell for the prisoner to be brought forward. Lavinia and I exchanged worried glances, and I saw the ladona’s hand reach automatically towards the missing quiver she would normally carry. 
 
    “I don’t like this,” she murmured. “A drunken crowd like this can turn ugly pretty quickly.” 
 
    “I’m amazed at how angry they seem to be,” I whispered. 
 
    “A lot of them have been her victims,” Lavinia replied. “And not just jewelry, though that’s what most people associate her with. She’ll steal anything of value, from anywhere. Heck, some of them have been hit more than once.” 
 
    The musicians had finally stopped playing, and Raynald was trying to get everyone’s attention. The crowd ignored him until Maruk gave out a huge, hacking cough. As everyone turned to look at the orc, Raynald finally had a chance. 
 
    “Thank you, everyone, for coming tonight,” Raynald proclaimed. “This is an event that we’ve been waiting to hold for years.” 
 
    There was polite clapping and a few cheers. 
 
    “Bring her out!” someone yelled. 
 
    “Now, as some of you may have heard,” Raynald continued, “the city council has agreed to turn over Imogen Kurlew to the Ecumenical High Court for trial.” 
 
    I glanced at Lavinia, and I could see the surprise in her eyes. Judging by the noise of the crowd, this last bit was news to almost everyone. 
 
    “What the heck is the Ecumenical High Court?” I whispered.  
 
    “They settle disputes between countries, so they don’t go to war,” Lavinia whispered back. “Or they try to. They’re not very successful at that. They also hold trials for people who are wanted in multiple jurisdictions. Like Kurlew. That’s probably the one thing they are good at.” 
 
    Maruk let out another hacking cough, and the crowd quieted again. 
 
    “As such, the infamous ladona known as Imogen Kurlew will be leaving our city tomorrow on a ship bound for Talera,” Raynald said sadly. “So, this will be your one opportunity to see the horrible person who has brought so much misery into our lives. Without further ado, I give you Imogen Kurlew.” 
 
    The band began playing a dirge, and the door to the cells swung open. The noose was back around Imogen’s neck, and her hands were bound behind her back. One guard led her into the room by pulling on the rope while four others pushed the struggling woman through the door. 
 
    An eerie silence had descended over the room, and the only thing I could hear other than the music was the scuffling of Imogen’s boots. The guards came to a halt near the center, and the partygoers slowly formed a ring around her. Imogen looked frantically around the room, but there was no sympathy to be found.  
 
    After a moment, a piece of fruit was tossed at the prisoner, and there was a wet thwack as it hit her cheek. The crowd seemed frozen for a second, and then a roar went up. More food was tossed at the prisoner, and I think Raynald may have winced as he saw his canapes and cheese cubes sailing through the air. 
 
    I glanced towards Dehn just as the other unconscious guards all slouched towards the floor. He moved away quickly as the mage lights began to flicker wildly. Emeline was having trouble shutting them down, and I spotted another fire mage trying to keep the lights going. I started to reach towards the other mage to cut his mana, but something thumped against the side of my head. I was pushed forward by the crowd, and I had to fight just to keep my balance as the people behind me tried to move closer to their target. 
 
    Lena and Aerin released their smoke bombs at that moment, and the crowd finally took on a more panicked edge. People were moving towards the exit now, but a bright burst of light from another of Lena’s jars just outside the doors forced many people back inside. The two opposing crowds ran into each other, and pandemonium threatened. 
 
    “Someone’s trying to rescue her!” I heard Rufus yell at his guardsmen. “Get her back to the cells.” 
 
    The soldier with the rope tried pulling Imogen back towards the cells, but he was having to fight his way through a tide of humanity. The other four guards tried to push their way through, but Imogen had planted her feet, and they were having a hard time moving her. 
 
    “Over there!” Maruk yelled out as he pointed at absolutely nothing. 
 
    “Quick!” Yvaine added. “Before they can take her!” 
 
    The crowd was trying to move in three directions now as Lavinia and I closed in on Imogen. I saw Dehn plow through Ovrista’s elite like a boar in the underbrush, and more than one rump ended up on the floor.  
 
    Imogen had finally seen us, and she kicked out at her guards. Two went down immediately, and a third got taken down by a stray jab from one of the partiers. The man holding the rope disappeared in a frenzy of screaming ladies, and Imogen managed to take down the final guard.  
 
    But she was surrounded now, and the crowd was convinced they were under attack. Everyone was throwing punches, and Lavinia and I were having to fight our way to the ladona woman. The lights suddenly flared again, and I realized Emeline must have lost her battle with the other fire mage.  
 
    Lavinia and I finally reached Imogen, but there was a sea of people between us and the exit, and a lot of those people wanted nothing more than to kill Imogen. Or Lavinia. It didn’t matter. They were both ladona. 
 
    We needed darkness. I was frantically trying to remember everything I had read about creating light and dark as Lavinia and I tried to pull Imogen to safety, but nothing sprang to mind. Dehn had finally caught up to us, and he helped, but there were just so many people. And over it all, I could hear Raynald calling for more guards. 
 
    In a flash, I remembered Cygne, and the way I had seen his mana work as he summoned the darkness. I had to stop and concentrate, and I signaled Lavinia to keep going. I saw the question in her eyes, but she kept pulling Imogen along. I closed my eyes for a second and forced myself to focus on the image of Cygne as he drew the inky blackness into the room. 
 
    The screams began to intensify, and Raynald’s voice had gone from angry annoyance to squeaky panic. I opened my eyes, but it took me a moment to realize that I had opened them. The room was wrapped in an unnatural dark, a vast, great blot that hid everything. I held my hand up and realized I couldn’t see it clearly. In fact, all I could see were the dots of mana that glowed in each person. 
 
    “They’re at the entrance!” I heard Aerin yell out.  
 
    “We’ve got to catch her!” Yvaine yelled back. 
 
    There was a brief flash of light, and the smell of something like rancid fruit wafted through the hallway. Lena must have added another one of her concoctions to the mix. 
 
    I slipped through the darkness, unseen by anyone, and found the door to the private offices. Lavinia had left it open for me, and I slipped inside. I quietly closed the door behind me and then ran down the hallway to Raynald’s office. Lavinia and Dehn were already inside, removing the ropes from Imogen.  
 
    Imogen looked shocked, and I couldn’t blame her. The crowd had turned vicious in a heartbeat, and if I hadn’t been able to call down that darkness, she and Lavinia could very well have ended up dead tonight.  
 
    With the ropes off, Dehn turned his attention to the secret door. He twisted what looked like an ordinary coat hook, and I heard a small click. One of the wood panels on the wall opened a crack, and Dehn pulled it wide enough for us to enter. We were in a small room, just wide enough for a pair of Raynald’s boots and a stack of boxes that smelled vaguely of dried seaweed. Dehn muttered a few curses under his breath, and then there was another click. The door to the alley opened without a sound, and we stepped cautiously into the night. 
 
    Emeline was there with Merlin, currently in the shape of a small black pony with a pack tied to his back. The panthera jumped when we stepped into the alley, but she kept her gaze on the crowd that was no doubt gathering in front of the building.  
 
    “How’s it going?” I asked quietly. 
 
    “Good,” she replied. “Lena and Aerin have everyone convinced that someone wearing mage robes swept Imogen from the room, right after snatching her from your hands. Maruk has organized a small group to head for the main gate, while Yvaine has told Raynald to head for the docks.” 
 
    “We’ll stick to the alleys,” I said. “When we get near the Tower, we can slip into the sewers.” 
 
    “That won’t work,” Imogen said as she sidled up next to me. “They’ve put new security on the old lines since someone broke out of the Tower.” 
 
    “It’s nothing we can’t handle,” I replied as I glanced at the ladona. 
 
    “We’ve done it before,” Lavinia added as she joined us. I could hear the warning in her tone as she gave Imogen a fiery stare. 
 
    “So that was you?” Imogen scoffed. “It seems jailbreaks are a regular habit with your guild. However, it doesn’t change the fact that the Tower has added more security. There is an easier way.” 
 
    “I’m all for easier,” Emeline murmured. 
 
    “We go up,” Imogen said with a nod. 
 
    “The roofs again?” I replied. “But they’ll be looking for you there.” 
 
    “You give them too much credit,” Imogen snorted. “You’re the first ones who ever bothered to chase me across the rooftops. And even once they know, they still don’t look. See how quickly they were willing to follow your friends to the gates and the docks.” 
 
    “But how do we actually get out of the city?” Emeline asked. 
 
    “I know a place where we can get over the wall,” Imogen stated. “After all, no self-respecting thief would enter a place without having multiple escape routes planned out.” 
 
    “We should stick to the plan,” Lavinia hissed. She and Imogen growled at each other, and I could see the fire burning behind both their eyes. 
 
    “I hate roofs,” Dehn declared. 
 
    “He doesn’t do well with heights,” I shrugged as Imogen glared at the halfling. 
 
    “I’m the tallest in my family,” Dehn declared. “I do just fine with heights! It’s just roofs I don’t like.” 
 
    I noticed Emeline was also staring at the roofs uncertainly. Imogen locked her glare on me, as did Lavinia.  
 
    “Is there another way to get there besides using the roofs?” I asked. 
 
    “Fine,” Imogen huffed. “We can use the backstreets, but we’re more likely to run into people who may be looking for us.” 
 
    “Not if the rest of the Shadow Foxes do their part,” Lavinia pointed out. 
 
    “Speaking of which,” I said as I poked my head around the corner. There was still a crowd gathered around the jail, but it looked like the fear had died down, and now it was mostly people standing around talking excitedly about the events of the night. I didn’t see any other Shadow Foxes, or any sign of Raynald, Rufus, or the rest of the city guard. 
 
    “This is our best chance,” Dehn said as he risked a look as well. “The guards won’t be gone forever, and those I knocked out will wake up soon. They won’t remember anything about tonight, if the elf got it right, but they’ll be able to help with the search well enough.” 
 
    Lavinia untied the pack from Merlin, who instantly shifted back into his cat shape. Imogen eyed the puca warily as Lavinia opened the pack and passed around dark cloaks to everyone.  
 
    “Let’s go,” I said as I threw the night black fabric over my clothing. I looked at the rest of the team and realized the cloaks Yvaine had ordered did their job. They weren’t invisibility cloaks, but we would be harder to spot, and we would be able to slip easily through the darkened streets. 
 
    Imogen gave me a nod as she pulled the hood over her head. She glanced at the crowd in front of the station, then led us along a winding path through the alleys. Sometimes, the alleys would come to an end, and we would be forced to use one of the main streets for a stretch, but Imogen always seemed to find the darkest spots for us to cross. I had no doubt that Imogen knew this city better than I did, and probably better than the rest of the Shadow Foxes as well. Even Dehn seemed confused at a couple of points, and I could hear him grumbling as we found ourselves in one of the dreariest corners of the city. 
 
    “Where are we?” Emeline asked quietly.  
 
    I heard something snuffling through a pile of refuse, and Merlin veered off to investigate. 
 
    “This is one of the oldest parts of Ovrista,” Imogen replied. “The monks had a hospital here where they treated plague victims. Later, they just provided medicines and such for the poor. The monks and their hospital are long gone, shut down by city officials who were afraid that the hospital was attracting too many poor people to the city. Now the only ones who live here are the poor that the city council were so afraid of.” 
 
    “Is that true?” Emeline asked Dehn. 
 
    “This place has always been one of the poorest districts,” Dehn admitted. “Didn’t know that bit about the hospital though.” 
 
    “The hospital was shut down not long after the civil war ended,” Imogen said. “Most people don’t remember it ever existed.” 
 
    Merlin reappeared with a large rat between his teeth. It looked like he had already snapped the rodent’s neck, and he carried it along like a trophy. 
 
    “Ugh,” Emeline groaned. 
 
    “Either eat it or leave it,” Lavinia warned the puca. 
 
    Merlin glanced around the dark alley, then quickly shifted back into his puca shape before anyone realized what he was doing. He popped the rat into his mouth, and after a few quick chomps, swallowed the body whole. He belched and then shifted back into his cat form. 
 
    “Ewwww,” Emeline protested. 
 
    “We’re here,” Imogen called softly. 
 
    “Where is here?” Lavinia asked suspiciously. We were standing in front of a brick building that looked to be about ten stories tall when you included the attic. It towered over its neighbors which were only two or three stories tall. It was also very narrow, and the windows and doors looked like they’d been designed for someone much shorter. Years of soot had turned the brick black, and the door slumped against the jamb, held up on only one hinge. 
 
    “This is one of the oldest buildings in Ovrista,” Imogen said. “It was built before the wall was. When the city decided they needed the wall, they talked about tearing it down. But that would have cost too much money, so they just left it. Now it’s part of the wall.” 
 
    “But, what was it?” Emeline asked as she peered at the odd building. 
 
    “Not sure,” Imogen replied. “But the monks used it as a pharmacy for a while. Before that, it was used to dry wool.” 
 
    “Enough history,” Lavinia grumbled as she climbed the steps. She peered inside the building, then signaled for the rest of us to follow. Emeline provided a small ball of light, just enough to light the way as we crept up the creaking stairs but not enough to draw any unwanted attention.  
 
    We reached the top floor and Imogen stood on an old chair. She popped a panel out of the ceiling and then pulled herself through. Merlin jumped up behind her, and I heard the ladona woman yelp in surprise. A moment later, I could hear her moving around in the attic, and then her face appeared in the opening.  
 
    “Hurry up,” she hissed. “We can get on the roof from here.” 
 
    “The roof?” Emeline repeated nervously. 
 
    I gave the panthera a reassuring pat on the back, and then I followed Imogen into the attic. She already had another panel in the roof opened, and I could just see the outline of her form as she disappeared over the edge. I leaned back into the room and pulled Emeline and Dehn into the attic. Lavinia hopped up next to me, her face still set in a scowl. 
 
    “I’ll go first,” she offered as she spotted the open panel. She pulled herself onto the roof, and I heard her steps as she moved away from the opening. A moment later she came back and held a hand out towards Emeline. Emeline took it and clambered to the roof.  
 
    “Need a hand?” I asked Dehn as he stood under the opening and scowled at Lavinia. 
 
    “I can reach,” Dehn huffed. “I’m the tallest in my family.” 
 
    “Well, if you change your mind,” I said. Dehn set his feet, then jumped. He swung his hands wildly in the air, like a five-year-old trying to get an adult’s attention. He didn’t grab Lavinia’s hand, but he managed to give her a pretty hard smack across the palm. 
 
    “Owww!” Lavinia protested. “Watch it, you little shit! You almost broke my finger.” 
 
    “Did not!” Dehn retorted. “And it’s your fault. You need to move closer.” 
 
    “I’m already as close as I can get without falling through the hole,” Lavinia hissed. 
 
    Before Dehn could say anything else, I picked him up and tossed him towards Lavinia. She grabbed a handful of shirt and dragged him onto the roof. I could hear him spluttering in indignation, and Imogen telling him to be quiet before the neighbors got too curious. 
 
    By the time I’d made it onto the sloping roof, Imogen and Lavinia were standing near the edge of the roof line and peering over the side. Emeline had made it about a foot away from the opening and sat down on the worn shingles. Dehn was stalking around the rooftop, grumbling to himself. I spotted Merlin, now in owl form, flying overhead. 
 
    “How do we do this?” I asked as I joined the two ladonae.  
 
    Imogen hadn’t been exaggerating. The building had indeed become part of the city wall, though the whole thing had been plastered over so that it looked like just another section. We were still higher than either side of the wall, and I wondered why I hadn’t noticed this tower on our earlier trips in and out of the city. Then I realized that I didn’t recognize anything about this place. We were in a part of town, and countryside, that I had never been in before, and I had no idea where we needed to go once we were down. 
 
    “There are places where you can use your hands and feet,” Imogen replied. “There’s a few old spikes driven into the structure as well. It’s tricky at night, but doable.” 
 
    “I’ll go first,” Lavinia said. 
 
    “You don’t know the way,” Imogen protested. 
 
    “I’ll find it,” Lavinia retorted. The two ladona glared at each other again, and I could see both women ball their hands into fists. Dehn had stopped moving, and I glanced over at him. He was watching the two women with a great deal of interest. 
 
    “Lavinia, you go first,” I ordered. I pulled one of Lena’s glow sticks from my cloak and activated it, then carefully removed the top. “Use this to mark the path down.” 
 
    “Got it,” Lavinia replied as she took the glow stick. She shot Imogen a look of triumph before she turned her attention to the wall. 
 
    “There’s a spot just below us where a pair of bricks stick out,” Imogen sighed. “That’s the starting point.” 
 
    “I see it,” Lavinia replied. She gave me a nod, and then carefully lowered herself over the side. She found the bricks, and a nearby handhold, and began to move slowly down the face of the wall, marking it as best she could with the glowing liquid.  
 
    “Let me go,” Dehn said as he watched Lavinia’s descent. “There might be some nasty critters down there in the dark.” 
 
    “I’m sorry you didn’t get to punch anybody yet,” I said once I guessed what his real motive was. “So sure, go ahead.” 
 
    Dehn didn’t move as quickly as Lavinia, since the path wasn’t designed for someone of Dehn’s height. He nearly missed a couple of the handholds, and probably would have fallen at the halfway point if Merlin hadn’t swooped in as a large hawk and grabbed his shirt collar. Dehn swatted at the puca, but quickly refocused when Lavinia yelled at him that he was about to fall again.  
 
    Imogen went next, and she clearly knew the path without having to check for any of Lavinia’s marks. She swept down the wall as easily as if she had walked down a set of stairs. I gave a low whistle as I watched her glide along the wall, and she looked back up for just a moment. I couldn’t quite make out her expression in the dark, but I saw the rim of fire around those dark eyes. 
 
    “All right, Emeline,” I said when I saw Imogen was on the ground. “Your turn.” 
 
    “Um, why don’t you go first?” the panthera suggested as she peered over the edge. 
 
    “Because I need to put the panel back in the roof, and I want to make sure that everyone else has made it safely down,” I said. 
 
    “Oh, I can do that,” Emeline offered. 
 
    “You’ll do great,” I said. “Don’t cats always land on their feet?” 
 
    “Mostly,” Emeline said nervously. She glanced over the edge again as she twisted a lock of hair in her fingers. 
 
    “It’s easy,” I tried to reassure her. “Even Dehn made it down.” 
 
    “Right,” Emeline sighed. She took a deep breath, and then slowly lowered herself over the side. I held onto her arms until I was sure she’d found the right spot. 
 
    “Okay, next you’ll want to move towards that spot on your right,” I instructed. “That’s your handhold. You should find the toehold below where you are now and to the right as well.” 
 
    Emeline reached cautiously for the handhold, then stuck her right foot out and felt around. She found the spot and slowly lowered herself. I saw her take another deep breath, and then she looked for the next spot. I gave her an encouraging grin when she looked back up for a moment, then returned to the spot in the roof where we’d removed the panel. I dropped it back into place and then walked back to the edge.  
 
    Emeline was making slow progress, but she was moving. I saw her feet slip once, and I held my breath, but the panthera dug in with her hands. She managed to get her feet back on the wall, but she was frozen in place. I could tell she was breathing hard, and I saw her arms tremble with tension. 
 
    “Emeline,” I called softly. “You’re doing great. It’s not that much further.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Emeline replied. Her face was plastered against the wall, and I could barely hear her. 
 
    “Just keep going,” I tried again. “You’ll be on the ground before you know it.” 
 
    After what felt like an eternity, Emeline slowly reached for the next handhold. Inch by slow inch, she started to work her way down the wall again. I saw Lavinia and Imogen both step forward to grab the panthera when she was still a few feet off the ground. Emeline collapsed onto them, and I could just hear Lavinia’s voice telling her what a great job she had done. 
 
    And then it was my turn. I secretly wished I had one of Welch’s grappling hooks and ropes that we’d used in the Canterrose Mountains. As bad as that climb had been, at least there had been something to hold on to. The path that Lavinia had picked out was nothing but narrow little ledges and cracks in the wall barely big enough for the toe of my boot. By the time I was on the ground, I was sweating from the stress and tension. 
 
    “We all made it,” I sighed as I plopped onto my butt for a moment of rest. “Anyone else around?” 
 
    “Nope,” Dehn said in disappointment. 
 
    “If we keep moving through the night, we can make the estate by the early afternoon,” Lavinia announced. 
 
    “Estate?” Imogen mused which drew a wrathful look from Lavinia. 
 
    “Can you find it in the dark?” I asked. 
 
    “Of course,” Lavinia replied. 
 
    “Let’s keep going, then,” I said. “We can rest when we get there.” 
 
    Lavinia guided us past a ramshackle collection of buildings that Imogen said was a shanty town for newly arrived immigrants looking for work. Beyond the buildings, we ran quickly through a series of fields, clambering over walls and fences, and narrowly avoiding a watchdog at one point. We found the main road towards the Constello lands, but Lavinia kept going along old tracks and nearly forgotten trails. 
 
    As morning broke, we found a place to stop and have a quick bite to eat. The pack Merlin had carried the night before had also included some jerky and some dried fruit, which Lavinia carefully distributed along with water. Merlin landed and changed back into his cat form. He gazed hopefully at Lavinia, who finally caved in and gave him a piece of jerky. He took it in his paws and started to gnaw at the meat, making happy cat sounds as he did. 
 
    “Why do you keep a puca?” Imogen asked as she watched Merlin smack his lips in delight. 
 
    “He’s part of the guild,” I replied with a shrug. 
 
    “You have a very strange guild,” Imogen noted as she looked at us. “Most guilds are open only to humans and elves.” 
 
    “We don’t discriminate,” Emeline declared. She had her color back, and she was playing with a small fireball as she chewed on her own piece of jerky. I kept an eye on the fireball as I recalled the impressive black smudge that darkened the shield in the hall’s entryway. 
 
    Imogen looked as if she were going to respond, but another voice called out instead. 
 
    “Well, what do we have here?” a snide voice demanded. We looked up to find five men standing nearby. They all had the same greasy hair and dull brown eyes. Between the lot of them, they would have been lucky to have a full set of teeth. Lavinia looked shocked, as did Imogen. I glanced around, trying to figure out where they had come from and how they had snuck up on us. 
 
    Emeline’s hand went back as she prepared to throw her fireball, but one of the men raised his own hand in response, sending a wave of water towards the mage. 
 
    “You behave yourself, little kitty,” the water mage called out. “And maybe I’ll let you live.” 
 
    The others chuckled as they drew closer, and I could see the glint of their swords. Dehn threw his cloak to the ground and pulled out the slender blade Yvaine had let him wear to the party. He snarled at the five men and charged forward. The water mage hit him with a blast so hard that he sailed through the air and got tangled in the branches of a tree. 
 
    “Hey,” one of the other men called out as he squinted at Lavinia and Imogen. “Ain’t that the thief that the whole town was looking for this morning?” 
 
    “Why, I do believe it is,” the first man replied. “We’ve been looking for you. They got a pretty price on your head.” 
 
    Imogen, Lavinia, and I had all stood up, and I signaled to Merlin to lie low for now. Lavinia and I had knives, and I had my magic, but I still wanted to know how they caught us unawares. 
 
    “Everybody else went riding out after that orc,” the man continued, “So I figured we’d just try our luck elsewhere. And here you are.” 
 
    “You still have to actually catch me,” Imogen pointed out. 
 
    The man grinned, and he looked at the water mage. I saw the man’s mana flow, and I quickly shut it down. The mage looked startled, and he actually shook his fingers, as if that would start the mana flowing again. His companions looked at him in confusion, and Lavinia and Imogen charged forward. The two ladona moved so fast that the bounty hunters barely registered their movements before the women were on them.  
 
    The women struck quickly, and two of the men went down, one from a fatal blow from Lavinia’s knife, the other from a snapped neck. The leader snarled and slashed at the two women with his sword, forcing them to step back. The water mage was summoning his mana again, and this time I shut it down completely. The mage staggered in surprise and then keeled over. The remaining two men glanced at each other, then started to run back along the trail. A fireball whizzed between Imogen and Lavinia and turned them into charred black heaps. 
 
    We stared at each other for a moment, and then I walked over to the water mage. As I looked at his corpse, I realized I could still see something glowing. I pulled back his cloak and found a small amulet on a piece of leather around his throat. It was shaped like a flower and had a small piece of glass in the center. 
 
    “Put this on,” I told Lavinia as I handed it to her, “And then walk over there and back.” 
 
    Lavinia put the necklace on and walked into the woods. She returned a moment later, and if I hadn’t been looking at her the whole time, I would never have known she was there.  
 
    “That’s handy,” Imogen remarked. I checked the other two bodies that hadn’t been cooked by Emeline and found the same type of amulet. I put the amulets in my pocket, though I saw Imogen eyeing me thoughtfully. 
 
    “Hey,” Dehn called out. “Get me down from here!” 
 
    We turned towards the halfling’s angry voice. He was stuck in some of the higher branches and was having a tough time disentangling himself.  
 
    “Just let yourself fall,” Lavinia suggested. “The ground’s nice and soft right there.” 
 
    “I’ll show you nice and soft,” Dehn snarled. He tried to pull himself onto one of the larger limbs, but the ominous sound of wood cracking filled the air, and then the halfling was tumbling towards the earth. 
 
    There was a loud thud as Dehn hit the ground, followed by a second thud as the branch hit Dehn. Dehn let out a string of curse words and sprang to his feet. He was soaking wet, and covered in leaves, grass, and mud. He glared at each of us, daring us to say anything. 
 
    “Sorry, Dehn,” Emeline finally sighed. “They’re all dead.” 
 
    “Damnation!” Dehn exploded. “You couldn’t save one for me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    Yvaine had sent word nearly a week before that the servants at her family estate should be on the lookout for us. We were already well-known to the staff, and their loyalty to Yvaine extended to her new guild as well. They would never gossip about who was staying at the estate, even if that someone was a well-known and wanted thief.  
 
    And so it was no surprise when Rezo, Yvaine’s major-domo, stood at the top of the steps to greet us as we straggled across the lawn. He made no comments about the mud or detritus we left in our wake and made only the barest wince when Emeline managed to knock over a flowerpot.  
 
    Two more servants appeared, and quickly took our cloaks, gloves and packs. Rezo guided us to a small drawing room where a fire glowed invitingly in the fireplace and a pot of tea waited for our arrival.  
 
    Another servant appeared, this one bearing several pairs of slippers. Paper was placed on the floor beneath our feet, our boots and shoes removed and taken away for polishing, and our toes wrapped in the softest, warmest wool I’d ever enjoyed. Small finger foods were brought in just moments later. I sank into my chair with a delighted groan and let the civilized world do its best to ease my tired bones. 
 
    “Impressive,” Imogen sighed as she took a bite from a small toast point topped with salmon and chives. 
 
    Merlin, who was enjoying his own special bowl of cream, looked up and chirped in agreement. 
 
    “Don’t get comfortable,” Lavinia replied. “You’re only here to do a job.” 
 
    “But we’re not doing it right this minute,” Emeline sighed as she selected a chocolate truffle. “So I say enjoy it while you can.” 
 
    “Why is the food around here always so tiny?” Dehn groused as he glared at the meat and cheese platter. He finally grabbed a handful of cheese and retreated to the largest armchair in the room. 
 
    “It’s not supposed to be a meal,” Lavinia said. “It’s just supposed to tide you over until dinner.” 
 
    “I’m hungry enough to eat a meal now,” Dehn replied. “So why not just eat one now?” 
 
    “It’s not polite,” Emeline said. 
 
    “Why do I need to be polite around you guys?” Dehn asked as he looked around the room at each of us. “It’s not like we’re the royal family of fairyland or something.” 
 
    “Well, some of us aren’t,” Lavinia agreed. 
 
    “Yvaine’s a marchioness,” Emeline pointed out. “And Gabriel… well, Gabriel is Gabriel.” 
 
    “Um, thanks, I think,” I murmured. 
 
    “The man cohabitates with a puca,” Dehn scoffed. “And he doesn’t know how to handle an axe.” 
 
    “What does he need an axe for?” Lavinia replied. “He does just fine with his blade.” 
 
    “Yeah, okay, he’s pretty good with that blade of his,” Dehn admitted. “But it’s much more fun to beat the living snot out of people. And you get a reputation as a real brawler, too!” 
 
    “Ha!” Lavinia snorted as she tossed a small, round nut into her mouth.  
 
    “You’re very good at beating people to a pulp,” I assured Dehn. “We’d be lost without you.” 
 
    “We’re lost with him, most of the time,” Lavinia said with a smirk. 
 
    “Who got us out of… well, who saved us from the giant lobsters?” Dehn demanded. 
 
    “That was a group effort,” Emeline mused. “Though you did very well that time. And you really let those mages in the Canterrose mountains have it.” 
 
    “Everyone gets lucky sometimes,” Lavinia noted as she tossed another nut into her mouth. 
 
    “Even ladonae who can only hit two targets at a time,” Dehn agreed.  
 
    Dehn and Lavinia scowled at each other while Emeline looked over the platters and selected a pair of cucumber sandwiches. 
 
    “Are you always like this?” Imogen finally asked. 
 
    We all turned to look at the thief. She sat across from Emeline in a plump armchair, but while the rest of us sagged into our own seats, she sat rigidly upright. It was a rather amazing feat, considering how soft the cushion was. 
 
    “You get used to it,” I replied with a shrug. “It doesn’t really mean anything.” 
 
    “You don’t sound like you care about each other,” Imogen noted. “Yet, during the battle, you clearly all felt that you could rely on each other.” 
 
    “We like each other,” I explained. “That type of talk is just a way to release the pressure.” 
 
    “And it’s just plain fun to irritate the halfling,” Lavinia added. 
 
    “I still can’t believe you killed all those bounty hunters before I could get down from the tree,” Dehn complained. 
 
    “You said this was Yvaine’s home,” Imogen said as she looked around the room. Her gaze reminded me of the one Aerin wore when she was calculating the value of something in her head. 
 
    “It is,” I agreed. “Yvaine has been kind enough to let the Shadow Foxes use it upon occasion. We try not to impose while we’re here.” 
 
    “So I see,” Imogen replied as she looked at our slippered feet. 
 
    “Well, this was a little over the top this time,” Emeline admitted. “Usually we just get cleaned up and grab a bite to eat.” 
 
    “Well, there was that party we crashed,” Lavinia pointed out. “And the carriage rides.” 
 
    “Okay,” Emeline sighed. “Sometimes we do more than just clean up and eat.” 
 
    “Speaking of which,” I said as I managed to push myself forward. “The rest of the Foxes will probably be arriving soon. I’m going to clean up and then eat some more.” 
 
    “I will, too,” Emeline agreed as she stood up. “I feel like I’ve still got brick dust under my nails.” 
 
    Lavinia cast a suspicious glance at Imogen. Imogen shrugged and returned Lavinia’s stare with one of disinterest. 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere,” Imogen answered. “And the bath does sound good.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Dehn declared. “Halflings don’t need to bathe as often as the rest of you.” 
 
    “You’re covered in, like, two inches of mud,” Lavinia pointed out. 
 
    Dehn looked down at his clothing, then at the rest of us. I shrugged my shoulders and stood up. 
 
    “Fine,” the halfling conceded. “But only because you made me.” 
 
    Rezo magically appeared as we were about to head upstairs. He directed us each to our own separate baths, where large tubs of steaming hot water already waited for us. Mine even came with plenty of bubbles and a scent that reminded me of freshly mown grass and a bit of mint. Merlin refused to join me in the water, but he chased bubbles around the bathroom while I soaked. 
 
    I finally finished my bath when the water started to turn cold. As I toweled off, I discovered that someone had removed my dirty clothes and replaced them with something much warmer and cozier. Apparently, the new clothes met with Merlin’s approval, as he had nestled on top of them and gone to sleep. I pushed him off and slipped into the freshly pressed shirt and pants.  
 
    By the time I was ready to return to the salon, I could hear Maruk’s booming voice echoing up the stairs. I smiled and bounded down the steps, following Maruk’s voice into the solarium. The rest of the Foxes were there, looking as tired as I’m sure we had when we first arrived. 
 
    “How’d it go?” I asked as I stepped into the room. I saw that Emeline was already there, examining one of Lena’s bottles. 
 
    “Excellent,” Maruk replied. “Everyone’s convinced we’re off hunting for Imogen.” 
 
    “And we have quite a few witnesses who are equally convinced that they saw you, Emeline, and Lavinia at various times last night, helping to lead the search,” Yvaine added. 
 
    “Good,” I said with a nod of my head. “Hopefully, no one will ask too many questions about who really saw us.” 
 
    “It won’t matter at this point,” Yvaine replied. “They’ll convince themselves that they saw you, and that’s the story they’ll stick to.” 
 
    “Sometimes, it pays to be the in-thing,” Aerin noted.  
 
    “What are they saying about the attack?” I asked. “Who do they think is behind it?” 
 
    “There are quite a few theories floating around,” Maruk mused. “The most popular is that Imogen has a secret gang that works with her, and they staged the rescue.” 
 
    “I prefer to work alone,” Imogen said as she strolled into the room. She was wearing a ruffled yellow shirt and a pair of pink polka dot pants along with a pair of even fluffier slippers. I know we were all staring, but it was so out of character. 
 
    “I like what you’re wearing,” Lena said as she clapped her hands in delight. 
 
    “I had to ask for something different,” Imogen sighed. “I don’t wear dresses. And this is what they brought me.” 
 
    “I’m sure we could find something else,” Yvaine noted. 
 
    “This will be fine,” Imogen replied as a smile tugged at her lips. “It’s sort of fun, and it reminds me of the clothes I used to wear as a kid.” 
 
    “I love pink,” Lena declared. After a moment, she added, “Well, I like most colors. But I do really like pink.” 
 
    “I’ll have Rezo find something pink for you to wear,” Yvaine replied. 
 
    “Oh wow,” Aerin suddenly blurted out. She had turned when she heard the door open, and now Lavinia stalked into the room. Word of Lavinia’s pregnancy had apparently reached the estate, and the dress she was wearing could only be described as maternity style. It was a long, loose-fitting maxi with extra room around the stomach and a cinch at the side. It was dark blue, with white and purple flowers floating across it. 
 
    “What is this?” Lavinia demanded. “I want my clothes back. Why would you make me wear this?” 
 
    “You look marvelous,” Yvaine assured her. “And you should get used to it. Once you start to show, this will be the only clothing you can fit.” 
 
    “You did this on purpose,” Lavinia growled. 
 
    “I made suggestions,” Yvaine replied. She shot a glance at Imogen, and added, “Though I’m not sure where that came from.” 
 
    “What did you pick out for me?” Aerin asked suspiciously.  
 
    “I only mentioned that Lavinia was pregnant,” Yvaine said. “I made no comments with regard to the rest of you.” 
 
    “I think it looks charming,” Maruk noted with approval. “Blue is an excellent color for you.” 
 
    “It has flowers,” Lavinia protested. 
 
    “Charming flowers,” Maruk agreed. 
 
    “I look good,” Dehn declared as he joined us. Someone had found a studded black leather vest that he now wore proudly with a pair of thick black pants and a black shirt. 
 
    “This is turning into quite the fashion show,” Maruk laughed. 
 
    “What the heck are you wearing?” Dehn asked as he looked at the two ladonae. 
 
    “It’s our undercover disguises,” Imogen replied with a perfectly straight face. Lavinia blinked, but said nothing. Dehn squinted at the pair and tried to decide if they were telling the truth. 
 
    “So,” Imogen said as she sat gracefully in a chair. “Let’s discuss the job I’ve been hired to perform.” 
 
    The Shadow Foxes exchanged uneasy looks, and I could understand why. Once we discussed this with Imogen, there would be no going back. We would have to rely on her, and hope that she wouldn’t decide that turning us in would better suit her purposes. 
 
    “We had an agreement,” Imogen said as the silence stretched on. “You fulfilled your half, and now I’ll fulfill mine. I gave you my promise, Gabriel Vega, and I never break a promise.” 
 
    Maruk gave me an encouraging nod as I took the seat next to him. Dehn and Lavinia sat down as well, and I took a deep breath. 
 
    “We recently completed a bounty for the Mage Academy,” I began. “We recovered four magical items known as the Shodra. Have you heard of them?” 
 
    Imogen cocked her head to one side as she thought. “It sounds vaguely familiar.” 
 
    I gave a nod to Emeline. 
 
    “The Shodra were created during the civil war, by the manipulators,” Emeline continued. “I’m still doing research, but from what I can tell, each one had a specific purpose. The gemstone has healing powers, the chalice is used to purify whatever is poured into it, the knife can cut through anything, and the candle will guide you to wherever you need to go. Some elementalists and rogue mages have tried to use the magic inside the Shodra to do other things, but that always ends badly.” 
 
    “So it’s a good thing you returned them to the Academy,” Imogen said, though she looked unsure about that. 
 
    “We thought so,” I replied. “The people we encountered along the way certainly made us believe that it was good that the Academy was going to lock them away.” 
 
    “What changed?” she asked. 
 
    “I had a warning,” I said. “From Theira.” 
 
    Imogen’s eyebrows went up, but she said nothing. She looked around at the rest of the Shadow Foxes. No one looked away from her gaze, and no one revealed the slightest doubt about my claim. 
 
    “So, you talk to the gods,” Imogen said sceptically. 
 
    “It was a dream,” I explained. “Theira appeared and told me that the Academy couldn’t be trusted with the Shodra. Then she showed me images of what will happen if we leave the Shodra at the Academy.” 
 
    “And what will happen?” Imogen demanded. 
 
    “Terrible things,” I replied. “The civil war will be nothing compared to what’s about to be unleashed.” 
 
    “And where are you supposed to take the Shodra?” Imogen asked. 
 
    There was another long pause. Theira had never said, and none of us had thought that far ahead. We’d been entirely focused on retrieving the Shodra, and I had assumed that Theira would provide us guidance once we had accomplished that feat. 
 
    “She said the Shodra belonged to the new god,” I replied, drawing quizzical looks not only from Imogen, but the rest of the Shadow Foxes. “She didn’t say anything else, though.” 
 
    “A new god,” Imogen mused. She looked around at our group, her fiery stare evaluating each of us. “You’re all crazy.” 
 
    “We already knew that,” Dehn harrumphed. 
 
    Imogen finally started laughing, and after a brief pause, so did the rest of us. 
 
    “I almost like you, halfling,” Imogen sputtered as she wiped a tear from her eye. “Well, I’ve certainly ended up with an interesting group. This must be some sort of divine punishment for all my years as a thief.” 
 
    “It’s an important mission,” I assured her. 
 
    “Well, certainly you all seem to believe that,” she said. She sighed and looked around at the group again. “But it doesn’t matter if I believe that you had a vision from Theira or that there’s some new god out there somewhere. I agreed to help you and I will.” 
 
    “Good,” I declared. “We could really use your expertise to get in and out of the tower with harming anyone.” 
 
    “Do you know where in the tower they’re being kept?” she asked. 
 
    “Not yet,” I replied. “But I’ve been taking lessons at the University to find out.” 
 
    “They’re not going to be somewhere a student could just walk in and find them,” Imogen pointed out. 
 
    “I know that,” I said as I tried to hide my exasperation. “I’m taking personal lessons from the High Mage. He’s the one who has possession of the Shodra.” 
 
    “He’s probably got them in a hidden vault or room,” Imogen pondered. “But a place like the Academy will be riddled with secret places.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Emeline remarked. “It’s sort of a rite of passage among the students, to see if you can find a hiding spot that no one’s discovered before.” 
 
    “Is there a map or anything that shows which spots the students have found?” Imogen asked. 
 
    “I think so,” Emeline replied with a frown. “The librarian always posts when someone has found a new spot. It doesn’t happen very much any more.” 
 
    “We should look at whatever the librarian has,” Imogen said thoughtfully. “I’ll also need to see any architectural drawings that exist. The older the better, but I’ll take anything that’s been drawn up in recent years as well.” 
 
    “I can copy everything that’s in the library,” Emeline said. 
 
    “And our current architect has done work at the Tower,” Maruk added. “Maybe I can get some notes from him.” 
 
    “Dehn, what about your friend who works in the city records department?” I asked. 
 
    “I can ask her to take a look,” Dehn agreed. 
 
    “It’s a start,” Imogen said. “We’ll need to begin planning out all our moves. It’s not enough to be able to slip in and remove the Shodra. We need to know where we’re taking them and how we’re going to get there. We also need to have multiple routes worked out.” 
 
    “As long as we don’t have to climb down any more walls,” Emeline murmured. 
 
    “But we might have to,” Imogen replied. “And we need to be prepared for that. No offense, but the show last night was totally amateur. You got lucky, and if we’d stuck to your original plan, we’d probably all be sitting in the city jail right now.” 
 
    The Shadow Foxes began to voice their own opinions of last night’s operation, and I had to whistle to get their attention. When the last of the grumbling died down, I nodded at Imogen. 
 
    “You’re probably right,” I said. “Our route would have brought us dangerously close to the search parties, and we always knew it was likely that we would be spotted by someone. Our usual approach would have been either to try to talk our way through, or fight our way through, neither of which was really a valid option since we need to be able to return to the city with no one the wiser to our plans. You saved us last night, and I appreciate that.” 
 
    “Subtlety is often the best answer in my field,” Imogen acknowledged with a small nod. “The fact that you recognize that now will make much of what we’re about to do that much easier.” 
 
    “All right,” I agreed. “Let’s have dinner, start working on the next phase, and then tomorrow, most of us should return to the city. Lavinia, you stay here with Imogen to work out routes we can take.” 
 
    “Why me?” Lavinia protested.  
 
    “Yes, why her?” Imogen asked with a slight huff. 
 
    “Because she’s good at finding paths,” I replied. “She’s gotten us safely through mountains, swamps, forests, and everything in between. She’s the person I trust to work out where we go next.” 
 
    “And I have quite an extensive map collection here that you can use,” Yvaine added.  
 
    “I’ll check what you have, and then send along anything from the guild library that might be helpful,” Emeline said. 
 
    “I didn’t agree to this,” Lavinia growled. “Are you making me stay here because I’m pregnant?” 
 
    I started to deny it, but the ladona’s fiery gaze cut me off. 
 
    “It is,” Maruk said, “But only in part. We need someone who can watch Imogen, watch the property, and still work out our next steps. And you have to do all that while pregnant. It’s a difficult task, but I believe you can do it.” 
 
    Lavinia looked only slightly mollified. Imogen looked offended at the idea of having a handler. 
 
    “I can come back,” Dehn finally grumped. “Once I check in with my friend, I can bring whatever she finds on the tower back with me.” 
 
    “Great,” Lavinia sighed. “And what am I supposed to do with you?” 
 
    “I still have some moves to show you,” Dehn replied. “Just because you’re pregnant doesn’t mean I won’t kick your ass.” 
 
    “No, it means you’ll never kick my ass,” Lavinia retorted, though I saw the smile that played at her lips. 
 
    “And you can bring back any other plans or maps we find,” Emeline added. 
 
    “Aerin and I will check the black market,” Lena offered. “Not just for maps, but any information on the Tower.” 
 
    “Be careful how you do that,” I replied. “We don’t want people to know that we’re interested in the Tower.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Aerin said. “I know how to ask without really asking.” 
 
    “Maderel will be expecting me in two days, but in the meantime, we should resume our watch over him,” I pointed out. “We’ll be down a man with Lavinia staying out here. Two, once Dehn comes back.” 
 
    “We can still manage,” Maruk replied. “He doesn’t leave the city that much, which helps.”  
 
    “He doesn’t leave the Tower that much,” Aerin added. 
 
    “You’ve been spying on Maderel?” Imogen asked. 
 
    “We’ve been following him,” Maruk corrected. “We had hoped he might lead us to the Shodra.” 
 
    “But you said they were in the Tower,” Imogen said. 
 
    “We’re pretty sure they’re in the Tower,” I replied. “But he might have someplace else he’s keeping them.” 
 
    “We need to establish where these Shodra are, and we need to do so quickly,” Imogen announced. “It’s unlikely that Maderel hasn’t already spotted your surveillance. He’s not going to lead you to the Shodra that way.” 
 
    “We’ve been extremely careful,” Maruk sniffed. “We have yet to be spotted.” 
 
    “Wellll...” I hesitated. “He did see you in the field that first day.” 
 
    “He did not!” Maruk exclaimed in a deeply offended tone. 
 
    “He did,” I replied gently. “He hasn’t said anything about seeing anyone else though. Oh, and he does know that we keep a puca.” 
 
    “Trust me,” Imogen said. “He knows you’re watching him.” 
 
    “So, what, we just stop following him?” Aerin asked. “But we were getting so good at it. I even bought a wig.” 
 
    “Don’t stop following him,” Imogen replied. “That will just make him even more suspicious. Keep at it for now. We may be able to use this in our favor.” 
 
    “She’s right,” Lavinia grudgingly admitted. “If he knows we’re watching him, it will only make him more careful if we stop.” 
 
    “This is getting confusing,” Aerin sighed. 
 
    “Yeah,” Dehn agreed. “It’s a lot easier when you can just bash a few heads together.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Lena soothed. “I’m sure we’ll be able to do that again soon.”  
 
    Rezo appeared as if on cue and quietly whispered in Yvaine’s ear. She nodded and thanked the man as he left the room without a sound. I remembered the amulets I had shoved into my pocket and wondered if Rezo had something similar. 
 
    “Well, the rest of us shall have our turn in the bathtubs, and then cook has prepared a simple dinner,” Yvaine announced. 
 
    “Define simple,” Aerin demanded. 
 
    “Only four courses,” Yvaine replied as she stood up. “It seems cook wasn’t able to find enough cleric cabbage for the salad.” 
 
    “Hate salad anyway,” Dehn mumbled. 
 
    “Yes, we know,” Yvaine said. “You’ll be able to fill up on extra servings of venison instead.” 
 
    “And dessert,” Lena sighed. “They always have the best desserts here.” 
 
    “I’ll be sure to pass that along,” Yvaine replied as she led the recent arrivals from the room. Emeline followed soon after, intent on exploring Yvaine’s map collection. Dehn left with a mumbled excuse about visiting the armory hall, though I suspected he was really heading for the kitchen in the hopes of scoring an early taste of dinner. 
 
    “You look marvelous,” I laughed as Lavinia fussed with the dress. She tossed me a scowl as she shifted in her seat and tried to find a comfortable way to sit. 
 
    “So, who’s the father?” Imogen asked. 
 
    “What do you care?” Lavinia replied as she nearly ripped the hem when she tried to kick some of the fabric out of her way. 
 
    “There aren’t many ladonae in Ovrista,” Imogen pointed out. “I was just wondering if it was someone I know.” 
 
    “Who said it was a ladona?” Lavinia challenged.  
 
    “Who else could it be?” Imogen laughed. “Unless you’re going to tell me that Everun decided to spend the night with you while Theira was talking to Gabriel.” 
 
    Lavinia had finally gone still and had locked her death stare on Imogen. I suddenly found my fingernails to be of great interest. 
 
    “What, are you saying that you’re having a mixed child?” Imogen finally said. Her eyes were enormous, and she looked at the other ladona like Lavinia had just sprouted an extra head. 
 
    “I am,” Lavinia snarled. Her voice had dropped dangerously low. 
 
    “That’s not possible,” Imogen stammered. “You must have miscalculated…” 
 
    “I’ve only slept with one man in these last few months,” Lavinia replied. “It can only be his.” 
 
    “Who?” Imogen asked as she shook her head in denial. 
 
    “Gabriel,” Lavinia replied. 
 
    Imogen looked at me in surprise.  
 
    “It’s mine,” I agreed. 
 
    “How--” Imogen stammered. 
 
    “Does it matter?” I asked. 
 
    “It doesn’t,” Lavinia stated. 
 
    Imogen looked back and forth between the two of us. 
 
    “I’ll say this, Gabriel Vega,” Imogen noted, “Life with the Shadow Foxes isn’t dull.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    My next lesson with Maderel was delayed by a day. He sent word in the morning that he had unexpected business to attend to but he thought he could squeeze me in late in the afternoon the following day. Lena and Aerin were near the Tower, and I sent them a coded message to be on the lookout for Maderel. Then I walked to the stable to saddle my horse and wait for word from the elves. 
 
    An hour later, Lena sent a message that Maderel was on his horse and on his way towards the gate. I managed to just slip through ahead of the high mage, and I was slowly sauntering along the road when Aerin sent a note that Maderel was outside the wall and on the main road heading east. I turned my horse around and picked up the pace.  
 
    Despite the chill that was still in the air, the road was busy today and I was able to slip behind a small convoy of carts laden with winter vegetables. I could just see Maderel up ahead, keeping pace with a small carriage. I couldn’t see the occupant, and I didn’t recognize the sigil on the side of the carriage, but Maderel would sometimes lean in close, as if the person inside were talking to him. Maderel himself never spoke, just rode alongside and shot icy daggers from his eyes at anyone who ventured too close.  
 
    The carriage turned off the road about an hour later, with Maderel still trotting alongside. I rode past the turnoff, still safely hidden among the carts. I found an old track ten minutes later and turned onto that. Once I was out of sight of the road, I gave a low whistle. A crow with shiny black feathers landed in a nearby tree and cawed. 
 
    “Very nice,” I complimented the puca. “Did you see where they went?” 
 
    The crow cawed again and dropped onto my shoulder. 
 
    “Was it an estate like Yvaine’s?” I asked as I thought about the carriage. 
 
    The puca bobbed his head, and I wasn’t sure if that was meant to be a yes or a no. I urged the horse onward, and the narrow track soon widened. The scraggly trees that had lined the path gave way to ancient oaks, and the noise of traffic along the road was replaced with the sound of wind blowing through the branches. The ground was still covered in snow in these more wooded areas, and I shivered as a burst of wind whistled around me. 
 
    We reached a fork in the road, and Merlin shifted back into puca form. He sniffed the air, then pointed towards the right with his nose. 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked. The road to the right looked overgrown and unused, and I suddenly had a vision of a werehound bounding out of the darkness. Merlin simply sniffed and pointed towards the right again. 
 
    I sighed and turned the horse onto the track. My horse wasn’t any happier about the decision, and I promised him an extra carrot when we returned to the stables. Our path soon joined up with another wider road, and I could see recent carriage tracks, as well as hoofprints from a horse riding alongside. 
 
    I pulled back into the trees and followed the road as best as I could without actually using it. Another ten minutes passed, and then I reined the horse to a halt. I could just see the edge of a roofline ahead, so I dismounted and tied the horse to some shrubs that still had enough leaves to hide him from view from anyone passing on the road. I crept forward as close as I dared and took a peek.  
 
    It was indeed a manor house, though not as large or as fashionable as Yvaine’s. It looked more like a large, stone box squatting on the edge of the woods. There were no gardens to speak of, and no attempt to make the place more graceful or welcoming. Even the stairs were gray and utilitarian. There was no sign of the carriage, but a halfling stood in the cold, holding the reins to Maderel’s horse. 
 
    I debated whether to wait for Maderel here, or to return to the road. Despite all my magical items to assist me avoid being detected, the place was so quiet in here that I was afraid he would hear me if I followed him. On the other hand, there weren’t a lot of good hiding places along the road at the moment, thanks to all the winter weather, and someone just sitting on a horse in the cold would draw attention. I was starting to understand Imogen’s point about good planning, and I had to admit, we were more than just a little lucky to have made it this far on just our seat-of-the-pants philosophy. 
 
    The decision was made for me when the massive door swung open, and Maderel and another man stepped outside. It was hard to guess the man’s age from this distance. He was bent over like an old man, but his face was unmarked by wrinkles, and his hair was still a lustrous brown. He and Maderel exchanged a few more words, and then the man shuffled back inside. Maderel stood at the top of the stairs for a moment, apparently lost in thought. Then he strode down the steps, took the reins from the halfling, and neatly leapt onto the back of his horse.  
 
    He made a clicking sound, and the horse responded by shifting into a canter. I pulled back as far as I could and pulled my cloak tightly around me. Despite that, I saw Maderel gaze straight at my position as he rode past. I was certain that he must have seen me, yet he didn’t slow or turn around. He kept on as if nothing had been wrong. 
 
    I took a deep breath and waited until the halfling was gone from view before I crept back to my own horse. I pulled myself into the saddle and set him on a slower trot back through the trees. Merlin, now in his favorite hawk shape, flew high overhead. When we were almost to the main road, the puca returned to me. He swooped in and changed into his cat form just as he settled on the saddle behind me. 
 
    “Is he going back to the city?” I asked. 
 
    “City,” Merlin agreed. He scrambled up my back and wrapped himself around my neck. 
 
    I stopped long enough to send a message that Maderel appeared to be on his way back to the city, and that someone should watch the gates for him. 
 
    Maruk wrote back that he would take his turn, and he would wait just inside the gate for Maderel’s return. I had to grin. Despite his best efforts, Maruk had yet to find a way to remain unobtrusive. If Imogen wanted Maderel to know that we were still watching him, then there would be no doubt in Maderel’s mind now.  
 
    I had to admit, I was still a little on edge myself. There had been a moment when Maderel’s gaze had been locked on my little piece of forest, and I could have sworn not only that he had seen me, but that he had looked me straight in the eye. I played the scene over and over, and I was convinced that he had known I was there. 
 
    Gray clouds had settled over the city by the time Merlin and I returned. I took my horse to the stable and made sure he had extra carrots with his oats. Merlin’s attempt to steal one was met with a pair of gnashing teeth that sent the puca scurrying for cover. 
 
    “He knows you too well,” I laughed at the black cat that peered out from beneath a tangle of saddles awaiting repairs. The horse whinnied and threatened Merlin with another bite before burying his nose in his feedbag.  
 
    The lighthearted moment passed, and as I walked back to the guild hall, I felt as if someone were still watching me. I glanced around the streets, but there were too many people around. With another round of snow brewing, the city’s populace had decided now was the time to lay in supplies. Merlin seemed to sense it as well. The puca chattered nervously from his spot on my shoulder, and I gave him a quick scratch between his ears as I scanned the streets. 
 
    The guild hall was welcoming if noisy. Yvaine was locked in a room with the contractor so I couldn’t ask her about the symbol I had seen on the side of the carriage. I didn’t hear any hammering for a change, but I could hear the workers yelling at each other, and the occasional thud as something heavy hit the ground.  
 
    Maruk returned just in time for the meeting with the interior designer that Yvaine had selected. I was invited to attend, since the topic of discussion was the color palette for the nursery, but I begged off when I saw the massive design book the assistant toted into the meeting.  
 
    Aerin and Lena hadn’t returned yet, and Maruk said they’d offered to watch for Maderel for a while longer. I must have looked confused at the idea of Aerin and Lena hanging out together because Maruk whispered loudly that he thought they were really waiting on a source from the black market to meet with them. I nodded and wandered back to my room. 
 
    I decided to practice some of the exercises that Maderel had given me. After all, if I was going to pose as an air mage, I ought to be able to do some of the basic air mage spells. Or something that was close enough to pass muster.  
 
    The afternoon passed quickly as I tried to lift various objects and move them around the room. I had mixed success, but I was starting to appreciate how complicated flight could be. If the object were too light, it simply drifted along, and even the strongest wind did not guarantee that the object would land exactly where you wanted it. If the object were too heavy, it was hard to lift, but once in motion, the air had to be carefully controlled to keep the object from smashing into things. 
 
    Merlin watched my practice session from under the bed after Perose’s tome nearly landed on his head. My suggestion that he could offer a few tips was met with a snort. I gave up on the puca and focused on my own craft. I only stopped long enough to grab a bowl of the stew that Maruk had made for dinner, and then it was back to the study of air. I felt like I was back in college, though coding had never been this fun. 
 
    The snow that fell that night was wet and heavy and clung to every surface it touched. I hadn’t paid much attention to it while I lost myself in the world of air magic, but when I finally stepped outside the next day, I wished I had a pair of galoshes rather than ordinary boots. Merlin hissed as a small mound of the wet snow slid from the roof and landed on his backside.  
 
    “Sorry, buddy,” I soothed as I glanced upwards. I managed to dust most of the snow from his fur, but I still felt a small trickle of cold water down my back when he resettled on my shoulders. 
 
    The streets were busy again but not with adults. It was mostly children who trudged happily through this latest layer of snow. I spotted a few snow forts and had to dodge my share of snowballs. There were times when being an air mage had its advantages. 
 
    Both Lain and Purple Polly were behind the desk when I arrived. Lain greeted me with his usual smile when I stopped to say hello while Purple Polly blinked owlishly at me for several heartbeats. 
 
    “Oh, you’re Emeline’s friend,” Polly said as she finally recognized me. 
 
    “I am,” I agreed. 
 
    “I guess this means you survived your test,” Lain added happily. 
 
    “Well, I didn’t get tossed in the lake,” I laughed. “And I was all prepared for that one.” 
 
    “You and that lake,” Polly chided Lain. “You would think no one else ever had to go through something dangerous. And it’s not really dangerous. Professor Fogarty wouldn’t have let you drown.” 
 
    Lain didn’t look as certain about Professor Fogarty’s willingness to save his students. 
 
    “What was your test?” I asked Polly. 
 
    “Oh,” Polly replied as a blush crept up her cheeks. “Well, I, um…” 
 
    “She had to kiss a bunch of frogs,” Lain supplied with a wicked grin. 
 
    I looked back and forth between the two. Lain’s grin grew even wider while Polly’s eyes found the top of the desk. 
 
    “Really?” I finally asked. 
 
    “Yup,” Lain replied. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “It’s an assessment of magical skill only,” Polly declared as she finally looked at me. “It’s not a reflection of your personality or such.” 
 
    “Right,” I agreed. Polly’s blush was at her hairline now, and I was pretty sure that it covered the top of her head as well. 
 
    “So what was your test?” Lain finally asked.  
 
    “I had to find a stone that had been hidden inside an old shack,” I replied. 
 
    “That’s it?” Lain queried, the disappointment evident in his voice. 
 
    “That’s it,” I shrugged. 
 
    “Huh,” Lain said with a shake of his head. “Well, the High Mage is in his office. He said you should just go on up.” 
 
    I waved goodbye to Lain and Polly and started up the stairs. Maderel was in his office, as promised, this time with another instructor. I waited outside in the hallway again, while students scurried by. I heard the sound of a chair being pushed back, and a moment later, the instructor stepped from the office.  
 
    “Come in, Gabriel,” Maderel called, and I stepped inside. Maderel was looking over a chart of some sort, and he made a few notations along the left edge before setting it aside. 
 
    “Perhaps we should stay inside today,” Maderel suggested as took in the traces of wet snow that still clung to my cloak and boots. 
 
    Merlin chirped happily at the idea before I had a chance to reply. 
 
    “That would be great,” I agreed as I pulled the cloak from my shoulders. Merlin hopped down and landed on the chair that had just been vacated by the instructor. He kneaded the cushion a few times, just like a real cat, and then settled down for a nap.  
 
    “He’s quite convincing when he tries,” Maderel observed. Merlin opened his eyes just enough to study Maderel, then dropped his head onto his front paws, and promptly fell asleep. I nodded in agreement, and at a motion from Maderel, closed the office door. 
 
    “I had a question,” I said as I pulled the only other chair in the room over to the desk and sat down.  
 
    “Go ahead,” Maderel replied with a nod of his head. 
 
    “Charmain argues that all mages should study at least two elements, that they shouldn’t be locked into just one way of doing things. But is that possible?” 
 
    I saw something that could have been a smile quirk at the edge of Maderel’s lips. I was genuinely curious as to his answer. Almost every mage I had met practiced a very specific variety of magic, and the few that had tried to expand their range seemed to run into some serious problems, like insanity. But then, those were also elemental mages that had tried to use the Shodra, so maybe it was possible to use more than one type of elemental magic. 
 
    “It can be done,” Maderel replied. “It takes a very disciplined mind, of course. Without discipline, I’m afraid a mage will quickly lose control.” 
 
    “You mean, go crazy,” I said as I thought about some of the mages we’d encountered. 
 
    “In the long run, that’s a possibility,” Maderel agreed. “Usually they do something stupid before that which results in their death.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Let’s see,” Maderel pondered. “There was a fellow a few decades back. He had attended the Academy for several years, but never graduated. He decided he would have a better chance of exploring his true talents if he went off on his own. So he found some dotty old lord who wanted to say that he had a wizard living on his property, and he moved into a grubby old hovel in the middle of a hedge maze. It became quite the thing, finding your way to the center of the maze to talk to the wizard.” 
 
    “It sounds like he was a little crazy already,” I said. 
 
    “I suppose he was,” Maderel agreed. “If I had been in charge of the Academy then, he would never have been admitted. But the standards were much less strict back then. If you had any flickering of magic, you could attend.” 
 
    “So this wizard didn’t have any discipline,” I guessed. 
 
    “None,” Maderel agreed. “And almost no magical skill. You’d think that would be enough to prevent any serious accidents, but people can be inordinately stupid sometimes. This particular idiot tried to create a volcano for one of the lord’s parties using the few earth skills he had picked up at the academy, and fire skills that he’d never used before except to light a fire to cook his dinner.” 
 
    “Ouch,” I commented as I tried to picture what that must have looked like. 
 
    “It can be done, of course,” Maderel continued. “In fact, the King of Granula had arranged for just such a volcano at one of his parties, which is no doubt why the lord in question decided he wanted one.” 
 
    “I’m guessing there were a lot of mages involved in creating a volcano for the King of Granula,” I replied. 
 
    “Nearly twenty, if I remember correctly,” Maderel mused. “But, in theory, a well-disciplined mage could perform the same feat single-handed.” 
 
    “Really?” The amazement in my voice as I said this was genuine. 
 
    “Certainly,” Maderel replied as the smile finally took shape. “I agree with Charmain, that knowing more than one type of magic is good. I would simply add the caveat that only certain mages should be allowed to do so.” 
 
    “So would you have to go through another assessment?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” Maderel said simply. “Each test we currently conduct is enough to determine what skills each student is capable of mastering.” 
 
    I thought back to my own test, and then to Lain and Purple Polly. I still had no idea what Emeline’s test had been. I’d tried to ask her over dinner the night before, but she’d clammed up and retreated to the library while I was still finishing my stew. 
 
    “But the tests are so varied,” I pointed out. 
 
    “True,” Maderel agreed. “But they’re quite precise in their own way.” 
 
    “So Lain and Purple Polly,” I continued. “What did you learn from their tests?” 
 
    “Now, Gabriel,” Maderel chided. “I can’t share test results with other students.” 
 
    “I’m just trying to understand how it works,” I sighed. 
 
    “The tests allow us to look at not just potential magical skills, but their true persona,” Maderal explained. “Their mana, if you will.” 
 
    I froze for a moment and stared into Maderel’s hard eyes. He was the most talkative I’d ever seen him at the Tower, and I’d let myself be drawn in without realizing it. The smile had disappeared, and just the coldness remained. 
 
    “You can see that?” I finally asked.  
 
    “Well,” Maderel drawled. “Only the manipulators of old could truly see mana. But with enough training, and skills in multiple areas of magic, an elementalist can come close.” 
 
    “Which magics do you practice?” I asked. 
 
    “I have some skill in all the elements,” Maderel replied as the smile ghosted across his face again.  
 
    “And the professors who conduct the assessments, they all practice more than one magic as well,” I guessed. 
 
    “Very good, Gabriel,” Maderel replied with what sounded like a hint of pride. “Most never even think to ask the questions, much less put it all together. I knew you were a clever one.” 
 
    “Um, thanks,” I said. 
 
    “You have the potential, you know,” he observed quietly, more to himself than to me. “I think you would be able to master all the elements if you were willing to devote the time and discipline.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said. I shifted in my chair and glanced at Merlin, just to escape the gaze that was locked onto me. I was convinced that he was trying to read me, but I had no idea how much he could really see. 
 
    After an awkward silence, I heard Maderel sit back in his chair and clear his throat. I looked up, and Maderel’s icy glare had been muted to something less frosty. 
 
    “Have you been practicing the exercises I gave you?” he asked. 
 
    “I have,” I replied, grateful that I’d spent yesterday tossing things around my room. 
 
    “Let’s get to work, then,” Maderel replied. 
 
    Merlin watched us warily the rest of the afternoon as I tried to move various objects around the room. Maderel was encouraging and even provided some useful tips. Merlin only had to dodge one object, a small rubber ball that Maderel kept in his office just for such exercises. I thought weight was the biggest issue, but trying to control something that was bouncing wildly off every surface turned out to be the hardest test. 
 
    I was exhausted by the time Maderel called an end to our lesson. He gave me a reassuring pat on the back and sent me on my way. Polly was the only one at the front desk now, and she gave me a timid smile as I stepped back into the main hall. I waved goodnight, and Merlin and I stepped out into a cold and dreary evening. 
 
    There were still quite a few people about, which surprised me. Most of the forts had been demolished, and it was the adults that now roamed the area. An impromptu street party had sprung up, and people walked slowly along, carrying pints and singing songs. Laughter spilled from restaurants and pubs, and I spotted more than one employee standing in front of the doors with samples of food. 
 
    One large group of Academy students swept around me. I let them flow past and then did a quick two-step to avoid a collision with a young couple walking hand-in-hand along the sidewalk. I was near a pub I liked that served really amazing brisket. My mouth started to water at the idea, and I veered out of the way of a reeling ladona and ducked inside. 
 
    The place was crowded, but I found a tiny table tucked against the stairs. The waitress appeared with a wink and a pint of my favorite ale before I had even sat down. I barely finished my first sip when she returned with a heaping platter of brisket and mashed potatoes. I dug in, enjoying the blend of smoky goodness from the meat and creamy smoothness from the potatoes. Merlin waited impatiently under the table for his own serving, and he dug a claw into my thigh to remind me. I slipped him a nice-sized slice of the meat and was given a happy chirp in return. 
 
    When the plate was spotless, I finally leaned back in my chair. The waitress reappeared and examined the plate. 
 
    “We have bread pudding tonight,” she said. “And Bertha really outdid herself with the rum sauce.” 
 
    “That sounds delicious,” I replied. 
 
    “Just one cup?” the server asked. “Or will your friend want his own?” 
 
    There was a meow from under the table, and I glanced down at Merlin’s two golden eyes.  
 
    “I think we can share,” I said. There was a yowl of protest from under the table. 
 
    “I’ll bring two,” the waitress replied as she walked away. 
 
    While I waited for the pudding to arrive, I pulled the pen and paper from my satchel to check for messages. There was one, in Aerin’s handwriting. She and Lena were making a return trip to the black market, and Emeline was copying some maps for Lavinia. Dehn had dinner plans with his friend in the records department. There was no mention of Yvaine and Maruk, but I remembered some vague reference to a special performance of some opera or other tonight. 
 
    I sent a message saying that all had gone well with Maderel today, but he still hadn’t revealed the secret location of the Shodra. Truthfully, I hadn’t yet worked out a way to raise the topic of the Shodra with Maderel. I sighed, then added that Merlin and I had stopped for dinner, and would be back at the guild hall soon. 
 
    The pudding arrived at the same time as Aerin’s reply. She and Lena were on the trail of a map to the Tower that had been drawn by a disgruntled student. They figured they would be back within the hour. 
 
    I slipped one of the puddings under the table and tucked into the other one. The waitress hadn’t exaggerated about the rum sauce. If I could have had a bowlful of just the sauce, I would have been happy.  
 
     Merlin agreed, and he slipped his bowl back onto the table with not a single crumb or drop of sauce still clinging to the cup. My own cup was nearly as pristine, and the waitress actually laughed when she came by again. I left enough money to cover the food and a nice tip on the table, and with Merlin once again wrapped around my neck, I stepped back out into the street. 
 
    The party was still on, and I found myself dodging slow-moving people as they swayed precariously along the snowy sidewalks. The feeling that I was being watched was back, but it was hard to tell in the lamplight and reeling crowds if anyone really was following me. I finally reached the street where the guild hall was and sighed in relief.  
 
    Halfway down the block, a woman slipped out of a darkened doorway and crashed into me. She yelped in surprise, and I had to grab her shoulders to keep both of us upright on the icy concrete. 
 
    “I’m so sorry!” she exclaimed. Her hood had fallen down, and I found myself looking into two dark blue eyes. Tears brimmed at the corners, and she raised a hand to brush them away. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked as I tried to steady her. 
 
    “I’m fine,” she sniffled. “We just had an argument, that’s all.” 
 
    “Who’s we?” I asked as I peered into the shadows. 
 
    “My boyfriend,” she replied, then hiccuped. “He keeps putting off our wedding date.” 
 
    I looked back at the woman. She was staring at me very intently, and the tears appeared to have dried up. I released her shoulders and stepped back. 
 
    “I’ll just be going,” I said as I moved to step around her. 
 
    “You’re Gabriel Vega,” she announced as she stepped back in front of me. “You’re part of the Shadow Foxes.” 
 
    “Nice meeting you,” I added. My hand was inside my coat, and I closed my fist around the hilt of my mana knife. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure you won’t feel that way for long,” she replied with a sunny smile. 
 
    Merlin suddenly squawked and tumbled from my shoulders. I pulled my knife from my belt and scanned the road while I whistled to Merlin. The puca didn’t respond, didn’t even move. I looked at the woman again and then started to charge towards her. I felt a prick and then a sting in my neck, and suddenly everything stopped working. I fell to the sidewalk, unable to do much more than suck air into my lungs. The woman approached me, and I could see the hatred that burned in her eyes. 
 
    “Let’s go,” she ordered.  
 
    I felt hands grab at me, and then there was nothing but blackness. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    My head pounded, and my mouth was dry. I tried to open my eyes, but all I could see was a faint glow. I could hear voices somewhere close by and I tried to call out. All I managed to produce was a dry cough.  
 
    “He’s awake,” someone said.  
 
    A blurry figure stepped in front of me, and I squinted at it. I recognized mage robes and tried to lift my head to search for a face. Whatever drug I was on made it very difficult for me to use my muscles, and I finally gave up. My chin sank back against my chest as I tried to suck in another lungful of air. 
 
    My chin was grabbed in a vise-like grip and yanked upwards. I tried to protest, but again, all I managed was a cough. When my eyes finally focused, I found myself staring into two very dark blue eyes set in a porcelain perfect face. 
 
    “Well, Maderel’s pet has decided to join us,” the woman snarled. “The vaunted Gabriel Vega, air mage extraordinaire. I thought you’d be a lot harder to take down.” 
 
    “Who--” I finally mumbled. 
 
    “Let’s just leave him alone,” someone outside my limited range of vision suggested. “Give him more of the drug, and then we won’t have to worry about him.” 
 
    “No,” the woman holding my chin replied. “I need him to know why he’s going to die.” 
 
    “What--” I mumbled again. 
 
    “Fine,” the second voice replied with a sigh. “We’ll be downstairs. Just don’t kill him yet. We still need him to get what we want.” 
 
    I heard a door open and then slam shut. The woman from the alley finally let go of my chin and grabbed my hair instead. I hissed as she pulled on my scalp, and she smiled at me, hatred brimming from every pore. 
 
    “Who are you?” I stammered. 
 
    “My name is Pebbles Gravel,” the woman snarled. “And you killed my husband.” 
 
    I gulped and stared at the face that loomed above me. She would have been beautiful if she weren’t so bitter. 
 
    “Murillo,” I managed to say.  
 
    The last time I had seen Murillo, he had been crumpled on the floor of the Gravel family lodge at Mount Speir. He and his associates had tried to kill the Shadow Foxes in order to claim the Shodra for themselves. I tried to remember what Yvaine and Aerin had said about the family. An uncle and cousins had been accused of supporting black sorcery, though Pebbles had managed to avoid any such scandal. Then again, so had Murillo, and he’d turned out to be harboring his own delusions of grandeur. 
 
    “Do you know,” Pebbles hissed, “that they didn’t even leave me a body to bury?” 
 
    “Who?” I fumbled again. 
 
    “Maderel, the little prick,” she spat. “As far as anyone knows, my husband simply had an accident at the house. That’s the official story. But I know what you did. I know you killed him. And I’m going to kill you. But first, you’re going to help me get the Shodra back.” 
 
    “I don’t know what--” I started to protest. 
 
    “Don’t lie,” she snapped. “I know you succeeded in the quest. You recovered the Shodra and you brought them to the house. My husband would still be alive, and ready to conquer the world, if you and that stupid puca hadn’t killed him.” 
 
    “Merlin,” I mumbled as I remembered his limp form lying on the street. 
 
    “Ugly thing is dead,” Pebbles declared in a gloating voice. “We shot him with enough poison to drop a rhinoceros.” 
 
    “Merlin,” I repeated angrily. In that moment, I knew I would kill Pebbles Gravel and anyone who stood with her. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” she said with a vicious smile. “You’ll join him soon enough. Once I have the Shodra, I will personally see you to the gates of hell.” 
 
    “Maderel has the Shodra,” I finally said.  
 
    “And you’re his new pet,” Pebbles replied as she finally released my hair.  
 
    I was more aware now, and I could see the details of the room. I was tied to a chair, hands and feet both bound, in what appeared to be an attic. The roof sloped sharply above us, and there was only one small window at the other end of the room. A nearby table was the only other piece of furniture, and I saw several small vials and a sharp needle lined up on its surface. 
 
    I tested the ropes that kept my hands bound behind my back. The knots were tight, and when I tested the ropes with my mana, I felt something oily and black push back. Dark magic, I decided. Pebbles must have picked up a few lessons from her uncle. 
 
    “Maderel won’t give up the Shodra,” I sighed. I made sure my voice slurred and let my chin rest against my chest. 
 
    “You’d be surprised what that man will do for his ‘special students,’” Pebbles remarked as she walked towards the table. “You’re not the first, you know.” 
 
    “He’s taught others,” I agreed. I watched her caress one of the vials slowly, her back to me. I tried pushing against the rope with my mana again, and something gave, just a little. 
 
    “He hasn’t let you in on his little secret yet?” she asked as she turned to look at me. “About the students that he finds and teaches personally. They never attend the academy, officially, and they often disappear without a trace. My husband thought he was killing them off and somehow draining their power, but I know what he’s really been doing. He’s been building his own army.” 
 
    “What?” I stammered, and I was not faking the shock I felt. 
 
    “There are traces,” Pebbles continued. “You can find them if you know where to look. And it doesn’t hurt to have friends in high places throughout the world. No, Maderel may have hidden his little private mage army from the Academy, but I know where they are.” 
 
    “That’s insane,” I finally offered, but part of me was trying to remember if I had ever seen or heard about any of Maderel’s students from anyone other than Maderel. 
 
    “He only takes the best,” she admitted. “They’re all trained in multiple elements. And there are rumors.” 
 
    “Rumors,” I repeated as I watched her dip the needle in one of the vials. 
 
    “That he’s training more than elementalists,” she said as she walked back towards me. I could see the poison glistening on the tip of the needle and I pushed against the dark magic in the ropes again. It gave, but not enough. 
 
    “Healers?” I asked, though I knew what she was really referring to. 
 
    “Manipulators,” she answered with a truly evil grin. She held the needle up to my eye, so I could see the thick red drop that sat poised on the tip. “So, Gabriel Vega, air mage extraordinaire, what does that make you?” 
 
    I shook my head in denial, and she started laughing. There was a crazed edge to it that would have sounded perfect coming from the likes of Jack Nicholson, but which felt bizarrely out of place coming from the plump red lips of this woman. 
 
    I sent a burst of mana against the rope, and I finally felt it slip. I pushed with my mana one more time as she took another step forward. I rocked the chair backwards and crashed onto the floor. My hands were free, but my feet were still tied to the chair. 
 
    Pebbles made a sound that would have frozen the hearts of the bravest of men, and she lunged towards me with the needle still in her grasp. I tried to pull up my mana, but I felt something dark grab hold. I looked at Pebbles and saw her irises had turned completely jet black. She was panting with the effort, but she had shut me down.  
 
    She still had the needle, but she wasn’t moving any closer. I managed to scoot back, and I realized she was following me not with her eyes, but with her ears. She might have blocked my mana, but it was at the cost of her own sight. I started to work on the knots around my feet, with one eye on Pebbles. 
 
    “I know what you are,” she hissed as she turned her head to the side. “I’ve been training for this moment for years. Now I’ll finally have the chance to kill a manipulator. The fact that you’re one of Maderel’s pets makes it just that much sweeter.” 
 
    “I think you overestimate the High Mage’s concern for me,” I replied. I nearly had the final knot undone, but she took another step towards my voice and swung at me with the needle. I managed to avoid the poisoned tip, but my head smacked against the floor.  
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” she replied with a devilish grin. “You’ll be good practice for my battle with Maderel.”  
 
    “You’re so certain that you can beat me,” I replied as I kicked free of the last rope and leapt to my feet. “You can’t even see me.” 
 
    “I don’t need to see you,” she snapped. I had to admit, it was eerie how well she could follow me. 
 
    “You won’t make it out of here alive,” I declared. “I’ll kill you for what you did to Merlin.” 
 
    “The stupid puca?” she laughed. “What a weakling you are.” 
 
    That was it. My mana might still be blocked, but I’d learned plenty of ways to kill a person since I’d arrived in Evreas, and most didn’t require any magic at all. One of the chair legs had broken off when I’d crashed to the floor, and I darted forward and grabbed it before Pebbles realized I had moved.  
 
    She snarled when her strike found empty air, and then I swung the chair leg squarely at her head. She must have heard something, because she turned enough to take the brunt of the blow with her shoulder. I heard her gasp in pain, and I quickly swung the leg again. She was ready this time, and she kicked out. Her foot connected with my hand, and I nearly lost my grip on the chair leg. We each took a step back, like two boxers in the ring when the bell sounds.  
 
    Neither one of us moved for a full minute, and then a bright flash filled the room. I covered my eyes, and I heard Pebbles cry out at it in pain. She stumbled back towards the table, and I could feel my mana rising again. There was another flash, and Pebbles growled, a low, mean sound. Her eyes were blue again, and they burned with hatred. 
 
    I could hear the sounds of fighting now, and smoke drifted up from somewhere below us. Pebbles and I both looked at the door. I had a pretty good idea what I would see, and I wasn’t disappointed. Lena had nudged the door open and sent two of her flash bombs inside.  
 
    Pebbles lunged towards the elf, but I had full use of my own mana again. I sent up a shield in front of Lena, who had wisely started to back away when she saw Pebbles’ expression.  
 
    Pebbles ran straight into the shield as she summoned up another wave of dark magic. Pebbles cried out in surprise, and I saw her try to pull herself free of the mana. But the silver light of mana and the oily slickness of the dark magic were tangled around each other, and Pebbles was caught in the middle.  
 
    I poured more mana into the shield, and Pebbles fought back with her own dark magic. I’d never seen anything like it before. The light and darkness swirled around each other, like they were caught in a whirlpool. Pebbles struggled against the tide, but it kept circling closer to her.  
 
    The vortex collapsed, and Pebbles was flooded with mana and dark magic. There was a sickening sound, and then Pebbles whole body seemed to liquefy. For a moment, I saw her as she must have looked, before the corruption of dark magic had taken hold of her soul. And then she melted, leaving behind nothing but a gelatinous pile of goo on the floor. 
 
    “Gabriel!” Lena called out as she peeked around the door. 
 
    “I’m here,” I replied. “I’m okay.” 
 
    “Emeline and Aerin are downstairs,” she said. “We should see if they need help.” 
 
    I looked around the attic and saw my pack tossed into a corner. My mana blade was on the floor nearby, apparently discarded as a useless broken blade. I grabbed both items and then joined Lena at the door. 
 
    “You don’t need samples?” I said as I stepped over the former Pebbles Gravel. More like Puddles now. 
 
    “I don’t like ingredients that’ve been corrupted by dark magic,” she sighed. “They're just too unpredictable.” 
 
    We ran down two flights of stairs. The smoke was growing thicker the lower we went, and I could hear Emeline’s growl as well. I heard a loud thwack, and someone cried out in pain. Lena and I made it to the bottom of the stairs and found ourselves in the middle of a battle. Emeline was holding her own, trading fireballs with one mage, while keeping an air mage too busy to bother Aerin. The redhead elven priestess had her hands full against three armed mages. Four other bodies were scattered around the floor. 
 
    I saw a heavy shield lying on the floor near one of the bodies. It was still smoking from Emeline’s fireball, and a dent along the edge showed where Aerin had taken a swing at it as well. I didn’t even stop to think, I just seized the shield in a wall of air and sent it spinning like a helicopter blade towards the three mages that were attacking Aerin. 
 
    It sliced through skin and bone, and the mages fell without even a cry. That left the two who were trying to corner Emeline. I pulled up a clone and set it just to the right of the fire mage. The two dark mages jumped in surprise, and Emeline blasted them with one massive burst. 
 
    “We should go,” I said as I glanced around at the destruction. “Someone’s probably sent for the city guard by now.” 
 
    “There’s a back door,” Aerin said as she approached me. She placed her hand on my arm, and I heard the chimes that meant she was sending her healing power into me.  
 
     “We might have to jump a few fences, but we can be back at the guild in no time,” Lena agreed. 
 
    “Merlin,” I suddenly cried out as I thought of my poor puca friend. 
 
    “He’s okay,” Aerin assured me. “We found him when we came looking for you. That’s how we knew something was wrong.” 
 
    “How did you find me?” I asked. 
 
    “Later,” Lena urged. “First, we should leave. I think I hear the guard.” 
 
    “This way,” Emeline called out. She’d already sprinted towards the back of the house, and we ran after her.  
 
    The back door led into a postage-stamp sized yard, just big enough for a statue of Theira and a clothes-drying rack. We scrambled over the fence, and then the next one, and the next one. Despite our best efforts to remain quiet, we made too much noise, especially when Emeline knocked over a collection of pots. I could hear voices call out behind us as we crashed through our neighbors’ yards, and I nearly let loose a stream of curse words worthy of Dehn when I stepped into a pile of compost.  
 
    Somehow, we made it back to the guild hall without running into any of the guard. We burst back inside and slammed the door shut behind us. For a moment, we just stood there gasping for air. 
 
    “The guard will probably start knocking on doors,” Aerin pointed out.  
 
    “We’ll just say we heard someone crash over the fence,” I suggested. “When we went to look, no one was there.” 
 
    “Except no one past us will report any noises,” Lena pointed out.  
 
    “Then we didn’t hear anything,” Emeline suggested. “But we were up late preparing for a bounty, and we were wondering what all the commotion on the street was about.” 
 
    “That works,” I chuffed as I dropped into a chair. 
 
    “What happened to you?” Aerin demanded as she dropped into a chair as well. “Who were those people?” 
 
    “You first,” I replied. “How did you find me?” 
 
    “When you didn’t come back, I sent another note,” Aerin replied. “When you didn’t answer, we thought maybe, well, that you had met someone.” 
 
    “Or maybe you had met up with Maruk and Yvaine,” Lena added. 
 
    “Show her the paper,” Emeline said. 
 
    Aerin pulled her sheet of paper from a pocket and handed it to me. It just had one word scrawled across it: Help. 
 
    “I didn’t write this,” I declared. I started to stand up and imagined all sorts of dire things that might have happened to the other members of our crew, but Lena placed a hand on my arm, and I sat back down. 
 
    “We know,” Lena said softly. 
 
    “I left the paper by the altar,” Aerin added. “When I came back, that had appeared.” 
 
    “We wrote another note that we sent to everyone, and we heard back from them, eventually,” Emeline continued. “But we’d already decided we would walk back towards the Tower, to see if we could find you.” 
 
    “We found Merlin just down the block,” Lena said as she picked up the story. “We thought he was dead at first. When I was checking him, I found a dart, and I knew he had been poisoned. I gave him something to help clear the poison, and Aerin used her own powers on him.” 
 
    I saw Aerin flinch and rub her hands. 
 
    “They were using dark magic,” I murmured. 
 
    “I thought so,” the red-headed elf replied. “It felt all wrong, but I kept going. He finally woke up.” 
 
    “He was still woozy, but we asked him if he could find your trail,” Lena added. “We didn’t expect him to lead us to a house on our own street.” 
 
    “Where is he now?” I said as I looked around the room. Merlin still hadn’t appeared. 
 
    “We sent him back here,” Emeline mused. “He wasn’t up for a fight.” 
 
    I whistled, and this time, I heard small footsteps plodding towards the room we were in. Merlin appeared, still swaying unsteadily on his feet. He was in his puca form, and he greeted me with a single chirp, as he came to a halt in front of me. 
 
    “Buddy,” I cried out joyfully as I swept him up in my arms. “They said they’d killed you.” 
 
    Merlin chirped again and then nuzzled against my chin. I held him against my chest and smiled happily at my companions. 
 
    “Now it’s your turn,” Emeline said. 
 
    “I turned onto our street, and this woman collided with me,” I began. “She had been crying, and said she’d had an argument with her boyfriend, and said she was sorry she’d walked into me. But then she acted like she knew me. I was about to pull my knife, when Merlin just fell to the ground. Turns out it was Pebbles Gravel.” 
 
    I gave the puca another nuzzle with my chin, and he purred in response. 
 
    “She must have been waiting for you,” Lena surmised. 
 
    “Yes, and who knows for how long,” I replied. “I have been getting this strange feeling of being watched over the last couple of days, but I never spotted anyone.” 
 
    “Did they poison you as well?” Aerin asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I sighed. “I was worried about Merlin and was trying to check on him. I felt a sting in my neck, like a wasp or something. That’s all I remember until I woke up.” 
 
    “You said that was Pebbles Gravel upstairs with you,” Lena prodded. 
 
    “She was going to use me to get the Shodra back,” I replied. 
 
    “Everyone wants these things,” Emeline huffed. “I wish we could figure out a way to destroy them once and for all.” 
 
    “How was she going to get the Shodra back?” Aerin asked. 
 
    “She was going to hold me hostage until Maderel returned the Shodra to her,” I explained. “Though I’m pretty sure her real plan was to kill me and Maderel once she had the Shodra.” 
 
    “Um, unless you and Maderel have suddenly become best friends in the last day or so, I don’t think he would trade the Shodra for you,” Aerin replied. 
 
    “Pebbles thought he was building a secret mage army,” I said. “One that included manipulators, and all trained by him. She believed I was part of that army.” 
 
    “Maderel has a secret army of mages?” Emeline repeated. “But, he’s the most law-and-order person I know. I can’t imagine him building a secret army.” 
 
    “And where does one keep an army that’s supposed to be a secret?” Lena asked. “It seems like it would be difficult to hide that many people.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I shrugged. “That’s just what she claimed.” 
 
    “We have been seeing a lot of strange things lately,” Aerin said quietly. “Who’s to say that the High Mage hasn’t hidden a large coven of mages somewhere, just waiting for his word to do whatever.” 
 
    “Emeline, what do you know about the other mages that worked only with Maderel?” I asked. 
 
    “Not much,” she conceded. “I don’t think I’ve ever met one because they don’t usually mix with the regular students. Mostly you just hear gossip that Maderel’s training someone.” 
 
    “But once the training has finished,” I insisted, “What then? Do they join guilds or get jobs somewhere?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she admitted. Her brow furrowed as she tried to remember what she had heard. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard of one of his students doing anything afterwards. Which is really strange, because the Academy is pretty good at keeping track of mages. Even if they join a group of thieves, the Academy usually knows what they’re up to.” 
 
    “What would Maderel need with a mage army?” Lena asked. “He has control of the Academy.” 
 
    “But the Academy hunts and kills manipulators,” I replied. “And if Pebbles was telling the truth, then Maderel has been training them. He would need somewhere safe to send them, where the Academy couldn’t find them.” 
 
    “Maybe the better question is what would he want with manipulators?” Aerin pointed out. 
 
    “Damn,” I hissed. “That’s why he wants the Shodra. Not so the Academy can study them or whatever, but so he can turn them over to manipulators. They’re the only ones that can use them safely.” 
 
    “We have to get them back before he can send them to the manipulators,” Emeline exclaimed. 
 
    “We’ll send Dehn out to the estate tomorrow morning with everything we’ve gathered so far,” I decided. “That way Imogen and Lavinia will be able to finalize the plans they’re working on. I’ll talk to Maderel tomorrow, too, and see if I can get anything from him.” 
 
    “So, no sleep tonight,” Aerin sighed. “It’s a good thing Lena and I picked up some of that super potent tea while we were in the market earlier.” 
 
    “I’ll need some for sure,” Emeline agreed. “I’ve got a ton of maps and plans to copy.” 
 
    “I can help with that,” Lena offered. 
 
    “I’ll let everyone know what’s happened,” Aerin said. “And tell them what we’re doing next.” 
 
    “Also, tell them that the rest of us will be returning to the estate after I’ve talked to Maderel,” I added. “We’re running out of time. We’ve got to make our move now.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    Aerin wasn’t wrong. Between the city guard who finally showed up on our doorstep to ask questions, and the planning work we needed to complete, the guild was up all night. Dehn left just before sunup, weighted down with maps, plans, and every scrap of information we could find about the Tower. Hopefully, there would be enough there for Imogen and Lavinia to find a way in and out of the Tower with a minimum of fuss. 
 
    I returned to my own room for a quick cat nap after seeing the halfling off. The super potent tea had helped me get through the night, but the long hours and, I suspected, the remnants of Pebbles’ drug dragged at me. I collapsed onto the bed, with Merlin curled up next to me.  
 
    It was nearly noon by the time the two of us emerged from the room. Maruk was in the kitchen, preparing lunch for everyone. The rest were gathered around the table, discussing last night’s adventure. 
 
    “I can’t believe she came back,” Yvaine said as I stepped into the room. She saw me before anyone else and pulled me into a bear hug. “Gabriel, how are you and Merlin doing?” 
 
    “We’re recovering,” I assured her as I hugged her back, and then took a seat. Merlin sauntered over towards Maruk and sat by his feet. Those golden eyes didn’t miss a single thing Maruk did. 
 
    “Dehn talked to one of the guards who was still at the house when he was heading out this morning,” Aerin chimed in. “He told Dehn that the owner rented the house to a young couple from Tref, who’ve been there for about a year. But they got a letter last week saying that the wife’s mother was on her deathbed. So they left about four days ago for a visit.” 
 
    “Let me guess,” I said. “The owner didn’t know anyone else was in the house.” 
 
    “As far as he knew, it was empty,” Emeline agreed. “They’d already paid the next month’s rent, and he figured they would be back after they had a chance to say goodbye to the mother.” 
 
    “There have been Academy mages there all morning as well,” Lena added. “I saw them removing several bags of material, as well as the bodies.” 
 
    “I guess that's to be expected,” I sighed. “They’ll have figured out that black magic was involved. Do they have ideas about what happened?” 
 
    “They found the ropes in the attic,” Aerin replied. “At least, that’s what the guard told Dehn. They think someone was held prisoner there, but that’s all they’ve got.” 
 
    “So we’re in the clear for now,” I said as Maruk placed our dishes on the table. His concoction was a neon orange colored sauce that smelled vaguely crab-like, served over pale green noodles. I stared at it for a moment, then glanced around the table. No one else had taken a bite yet either. 
 
    “It’s Permean angoletti,” Maruk sighed. “It’s the epitome of fine cuisine.” 
 
    Yvaine lifted a forkful and sniffed. She nodded at whatever she discovered and put the fork in her mouth. We all waited, and I let out a sigh of relief when Yvaine smiled happily and refilled her fork. 
 
    “It’s divine,” Yvaine purred. “You have just the perfect balance between the truffle and the Permean cheese.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Maruk said modestly. 
 
    We all dug in then, and it turned out to be as good as Yvaine had declared. It was salty and earthy, yet somehow not too heavy. I didn’t even realize that I was hungry until I started eating, and then I managed to polish off two servings. 
 
    We had just finished cleaning up when someone pounded on the front door. We glanced at each other, and then Emeline volunteered to answer. The rest of us waited in the kitchen until she returned. 
 
    “Well, maybe we’re not in the clear just yet,” she said as she handed me an envelope. “It’s from Maderel.” 
 
    “Oh boy,” I moaned as I stared at my name. It had been carefully printed on a heavy envelope bearing the official seal of the Academy of Mages. I sliced the envelope open with one of Maruk’s kitchen knives, which drew a small protest from the orc. The letter inside was on Maderel’s personal stationery and said only that he had learned of the events near the guild hall and that he would like to discuss it with me at my convenience. 
 
    “Well,” I drawled, “I did want to talk to him today.” 
 
    “Do you think he knows?” Aerin asked as she read the letter over my shoulder. 
 
    “I’m sure he has his suspicions,” I replied. “It’ll be interesting to find out what those are.” 
 
    “Are you going to ask him about Pebbles’ claims?” Lena asked. 
 
    “Probably,” I admitted. “And I’m sure he’ll deny it. But the idea that there might be other manipulators out there somewhere is, well, amazing. I kind of like the idea that I’m not the only one.” 
 
    “Yes, but they’ve all been taught by Maderel,” Yvaine warned. “Who knows what poison he’s been feeding them.” 
 
    “And now’s not the time to put him on his guard,” Maruk added. “If you mention this to him, he may decide he has no choice but to kill you or move the Shodra, or both.” 
 
    “I know,” I replied. “But I really need to know if there are other manipulators out there. If there are, there could be manipulators that Maderel hasn’t found yet.” 
 
    “Perhaps after we retrieve the Shodra would be the time to ask,” Maruk suggested. 
 
    “Somehow, I don’t think Maderel will be talking to me after we do that,” I replied. 
 
    “Only if he figures out that we’re the ones that stole the Shodra,” Maruk pointed out. “The whole point of all this planning is to avoid that.” 
 
    I reread the letter and then set it on the counter. Emeline placed her hand over mine and gave it a reassuring squeeze. 
 
    “I don’t think it matters how many precautions we take,” I finally replied. “Maderel will know that we’ve stolen them, and he’ll come looking for us. This may be my only chance to ask him.” 
 
    “I think Gabriel is right,” Emeline said quietly. “I think we should find out.” 
 
    “Besides, I’ll just say it was something Pebbles claimed,” I added. “You know, something like, ‘you won’t believe what that crazy woman told me.’” 
 
    “Well, that part, at least, is true,” Yvaine conceded. 
 
    “I need to find them,” I declared. “Before Maderel or the Academy or anyone else can. I need to find the other manipulators and I need to help them.” 
 
    “One mission at a time,” Aerin protested. “First, let’s just get the Shodra away from Maderel.” 
 
    “I agree with Aerin,” Maruk added. “That’s the most important thing we can do right now. Even Theira agrees with that.” 
 
    “Yes, I know,” I sighed as I slipped the letter back into the envelope. “You’re right. We’ll get the Shodra away from the Academy. Once they’re safe, I can start working out how to find other manipulators.” 
 
    “Never a dull moment around here,” Yvaine said with a laugh. “So when are you going to confront the High Mage?” 
 
    “Not confront,” I protested. “Just discuss. And I guess now is as good a time as any. Let’s plan on leaving for the estate as soon as I’m back. We’ll probably have to camp tonight, but I’d rather keep moving in case some of Murillo’s other associates are still out there.” 
 
    “May I suggest that Aerin and I serve as your bodyguards for your trip to the Tower?” Maruk replied. “We can wait in the lobby if you don’t think Maderel will talk while we’re around.” 
 
    “That would be appreciated,” I agreed. “I’m not sure I feel like fending off any more crazy people on my own just yet.”  
 
    The three of us plus one puca set out ten minutes later. We passed the house where Pebbles had come to her untimely end, and I saw two guards were still on duty by the door. They shooed away anyone who stopped and tried to look inside, though I could see someone in mage robes moving around inside. We slowed down as we neared the house, but a stern look from one of the guards kept us moving. 
 
    “I know the couple that live there,” I said as we reached the end of the block. “He works for the city architect, and she makes pottery for one of the big designers. They’re really nice. I hope nothing is really wrong with her mother.” 
 
    “They may not have had enough time to really do anything to her,” Aerin replied. “They probably just sent the letter to get them out of the house.” 
 
    “And that’s a long trip,” Maruk agreed. “They would know that they could use the house for a while.” 
 
    “I’m surprised they took one so close to our guild hall,” I mused. 
 
    “Makes it easy to keep an eye on us,” Aerin replied. 
 
    “How convoluted,” Maruk chuckled. “Do you suppose they were following us while we were following Maderel?” 
 
    “Oh, that must have confused them,” Aerin laughed. 
 
    “Maybe Maderel mistook some of their agents for ours, or vice versa,” I added as an image came to my mind of Maderal leading a parade of spies and agents past the gates of the city. I shook my head and wondered how we had somehow missed the fact that we were being watched as well. 
 
    “How did they do it?” Aerin asked in an echo of my own thoughts. 
 
    “I assume dark magic was somehow involved,” Maruk replied. 
 
    “I’d like to know what they did, though,” Aerin said. “Just so we’d know what to look for in the future.” 
 
    “Maybe Maderel will have some ideas,” I offered. 
 
    “Great,” Aerin huffed. “Advice from the man who may or may not be training manipulators in secret, and who may or may not have plans for world domination.” 
 
    “If anyone would know,” Maruk pointed out, “It would certainly be him.” 
 
    “Fine,” Aerin conceded. “But I refuse to say thank you to him.” 
 
    “Somehow, I don’t think he’ll be offended,” I laughed. 
 
    We finally arrived at the hulking black mass that was the Tower, and I shivered as the usual sensation of being watched crept up my spine. Its presence was especially looming today, given how low the clouds sat. The only thing missing was the soundtrack from a slasher movie.  
 
    Even Aerin, who had a tendency to start talking up a storm when we were anywhere near the Tower, had gone silent. I saw Maruk adjust the armored bands he had slipped on just before we left, and Aerin fingered the mace that hung at her hip.  
 
    “It’ll be fine,” I tried to reassure them, even though I half expected to see an axe-wielding maniac jump out of the shrubs.  
 
    We walked across the one pristine sidewalk in the entire city and stepped into the lobby of the Academy of Mages. Lain wasn’t on duty today, nor Purple Polly. A dwarf with a billowing mass of white hair and a face crisscrossed with wrinkles was perched on the edge of a stool behind the desk.  
 
    “Wow, I thought he was dead,” Aerin muttered. 
 
    “Who is he?” I asked as we walked slowly towards the desk. 
 
    “Marv the troll-killer,” Aerin whispered. “He’s famous, or infamous, even outside the Academy. I have no idea how he got the name, but he used to teach some sort of self-defense class. Then he accidentally turned one of his students into a warthog, and no one could figure out how to undo the spell. So they just made him some sort of honorary something or other and shipped him off to the Academy gardens.”  
 
    “Hi,” I said as we stopped in front of the desk. Marv the troll-killer looked us over and sniffed in disdain. 
 
    “You’re not students,” he grumbled. He pointed to Aerin and added, “But I know you. You’re that elf that got kicked out of the maternity class that the Healers Guild put on. Said they’d never seen such a bad bedside manner.” 
 
    Maruk and I both looked at Aerin, who was now flushed clear up to the tips of her ears. 
 
    “It was a misunderstanding,” she mumbled.  
 
    The orc and I both looked back at Marv, who might have been grinning, or might have been suffering from constipation. It was hard to tell for sure. 
 
    “Some misunderstanding,” Marv replied. “Started a fight with one of the patients and socked the husband of another.” 
 
    Maruk and I looked at Aerin again. 
 
    “Why are you here?” Aerin demanded as she ignored us completely. “Students always man the desk.” 
 
    “Some big meeting,” Marv replied, unfazed by Aerin’s animosity. “Some of them were feeling a wee upset after it got out that dark magic had been used inside the city wall’s last night. Bunch of wusses, if you ask me.” 
 
    “So Maderel is at the meeting,” I said as I glanced at the staircase. 
 
    “He opened it,” Marv noted. “But he didn’t stay. That’s a man with steel in his spine.” 
 
    “He’s expecting me,” I offered, along with a friendly grin. 
 
    “I doubt that,” Marv replied as he tilted his head to one side and examined me again. “Who are you? And why do you have a cat on your shoulders?” 
 
    “This is Merlin,” I answered as I scratched the puca between the ears. He’d slept through our discussion with Marv and barely managed a yawn now. “He likes to come along. I’m Gabriel Vega. I’ve been working with Maderel.” 
 
    “Oh, you have, have you?” the dwarf clucked. He ducked out of view for a moment, then hauled a large register to the top of the desk. 
 
    “Vega, vega, vega,” he murmured as he flipped through the pages. “Oh, well, here it is. You are on the cleared list.” 
 
    “I’ll just go on up,” I said as I started to step away from the desk. 
 
    “Hold up there,” Marv ordered. He pulled a pad out of a drawer and wrote something on the top sheet. He tore the page off and handed it to me. “Keep that on you the whole time you’re here. It’s how everyone knows you’re supposed to be here.” 
 
    “Uh, sure,” I said as I looked at the paper. It had the date, the time, my name, and Maderel’s name. Marv had just handed me a hall pass. I looked at Maruk and Aerin, who looked as surprised as I felt. 
 
    “What about you two?” Marv asked as he turned his glare on Aerin and Maruk. 
 
    “We’re just going to wait down here,” Aerin replied. She and Maruk quickly moved to the empty chairs on the side of the lobby furthest away from Marv. 
 
    I tried one more grin on Marv, then crossed to the staircase. The whole building felt eerily empty, and I hadn’t appreciated how much noise there normally was inside the Tower until it was gone. My footsteps as I walked down the hall towards Maderel’s office seemed to echo forever. 
 
    “Gabriel, I’m glad you’re here,” Maderel called before I’d even stuck my head around the door. “Come in and close the door.” 
 
    I obeyed, and Merlin finally stirred as I removed my cloak. He yawned again, much wider this time, and dropped onto the other guest chair. He blinked at Maderel, then started to wash his face with his paw. 
 
    “I was worried when I heard there had been a fight involving magic on the street where your guild hall is located,” he said. “I thought perhaps one of your guild’s bounties had gone awry.” 
 
    “It was a house a few doors down from us,” I replied. 
 
    “So I understand,” he noted. “Dark magic was involved.” 
 
    “Yes,” I agreed, “That’s what I’ve heard.” 
 
    “Ah, of course,” Maderel said. “The halfling used to be in the city guard. No doubt he still has contacts there.” 
 
    We stared at each other in silence. My curiosity got the better of me, especially after Pebbles Gravel’s claims, and I checked to see what Maderel’s mana looked like. It was the blue of a water mage, but there were other colors as well. Probably as a result of learning the other elements. 
 
    “It was Pebbles Gravel,” I finally said. 
 
    “Oh dear,” Maderel replied sadly. “I was afraid she didn’t believe that her husband died in an accident.” 
 
    “Did you know she was a mage as well?” I asked. 
 
    “There have been some members of the Gravel family who were mages,” Maderel replied. “Mostly earth mages, obviously. A few even attended the Academy. We never had any indication that Pebbles had any particular talent for magic.” 
 
    “Maybe she was hiding it,” I suggested. “Especially once she took up dark magic.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Maderel agreed. “I gather you were involved somehow in this attack?” 
 
    “They knocked me out with a drug of some sort and then took me into that house,” I replied. “When I woke up, I was tied to a chair, and Pebbles introduced herself.” 
 
    “I’ll guess that she was seeking some sort of revenge for the death of her husband,” Maderel said calmly. It was maddening in a way. I wanted him to express some sort of anger or remorse for how I had been treated. But, I reminded myself, this was Maderel when he was in the Tower.  
 
    “She knew about the Shodra,” I asserted. “She knew Murillo had hired the Shadow Foxes to retrieve them, and she knew that we had taken them to Speir Mountain. She also knew that we had killed him.” 
 
    “It seems Pebbles was more deeply involved than we believed,” Maderel sighed. 
 
    “Involved in what?” I asked. “Whatever that association was that Murillo mentioned?”  
 
    “We suspected that Murillo was involved in a group that was looking to overthrow the government and replace it with one controlled by mages,” Maderel explained. “Specifically, dark mages. We knew about the other Gravels. In fact, that’s probably how they met. But, as I said, we never saw any sign that Pebbles knew about the group or had any involvement.” 
 
    “She planned to hold me hostage in exchange for the Shodra,” I continued. “She seemed to think that you would trade them for me.” 
 
    Maderel’s gaze drifted towards a painting of a man on horseback, racing across a vast plain. The man wasn’t much more than a blur, but the horse was rendered in incredible detail. It was an intriguing painting, and I often wondered why it was stuck between two bookcases, and not on the wall across from his desk, where he could see it every time he looked up. 
 
    “I don’t know why she would believe that,” Maderel finally said. “She knows that the Academy cannot afford to lose the Shodra now that they have been reclaimed.” 
 
    “She said some other interesting things as well,” I replied. 
 
    “Did she?” Maderel asked. There was heat in the question, and I looked more closely. Maderel’s mana had shifted closer to red, and I saw him flex his fingers for a moment. And then, just as quickly, he was back in control. His mana shifted back to blue, and his icy cool demeanor was back. 
 
    “She claimed that you had a secret army of mages that you were training,” I laughed. I tried to keep my tone light to make it seem like the idea was totally preposterous to me while I focused on Maderel’s mana. “She also said that you were training manipulators.” 
 
    “The Academy kills manipulators,” Maderel replied. His own mana was shifting colors again. 
 
    “I know,” I agreed. “She seemed to think that you were finding them before the Academy did and sending them somewhere to keep them safe.” 
 
    Maderel shook his head. He looked just like the favorite uncle that you had somehow disappointed. 
 
    “I don’t know where she would have gotten such a bizarre notion,” he sighed. “But, as we discussed the other day, people who aren’t properly trained often go insane when they try to use magic.” 
 
    “So there aren’t any secret manipulators out there in the world somewhere?” I asked. 
 
    “You sound disappointed,” he pointed out. 
 
    “Well,” I conceded, “It would be interesting to see what they see. Plus, I can only imagine the bounty we could collect on one.” 
 
    Maderel studied me, and I had that unnerving feeling again that he was looking at my mana.  
 
    “Why would you say that?” he finally asked. 
 
    “You haven’t wondered?” I retorted. “I mean, if even half the stories about them are true, it must have been some pretty incredible magic they pulled off.” 
 
    “Yes,” Maderel agreed. “And it nearly destroyed the world. I don’t think anyone wants to see a repeat of that.” 
 
    “True,” I conceded and then paused briefly. “What happened to your other students?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Maderel asked. He even managed to look confused, though his mana still showed firm control. 
 
    “The other students like me,” I explained. “What do they do after they train with you?” 
 
    “Whatever they want to do,” Maderel replied with a shrug. “A few have joined guilds, but most have larger expectations. One now runs a mage school in Morelia, for example, and another serves as an advisor to Queen Seranda of Lysantia. Have you been thinking about your own future?”  
 
    “Maybe,” I hedged. “Pebbles had me thinking about a lot things.” 
 
    “Well, I am glad you’re alright,” Maderel said, and there was real concern in his eyes for just a moment. “It would be tragic if we lost you now, before you’ve really had a chance to explore your potential.” 
 
    “We?” I asked curiously. 
 
    “We,” Maderel said as he held his arms out wide. “A mage is a gift to the world. Our powers can provide so much for the people that inhabit it.” 
 
    “I hadn’t thought of it that way.” 
 
    “Alas, most do not,” Maderel sighed. “It’s one of the lessons I try to instill in my own students.” 
 
    “I like that,” I admitted. “A mage is a gift to the world.” 
 
    Maderel actually smiled. A real, genuine smile. And for just a heartbeat, something blue flashed in his mana. I felt myself freeze, but when I looked again, it was gone. I convinced myself I hadn’t seen it. Not for that single nanosecond. I was positive I would know if he were a manipulator. 
 
    “So, Marv told us that a lot of people were upset when they heard about dark magic being used,” I finally said. I studied his mana, but there was no more blue to be seen. 
 
    “They expect to encounter it outside the city walls,” Maderel explained. “But inside the wall, the Academy is supposed to prevent any and all black or dark magic. It’s a bit of a bad moment for us, to have this happen now.” 
 
    “You don’t seem very worried,” I pointed out. 
 
    “Well,” Maderel said with a small grin, “the perpetrators are all dead, and we are hunting their accomplices even as we speak.” 
 
    “Murillo had more supporters?” I asked in surprise. 
 
    “The Gravel family has extensive operations throughout Evreas,” Maderel replied. “And they’ve been building both their magical and their rock empires for years. But you needn’t worry. We have matters in hand.” 
 
    “Huh,” I remarked. “But you didn’t know they were here.” 
 
    “An oversight,” Maderel observed. “It won’t happen again.” 
 
    “Good to know,” I replied, though I wasn’t very impressed with what I had seen of the Academy so far, at least as far as Murillo’s group was concerned. Murillo himself had been able to slip out of the city without anyone in the Academy noticing for days, and now Murillo’s wife and several of his supporters had been able to sneak into the city and kidnap me.  
 
    “We should set a schedule for our next lessons,” Maderel said. He leaned back in his chair and took on a more contemplative air. He looked at the bookshelves again and nodded to himself. “I want to expand beyond air magic, just so we can see what else you can do. Read the next two chapters in Vullox, and then we can discuss fire magic at our next meeting. Let’s see, I’m leading the alchemical class in the morning session tomorrow, but perhaps the afternoon.” 
 
    “We have a bounty,” I interrupted. “We’ll be out of the city for the next three or four days.” 
 
    Maderel leaned forward again and drummed impatiently on his desk. He scowled at me, and then at the bookcase again. Finally, he stood up and walked over to the neatly arranged collection of books. He pulled another hefty tome from the shelf, which he dropped on the desk in front of me before returning to his own seat. Merlin jumped at the thud, but stopped his growl when he saw Maderel’s icy stare. 
 
    “Well, since you’ll have some extra time before our next meeting,” he declared, “You can start on Lackland’s Treatise on Fire Magic. There are a few exercises at the end of chapter one that are designed to help you find your connection to fire. If you have the time while you’re riding around the countryside, you might want to practice these.” 
 
    “Sure,” I replied as I picked up the book. “Should I send you a message when we’re back?” 
 
    “That would be acceptable,” Maderel agreed.  
 
    “Maybe Emeline will have some tips,” I added as I dropped the book into my pack. 
 
    Maderel didn’t respond, and I looked up. I couldn’t quite interpret the look that was on his face, but it didn’t seem to threaten death and destruction at least. 
 
     “Be careful,” he finally said. 
 
    It was a simple statement, but the icy glint was gone from his eyes, and I could see he was sincere. The High Mage persona had been replaced with the interesting travel companion for a few seconds at least. 
 
    “I will,” I promised him.  
 
    Maderel nodded as I stood up. I gathered my cloak, my pack, and Merlin. As I opened the door to the hallway, I was happy to hear the usual noise of life from the Academy. Students rushed by, intent on their own conversations. Professors moved at a more solemn pace, but still with a sense of purpose. I even nodded hello to a few people that I recognized as I made my way back to the lobby. 
 
    Marv was still on duty, much to the displeasure of the growing line of visitors at the desk. I could see he was thumbing through the register still, and his pad of paper sat nearby. An exasperated panthera woman passed me, clutching her hall pass in her hand and muttering a few choice swear words under her breath. 
 
    Maruk and Aerin were still on the far side of the lobby. Maruk was speaking, but Aerin sat in stony-faced silence. There was still a bit of red at the tips of her ears, and I could guess what the topic of conversation was. 
 
    “She still won’t tell you what happened?” I asked as I joined the elf and the orc. 
 
    “Not a word,” Maruk sighed. “And Marv the troll-killer has been too busy to provide any more information.” 
 
    “Well, someone else must remember,” I mused. “Obviously, it was quite the scene.” 
 
    Aerin glared at me but refused to speak.  
 
    “Perhaps if we were to ask at the Healer’s Guild,” Maruk agreed. “I think I know just the person. She’s a lovely woman named Darlene who’s been running their free medical clinics for the poor for ages.” 
 
    “Don’t you dare,” Aerin growled. 
 
    A cheer went up in the lobby, and I looked back over my shoulder. Lain had returned to the desk, and Marv was ceding his position as keeper of the lobby. Lain smiled at the crowd, and then quickly set to work.  
 
    “How did it go?” Aerin asked. 
 
    “I have a new book to read,” I replied. “Let’s get back to the hall. We can talk more there.” 
 
    The walk back to the hall was almost pleasant. Some of the clouds had moved on, and patches of blue sky could be seen. Most of the snow had been cleared from the sidewalks and roads, and a few local farmers had even set up a market for their winter vegetables. We slowed down while Maruk perused their wares, and we ended up carrying a sack of mushrooms and several winter melons the rest of the way home. 
 
    Home was surprisingly quiet. Much of the work was done, and Yvaine had put a hold on the last bit that remained until we were finished with our quest. The designer and contractor had been more than understanding, especially after receiving the sizable advance that Yvaine had paid each of them. 
 
    There was a collection of travel packs in the front hall, along with various weapons and pieces of armor. Lena stepped around the corner as we closed the door, carrying another satchel. 
 
    “We’re ready to go whenever you are,” she said as she added her pack to the pile. 
 
    “I just need to add a couple of things to mine and I’ll be ready,” Aerin replied as she moved to the stairs. 
 
    “I need to settle on something for dinner at the Constello estate, and I’ll be ready as well,” Maruk agreed. 
 
    “But I thought we wanted to leave quickly,” Lena replied in a puzzled tone. 
 
    I tried not to laugh, but Aerin was unable to contain herself. Maruk’s expression alternated between offended and shocked, while poor Lena stood there looking clueless.  
 
    “I’ll be ready in a few minutes,” I finally gasped as I joined Aerin on the stairs. We sprinted up the steps while Maruk turned his somber gaze on the honey-blonde elf. 
 
    “Selecting appropriate clothing for a fine dining experience is not a trifling matter,” I heard Maruk intone. 
 
    “I could help you,” Lena volunteered.  
 
    I stopped halfway up in the hopes of hearing Maruk’s response, but Aerin tugged me up the stairs. I gave her butt a quick squeeze and then ducked into my own room to pack. I’d already laid out what I wanted to take, but I hadn’t been able to find the large pack I liked to use on these longer trips.  
 
    After prowling around the room, I finally found my travel pack buried under one of Merlin’s many collections of shiny objects. I dumped the assortment of trinkets, amulets, silverware, and even snuff boxes, onto the floor. Shiny objects bounced in all directions, and Merlin gave me a quick hiss before running after his horde. While he gathered up his curios, I tossed clothing and books into my own pack, along with the paper and pen set that had become so crucial to the Shadow Foxes. I also added a small bag of peppermint candies that I’d hidden from Merlin. He loved them almost as much as the horses, and I figured it was an easy way to keep them both in line. 
 
    I returned to the front hall and found that most of the Shadow Foxes had already gathered there. Maruk was missing, as was Lena. 
 
    “Don’t tell me she’s actually helping him pick out dinner clothes,” I said in surprise. 
 
    “No,” Aerin snorted. “But she did manage to burn a hole in the shirt he had picked out. So now she’s trying to repair it, and Maruk is trying to select a new outfit.” 
 
    “How did she burn a hole in one of his shirts?” I asked. 
 
    “He was going to iron it,” Yvaine sighed. “But apparently Lena used the iron for something she was doing in the lab and forgot to clean it off before returning it to the laundry room.” 
 
    “Oh,” I mused. “Did it change color as well?” 
 
    “Not yet,” Emeline replied. “But I’m betting it will be something really bright and ugly before the end of the day.” 
 
    “Too bad Maruk won’t take the shirt with him, just so we could see what happens to it,” I laughed.  
 
    “I could suggest to Lena that she just take it with us, so she can keep working on it,” Emeline said slyly. 
 
    “Oh, let’s do that,” Aerin agreed. 
 
    Emeline and Aerin scampered from the room, and I slid over next to Yvaine. I touched a lock of her glossy dark hair that hung artfully near her ear. She smiled at me as she leaned in closer to me, and my nose filled with her scent. My hands traced along her jawline and then I closed my lips softly over hers. 
 
    “The navy blue will have to suffice,” Maruk’s voice boomed from the stairs. Yvaine and I stepped apart and watched the orc descend the stairs with his oversized pack and his favorite shields. 
 
    “The navy blue will be fine,” Yvaine assured him. “It works in any season.” 
 
    “Yes, I suppose that’s true,” Maruk sighed. “Well, I must say, I packed quite quickly, I think, given the delays caused not by me.” 
 
    “Lena looked miserable,” Yvaine said. “I know she feels terrible about what happened.” 
 
    “She has all that equipment in her lab,” Maruk chuffed. “I don’t understand why she keeps using other items from around the hall.” 
 
    “We can talk to her about it,” Yvaine replied. “Maybe when we get back to the city.” 
 
    “This is the second shirt she’s ruined,” Maruk pointed out. “No, third. And it’s always my shirts. She’s never done anything to Gabriel’s.” 
 
    “Mine are pretty basic,” I replied. “Just sort of wash and wear. There’s no real opportunity for her to do something to them. Except the jam from our visit to Maderel’s estate. I couldn’t wear that shirt for a couple of days.” 
 
    “But she didn’t destroy it,” Maruk replied. “Once the itch was gone, it was the same exact shirt.” 
 
    “True,” I admitted. 
 
    “So I’m to be punished for having taste,” Maruk moaned. 
 
    Emeline, Aerin, and Lena returned then. Lena blushed and refused to meet Maruk’s stare. I noticed she carried a bundle of cloth which she quickly added to her own pack. Emeline and Aerin were both smiling, and Aerin even hummed a small tune. 
 
    Yvaine, at least, had remembered to send for the horses, and the stable owner’s son waited patiently outside with our mounts. The boy was probably ten years old, but he was already infatuated with Yvaine. He ignored the rest of us in order to help Yvaine into the saddle and even removed a spot of mud from one of her boots. Yvaine gave the kid a stunning smile and a pat on the head that left him grinning from ear to ear. He even stood in front of the guild hall and waved goodbye until we were out of sight. 
 
    The city gate was busy today, and leaving turned out to be a slow chore. After the attack near our hall, the guards were on the lookout for anyone who might be a dark mage. It wasn’t clear what the criteria was, and I was pretty sure that Pebbles Gravel would have made it through the line without any problems.  
 
    I hoped that the guards on duty would be ones that we knew, and maybe they would just wave us on through. Instead, we had a couple of new recruits who took the instruction to search all people and their possessions thoroughly to heart. I was glad I’d only brought the textbooks that Maderel had given me, and not one of the banned texts that would have led to my arrest. Not that the guards would have recognized the banned texts, but the mage who stood nearby keeping an eye on the proceedings would have. 
 
    “We’ll definitely have to camp out tonight,” Aerin sighed. “We’ll be lucky if we make it halfway there at this rate.” 
 
    One of the guards approached our group and ordered us to dismount. We did so, and he did a quick look through each of our packs. Nothing set off any alarms, though he did look surprised by the sheer volume of clothes that Maruk carried. He glanced at the orc, but didn’t comment.  
 
    The mage walked over and whispered in the guard’s ear. The guard shrugged, and the mage said something else. The guard still didn’t look impressed, but he waved us on through without any further poking or prodding through our bags. 
 
    “Wonder what that was all about,” Emeline said as we finally made it outside the gates. 
 
    “The mage recognized us, even if the guards didn’t,” I replied. “Maybe doing all that work for the Academy has some benefits besides just the gold coin.” 
 
    “Or maybe he’s one of Murillo’s secret buddies, making sure we get out of the city so it’s easier to attack us,” Aerin pointed out. 
 
    “When did you become such a cynic?” I asked as Emeline stared furtively at the people all around us. 
 
    “Since this whole quest started,” she replied. “By the way, Lena thinks any color change will take place overnight, so we’ll have something to look forward to tomorrow when we wake up.” 
 
    Aerin gave me a sunny smile, then urged her horse forward to join Lena. I laughed and snuck Merlin one of the mints. He was snuggled down in the hood of my cloak, and he quickly shifted to his puca form when he sniffed the candy. His paw came out and grabbed the mint from my hand, and I heard the crack as he bit down. My horse did as well, and his ears swiveled backwards at the noise. I promised to save him a piece, and we rode on in quiet contentment for the rest of the day. 
 
    We made camp well after sundown. The wind had picked up again, and I shivered despite the warmth of my cloak. We turned off the road and picked our way towards a small glen we’d used many times before. There were just enough trees to provide some shelter from the wind, and a nearby creek for fresh water. I was happy to see that the spot was empty when we arrived, and we set up camp quickly. Emeline soon had a fire going, and Maruk set out the ingredients for what he assured us would be a masterpiece of campfire cooking. 
 
    When the horses were settled for the evening, the rest of us gathered around the flames, our cloaks pulled tight against the cold. Maruk’s dinner was as good as advertised, and I was beginning to believe that Maruk could start a second career as a world renowned chef. With our stomachs full, and the fire tamped down just enough to keep us warm, we headed for our bedrolls. 
 
    It wasn’t long before I heard Maruk’s steady snoring and Emeline’s purr. Merlin was curled up next to me, and normally, I would have been happy for his warmth. But tonight I had a thousand thoughts buzzing around in my head, and I kept turning uncomfortably under the blanket. Merlin finally had enough, and I saw his form scurry across the camp towards one of the other lumps. He cooed softly when he arrived, and I saw Aerin’s red hair for just a moment as she lifted her blanket to let the puca settle in underneath. 
 
    When the camp was quiet again, I scooped up my cloak and my blanket, and felt around in my pack until I found Lackland’s Treatise and one of Lena’s glow sticks. If I couldn’t get to sleep, maybe I could at least read Chapter One. Or, even better, maybe Chapter One would finally put me to sleep. 
 
    There was a small ring of young trees near our campsite. It wasn’t big enough for our entire group, but we’d found signs that one or two people had used it recently. I figured it was a good spot to read without disturbing the team and still be close enough to keep an eye out for trouble.  
 
    I ducked beneath the low-hanging branches, and found a nice, cozy spot that was dry and sheltered from the wind. I activated the glow stick, and the place suddenly had a rosy warmth. With the blanket on the ground and my cloak wrapped around my body, I could almost pretend I was sitting in front of a fire. I settled back against a tree trunk and opened Lackland's Treatise. 
 
    I made it halfway through the first chapter before I felt my eyes start to close. It amazed me that even on a topic as exciting as magic, textbooks could still be so dull. I tried to focus, then gave up and skipped ahead to the exercises.  
 
    I had just managed to create a tiny spark when I heard a rustling sound among the branches. A familiar voice cursed quietly, and then Aerin stepped into my little nest. 
 
    “Couldn’t sleep?” she asked as she pulled a twig from her hair. 
 
    “Figured I could get caught up on my lessons,” I replied.  
 
    “You could have stayed by the fire,” she pointed out. 
 
    “Didn’t want to disturb anyone,” I said as I held up the glow stick. She looked like golden honey in its light, and just as delicious.  
 
    She smiled as she sat down next to me. I smiled back, and her hand slid between my legs. I unfastened her cloak and tossed it to the side as she rolled on top of me. I inhaled the elf’s intoxicating summery scent as her long limbs entwined with mine. My mouth found hers, and I devoured it even as she undid the laces to my pants and pushed her hand inside.  
 
    I moved on top of her without breaking the kiss. She groaned into my mouth, and I felt both of her hands move across my groin, then start to stroke my penis. It was my turn to groan as I nuzzled her neck and took a playful bite at her ear. 
 
    “I didn’t want you to get cold,” she whispered in my ear. She licked the edge of my ear, and I groaned again. 
 
    “I may have to throw one of these cloaks off,” I whispered back. “It’s getting very toasty in here.” 
 
    “I can think of a few other things we could remove,” she replied as she pushed my pants off my hips. 
 
    She squirmed beneath me, and her delicious neck dipped out of view. A moment later, I felt her tongue slowly working its way downward. She reached my balls, and I groaned again. I strained as the tension in my core built up, and I felt her own body respond.  
 
    When my penis was fully erect, she slithered back up my chest. Her hazel eyes glowed with a golden light of their own as she pulled me inside of her. She was warm and slick inside, and her heat fed my own. I felt like I was smothering her with my weight, but she groaned again and pulled me tighter. 
 
    “Do it,” she ordered quietly. “Please, just do it.” 
 
    I rocked against her, driving deeper inside. Her nails raked along my back as she tried to steady herself against the flood. She panted against my neck, and then she was moving with me. My penis found her favorite spot along her clit, and her body convulsed in ecstasy.  
 
    “Oh please,” she begged quietly over and over again, her lips pressed against my ear. 
 
    When she climaxed, she muffled her scream by biting down on my neck. Then I held her against me until I felt her body go limp, and I placed her gently back onto the bedroll. We stayed like that for a moment, while we caught our breath, and then her hands went back to work. I smiled down at her, then pressed my lips against hers. I drove my tongue deep inside, and I could taste the salty sweetness of her.  
 
    Her hands trailed slowly back up along my spine, until they reached the back of my head. She grabbed a fistful of hair and held me in the kiss, letting her tongue explore my mouth. I sank down on top of her again and let my penis rub against her still wet thighs. She arched back for a moment and then wrapped her legs around my waist.    
 
    I drove into her again, with deep, powerful strokes. She started to quiver and her eyes nearly rolled back inside her head. She gave up on using her hands, and simply laid back, splayed in front of me like a red-headed Venus emerging from her shell while I had my way with her body.  
 
    Her second orgasm came in great, powerful waves that swept through her body. I felt the incredible pleasure surge through my own body, and all I could do was keep pounding into her as my own climax came. The pleasure felt like it would never end, and when I finally finished filling her to the brim with my seed, she finally unwrapped her legs and lay spent beneath me. We’d been making love for most of the night, and I honestly thought I would see the first rays of morning sunlight breaking across the horizon. 
 
    I finally lay down beside her. My breath sounded ragged, and I was drenched in sweat, but I pulled her to me, and kissed her gently across the forehead, and then down the bridge of her nose, to her lips and chin. 
 
    “Gabriel,” she murmured softly from swollen lips. “I've stopped taking the moon weed.” 
 
    “I guessed that,” I whispered.  
 
    “I maybe should have told you before we started,” she continued as if she hadn’t heard me. “You aren’t mad?” 
 
    “Nope,” I chuckled. 
 
    “So, uhh, you want one? With me, I mean?” 
 
    “Yes. I want you to give me a baby.” I ran my hand across her breasts and felt how enlarged they still were. “I love you.” 
 
    “I’m so happy,” Aerin moaned, then rolled on top of me. She held herself above me while I teased her nipples, and when she couldn’t take it anymore, she started grinding down on me.  
 
    We stayed awake for another two hours, going back and forth, feeding each other’s pleasure. The moon was well past its zenith by the time we finally collapsed for the last time, and somewhere I heard an owl hoot. Or maybe it was a puca. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    We broke camp early the next morning. Between the biting wind and the unhappy horses, no one wanted to linger. Even Maruk was up and moving with little encouragement from the rest of us. We made good time to Constello lands, despite the snow that still covered the ground.  
 
    Rezo was outside and ready to greet us as we came to a halt at the massive front doors. Two servants rushed forward to take the reins, and I slipped my faithful steed a peppermint before the servant turned him towards the stables. 
 
    “All is well?” Yvaine asked as she glided up the steps. 
 
    “Of course,” Rezo replied with a small cough. Yvaine’s eyebrows went up, but she didn’t ask any more questions. 
 
    “Tea,” Yvaine declared as we stepped across the threshold. “in the drawing room.” 
 
    Rezo bowed and quickly retreated while another army of servants collected our cloaks and gloves. The slippers were already by the front door this time, and we peeled off our boots and quickly tucked our feet into the welcoming coziness. Two more servants scurried forward to take our boots for yet another polishing. 
 
    “Ah, now this is pleasant,” Maruk sighed when he was finally seated in the orc-sized armchair that Yvaine had recently added to her furniture collection. 
 
    “Well, it’s about time,” Dehn declared as he stepped into the room. “I thought you were leaving yesterday.” 
 
    “Late start,” I mumbled as I held my feet out towards the fire. “We had to camp last night.” 
 
    “I see you made it here safely,” Yvaine noted. 
 
    “Made good time traveling on my own,” Dehn replied. “Lavinia and I have worked out a few times since I got here. And Imogen joined us a couple of times. That one’s got a few moves, I gotta say.” 
 
    “And where are the fair ladonae?” Maruk asked. 
 
    “Looking over some maps,” Dehn replied with a shrug. “They were having some long discussion about where to take the Shodra. I left when they started talking about using hot air balloons to cross the Iolian Sea.” 
 
    “Is that even possible?” Aerin asked. 
 
    “Don’t know, don’t care,” Dehn said as he claimed a seat. “I’m not doing it.” 
 
    Rezo returned with enough tea to fill a swimming pool, and three platters full of ham and cheese sandwiches. The crusty bread was still warm enough to melt the cheese, and the ham had just a hint of honey sweetness. I added a nice dollop of mustard and some crunchy pickles to my sandwiches and decided that a good ham and cheese was one of the essentials in any universe. 
 
    “That was good,” Emeline purred as she settled into her chair. “I could eat that every day.” 
 
    “But then you’d grow bored with it and want something else,” Lena pointed out.  
 
    “I don’t know,” Aerin replied as she licked a bit of mustard from a fingertip. “I don’t think it’s possible to have too much ham and cheese.” 
 
    “Now that would be an interesting test,” Maruk mused. “If I served you ham and cheese sandwiches, say, for lunch every day, would you grow bored?” 
 
    “Would they be the same ham and cheese sandwiches every day, or would you have variations?” Yvaine asked.  
 
    “It’s ham and cheese,” Aerin said. “Does it matter?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Maruk asserted. “Just look at the ham options alone. Thin sliced Ayermo, thick slabs of Boranian butt, the smokey flavors of Iskanda porchulla.” 
 
    “I’m sorry I asked,” Aerin sighed. 
 
    “And then there’s the bread options, the cheese options, the condiments,” Maruk continued. 
 
    “It doesn’t sound like we could get bored with all those possibilities,” I replied. 
 
    We were saved from any further contemplation of the infinite varieties of ham and cheese by the arrival of Lavinia and Imogen. Both ladies wore all black today, in nearly identical design. I might have risked a comment if the tension between the two hadn’t been so obvious. 
 
    “Oh, you look like sisters,” Lena blurted out in delight. 
 
    So much for my plan. 
 
    “We look nothing like sisters,” Imogen snapped. “And really, I don’t know how you people are still alive. Haven’t you ever tried to plan for something more than a day in advance?” 
 
    “We always have a plan,” Maruk replied.  
 
    “They just don’t always go the way they’re supposed to,” Dehn added. 
 
    “Wandering around a mountainside looking for a castle is not a plan,” Imogen huffed. 
 
    “That was the puca’s fault,” Lavinia replied. 
 
    Merlin looked up from his bowl of cream and raspberried. 
 
    “So, how’s the planning going?” I finally cut in. 
 
    “We have a few possibilities where Maderel might have hidden the Shodra,” Imogen said. “The Tower’s been through quite a few renovations over the years, especially whenever a new High Mage takes over. But I think we have a pretty good picture of what the Tower really looks like. Emeline, since you’re the one who’s most familiar with the Tower, I’d like to go over a few floor plans with you, just to confirm some of the information.” 
 
    “Of course,” Emeline agreed. 
 
    “We’ve also been trying to work out what to do with the Shodra once we have them,” Lavinia continued.  
 
    “Dehn said you were thinking about crossing the Iolian Sea,” I replied. 
 
    “That’s one possibility,” Lavinia said. “King Farouk is no friend of Ovrista, or the Academy. He created his own training facility for mages, and he won’t allow Academy officials to visit either the school or his court.” 
 
    “But?” I prodded. 
 
    “In some ways, Farouk is even more repressive,” Imogen explained. “There are even tighter limitations on the type of magic one can perform, and women and most other races are definitely second-class citizens. Only human and elf males can move around freely.” 
 
    “That’s no good,” I said. 
 
    “I was thinking we could use it as a waystation if we were desperate,” Imogen replied. 
 
    “This is where it gets crazy,” Lavinia warned. 
 
     “We would only be there long enough to arrange transport to Augustine,” Imogen added. Lavinia rolled her eyes but offered no other comments. 
 
    In fact, the only sound I heard after that statement was the crackling of the fire. I glanced around the room, but I had a hard time deciphering the looks on the faces of my team. 
 
    “What’s Augustine?” I finally asked. 
 
    “It was one of the free cities during the civil war,” Emeline replied. “Some of the world’s greatest thinkers, musicians, artists, idealists all came from there. It was all set to host a peace conference when it was destroyed. Each side accused the other, and there are a lot of stories about what happened, but no one knows for sure.” 
 
    “It’s been rebuilt,” Imogen said. 
 
    “That’s just a myth,” Lavinia snapped. 
 
    “So are the Shodra,” Imogen replied.  
 
    “If it had been rebuilt, people would know,” Lavinia insisted. “You can’t just hide an entire city.” 
 
    “No one has ventured to the Eastern reaches since the end of the civil war,” Imogen protested. “Our world has become considerably smaller. But, I do believe that Augustine still exists.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked. 
 
    “Things that I’ve seen and heard in my travels,” Imogen replied vaguely. “There aren’t many people willing to risk a trip to the East these days, but we could do it.” 
 
    “What’s so dangerous about the trip?” I queried. 
 
    “It’s like all of our recent trips packed into one very long, very hard crossing with no guarantee that there’s anything at the end,” Maruk explained. “Even my family won’t bother with trying to travel to the Eastern reaches. There’s hasn’t been a merchant ship seen in the area for centuries.” 
 
    “When was the last time pirates traveled that way?” Yvaine asked. 
 
    “Quite a while,” Maruk admitted 
 
    “So if someone had rebuilt it in the last few decades, the orcs wouldn’t necessarily know,” Yvaine pointed out. 
 
    “Especially if they have no interest in trading with the west,” Imogen said. “There wouldn’t be any shipping traffic for the orcs to see.” 
 
    “But, wouldn’t they want people to know they were there?” Aerin asked. 
 
    “Why?” Lena mused. “The last time they involved themselves in worldly affairs, they were completely destroyed.” 
 
    “So they’ve just rebuilt a secret city,” Lavinia huffed. “Do I have to point out that if they’ve gone to all this trouble to build a secret city, they probably wouldn’t welcome a band of travelers? Especially a band of travelers being hunted by the Academy?” 
 
    “You said that was one option,” I cut in. “What else do you have?” 
 
    “Morelia,” Imogen replied, but Lena was already shaking her head. 
 
    “No, we shouldn’t go there,” Lena insisted. “They would only protect us from the Academy until they knew why the Academy wanted us. Then they would probably just kill us and take the Shodra.” 
 
    “True,” Imogen said. “We’d have to stay hidden from Morelian authorities as well, but I have acquaintances there who could help.” 
 
    “Any place else?” I asked. 
 
    “Lysantia,” Lavinia offered. “The queen has her own ongoing feud with the Tower. She’s been known to protect people they’ve been looking for.” 
 
    “And the Lysantian army is one of the best,” Dehn added. “They’ve beaten back their share of Academy intrusions before.” 
 
    “I’ve heard they have commercial ties to every port,” Maruk added. “We could move quickly to anywhere in the world from there.” 
 
    “No,” I said. “We can’t go there. One of the mages Maderel trained is there as an advisor to the queen. Another one of his students is running some sort of mage school in Morelia.” 
 
    “Well, that limits our options,” Lavinia replied. 
 
    “Augustine is our best option,” Imogen declared. 
 
    “Imaginary cities are not a best option,” Lavinia retorted.  
 
    “It’s not imaginary,” Imogen snapped. “Look, you came to me, and asked me to accept that some ancient elven goddess has sent you on a mission to recover some mystical, magical items built by manipulators. All while being led by someone who should have been killed by the Academy years ago. I’m asking you to accept that Augustine still exists and that we can find it.” 
 
    “It’s still on some of the old maps,” Emeline said thoughtfully as she twirled a lock of her hair. “If they built it near the original, we would at least know generally where to go.” 
 
    “And even if Augustine wasn’t rebuilt,” Lena added, “The Eastern reaches are probably the only place where the Academy doesn’t hold sway.” 
 
    “I’m beginning to think the only option we have is Augustine,” I said. “If Maderel’s been building his army for years, then he probably has ex-students all over the place. We need a place that’s free of his proteges.” 
 
    “As High Mage, Maderel would be able to place people just about anywhere,” Emeline said. “I mean, think about it. There are mages advising just about every councilor, lord, and government employee, and a lot of those mages got their positions because they were recommended by the Tower.” 
 
    “And even if they don’t have a recommendation from the Tower, they probably still have ties to the Tower,” Aerin added. “They’d still be loyal.” 
 
    “To the Tower, or to Maderel,” Yvaine agreed. 
 
    “Drat,” Maruk sighed. “We’re going to Augustine, aren’t we?” 
 
    “Looks that way,” I laughed. “So, what was Dehn saying about using hot air balloons to cross the Iolian Sea?” 
 
    “No balloons,” the halfling protested. “There are plenty of ships that make the crossing.” 
 
    “Mmmm,” Yvaine mused. “I’m not sure the Tewksburys would be willing to give up their balloons for that long any way.” 
 
    “Fine,” Lavinia grumbled as she absently rested her hand on her stomach. “But don’t complain to me when you’re stuck on a ship forever.” 
 
    “I promise,” I replied.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    With the additional material that Dehn had brought the day before, Imogen was able to put together a comprehensive picture of the Tower. She had found several hidden stairwells and quite a few secret rooms. Emeline joked that they could make a fortune selling the information to the students, and I saw Aerin’s eyes light up as she tried to calculate how much money the guild would make off such a scheme. 
 
    Imogen had quickly dismissed what I had come to think of as Maderel’s corporate office. It was too new, and there wasn’t enough space to have a secret room. She agreed that it could hold a well-concealed vault, but, as she pointed out, it was also the office that was most likely to have outside visitors. And while it was on the top floor, in many ways, it had less security.  
 
    Maderel’s office in the heart of the Academy, however, had real potential. It was part of the original building, and one of the sections that had been rebuilt and redesigned every so often as the Academy expanded. Imogen believed that there were two hidden areas, one of which was probably a staircase that led to the basement. Being in the heart of the Tower also meant that spells would go unnoticed. Maderel could have cast a whole sea of security spells, and no one would so much as blink.  
 
    The next step was to confirm that the rooms existed and that the Shodra were there. The one good thing to come out of all our spying was that we had a pretty good idea of what Maderel’s schedule would be like. Despite his occasional sudden visits to places outside the wall, he tended to follow a pretty regular routine.  
 
    Our best opportunity to sneak into his office was in two days. Maderel had his weekly field trip with the seniors, and I had overheard in the halls that this week’s planned trip was to the Academy’s estates to learn about the magical qualities of mushrooms. I’ll admit, I laughed when I pictured Maderal discussing magic mushrooms, but since no one else saw the humor in magical mushrooms, I gave up on that discussion. 
 
    The other major project was to find a way to get Imogen back in the city and then keep her hidden until we were ready to steal the Shodra. The city guard were on high alert since the dark mage attack, and I’d noticed that people entering the city faced more intensive scrutiny. 
 
    “They know we have a ladona in our guild,” Maruk pointed out. “It won’t seem that unusual for us to ride with one.” 
 
    “May I point out that we look nothing alike?” Lavinia snapped. 
 
    “I could help with that,” Lena replied. “If we just change her coloring a little bit, make her look more like you in the face. And we could lighten the horns as well. Add some gloves and a hooded cloak, and they probably won’t look close enough to realize it’s not Lavinia.” 
 
    “And how am I supposed to get back in the city?” Lavinia asked. 
 
    “We can go in separate groups, at different times,” I said. “Make sure the same guards aren’t on duty so they don’t realize that there are two of you.” 
 
    “Unless you have some other way to get back in,” Aerin added. “Maybe over the wall again.” 
 
    “I could climb back up the wall,” Imogen said with a shrug, “But your way does sound easier. I think the more important question is how do you intend to locate the Shodra?” 
 
    “I can check for protection spells in his office,” I replied. “And I can confirm that there’s a hidden room.” 
 
    “But you won’t be able to look inside,” Lavinia pointed out. 
 
    “Maybe,” I mused. “Though, I might be able to see enough about his spells that I can put it back in place when I’m done.” 
 
    “Don’t take any unnecessary risks,” Imogen replied. “We don’t want him to realize that someone is interested in the Shodra. Just confirm the room is there. If it is, we can finalize our plans to break in.” 
 
    “So who goes back first?” Dehn asked. “I’m just asking because my friend invited me for dinner tomorrow night.” 
 
    “This would be the friend who works in the city archive?” I asked in amazement. 
 
    “Dehn has a girlfriend,” Aerin teased in a sing-song voice. 
 
    “She’s just a friend,” Dehn said defensively. 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Lavinia said with a smirk. 
 
    “Dare I ask where you plan to go for dinner?” Maruk inquired. 
 
    “We like The Eight Bells,” Dehn replied.  
 
    “That’s the place that has mud wrestling, isn’t it?” Lavinia asked. 
 
    “And bare-knuckle boxing on the weekend,” Imogen added. 
 
    “It’s classy,” Dehn sniffed. “And the buffet is all-you-can-eat.” 
 
    “I’m getting heartburn just thinking about it,” Maruk sighed dramatically. 
 
    “Alright,” I finally said. “Dehn, Imogen, Aerin, and Maruk get to go first. That way, if anyone does look too closely at Imogen, you three should be able to get her back out. Or, if need be, Aerin will convince them that you’re bringing her in for the bounty. The rest of us will follow after the shift change.” 
 
    “All right!” Dehn cheered. “I’ll be back in time for dinner!” 
 
    With our return finally organized, we spent the rest of the day in front of a cozy fire, and feasted on the dishes that kept appearing from the kitchen. Either the cook was afraid we were starving to death, or was desperate to use up supplies that wouldn’t last through the winter. Whatever the reason, we were treated to a constant flow of tasty dishes.  
 
    The cook was so disappointed by our departure that she joined Rezo the next morning to bid us goodbye. She also handed us two large baskets filled with more food. Maruk finally cheered the woman up by promising to return with some of his homemade jams so they could continue their discussion on the best techniques to use for each type of fruit. 
 
    The morning was crisp and bright, and we made good time as we rode. By lunchtime, we had reached a small town that boasted two pubs and a full restaurant. There were also more people on the road, many of whom were regular visitors to Ovrista. We overheard several still discussing Imogen’s dramatic escape and the bounty on her head, so we peeled off the main road onto an old cart track before anyone started looking too closely at either of the ladonae in our group. 
 
    When we were within sight of the city walls, we cut across a fallow field towards an old barn. We’d helped the farmer who owned it recover his stolen donkeys, and in return, he’d told us we could use the barn if we ever needed a place to stay for the night if we didn’t make it back inside the city gates before they were locked. We’d never taken him up on his offer before, but now we turned it into Lena’s beauty salon. 
 
    While Maruk, Dehn, and I waited outside with the horses, Lena and her team went to work. Lena had been quick to assure Imogen that no pills or potions would be involved, just plenty of lost and forgotten make-up that Lena had found while scrounging through the various guest bathrooms at the Constello estate. Imogen had looked relieved when she’d heard that, especially after Aerin had produced poor Maruk’s shirt, which was now a distinct shade of putrid brown.   
 
    We spent twenty minutes stomping our feet against the ground and blowing on our hands before the door to the barn opened again. Imogen emerged first, followed by Lavinia. If I hadn’t been so familiar with Lavinia’s look, I might have thought there were two of her now. Or, at least that she had a sister.  
 
    Lena had lightened Imogen’s skin tone and even found a way to make her horns match Lavinia’s ivory color. A dusting of powder had turned the black locks almost silver, and with the hood pulled up, it would pass as Lavinia’s mane. Imogen’s eyes were still a black well, but hopefully, none of the guards would know Lavinia well enough to notice. 
 
    “How do I look?” Imogen asked. 
 
    “Quite persuasive,” Maruk replied as he leaned in for a closer look. “Certainly more than adequate to fool the guards.” 
 
    “Dehn and Aerin will be able to keep them from looking too closely,” I added as I looked at the elf and the halfling, both of whom nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Dehn always asks for the latest updates on various criminal cases,” Aerin explained as Imogen looked at the pair. “That can eat up a lot of time, but the guards just spend it all talking to Dehn instead of checking the rest of us. If that doesn’t work, I can always find ways to distract them.” 
 
    “I like to know what’s going on,” Dehn added when Imogen gave him a questioning stare. 
 
    “All right, good luck,” I said. “Let us know as soon as you’re inside.” 
 
    “Will do,” Aerin replied cheerfully as the first group remounted. She gave a jaunty wave as the foursome returned to the trail, and Merlin chirruped in response. The rest of us stood and watched until they were out of sight, then quickly filed back into the barn with our horses in tow.  
 
    The barn was occupied by a pair of cows, the two donkeys we’d recovered, a goat, a large collection of chickens, and a large lizard thing I decided I wasn’t going to ask about. Merlin eyed all this and licked his lips, so I gave him a nudge with my boot and my best warning glance. He twitched his nose a few times, but finally climbed back onto my shoulder with a heavy sigh.  
 
    Lena had just finished repacking all the make-up when the barn door opened again. I recognized the farmer who owned the place as he stepped inside. He had a pitchfork in his hand, and he jabbed it in the air as he squinted in our direction. 
 
    “I’ll get you, you dirty little thieves!” the farmer yelled out. 
 
    “William, it’s us,” I called back. “The Shadow Foxes. We just stopped here for a moment so Lena could, uh, well, uh--” 
 
    William squinted at us, and Lena held up the glow stick she’d been using to apply the make-up. 
 
    “Oh, Shadow Foxes,” William said with relief as he lowered his pitchfork. “I thought you were in here trying to rustle my cows. Can you believe that orcs have been spotted this far inland, stealing cows of all things?” 
 
    “It’s a strange world we live in,” Lavinia replied. 
 
    “Out on another bounty?” William asked. 
 
    “Er, yes,” I replied. 
 
    “Well, I’m glad it’s you I found in here,” William sighed. “Maybe you being here will scare off any orcs in the area.” 
 
    “We’d like to stay here for about an hour, if that’s all right,” I asked. 
 
    “Absolutely,” William said enthusiastically. “Do you need anything? Maybe something hot to drink?” 
 
    “That would be great,” I assured him. 
 
    “The wife has some warm mead over the fire,” William replied. “Let me just go get some.” 
 
    William stepped back outside, careful to shut the door behind him. I could hear his footsteps retreating quickly up the path to the house. 
 
    “At least they’re not taking shepherds,” Lavinia pointed out. 
 
    “I will be forever grateful to the cook that explained that to them,” I replied. 
 
    We waited in pleasant silence until William and his wife returned. William carried a large pitcher, and I could see the steam rolling off the top. The smell of cinnamon and nutmeg drifted with it, and I saw the other Shadow Foxes perk up in anticipation. His wife held five mugs, and she greeted each of us as if we were long-lost friends as she passed them out. With our mugs in hand, William filled each one to the very top.  
 
    “Delicious,” I declared after I took a sip. There was apple in there, as well as honey, and it was the perfect drink after a day on the road. 
 
    “We’re just happy you came by,” the wife replied. She was small and round, and her eyes twinkled like Santa’s were supposed to. She’d bounced up and down when we’d returned with the donkeys, and kissed everyone on their cheeks, even Maruk, who had practically done a toe touch just so she could reach him. I tried to come up with a name and then decided I may never have heard it. William had always just called her wife. 
 
    “It’s fabulous, Lulu,” Lena agreed. “It’s just the thing to chase away a chill.” 
 
    Well, at least someone in our group knew her name. 
 
    “Oh, thank you, Lena,” the woman replied heartily.  
 
    “So you said orcs are stealing cows now,” Lavinia asked as she took another sip of the mead. 
 
    “Damndest thing,” William said with a shake of his head. “What the heck are a bunch of pirates doing with cows? And a lot of cows, at that. They could start a dairy farm with what they’ve taken so far.” 
 
    “Maybe they’re going to try breeding them,” Lena suggested. Lavinia sputtered, and nearly spat out the sip of mead she’d just taken. Coming from any of the other Foxes, I would have assumed the comment was meant to be sarcastic. Coming from Lena, I decided she was actually sincere. 
 
    “Huh,” William said speculatively. “Hadn’t thought of that.” 
 
    “Do orcs know how to raise cattle?” Lulu asked. 
 
    “Never heard of it if they do,” William replied. 
 
    “They could just buy the cattle,” Lulu suggested. 
 
    “That’s not really the orc way,” Yvaine finally managed to say. 
 
    “But there’s that fella who rides with you,” William pointed out. “I don’t think he would just steal a cow.” 
 
    “No,” Emeline agreed. “He would not. But not all orcs are as refined as Maruk.” 
 
    “Now that’s the truth,” William said sadly. “Maybe you could convince Maruk to talk to some of these orcs, make them see reason. Or at least, find out what they want with all our cows.” 
 
    “We’ll ask him about it next time we see him,” I replied. 
 
    We spent the rest of the hour enjoying small talk with William and Lulu, while the assorted farm animals looked on, and our horses stole bites of hay when no one was looking. When the sun had nearly set, we took our leave. We promised to investigate the orcs’ sudden and mysterious interest in cattle and thanked Lulu for her delicious mead. We received another round of kisses from Lulu and a firm pat on the back from William.  
 
    We were nearly back to the main road when I remembered to check the paper. There was just enough light left to pick out a message from Aerin saying that they were back at the guildhall without any problems. Dehn had left for his date with his friend who was, in fact, a girl, and Imogen was immersed in the tub trying to remove all the make-up. I erased the message and tucked the paper back into my pack. 
 
    We arrived at the city wall and joined the line of stragglers trying to get in before the main gate was closed for the night. The guards were bored, and not very interested in checking the people who were coming into the city. The only guard who seemed alert was the one standing on top of the wall. He watched the nearby countryside with one hand on his sword and the other one near the rope for the bell that signaled something dangerous had been spotted approaching the city. 
 
    “Hey, Martell,” I said as we approached the head of the line. I recognized Martell from a few of our other late night returns to the city. He always seemed to be out here on the night shift, although the others all rotated on a regular basis. 
 
    “Shadow Foxes,” Martell greeted roughly. “Any bounties today?” 
 
    “Working on it,” I replied. “So, what are you guys watching for?” 
 
    “Orcs,” came the succinct answer. I saw Lavinia roll her eyes. 
 
    “Out here?” I asked in feigned surprise. 
 
    “Been stealing cows all over the place,” Martell explained. “Even this far inland. Don’t know what they’re planning, but the city decided it might be part of some new attack strategy. We’ve been told to be on alert.” 
 
    “It seems really quiet out there,” I observed. “We didn’t see any orcs.” 
 
    “Could be part of the plan,” Martell replied with a shrug. He waved us through without any further inspection, and we made our way back to the stables.  
 
    Once the horses had been brushed and fed, we walked back to the guildhall. We were met just inside the door by a grinning Aerin.  
 
    “Oh no,” Yvaine said. “What’s happened?” 
 
    “Not much,” Aerin replied. “Though Lena, you might want to hide in your lab for a while.” 
 
    “Why?” Lena asked in genuine puzzlement. 
 
    “Well, let me ask this,” Aerin said. “Did you make any changes to any of that make-up you found?” 
 
    “Oh, well, just to get the right color,” Lena replied. 
 
    “Oh no,” I and Yvaine echoed. 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Aerin replied. 
 
    “What happened?” Emeline asked impatiently. 
 
    “Well, let’s just say that hiding Imogen has just become a lot more difficult,” Aerin declared. 
 
    “Just tell us already,” Lavinia snapped. 
 
    “She’s feeling a bit... blue,” Aerin laughed. 
 
    “Oh no,” I repeated. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Yvaine asked. “What part is now blue?” 
 
    “Her skin and her horns,” Aerin finally managed to explain when she stopped laughing. 
 
    “I should go to her,” Lena said. “I think I know something that might work.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t do that,” Aerin warned. “Maruk has Imogen holed up in his room while he tests out his various skin cleansers, but once she knows you’re back, she’s probably going to run you through with a sword.” 
 
    “I can relate to that,” Lavinia observed. 
 
    “I’ll go talk to her,” Yvaine offered. “I might be able to provide some assistance.” 
 
    “Lena and I will go to the lab,” Emeline said as she grabbed the elf by the arm and started to drag her away. “We’ll see if we can come up with anything.” 
 
    “I would like to see this,” Lavinia admitted as she followed Yvaine up the stairs. There was a gleeful glint in her eye, and I had a feeling Maruk was about to go from skin care consultant to fight referee. Aerin gave me a wink and followed Lavinia and Yvaine. 
 
    That just left me and Merlin. Merlin looked at me with his two golden eyes, then chirped. 
 
    “You can’t be hungry,” I replied. “You almost ate an entire basket of food on your own.” 
 
    Merlin chirped again, then trotted off in the direction of the kitchen. I heard Lavinia’s loud laugh from upstairs, followed by a not so kind comment from Imogen about her parentage. Maruk’s soothing voice broke in, suggesting that some of the astringent water he kept might be just the thing. I heard muttering, and a door slam, and decided that saving our food supplies from a hungry puca was a just and noble cause.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    I knew that Maderel’s weekly lectures for the senior class usually started late in the morning, but since today’s mission would take them out to the estates, I guessed they would be getting an earlier start than usual. I arrived at the Tower just before the clock struck ten and ambled inside with a pack of students. I hoped Lain would be on the desk, since he would probably wave me upstairs without a second thought.  
 
    My luck wasn’t quite that good today. Purple Polly manned the desk, and I knew she wouldn’t just let me walk straight to the stairs. She may not be as much of a stickler for the rules as Marv the troll-killer, but I still had to have her permission to venture beyond the lobby.  
 
    “Good morning, Polly,” I said as I stepped up to the desk. 
 
    “Oh, good morning,” she replied as she blinked at me a few times. I gave her my most charming smile, and her blinking picked up speed.  
 
    “I know I’m not on Maderel’s schedule today,” I continued. “But I wanted to return a book and ask him some questions.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said again. “He’s not here.” 
 
    “Not here?” I asked with a frown. “But he gives the senior lecture later.” 
 
    “They already left,” she explained. “They went out to the estate for some field work.” 
 
    “Oh,” I replied in a disappointed voice. I heaved a sigh and stared vaguely out the window. “Well, I guess I could leave a note.” 
 
    “That would be okay,” Polly agreed.  
 
    “I’ll just let him know that I’m back in the city and ready to meet again,” I added as I started to walk towards the stairs. 
 
    “Wait,” Polly called out. “Where are you going?” 
 
    “To leave him a note,” I said as I walked back towards the desk. 
 
    “You can just leave it here at the desk,” she replied. 
 
    “But I can’t be sure he’ll get it if I do that,” I sighed as I shook my head sadly. 
 
    “I’ll make sure he gets it,” Polly sniffed indignantly. 
 
    “I’m sure you would,” I reassured her. “But they’ll be gone all day, and you probably won’t be here when they get back. So how do I know whoever is on the desk when he gets back will know to give him my note?” 
 
    “I’ll tell them,” Polly replied after a few more blinks. 
 
    “Can I be honest with you?” I asked and moved in closer conspiratorially. 
 
    “Of course,” Polly insisted. 
 
    “I really only trust you and Lain,” I said just above a whisper. “You two are the only ones who really know how to run the desk.” 
 
    “Well,” Polly drawled, then paused for a moment to think. “I guess if you’re just leaving him a note.” 
 
    “I’ll just slip it under his door,” I assured her. 
 
    “Okay,” she agreed. “I mean, you’re practically a student here any way.” 
 
    “Why, thank you,” I replied. “That’s a high compliment coming from a top student like you.” 
 
    “It’s true,” Polly replied as her cheeks turned pink, and her fingers started to play with a small thread that dangled from the end of a sleeve. 
 
    “That you’re a top student?” I teased. “Yes, absolutely.” 
 
    Purple Polly’s entire face was now bright pink, and her blinks were so rapid that I was surprised that she could still see anything.  
 
    “I’ll just go leave my note,” I declared with another giant smile, and Polly nodded in agreement. 
 
    I strode across the lobby to the stairs and bounded up the steps before Polly could change her mind. I knew that the other professors who had offices near Maderel’s would either be in class or in the labs at this time, so I wasn’t surprised when I found the hallway empty. I walked quietly along and peeked casually inside offices as I went. The offices were all empty. 
 
    I stopped in front of Maderel’s office and scrounged in my pack for a sheet of regular paper and a pencil stub. I scribbled a note that said I was back in Ovrista, and that I had been practicing some of Lackland’s exercises.  
 
    I looked around again, then tested the door. Maderel’s door was locked, which was no surprise. I checked it with my mana and was surprised to discover it was just an ordinary lock. After another quick glance, I placed my hand over the keyhole, and sent a small burst of mana into the lock. I heard a snick and a small pop. I turned the knob, and the door opened without a sound.  
 
    I stepped inside and closed the door behind me. I took a moment to draw in a deep breath, and then I looked around the room, this time using my mana to check for spells. There were tons of spells, many of them overlapping. They covered just about every surface in the place, including quite a few of the books, and even the small rubber ball we’d used during the air mage exercises.  
 
    As I looked closer, I could see that many of the spells were faded, and others looked incomplete. I realized that the various tenants of this office had probably never bothered to remove any spells cast by their predecessors before enacting their own. It was a jumbled mess, and it made it harder to figure out which ones would set off some sort of alarm, or initiate some sort of protection, like zapping me with a bolt of lightning. 
 
    I took another deep breath and started moving slowly around the room, careful not to touch anything until I determined it was safe to do so. I soon discovered that each spellcaster had his own unique style, just like every person has their own handwriting. I could start to pick out spells that had been cast by the same mage, even if I had no idea who that mage was. I could also recognize what type of mage had cast a spell, both by the type of spell, and the color it took on. 
 
    Maderel’s spells were easy to detect, since they were the newest. Like the man himself, his spells came in all the elemental colors, and wove in and out in complex patterns and shapes. I could understand some of his spells, but others were a mystery. I needed more time to study them to be able to pull them apart. I decided I still had a few minutes before Polly would start to get concerned, and I quickly copied as many of Maderel’s spells as I could. 
 
    I also needed to find the exact location of the hidden rooms as well. The sheer number of spells made it difficult to see much of anything else with my mana besides the spells. As I moved around the office, however, I came across a spot directly behind Maderel’s desk that bore what had to be several centuries’ worth of concealment spells. If I squinted at it long enough, I could just make out the faint line of what could be a door. 
 
    The second one was harder to find. I went around the room twice more before I noticed something odd about the horse painting. As I looked at the horse, I suddenly realized that there was a spell embedded in the paint, but the color of the paint helped conceal its presence, even from my mana enhanced vision.  
 
    The spell was definitely one of Maderel’s. It was tightly woven and layered in a way that made it difficult to pick apart. I wrote down everything I could see, as well as all of the nearby spells, no matter how old they were. I was positive that this was the place that held the Shodra, and I had no doubt that Maderel would reuse even some of these arcane spells to keep them hidden. 
 
    The sound of another office door opening and closing served as a reminder that the hallway would soon be busy again. I took one last look at the painting, then quietly slipped back outside. I used my mana to relock the door, then slid my note underneath. 
 
    Polly was busy with what looked like a group of potential students when I returned to the lobby. She barely spared me a glance when I waved in her direction, and I stepped out into the day’s gray light confident that my intrusion had escaped notice. 
 
     I returned to the guildhall which was quiet once again. I heard Maruk in the kitchen, and spotted a pink vapor seeping out from under the door to Lena’s lab, but other than that, there wasn’t a sign of anyone else in the building, so I went straight back to my own room for a cram session. 
 
    I lit every lamp in the room, then sat in the middle of the floor with my notes from Maderel’s office in front of me. Every book I had that carried any mention of spells and how to cast them lay scattered around me like islands in the sea.  
 
    Merlin watched from his perch on top of the dresser for a while, but eventually he grew bored. He disappeared under the bed, and I could hear him rustling around among one of his stashes. Eventually, he returned with a string of pearls double-looped around his neck. 
 
    “You look lovely,” I said as the puca settled into my lap. 
 
    He bumped the top of his head against my hand, and I scratched him between the ears. We stayed like that for hours, and I didn’t realize how much time had passed until someone rapped on my door. I stretched to try to loosen the muscles that had become stiff and walked ungracefully to the door. I opened it to find Imogen standing in front of me. She still had a slight blue tinge, but otherwise looked like herself once again. 
 
    “Maruk sent me,” she said. “You missed lunch, and he was worried you might miss dinner.” 
 
    “What time is it?” I asked as I tried to work a kink out of my back. 
 
    “To quote the orc, ‘time to replenish and restore,’” she replied. 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” I sighed.  
 
    “Any luck today at Maderel’s office?” the ladona asked as we started towards the dining hall. Merlin darted ahead, his pearl necklace gleaming against the black fur. 
 
    “The place is covered in spells, but I think I found the two rooms,” I replied. “And I think I know which one is the staircase, and which one is the room with the Shodra.” 
 
    “Can you get to them?” she queried. 
 
    “I’m going over the spells,” I said. “The older ones I can disrupt easily enough without setting anything off. It’s Maderel’s that concern me.” 
 
    “That’s no surprise,” she mused. 
 
    “No,” I agreed. “His are extremely complex. Far more complex than any I’ve ever seen before. There’s only one way to safely disarm them, as far as I can tell. One wrong move and the whole thing will blow up in your face. Or worse.” 
 
    “How soon will you be ready?” she asked. 
 
    “I’ve nearly worked it out, but I’d like a day to test a few things,” I replied.  
 
    “That might work,” she said. 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “We’ve been working on distractions,” Imogen remarked. “Obviously, it has to be big in order to draw Maderel far enough away from the Shodra that we can slip in and get them.” 
 
    “Yes,” I agreed. 
 
    “Yvaine learned from Raynald that the city council is holding an emergency meeting in three days to discuss the current state of affairs of the city’s defense,” Imogen explained. “What with orcs running about, my escape, and the dark mages kidnapping people.” 
 
    “Ah,” I smiled. “Too much bad publicity.” 
 
    “Exactly,” she agreed. “Raynald’s in a lather, insisting he can’t be blamed for what happened. He asked Yvaine to bring the Shadow Foxes so we could explain what a spectacular job he’s done.” 
 
    “And, no doubt, this will all somehow end up being our guild’s fault,” I added. 
 
    “No doubt,” she laughed. “Maderel has been invited as well, though he hasn’t sent word that he’ll be there.” 
 
    “Usually he attends these things,” I replied, “but he may not if he thinks the council is simply going to blame him for the mage attack.” 
 
    “So,” Imogen added. “We need to be sure that he does attend.” 
 
    “And what devious plan have the Foxes concocted?” I asked with a smile.  
 
    “The only thing we know that will get his attention,” she declared. “An attack using dark magic at the council meeting.” 
 
    I stopped in my tracks and stared at the ladona.  
 
    “Don’t worry,” she assured me. “It won’t be a real one. It will just look like one. At least, long enough to keep Maderel from the tower and let us recover the Shodra.” 
 
    “And even once the mages discover it’s not black magic,” I mused as I started walking again, “the council will be so up in arms that Maderel won’t be able to simply walk away from the meeting.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Imogen replied.  
 
    “I like it,” I admitted. “But how do you simulate black magic?” 
 
    “Very carefully,” Imogen said with a grimace. “But with some of the smells and such that Lena can produce, along with a few spells that Emeline has been practicing, I think they can pull it off.” 
 
    “The only problem is that Maderel will notice if I’m not there with the rest of the guild,” I pointed out. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Imogen said. “Yvaine’s already planted the idea that the Shadow Foxes will be arriving from different locations so you won’t all arrive in one big group. No one will pay much attention, especially since the Foxes will make a point of scattering around the room.” 
 
    We arrived at the dining hall, and I found the rest of the Shadow Foxes had already gathered around the table. Large serving bowls sat in the middle of the table, and my team was happily ladling food onto their plates. Loaves of warm, crusty bread were being passed around, as was a pitcher of fruit-flavored water. 
 
    “Gabriel!” Lena cried out happily. “We haven’t seen you all day!” 
 
    “I’ve been working through Maderel’s spells,” I replied as I took a seat. My stomach grumbled, and I suddenly realized just how hungry I was. The scents of oregano and basil filled the air, and I was reminded of my favorite Italian place in San Francisco. I took a sizable helping of everything and dove right in. 
 
    It was delicious and worthy of the best kitchens in Tuscany, and while some of the ingredients may not have been familiar to Italians, or anyone else on Earth, it was certainly close enough in perfection to be worthy of a ‘bravo’ or two. I scooped up the last drop of sauce with a thick slice of buttery garlic bread and enjoyed a moment of sheer contentment. 
 
    “So,” I began as I finally set my plate aside, “What’s this about simulating black magic?” 
 
    “We’ve been reading about some of the spells they cast,” Emeline replied. “Lena and I think we can copy some of the results.” 
 
    “It probably won’t fool any of the mages for very long,” Lena added, “But all we really want to do is keep everyone busy at the civil building.” 
 
    “Which brings us to the second part,” Lavinia said. 
 
    “There’s a second part?” I asked with a quick glance at Imogen, who shrugged. 
 
    “This was Dehn’s idea, and it’s brilliant,” Lena replied. 
 
    “Well, Alicia put me on to it,” Dehn admitted.  
 
    “What is it?” I repeated.  
 
    “Well,” Dehn started, then stopped as he shifted uncomfortably in his chair. 
 
    “Oh, come on,” Lavinia sighed. “You’ll run full tilt at a golem without hesitation, but you’ll get nervous about speaking to your boss about your plan?” 
 
    “I am not nervous,” Dehn insisted. He glared at Lavinia, then lifted his chin and looked somewhere over my right shoulder. “Alicia, that’s my friend in records, she mentioned that the farmers who have lost their cows asked the city for a permit to hold a protest. The city denied it, which made the farmers really unhappy. So, we may have spread the word that the council was going to have this big meeting, and that maybe the farmers should attend so they can be heard.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said. 
 
    “But they won’t just sit there quietly,” Lavinia continued. “We’ve also told them that the council meeting was the perfect place to stage a protest.” 
 
    “An anonymous supporter has even offered to provide signs and noisemakers,” Maruk added with a side look at Yvaine. 
 
    “It may have also been suggested that the farmers could, if the council proved unresponsive, engage in a sit-in,” Yvaine finished. 
 
    “So even if Maderel wants to leave, the farmers won’t let him,” Aerin explained. “I mean, eventually he will, but hopefully not too quickly.” 
 
    “Well, every second counts,” I agreed. “And I doubt Maderel will want to be known as the High Mage who killed a bunch of farmers just so he could leave a meeting.” 
 
    “What do you think?” Emeline asked. 
 
    “I think Maderel will end up there, whether or not he wants to,” I replied with a grin. “What’s the timing on all these events?” 
 
    “Well, if Maderel is at the meeting, we’ll let the protestors run the show until Maderel tries to leave,” Aerin replied. “Then we stage our fake black magic attack to keep him there.” 
 
    “If it looks like he’s not going to be at the meeting, then we’ll start the attack to draw him there,” Lavinia added. 
 
    “And I’ll be sure to suggest to Raynald at that point that the High Mage must be sent for,” Yvaine finished. “Because surely he’s the only one worthy of saving our skins. Well, Raynald’s skin, at least.” 
 
    “Now all I have to do is unravel Maderel’s spells before the meeting,” I sighed.  
 
    “Oh, we know you’ll do it,” Lena replied. “You’re the best manipulator out there.” 
 
    “Considering that I’m currently the only one we know for sure that actually exists, that’s not saying much,” I teased. 
 
    “Fair point,” Maruk mused. “Perhaps we should amend Lena’s statement to say ‘you’re the best manipulator we know because the others have been too clever to be found.’” 
 
    “Ouch!” I protested with a laugh. “I know when to give up. I need to get back to work anyway.” 
 
    “Right,” Maruk agreed as he pushed back from the table. “And the rest of you lazy louts can help me clean the dishes.” 
 
    There were a chorus of protests, but Maruk herded the rest of the Shadow Foxes, all bearing an assortment of dirty dishes and silverware, back to the kitchen. I filled my glass with more of the water and carried it back to my room.  
 
    I settled back on the floor and immersed myself in the spells again. It was a long slog, and I started to get frustrated. I was about to give up, when something about the spells made me sit back and rethink what I had been doing. I realized I had been attacking the spells as if they were all unique pieces, but the reality was that they shared a lot of common links. I stopped thinking of the writing in front of me as spells and started working on it as if they were lines of code. 
 
    Suddenly, the spells began to unravel. I could see every instruction Maderel had created, and I knew exactly how to get in and shut it down. Who would have guessed that all that time parsing through video games would pay off in this magical world? 
 
    At some point, I realized I needed sleep. The lines of code were blurring before my eyes, and I couldn’t distinguish between them anymore. I gave up and dragged myself over to the bed. I was asleep within moments, but even in my dreams, I still saw Maderel’s spells weaving in the air. 
 
    It was a sign of how tired I was that I didn’t even realize anyone else was in the bed with me until I woke up with the first gray light of dawn. And I only woke up because I couldn’t roll over. Something blocked my path. 
 
    “Who?” I mumbled as I peered out from one eye.  
 
    I noticed the lamps had all been doused, and my papers and books neatly stacked. I didn’t remember doing that, and I couldn’t imagine Merlin suddenly going on a cleaning binge. I opened my other eye and saw a long trail of black hair across the other pillow. I sat up with a jolt, pulling the blanket with me. 
 
    Emeline stretched and rolled towards me. She blinked at me blearily, then set up as well. A blush spread across her cheeks as I took in the lovely curves of her body. 
 
    “I came to check in on you last night,” she offered. “You’d collapsed onto the bed without dousing the lamps or anything. So I did all of that and then pulled the covers over you.” 
 
    “Um, okay,” I replied. “How did you end up…” 
 
    “Well, you were having a bad dream,” she said. 
 
    “I was?” I scratched at my chin and tried to remember what I had dreamed. All I could remember for sure were Maderel’s spells. They had been everywhere and on everything. I shivered then as I recalled how I had been racing around frantically in the dream, trying to remove the spells. But every time I removed one, a new one would pop up somewhere else.  
 
    “I sat down next to you, and you grabbed my hand,” she continued. “That seemed to calm you down, so I thought I should stay.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said softly. “But that doesn’t explain, you know, why you aren’t wearing clothes…” 
 
    She smiled shyly and looked away for a moment. I could see her chest moving up and down, faster than it had been just a moment ago. I placed my hand along the nape of her neck, and she looked at me again. Her eyes held a golden gleam as she slowly licked her lips with a very long tongue. 
 
    “You once told me you would let me know when you were ready,” I whispered in her ear. 
 
    “Yesss,” She purred, and her eyes no longer carried her usual shyness. “The others… they’ve been talking.” 
 
    “Oh?” I asked. 
 
    “We all want what Lavinia has,” Emeline whispered. 
 
    “My baby growing inside of you?” I asked.  
 
    “Yes,” Emeline cleared her throat, “but humans and my kind… well… it’s a miracle that Lavinia is pregnant with your child.” 
 
    “And you want that same miracle?” I asked, and I realized that my cock was rock hard with the thoughts of filling her with my cum. 
 
    “Yes,” She purred again. “Gabriel, I love you. Will you give me a baby?” 
 
    “Of course,” I said without a moment's hesitation.  
 
    She growled and suddenly pushed me back onto the bed. She sat on top of me, staring hungrily at me. I let her look for a moment, and then I pulled her in for a deep kiss. That long cat tongue danced inside me, finding places I barely knew I had.  
 
    When I finally released her, she went to work across my torso, licking every inch with enthusiasm. Her tongue was rough, and it nearly drove me wild in anticipation. By the time she’d worked her way down to my groin, I was writhing at her touch. I heard her growl again as she took my cock into her mouth, and I reached out and grabbed the only thing I could find, the long, thick tresses of her hair.  
 
    I was nearing climax, but I needed her to be there with me. I pulled her back up, then turned her onto her back. I locked my lips over hers while I slowly worked my finger against her clit. I worked her slowly, letting the heat and moisture build. When I felt her whole body clench, I plunged my shaft inside. She cried out as I buried myself deep inside her.  
 
    “Oh gods, oh gods, oh gods,” she yelped as I drove harder. She was tight as a drum and holding me inside her with all of her strength. 
 
    She twisted beneath me, trying to pull me in deeper. I obliged and sank into her flesh as far and as deep as it was possible to go. She was chuffing now, and she nearly climbed up my chest to pull herself up to my face. She latched her lips onto mine, and I felt her tongue move into me again. I held us both there, right on the precipice, until I felt her whole body start to quiver.  
 
    With one last push, I let go and groaned as my balls clenched, and my sperm raced into her velvety tunnel.  
 
    “Oh!” The cat-girl meowed as she bucked her hips up against me. The movement caused her to slide up and down my shaft, and a bit of my cum leaked out of her pussy while I pumped in and out of her. 
 
    Then her climax was over, and she collapsed back onto the bed with a happy purr.  
 
    I smiled down at her, taking in her tawny color and those oh-so-lovely green eyes. Those lovely green eyes that were already taking on that ravenous look again. 
 
    “You’re hungry this morning,” I said with a smile. 
 
    “So are you,” she replied as she examined my eyes just as closely. Her tongue darted out again, and she turned her head to lick the perspiration that was dripping down my arms. I moaned as my body shivered in response. 
 
    “Let me be on top this time,” she suggested.  
 
    I nodded, and she pulled me towards her. I buried myself in her body, tracing kisses along her neck and down her finely toned abs. She laughed and pushed me down on the bed as she rolled on top. She sat upright, giving me a spectacular view of her breasts. I reached up and cupped both of them in my hands, and I felt her shiver in response. 
 
    She started to arch back slowly, positioning herself in just the right spot, and I squeezed her breasts and teased her nipples while she ground against me. She held me between her muscled thighs as I pulled her hips down so I could go deeper, and I felt her wet walls tighten again. 
 
    “That’s it,” she called out as I found my rhythm and thrust inside her, driving deeper with each stroke.   
 
    Emeline’s pussy was drenched from the sperm I had already poured into her, but her tunnel was unbelievably tight around me, and I could feel my penis grow even more inside of her with each thrust. 
 
    “Oh, yesssss,” she moaned. Her head was thrown back, and her long hair dangled between my legs, tickling the edges of my thighs.  
 
    Her climax this time was one long, aching crescendo. We were locked together so tightly for so long, I wasn’t sure if we would ever be able to separate. But she finally let out one last moan as I gave one more thrust, and then I climaxed for a second time. This orgasm was even more powerful than my first one, and Emeline’s jewel-like eyes opened wide when I poured a gallon of my seed into her already full womb.  
 
    “Amazing,” she gasped, and then she sank forward and tumbled on top of me. She was breathing hard, and I could feel her body shiver from the effort she’d just expended. 
 
    “That was amazing,” she murmured again as she finally roused herself enough to look at me. “I don’t know if I’m, uhh, fertile right now, but you certainly gave me enough of your seed.” 
 
    “That’s the idea,” I chuckled as I traced my fingers over her full lips. “I’m glad you enjoyed yourself.” 
 
    “I really did,” she sighed. “I kinda wish we had done that sooner. It felt so good.” 
 
    “We don’t have to be done just yet,” I replied. “It’s still early.” 
 
    “Don’t you have to finish deciphering Maderel’s spells?” she asked with a devilish grin. 
 
    “I have all day to do that,” I pointed out as I gave her a grin of my own.  
 
    She sat back up and looked at me with those cat green eyes. She licked her lips again, and gave me a long, slow smile. I laughed and pulled her back onto the bed. We stayed there for another two hours, while the rest of the household slowly came to life. We probably would have stayed there even longer if Merlin hadn’t demanded his breakfast.  
 
    Maybe it was time to invest in a cat door. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    I spent the next two days practicing as best I could for our assault on Maderel’s office. I even had the opportunity to take another look at the spells when Maderel invited me for a short lesson. He didn’t have much time to spare, according to the reply he sent, but he could squeeze me in between a staff meeting and a tutorial.  
 
    Lain was on duty, but there was no chance to talk, as he seemed to be at the center of an argument between two female students. The usual crowd of students that gathered in the lobby were watching in fascination as the two women stood on either side of the hapless Lain and hurled insults at each other. Each one had a hand wrapped around one of Lain’s arms, and neither looked as if they were going to let go anytime soon. Lain shot a pleading look towards one of the professors, but the man simply shrugged and went back to sipping his tea. 
 
    Maderel’s office door was closed when I arrived, and so I waited outside in the hall, just like several other students were doing. Gradually, the professors returned, and opened their doors, and the number of students standing around in the halls dwindled. Maderel was nearly the last to return, and he looked to be in a foul mood when he did. 
 
    “Meeting not go well?” I asked as I stepped into his office. 
 
    Maderel thumped the book he had been carrying onto his desk and dropped into his chair. He shot an angry glare in my direction, and I froze in the doorway. Merlin chirped softly in my ear, then made himself as small and insignificant as he could on my shoulder. 
 
    “Some people,” Maderel finally muttered. I saw him take control of himself, and when I risked a look with my mana, I saw his color shift from red to blue.  
 
    “I can come back later,” I offered. I was still in the doorway and I took a step back, ready to leave. 
 
    “No, no,” Maderel sighed. “Come in and close the door. This will be a nice change.” 
 
    “How so?” I asked after I had shut the door and hung my cloak on the rack. Merlin dropped quickly to the floor and scurried out of sight.  
 
    “With you, I always feel that something has been accomplished,” Maderel replied. “You want to learn, and you take the lessons seriously.” 
 
    “I try to,” I said. “Though I’ll admit that Lackland’s first chapter was rather dry.” 
 
    “The man was a positive bore,” Maderel declared. “But no one understood the power of a fire mage better. I just wish he would have made the book more… accessible.” 
 
    “Now I don’t feel so guilty,” I replied. “It took me forever to actually read the whole chapter, and I skipped ahead to read the exercises before I finished.” 
 
    “Most students do,” Maderel acknowledged. 
 
    There was a knock on the door, and before Maderel could respond, one of the professors opened the door and stuck her head inside. 
 
    “Yes, Madame Valora,” Maderel sighed. I doubt he would have put up with this interruption from anyone else, but Madame Valora seemed immune to Maderel’s anger. 
 
    “Sorry to interrupt, dear,” she said to me. “Maderel, those wretched Warren girls have trapped poor Lain again. He’s been very patient so far, and he hasn’t hit either with a spell, but I do think they need to be sent back to their rooms before he gets desperate.” 
 
    “Surely you can handle this?” Maderel suggested. “Or any other instructor.” 
 
    “Normally, I would agree,” she replied. “But Lucinda’s trapped all three of them inside some sort of giant bubble, and she won’t listen to reason.” 
 
    “Just pop the bubble,” Maderel barked. 
 
    “It would be better coming from you,” Valora pointed out. Maderel glared at her for several moments, then turned to look at me. 
 
    “They did have a pretty good lock on him,” I said. “They didn’t look like they were going to let go any time soon.” 
 
    “This won’t take long,” he finally groused as he stood up. 
 
    Maderel followed Valora into the hallway. I listened to the sound of their footsteps as they strode away, then stood up and went to look at the painting of the horse and rider again. I opened up my mana and examined the spells more closely.  
 
    I felt like I had missed something the last time I was here. When I’d finally unraveled Maderel’s work, there was a link that I couldn’t find. Half of the spells couldn’t work without that one piece, though I didn’t know enough magic to recreate it myself. This time, I peered more closely, taking note of every twist and turn. I nearly missed it again, but I finally caught it, that last little bit of code. I quickly made a note of it and then returned to my seat. 
 
    I barely had my butt back in the chair when Maderel returned. He had a scowl on his face as he returned to his own seat, and he even ran his hand through his hair. For a moment, it looked ruffled, almost unruly, but then he quickly smoothed it back into place. 
 
    “Everyone okay?” I asked. 
 
    “That boy,” Maderel muttered. “He needs to learn to say no every so often.” 
 
    “He seems popular,” I remarked. 
 
    “That’s one way of putting it,” Maderel replied. “So, you said you’ve finished chapter one in Lackland.” 
 
    “I did,” I agreed. “Though I’m not sure that I always understood. Some of it felt just like Lackland described, but other things didn’t.” 
 
    “That’s not uncommon, especially for elementalists who are trying to use a type of magic they haven’t used before,” Maderel explained. “Every element feels, smells, and tastes different. The trick to being able to use multiple elements is to be able to sense those differences.” 
 
    “Okay,” I mused as I thought back to my practice sessions with air and fire. I realized Maderel was right. It wasn’t just about seizing control of a flame, for instance. To really be a good fire mage, you had to be inside it, in a sense, and understand how it worked. The same was true for the other elements. And every element had its own unique quirks and requirements. 
 
    “What were you able to achieve?” Maderel finally asked as I stared into the distance.  
 
    “Not much,” I admitted.  
 
    Maderel opened his hands in the universal sign for show me. I sighed, and forced myself to focus on the idea of heat and ember, as Lackland had instructed. Eventually, a small flame flickered to life in my hand and danced slowly back and forth across my palm.  
 
    I was impressed. The flame felt warm against my skin, but certainly not hot enough to burn. And I thought moving the flame around was a nice touch. It showed a good level of control without being outlandishly showy. 
 
    When I looked at Maderel, however, he appeared underwhelmed. He drummed his fingers on the desk while he watched my single flame dance in the draft. I sighed again and closed my fist. The flame disappeared, and I waited for Maderel to speak. 
 
    “Not bad,” he finally noted. “I would like to see something more… expansive.” 
 
    “Um, how so?” I asked. I pictured a raging forest fire and decided that even Maderel would probably find that to be too over the top. 
 
    “We should work on creating a sphere,” Maderel replied. “It’s a basic skill that all fire mages master in their first quarter here at the Academy.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said as I pictured the handy balls of light that Emeline regularly produced. “That would be nice.” 
 
    We spent the next hour covering how to shape and form fire, and by the end, I had something that was vaguely ovoid in shape, and floated, for a few moments, before it disintegrated. I couldn’t tell if Maderel was impressed with my progress or not, but since he suggested that I continue with the next chapter in Lackland, I decided that he hadn’t written me off as a lost cause in the fire mage department entirely. 
 
    Maderel’s next student was waiting outside in the hall when I finally left. The elf was seated on the floor, his face buried in a book. He looked up when I stepped into the hall and shot me a questioning glance. 
 
    “Is he in a good mood?” the elf asked quietly. 
 
    “I will be if you've completed your studies,” Maderel’s voice answered from inside the office. 
 
    The elf gulped, and I shrugged. I left the student to his fate and trekked back to the lobby, curious to see if Lain was still there. Sadly, he was gone, and a rather stern looking matron sat there instead. I knew the woman from a few other visits. She barely said hello, and even that was only on rare occasions. It looked like I wouldn’t be able to find out about Lain’s misadventures until my next visit. 
 
    The walk back to the guildhall was uneventful. It was still cold and icy, and even the kids had retreated back indoors. Merlin sniffed at the air and then burrowed into my cloak. I thought about stopping for a pastry, but a gust of cold air convinced me to keep going.  
 
    The guildhall wasn’t exactly quiet when I returned. I could hear people moving around, and some muted conversation. The Shadow Foxes were preparing for a long trip, and I knew that meant not only packing supplies and checking weapons, but making sure that the business of running the guildhall would continue. 
 
    Rezo had ridden in from the Constello estates the day before to consult with Yvaine. He had asked no questions about where we were going or why we thought we would be gone so long. He’d simply accepted that the marchioness had important business to attend to, and it would be part of his duties to ensure the continued operation of all Constello property.  
 
    Aerin had been persuaded to work with Rezo as well, despite her reluctance to let someone else manage our finances. She and Rezo had disappeared into Aerin’s office early this morning to go over the books, and they were still there when I left.  
 
    “Anybody home?” I called out as I tossed my coat onto a hook. Merlin jumped down and trotted in the direction of the kitchen. 
 
    “You’re back,” Lavinia noted as she stepped into the hall and gave me a peck on the cheek. “Did you impress him with your fire mage skills today?” 
 
    “I don’t think impress is quite the word he would use,” I replied with a laugh. “But he did tell me to keep working on it, so I guess I’m not a complete loss.” 
 
    “We’re nearly ready,” she sighed. “A few more things to pack, and we’ll be set.” 
 
    “Everybody know where to go?” I asked. 
 
    “We all have our routes out of the city,” she replied with a nod. “And Rezo will have the carriages and supplies waiting for us at the inn. They’ll take us as far as Gilamar. After that, we’ll need to find a ride across the desert.” 
 
    “Just like old times,” I said.  
 
    I ran a finger along the curve of her jaw and slowly traced the bones of her cheek. She leaned her head into my hand and let it rest there. I could feel her heartbeat, soft and slow, as she closed her eyes for a moment. I moved in closer and caught her scent. I raised my other hand and slowly ran my fingers through her hair. A smile tugged at the corners of her mouth, and I ran my thumb along the edge of her lips. 
 
    “You could stay here,” I added as I admired her profile. “I’m sure Rezo could find plenty of good hiding spots on the Constello lands.” 
 
    “I’m not dying,” she remarked. “I’m pregnant.” 
 
    “I know,” I laughed quietly. “But this is a hard trip for anyone. And I worry about our baby.” 
 
    “I promise to take good care of her… or him,” she replied. 
 
    “It’s a long trip, and it’s only going to get harder,” I pointed out. 
 
    “I’ve thought about that,” she admitted. “But I’m a Shadow Fox. I can’t just abandon my guild.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t be abandoning us,” I assured her.  
 
    “That’s what you say now,” she said as she lifted her head and studied my face. There was a teasing tone to her voice, but her eyes revealed her worry. 
 
    “No one will ever say otherwise,” I asserted. “I won’t let them.” 
 
    “I’ll be okay,” she finally said. “I can do this.” 
 
    “Just consider it,” I replied quietly. “I don’t know what I would do if I lost you or the baby on this trip.” 
 
    “You can’t get rid of us that easily,” she laughed. Her full smile was back, and I couldn’t help leaning in for a kiss. I tasted her familiar fiery, caramel flavor until she pulled back. She held my face in her hands and scrutinized me.  
 
    “I have absolutely no desire to be rid of you,” I declared. 
 
    “Good,” she replied. We came together again for a slower, more lingering kiss.  
 
    “Ahem,” Maruk coughed. Lavinia and I stepped apart and stared politely at the orc. 
 
    “How are the food supplies?” I asked. 
 
    “We’re okay,” Maruk hemmed. “Though I have some concerns for our trip across the desert.” 
 
    “I need to check on Lena,” Lavinia announced. “I’m not sure she understood me when I said she should pack some extra jars of skin balm.” 
 
    Lavinia gave my butt a quick squeeze and turned towards Lena’s lab. I followed Maruk to the kitchen where I was quickly lost in a long, detailed discussion on the various types of available dried foodstuffs that might or might not provide sufficient protein for a long crossing. I made appropriate sounds of agreement at what appeared to be the right places, and Maruk finally settled on what he considered to be the right blend of fruits, nuts, and jerky. 
 
    When Maruk finally released me, I started towards my room. I’d made it as far as the front hall, and even had my foot on the top step, when someone knocked on the door. I thought about ignoring it, but after a second knock and no appearance by any other Shadow Foxes, I moved towards the door and flung it open.  
 
    For a moment, I thought no one was there. I stepped back and was about to close the door when I spotted a dwarf on the threshold. He was short, even for a dwarf, and his head looked like it had been wrapped in steel wool. His bushy beard hung to his belt buckle and blended nicely with the dark gray shirt and pants he wore. 
 
    “Is this the Shadow Foxes?” he asked. 
 
    “It is,” I replied. 
 
    He quickly scurried back to the street, and a cart that had been pulled up next to the curb. Two other dwarves dressed in the same gray outfits lounged against the back of the cart as they watched the few people who walked along the sidewalk. The dwarf who had knocked on the door pointed back towards me, and I could see a rapid discussion take place. A moment later, the dwarves started to haul several heavy crates up the steps to the guildhall. 
 
    “Wait, what is this?” I protested. 
 
    “Delivery,” the first dwarf insisted as he waved the other two dwarves past me.  
 
    “Delivery of what?” I demanded. “We aren’t expecting anything.” 
 
    “Someone is,” the dwarf replied as he handed me a clipboard. “Sign, please.” 
 
    “I’m not signing for this,” I snapped. “I don’t even know what it is.” 
 
    “Somebody here ordered it,” the dwarf replied as his companions dropped their first load on the floor and retreated back down the steps for the next load.  
 
    I glanced down at the sheet I had been asked to sign. The destination was indeed the guildhall for the Shadow Foxes, but the name on the form was Ceren Kayden. 
 
    “There’s no one here by this name,” I complained as the dwarves muscled past me with another set of crates. 
 
    “Not my problem,” the first dwarf replied. “Sign, please.” 
 
    “What the hell is this?” Lavinia asked as she took in the dwarves and the crates. She’d just stepped back into the main hall and glared at the dwarf who was still waiting for my signature. 
 
    “Somebody sent something,” I replied as the last crate hit the floor with a dull thud. 
 
    “Sign, please,” the first dwarf repeated. 
 
    “Who?” Lavinia asked suspiciously. 
 
    “Ceren Kayden,” I read off the form. 
 
    “Sign, please,” the first dwarf sighed. 
 
    “Oh,” Lavinia remarked. I saw her eyes narrow, and she eyed the crates speculatively. 
 
    “Oh what?” I asked as the first dwarf heaved an even more dramatic sigh. 
 
    “I think I know who ordered this,” she replied. 
 
    “Fine,” I barked at the dwarf as I caved in and signed the form. The dwarf snatched the clipboard from my grasp and retreated to the cart. I closed the door and turned to look at the ladona. 
 
    “Who’s Ceren Kayden?” I asked. 
 
    “An old ladona legend,” she replied. “He would steal tax money from the king and give it to the poor.” 
 
    “Like Robin Hood,” I commented as I stared at the crates. “Oh, you think Imogen ordered whatever this is.” 
 
    Imogen appeared on cue then at the top of the stairs. She took in the stack of crates and actually clapped her hands. 
 
    “Excellent, they’re here,” she said. 
 
    “What’s here?” I asked. 
 
    “Just some items to help us on our journey,” Imogen replied as she walked down the steps. “We should gather everybody.” 
 
    “What’s in the crates?” Lavinia demanded. 
 
    “You’ll find out when everyone’s here,” Imogen smirked. 
 
    Lavinia rolled her eyes, but she turned on her heel and marched towards the kitchen. I could hear her knock on doors and call out names as she went. I knocked on one of the crates experimentally, and Lavinia ordered me to find something to open them with. I retreated to the armory where I found a broken sword that hadn’t yet been repaired. 
 
    I returned to the front hall and found the rest of the Shadow Foxes gathered around the crates. Lena looked like a kid on Christmas morning, while Dehn looked like he’d just bitten into a particularly bitter lemon.  
 
    “Oh, thanks.” Imogen took the blade from my hand and slipped it under the lid. There was a groan of protest from the wood, and then the top popped off.  
 
    Imogen pawed through a pile of hay, most of which ended up on the floor. She smiled when her hand found whatever was inside and looked over at Maruk.  
 
    “For the orc,” she said dramatically as she set the blade aside and reached in with both hands. With a great heave, she pulled a shining shield from the crate. “A duranium shield cast by the finest dwarven smiths.” 
 
    “Oh my, oh my,” Maruk said in awe as he carefully took the shield from the ladona. “It’s magnificent.” 
 
    Maruk placed the shield on his arm and struck a pose. 
 
    “How’s it feel?” Imogen asked. 
 
    “It’s so light,” Maruk replied.  
 
    “But it’s much stronger than anything you’ve been carrying,” Imogen replied. “There should be another one in one of these crates somewhere.” 
 
    “Damn,” Dehn blurted out. “Is there stuff for all of us in here?” 
 
    “Indeed there is,” Imogen said with a smile.  
 
    Dehn snatched up the blade and started to work on the next crate. 
 
    “Why?” I asked the ladona as Dehn started to hack impatiently at the wood. Lavinia snatched the blade from him and slipped it under the edge of the lid. 
 
    “It seemed like something we might need for the trip,” Imogen replied with a shrug. 
 
    “How much did this cost?” Aerin asked suspiciously as Dehn dug through the second crate. “And how did you pay for it?” 
 
    “It was paid for a long time ago,” Imogen said. “This is simply a repayment on an old debt.” 
 
    “Some debt,” I said as Dehn pulled a new mace from the crate. Aerin’s eyes lit up, and she grabbed the weapon from his hand. She made a couple of experimental swings, then gave Imogen a nod of approval. 
 
    “I should go test this,” the red-headed elf declared.  
 
    “Right behind you,” Dehn chortled as he pulled a glimmering new axe from the crate. He swung it in a wide arc, nearly slicing a few knee caps as he did. 
 
    “Take it down to the basement!” Lavinia ordered as she jumped out of the way. 
 
    Dehn and Aerin ran from the room, leaving the rest of us to pick through the remaining creates. We discovered a sleek new sword for Yvaine that sliced through the crates as easily as a knife through hot butter. There was a smaller, but no less vicious, blade for Imogen, and a carved elven longbow for Lavinia, complete with magic-enhanced arrows that would pierce the thickest hide or the strongest steel. 
 
    Lena did a happy dance when Imogen handed her a wooden box packed with the dried leaves and seeds of rare and unusual plants, as well as a few other oddities, like the crushed bones of some sort of bird, and the dried liver of an alligator. For Emeline, there was the latest in cartography equipment, and for myself, a simple gold bracelet covered in the fantastical script I now recognized as elvish. There were even tins of sardines for the puca which he carried away one by one to one of his secret hiding spots. 
 
    “It’s lovely,” I remarked as I examined it under the light. 
 
    “It is,” Imogen laughed as she took it from my grasp and slipped it on my wrist. “It’s also a tool to help you learn.” 
 
    “How so?” I asked.  
 
    “There are still places where elves teach their own version of magic,” Imogen replied, “far from the prying eyes of the academy. Bracelets like these help students see and learn about all the elements before they decide which one they want to focus on. I know you’re a manipulator, and that you can already see mana, but I thought this might help you master the elements as well.” 
 
    “This is perfect,” I declared. 
 
    “I’m glad you like it,” she replied. “You’re a hard person to shop for.” 
 
    “Well, food and beer are always good options,” I laughed as I looked at the bracelet again. “Do you know what it says?” 
 
    “It’s an invocation of some sort,” she explained. “It asks the god Evarun to help the bearer better see the world that He created.” 
 
    “I’ll have to test it out tonight,” I said. “In fact, I think I saw something about this in one of my books. I’ll have to go back and find it.” 
 
    “No doubt you’ll soon be a master of all the elements,” Imogen replied with a smile. “Just don’t let the… authorities catch you wearing it.” 
 
    “Oh, I’ve seen one of those,” Lena said as she peered over Imogen’s shoulder at my bracelet. “Let’s see, where did I see that?” 
 
    “Morelia?” I suggested. 
 
    “No, I don’t think so,” she mused. “But I’m pretty sure it was an elf that was wearing it.” 
 
    “I think I could carry three shields,” Maruk declared. “These two new ones and one of my older ones.” 
 
    “Maybe just stick with the new ones,” I said. “We are going to be carrying a lot of extra supplies this time.” 
 
    “Good point,” Maruk replied. “Which reminds me, I need to get my bear fur cloak back from the cleaners. I hope they had enough time to add the silk lining.” 
 
    “I need to test my arrows,” Lavinia added. “Maybe I can get Dehn to volunteer some of that armor of his. Preferably while he’s still in it.” 
 
    “Thank you, Imogen,” Emeline exclaimed as she hugged the ladona. Maruk managed to catch the new cartography set before it hit the floor and he handed it back to the panthera. “I’m going to get to draw my own maps! And someday, people will use my maps to plot their path.” 
 
    “First, we need you to plot our trail to Augustine and back,” Imogen pointed out. 
 
    “So you’ll be coming back with us?” Yvaine asked as she practiced a few quick lunges with her sword. 
 
    “Who knows?” Imogen said with a shrug. “A thief must always be ready to move, but sometimes you find yourself back in the same place you started from.” 
 
    “Amen to that,” I murmured. “Let’s hope we make it back to our starting point this time as well.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    The day of the city council meeting had arrived. Lena and Aerin were on duty outside the Tower while Imogen, Merlin, and I hid in Emeline’s old study above Damien’s shop. We sat in the least wobbly chairs we could find and sucked on watermelon sours. 
 
    With only five minutes to spare before the start of the meeting, Aerin sent word that Maderel had left Academy grounds and was heading towards the city hall. Ten minutes later we had confirmation from Lavinia that Maderel had entered the building. Five minutes after that, Maruk reported from inside the council room that Maderel was there and looked peeved. 
 
    “Time to move,” I said as I stood up. We descended the stairs, thanked Damien for the use of the room and then stepped out into another cloudy day. We stuck close to the shadows and avoided the busier areas of town until we were at the edge of the Academy’s property. Here, it was brighter, the sidewalks wider, and students and staff moved quickly along the snow-free paths. 
 
    “Stay close,” I whispered. Imogen nodded as I handed her my invisibility cloak. She draped it carefully over her shoulders and pulled the hood up high enough to cover her horns. The effect startled me, even though I knew what would happen. One minute she was there, the next she was gone. No blurring, no strange outline, just gone. 
 
    “Wow,” I remarked, and Merlin chirped his agreement.  
 
    I felt a pinch on my arm and I kicked myself into gear. I walked across the quad on a path that avoided any big crowds or people who moved too quickly without watching. It took some fancy footwork, but we made it to the Tower doors without revealing Imogen’s presence. Two young ladies were coming out as we arrived, and I swept the door open for them with a bow. They giggled and batted their eyelashes at me, and I grinned back. I held the door long enough to let Imogen slip inside, and then I stepped into the lobby for potentially the last time ever. 
 
    I was happy to see that Lain was on duty again as I stopped at the desk. I didn’t see any obvious injuries after his encounter with the Warren girls, though he looked like he could use a good nap. 
 
    “You’re alive,” I declared. 
 
    “Ugh,” he complained. “Don’t remind me. Maderel’s been giving me a hard time since he had to release me from that stupid bubble, and Fogarty heaped a whole lot of extra homework on me.” 
 
    “But you didn’t cause the problem,” I protested. 
 
    “That’s what I said,” Lain agreed. “But they both told me I was too nice. Maderel even said that I had to learn how to say no.” 
 
    “That’s no good,” I commiserated. 
 
    “I don’t know what I’m going to do,” Lain sighed. “Their detention ends tomorrow. What if they’re still arguing?” 
 
    “Maybe if you found a nice ladona woman to watch your back,” I offered. I felt another pinch on my arm, but I stayed where I was. 
 
    “Huh,” Lain said. I could tell he was running through the class rosters in his brain, no doubt looking for a ladona he could charm into being his shield. 
 
    “Well, I’ll let you think about it,” I said as I moved towards the stairs. 
 
    “Sure, thanks,” Lain replied. “Oh, but Maderel’s not in.” 
 
    “I know,” I explained. “He’s at the city council meeting, and I’m supposed to be there, too. I just need to pick up a book in the library.” 
 
    “Oh, okay,” Lain replied. He waved me up the stairs as another visitor stepped up to the desk.  
 
    Classes were all in full swing, so we only passed three people on the stairs, and one in the hallway. I caught a glimpse of Madame Valora in her office, but she was deeply engrossed in the book she was reading. I doubt she would have noticed an elephant in the hallway, much less a student. 
 
    Maderel’s door was locked, and after a quick check for alarms and booby traps, I popped the lock with my mana. I stepped into the room, and waited for what felt like an appropriate amount of time before I closed the door and relocked it. Imogen appeared as she slipped the invisibility cloak from her shoulders and handed it to me. 
 
    “I can’t believe you told that boy to find a ladona to protect him,” she whispered, though I could hear the humor in her voice. 
 
    “Why?” I replied. “The ladona I know has always done an excellent job of protecting my back.” 
 
    “Maybe he should find an orc then,” Imogen pointed out. 
 
    “Not so many of those enrolled at the Academy,” I laughed quietly. “Ladonas are just as capable.” 
 
    “But it’s not like he could start a family with one,” Imogen scoffed. “He isn’t you with your magical sperm.” 
 
    “Magical sperm?” I almost laughed.  
 
    “How else do you explain what’s growing in Lavinia?” The thief shrugged. “It’s actually rather amazing.” 
 
    “Does that mean you are interested?” I chucked. 
 
    “Well, I guess we could use that couch, or the desk. We’ll have to be quick though.” She smirked as she pointed around the office. 
 
    “I always take a long time,” I was laughing quietly now, but I also wondered how serious she was. 
 
    “Then we’ll have to do it later,” she snickered, and then she winked at me.  
 
    “All work and no play,” I said as I opened up my mana. I carefully looked around the room, but I didn’t see any new spells.  
 
    “The stairs to the basement are behind the desk,” I said as I pointed towards the wall. Imogen crossed the room and studied the hidden door. I watched as she ran her fingers across the surface in a gentle back and forth motion. Her mana glowed strongly in a line from her chest to her arm, and when her fingers trailed across the edge of the door, I saw her mana bloom for a moment. 
 
    “You found it,” I said as she stood back. She nodded as she continued to trace the outline of the door. Merlin hopped from my shoulders and ambled over to Imogen’s side to watch. 
 
    “Can you see it?” she asked the puca. 
 
    Merlin cocked his head to one side, then sniffed around the floor. I wasn’t sure if he was looking for the door or a piece of food. 
 
    “It’s well done,” Imogen said as she turned towards me. “One of the best I’ve ever seen. Are you sure you can open it if we need to use it?” 
 
    “I can,” I replied. “I just hope you’re right about where it will lead us.” 
 
    “Let’s get the Shodra,” she urged.  
 
    I turned my attention to the painting, and with great patience, began peeling back the layers of protection that Maderel had cast. Bit by bit, the code fell away, and when I was done, all I could see was an ordinary painting of a horse. I nodded to Imogen, who slowly lifted the painting from the wall.  
 
    With the painting removed, the wall behind it began to glow. Nothing big and dramatic, just a faint bit of light that reminded me of some of the rocks we used to play with in science class. In daylight, they looked like any other rock, but under a black light, they would glow purple and red. 
 
    “Is it safe to touch?” Imogen asked. 
 
    “There aren’t any more spells,” I replied as I examined it. 
 
    Imogen stepped forward and studied the wall without touching it. She nodded a few times, and then pulled a small pouch from her belt. After another intense examination, she pulled two small tools from the pouch and set to work. Merlin and I retreated to Maderel’s desk, where I kept the puca occupied with the small rubber ball. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, I heard a faint click and a panel slowly opened. Imogen nodded to me, and I looked inside the small room that had been revealed. There was barely enough room for a man to fit inside. Most of the space was taken up with a large apothecary cabinet, and I could see another round of protection spells on each drawer and hidey-hole, though these weren’t nearly as complex as the one we’d just gone through. 
 
    “Damn,” Imogen muttered. “It’s protected, isn’t it?” 
 
    “It is,” I sighed. “But these spells shouldn’t take as long.” 
 
    Imogen returned to Maderel’s desk while I set to work on the cabinet. The work went much more quickly this time, and I could feel the Shodra. It was almost like they were calling out to me. When I had removed the final rune, I signaled to Imogen.  
 
    “The Shodra are in this drawer and this shelf,” I told her as I pointed to two spots on the cabinet. 
 
    She nodded and set to work on the locks. They were intricate devices that would have taken me a while to open, even with my mana. But I heard the lock pop on the drawer only a few minutes later, and Imogen pulled it open. She handed me the stone and the knife, which I quickly tucked into my pack, while she turned her attention to the locked shelf.  
 
    While Imogen worked, I used my mana to reach out to some of the other drawers. I was curious as to what other items Maderel had tucked away in his secret cabinet. I could feel power here and the type of magical devices that would leave most mages frothing at the mouth. But next to the Shodra, they felt like useless trinkets.  
 
    The second lock soon gave way, and Imogen handed me the chalice and the candle. She then reset the locks on the cabinet and replaced the panel. I returned the picture to its spot on the wall, and then quickly added a few protection spells. It wouldn’t fool Maderel if he really looked at it, but I hoped it would it least survive a quick glance. Every second that passed would let us get further away from the city and to safety. 
 
    “What do you think?” I asked. “Front stairs or secret stairs?” 
 
    “The boy at the desk will be expecting you to return that way,” she pointed out.  
 
    “True,” I agreed.  
 
    I pulled the invisibility cloak from my pack and handed it to Imogen. She had just pulled the hood up when someone rattled the doorknob to Maderel’s office.  
 
    “Get under here,” Imogen hissed. She pulled me against her body and somehow stretched the cloak over both of us. Merlin changed into a mouse and scuttled under Maderel’s desk. 
 
    The doorknob rattled again and this time the door opened. A halfling with a massive keyring stood just on the other side. Maderel’s corporate secretary stood behind him. 
 
    “Told you, there’s no one in here,” the halfling declared. 
 
    “Someone triggered one of the spells,” the secretary replied.  
 
    “Probably just a mouse or such,” the halfling insisted. “They’re all over the old part of the Tower.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t react to a mouse,” the secretary explained. She pushed the halfling aside and stepped into the room. She glared around the room, and for a moment, I thought she could see us despite the cloak. 
 
    “There’s no one here,” the halfling repeated. 
 
    The secretary turned her glower on the halfling. He shrugged and jangled his key ring. The secretary opened her mouth, but whatever she was about to say was drowned out by a commotion in the hall. I saw several professors run by, followed moments later by a group of panicky students. 
 
    “What is going on?” the secretary demanded as she grabbed one of the students by the arm. 
 
    “Something happened at city hall,” the student replied. “Someone said the dark mages were back.” 
 
    “Ridiculous,” the secretary proclaimed. Another group of students ran by in the opposite direction, trailed by a wheezing dwarf. 
 
    “I better go check on how much bleach we have left,” the halfling sighed. He jangled the keys again and started to close the door. 
 
    “Ridiculous,” the secretary repeated as she scooted into the hallway. “I need to inform the High Mage --” 
 
    The rest of the secretary’s statement was cut off as the halfling firmly closed the door. I could still hear people in the hallway, though most seemed to be less panicked now. Loud voices called back and forth, and I realized that people were probably standing around in groups just outside the door. 
 
    “Back door it is,” I whispered to Imogen.  
 
    I felt her nod against me and then we stepped apart. She pulled the hood down on the cloak and glanced around the room. It was disconcerting to see her head floating in midair without a body attached. 
 
    “Obviously we missed something,” she said. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter now,” I replied. “We need to get out of the Tower before the secretary can send for Maderel.” 
 
    I moved over to the hidden stairwell and quickly removed the seals. I tried not to set off any more alarms, but we were pressed for time now. With the magic dispersed, Imogen quickly opened the panel.  
 
    There was indeed a staircase hidden here. It looked ancient. The gray stone steps had noticeable dips where centuries of feet had worn down the granite. There were no handrails, and no way to stop yourself from plummeting to the bottom if you took a misstep. It was hard to tell how far down the stairs went because the curve was so tight. 
 
    Imogen pulled one of Lena’s glow sticks out from somewhere and held it up. It helped, but just barely. Merlin, back in cat form, sniffed the air, then started down the steps. 
 
    “Go ahead,” I told the ladona. “I need to put the door back.” 
 
    She nodded and started after the puca. I set the panel back in place behind me, and threw up as many of the seals and spells that I could remember. Then I followed the glow from Imogen’s stick as she moved down the stairs. 
 
    It felt like an eternity before my feet finally landed on something other than a step. I realized I was at the bottom and breathed a sigh of relief. Wherever we were, it was just as dark and dank as the stairwell, but at least it was flat. I could see the glow stick moving slowly forward. 
 
    “Imogen,” I called softly. 
 
    “Hang on,” she called back. “I’m just checking where we are. Stay there.” 
 
    I heard the ladona walk into something, and a couple of juicy curse words. Merlin chirped in reply, drawing another crude comment from the thief. 
 
    I could hear her moving stuff around now, and then she stopped and held the glow stick up higher. It looked like she was standing near a wall, but I couldn’t see much else. 
 
    “There’s a door here,” she called out. “But it looks like it’s been sealed for a while.” 
 
    “Stay there, and I’ll come to you,” I replied as I started forward. I had one hand in my pack, trying to find another glow stick, and the other one held straight out in front of me in the hope that I would feel any obstacles before I tripped over them. 
 
    “The path should be clear,” the ladona said, as if she’d read my mind. “But there’s some old office furniture on the right hand side that you’ll have to navigate around.” 
 
    “Found it,” I noted as my shin hit something that felt like a desk. I leaned over, and carefully felt my way around the rest of the pile. 
 
    “It doesn’t look like it’s been moved in ages,” Imogen commented when I finally joined her. 
 
    “There are some spells, but they’re really old,” I replied as I studied the exit she’d found. “I can remove them easily enough, but will this thing still move?” 
 
    “You might have to make it move,” she said. 
 
    “Here we go,” I warned her as I started unwinding the spells. When I was done, I tried pushing on the door, but nothing happened. Imogen studied the edges, and then pulled on one of the stones. There was a creaking noise, followed by the sound of a stone slowly grinding into motion. The door started to open, then stopped. 
 
    There was enough room for Merlin to slip through, but neither Imogen nor I could fit. She looked at me, and then stepped back. I summoned my mana shield, and wedged it between the door and the edge of the wall. I willed the shield to expand, and the door slowly creaked open. When it was wide enough for us to pass through, I dropped the shield. Imogen jumped through as if afraid the door would slam shut on her. I followed behind her, and drew the door closed behind me. 
 
    “I would have told you if it was unsafe,” I assured her. 
 
    “Sorry,” she replied. “But I’ve learned not to trust magic too much.” 
 
    She was in the lead again as we made our way through what looked to be the remnants of an old file storage room. Boxes of paper were scattered around, some in neat stacks, others left at random places on the floor. A thick layer of dust covered everything, and I pulled the edge of my cloak over my nose and mouth just so I wouldn’t start coughing. 
 
    We reached a normal door, and Imogen cracked it open. I could just see what looked like mage light on the other side. At a signal from Imogen, Merlin shifted into mouse form and darted outside. He was back a few minutes later, this time in his cat shape. He gave a meow, and Imogen opened the door.  
 
    We were still in the basement, but this part was in use. I could see an assortment of cleaning tools scattered around the room, and a large chalkboard with the day’s schedule. Imogen glided towards the stairs I could just see at the far end of the room, with Merlin at her side.  
 
    We sent Merlin up the stairs first, then darted up as quickly as we dared. At the top of the stairs stood another door, and Imogen cracked it open again. Merlin, once again disguised as a mouse, darted out. He was back in a flash, still in mouse form and squeaking in distress. 
 
    “Who’s out there?” I asked the puca.  
 
    I saw the door suddenly start to glow with mana, and I pulled Imogen to the side just before it exploded. 
 
    “Shit,” Imogen cursed. I yanked the hood of the invisibility cloak over her head, and signaled for her to stay. 
 
    “Come out,” an angry voice demanded. It was Maderel’s secretary. 
 
    I stuck my head around the door just long enough to spot the woman and the two mages that stood on either side of her. I had never seen either of them before, and they weren’t in Academy robes. I didn’t have the chance to observe anything else because the secretary was summoning her mana.  
 
    Her blue mana. 
 
    “Damn it,” I swore. “You’re a manipulator.” 
 
    “Return the Shodra,” she demanded. She raised her hand, and I automatically closed my fist around her flow. Or I thought I had. Her mana still flowed, and she gave me a nasty smile. 
 
    “Oh, we learned how to defeat that trick early in our training,” she remarked. I noticed one of the other manipulators had somehow redirected my response. I was now stopping the flow of water in a nearby pipe. 
 
    The secretary finally released her mana, and I sprang to the side again. The impact of her magic as it crashed into the wall behind me rumbled like a small earthquake. Dust fell from the ceiling and bottles of cleaning fluid fell to the floor. 
 
    Merlin suddenly shifted into hound form, and ran straight at the mages, baying like a rabid dog. The mages looked startled for a moment, and Merlin leapt towards the secretary. She fell backwards, one arm raised protectively in front of her face. Merlin would have had her if one of the other mages hadn’t stepped in front of her. 
 
    Merlin and the other mage tumbled to the ground. I could hear Merlin’s deep-throated growls, but the mage was fighting back. Cracks of light filled the air, and Merlin yelped as one nasty strike hit him across his haunches. I threw a shield over Merlin, only to see it dissipate as the secretary threw up a counter strike.  
 
    “Get the Shodra,” the secretary commanded as she threw another bolt of mana in my direction. I ducked down low and followed in the puca’s footsteps. I charged forward as her lightning strike singed the top of my hair, my mana blade at the ready. 
 
    She threw up her own mana shield, and I hit it with a sickening thud. I staggered back, then struck at the shield with my knife. I could see a large gash where I drove the blade through, but it held. The secretary growled at me, then signaled to the second mage.  
 
    He started to form a ball with his mana, and I could only imagine what kind of damage it would do. I was stuck between the two manipulators, and I wasn’t sure my own mana shield would be enough to fend off the both of them. 
 
    Then, for no apparent reason, the second mage dropped his spell. The ball of mana disappeared, and he looked down at his ribs, where a line of blood had formed. A second line formed even as I watched. 
 
    “There’s someone here in an invisibility cloak,” the secretary warned.  
 
    I saw her scan the room, then grin as she must have spotted Imogen’s mana. That momentary switch in focus cost her. As she loosed an attack on the ladona, I sliced through her shield and charged forward. I smashed into her just as she released her spell, and drove my blade straight into her heart. 
 
    I heard Imogen cry out in pain, and the room filled with a sickly smell. Merlin howled, and I glanced up in time to see him latch his teeth around the last mage’s throat. The mage tried to create a mana blade of his own, and I clamped down tightly on his mana. Merlin and I both held on until I saw his mana fade for good.  
 
    I finally looked around the room we were in. We were in a hallway, and now that the sounds of battle had died down, I could hear voices nearby. Professors and students, it sounded like. The invisibility cloak had slipped from Imogen’s shoulders, and I could see her slumped against a wall.  
 
    I ran to her side, and pulled the cloak off. There was a trail of blood from a head wound, and bruises starting to form along her shoulder blades. 
 
    “Imogen,” I called urgently. The voices were getting closer, and I didn’t think getting caught here with three corpses was a good idea. 
 
    “I can move,” she said huskily. “Just help me up.” 
 
    Merlin had bounded over, and he nuzzled up against the ladona. I tried to help her stand, while Merlin provided an assist, but she struggled to stay upright.  
 
    The clatter of the crowd was nearly on us, so I pulled Imogen into another doorway, and covered us both with the cloak. Merlin quickly changed into a mouse and scurried out of sight. 
 
    “Oh, by the stars!” a voice cried out.  
 
    “What? What is it?” someone else asked.  
 
    “Quick, someone needs to fetch Maderel,” an angry voice added. 
 
    There were some more screams and threats, and then I heard what had to be one of the professors start to issue orders. Someone was dispatched to find Maderel, while others were dispersed to check school property for any signs of additional dark magic. Another group of mages checked the bodies in the hall for booby traps. Everyone else was told to return to their rooms and remain there until further notice. 
 
    The pandemonium finally diminished, and when the mages charged with checking for traps finished their work, I picked up Imogen and walked as quietly as I could behind them. We reached the lobby without difficulty, but the area was packed with students and professors. So much for returning to their rooms to await further instructions. 
 
    There was a crowd in the doorway, blocking our exit. I knew there were other smaller exits scattered around, but we didn’t have time to backtrack at this point. If Maderel wasn’t already back, he would be here soon.  
 
    I closed my eyes, and thought about the great inky blackness again. I pictured it snuffing out all the lights in the room, and covering every surface. The screaming started up again, and I opened my eyes to a velvet blackness. Fire mages tried to light new mage balls, but the darkness simply swallowed them whole. A few people tried to move, but it was impossible to see anything without using mana to guide your way. 
 
    I wove through the crowd to the doorway. The pack of people that had blocked it had dispersed, most into the sunlight outside. I cut through them, shoving people out of the way. In this large a group, no one noticed that they couldn’t see the person who had pushed them aside. 
 
    When we were finally clear of the Academy grounds, I found a quiet alleyway where we could stop for a moment. I set Imogen down on a stoop, and Merlin bounded up a moment later, back in hound form. I checked and rechecked the alley, but the only life forms around were a few rats and mice. All the people had probably gone to investigate what was happening at the Academy. I lowered the cloak, so I could get a good look at Imogen. 
 
    “I think I cracked a rib or two,” she said through gritted teeth. 
 
    “We need to keep moving,” I replied as I glanced around the alley. “Maderel may already be back at the school. And when he sees the bodies, he’ll know what’s happened.” 
 
    “We can’t go through the gates like we’d originally planned,” she hissed as she tried to stand up. 
 
    “Well, you’re certainly not going down the wall,” I pointed out. “Sit still. I can’t heal you completely, but I may be able to help.” 
 
    I let my mana flow into her, and I saw her own mana start to glow silver in response. Imogen groaned, but I could feel her strength returning. 
 
    “I feel better,” she said as she made it to her feet this time. “There’s one more option we can use.” 
 
    “The tunnels,” I guessed. 
 
    “Not the ones you’re thinking of,” she replied. “There’s one that runs under the wall. The guard uses it to move supplies and weapons from one point to another during a siege.” 
 
    “How does that get us out of the city?” 
 
    “There’s a small branch that connects with the underground river that provides water to the city,” she explained. “It’s so the city engineers can keep an eye on the water level.” 
 
    “Won’t that just lead us to a cave or something?” I asked as I started to walk slowly along the alley while Imogen limped alongside. 
 
    “Yes,” she replied with a grimace, and we stopped for a moment. “But that cave has an exit. We won’t be exactly where we need to be, but we’ll be out of the city. Assuming everyone else made it out of the city, we can use that paper of yours to tell them where we are.” 
 
    “How far is it?” I whispered. A man and a woman had appeared in the alley, and I could hear the excitement in their voices as they talked about the reappearance of dark mages in the city.  
 
    “Let me figure out where we are,” she whispered. I pulled her into a hug, and nuzzled her neck as I swayed in a slow circle. The two interlopers walked past us with only the barest of glances. 
 
    “That was well done,” Imogen laughed quietly. “Follow me, I know where we can access the tunnels.” 
 
    We moved as quickly as we could without drawing attention to ourselves. Imogen guided us along a dark and twisting collection of alleys and side streets for nearly twenty minutes, before we found ourselves at one of the waystations that dotted the city. They were small, squat buildings, barely big enough for two people to sit down in. They weren’t manned most of the time, but provided a handy spot for a guardsman to get out of bad weather, fill out a form, or take care of one of the other endless chores that couldn’t be tended to while walking around the streets of the city. 
 
    “There should be an entrance in there,” she said. 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked skeptically.  
 
    “Trust me,” she replied with a wink. 
 
    We waited for a slow moving cart to plod out of view and a pair of drifters to return to an alley before we darted across the street to the waystation. It was empty, and the door unlocked. We stepped inside after another furtive glance up and down the street. 
 
    The place smelled musty and unused. Dirt coated the floor and the one windowsill. Someone had left a sweater behind, which was now faded and moth eaten. Imogen tapped her boot against the floor until she heard a hollow thud. She smiled at me, then knelt down for a closer look at the floorboards. After a moment, she found a small lever, and half the floor sprang open. A pair of wooden stairs disappeared into yet another pitch-dark hole. 
 
    “This is getting to be a habit,” I grumbled. 
 
    Imogen pulled the still-lit glow stick from her pocket and held it up. She started down the steps, with Merlin close behind. I sighed and followed after her, pulling the trap door closed over my head. 
 
    We descended so far below the city that the air became stale, and the winter chill gave way to dry stagnation. I was about to suggest that we return to the surface and take our chances in the sewer when I saw the glimmer of mage light ahead. I saw the glow stick reach the bottom of the stairs, and then Imogen’s profile came into view a moment later as she peered cautiously into the tunnel. 
 
    “It’s clear,” she called to me. 
 
    I made it the rest of the way down the stairs and joined her on the landing. We were in a tunnel that had been carved from the bedrock. The walls hadn’t been smoothed down, and the floors were dirt, but the tunnel was wide enough for a cart to pass without scraping the sides. Mage lights floated at regular intervals, and stacks of polished and well-maintained weapons lined one side. 
 
    “Impressive,” I admitted. 
 
    “It rings the entire city,” she said. “And they have regular patrols down here, so we should probably get moving.” 
 
    “How far to the other tunnel?” I asked as we started walking. 
 
    “It’s just ahead,” she replied.  
 
    I nearly missed the turnoff. The entrance was so narrow and black that I thought it was just more wall, but Imogen stepped through without hesitation. I exchanged a quick look with Merlin, and then we followed after her.  
 
    The narrow tunnel was barely wide enough for one person to walk through, and there were no handy mage lights. Imogen held up the glow stick again, and we stumbled along for about fifteen feet, before it widened out again. There were still no mage lights, but we could walk side by side, at least. The air was fresher in here as well, and I thought I could hear the sound of water dripping somewhere ahead. 
 
    We ended up in a large cavern, with a large lake spread out before us. Mage lights had been placed near a small dock, and a boat and various bits of equipment sat nearby.  
 
    “There’s a path that will lead us to the surface,” Imogen said as she started to walk along the edge of the lake.  
 
    “I can’t believe this is down here,” I observed. The lake was huge, and I couldn’t see the far edge of it, even with the mage lights that burned brightly along the shore. 
 
    “It’s why they built the city here,” she replied. “If you think about it, there really isn’t a good reason for Ovrista to be here, much less able to be the major city that it is. But this lake provides plenty of water, even during a siege.” 
 
    “Not to mention a handy escape,” I added. 
 
    We traveled in silence for the rest of the trip. Even with the glow stick, it was hard going. There was a path, but it was littered with rocks and holes, and both Imogen and I stumbled more than a few times. I could tell the ladona was in pain again, and I did my best to help her. She nodded her appreciation, and continued on with gritted teeth.  
 
    When we reached what looked like the far end of the lake, the path began to veer upwards. We climbed over boulders and shimmied around stalagmites. I was panting hard by the time I finally felt a wisp of cold air from the surface.  
 
    The path ended at a crevice. I could see gray daylight just beyond, and hear the wind as it blew outside. Merlin darted ahead and changed into his hawk form as he leapt through the opening. I heard his joyful cry as he took flight, finally free of the dark cavern. 
 
    I could just squeeze through by standing sideways and dropping my head to my chin. With only a few new scratches, I half-stepped, half-stumbled back onto the surface of Evreas. Unfortunately, I had no idea where we were. None of the surrounding area looked familiar. 
 
    “That was a climb,” Imogen said as she stood next to me and gasped for breath. 
 
    “Um, where are we?” I asked. 
 
    “About three miles from the inn,” she replied. “But the road to Gilamar is just over that hill. So send the Shadow Foxes a message and tell them to pick us up by the side of the road.” 
 
    I pulled out my pen and paper. There were messages from Aerin, Yvaine and Maruk saying they had made it out of the city and were heading towards the inn. Emeline, Lavinia, Dehn and Lena were also accounted for. I sent a reply stating that Imogen and I had taken an alternate route out of the city, but we would meet the carriages on the road to Gilamar. 
 
    “At the old post road,” Imogen added as she watched me write the note. 
 
    “At the old post road,” I murmured as I sent my p.s. 
 
    A heartbeat later Aerin wrote back ‘See you soon.’ 
 
    “Are you okay to walk to the road?” I asked as I tucked my pen and paper back into my pack. 
 
    “I can make it,” Imogen insisted. “Though I’ll certainly be glad to see that healer again.” 
 
    We set off, cutting as direct a path as we could. Most of the land we walked across looked like it had been farmed at one time, but the earth was slowly reclaiming it. Young saplings sprouted in the fertile soil, and long grasses whipped against our boots. I could hear field mice moving among some old cornstalks that lay across the ground, and a badger marched across our path as we clambered over the remnants of an old stone wall.  
 
    The hill was more of a gentle rise, for which I sent Theira a grateful thank you. When we reached the top, I could see the junction of the main road east and the old post road just below us. I grinned at Imogen, and we made our slippery way down the slope.  
 
    We arrived at the intersection before the carriages, and so we stood there by the side of the road like a pair of hitchhikers. All I needed was a sign that said ‘Gilamar’. Merlin eventually returned, dropping down next to us in a flurry of feathers before changing back to his puca form. He had a mouthful of something furry, which he quickly swallowed, and followed up with a burp. 
 
    My fingertips started to go numb, and I was giving serious thought to testing out my fire magic when we heard the sound of harnesses and the whinny of horses. Imogen and I glanced at each other, and then I looked at Merlin. 
 
    “Make sure it’s them,” I told the puca as my hand drifted towards my mana knife. 
 
    He nodded and changed back into his hawk form. He took off, flying low in the direction of the travelers. He was back quickly, and he settled onto my shoulder in his puca form with a happy chirp. 
 
    Three carriages soon appeared, and I recognized Rezo at the reins of the lead carriage. He stopped next to us, and Yvaine stepped out of the carriage. 
 
    “Are you okay?” she asked as Aerin stuck her head out from the carriage. 
 
    “Imogen was injured,” I replied. “And Maderel does have manipulators working for him. Other than that, we’re fine.” 
 
    Aerin had already stepped behind the ladona when she heard me say that Imogen was injured, and I soon heard the tinkling of chimes and felt the warm golden glow that always signaled that the elf was at work.  
 
    “Manipulators,” Yvaine murmured in awe.  
 
    “Maderel’s secretary for one,” I replied. 
 
    “What?” Aerin asked in disbelief. 
 
    “And two others that we killed on the grounds of the Academy,” I added. “But who knows how many others. And I’m pretty sure Maderel is one as well.” 
 
    “But you said you checked his mana,” Aerin protested. 
 
    “I did,” I sighed, “But obviously he’s found a way to conceal it. It must have something to do with learning elemental magic, because that’s what I see when I look at him.” 
 
    “Madame,” Rezo interrupted. “Perhaps we should hold this discussion inside the carriage.”  
 
    “He’s right,” Yvaine said with a nod. “We all made it out, but I’m certain we’re being followed. We should keep moving.” 
 
    Imogen and I piled into the first carriage with Aerin and Yvaine. We’d barely sat down when Rezo snapped the reins, and we were off again. I gave Aerin and Yvaine the abridged version of our escape, and promised to fill in the rest of the story whenever we stopped. Merlin was dispatched to check the road behind us, and he returned periodically to keep urging us onward. Yvaine was right. We were being followed by someone, and I was willing to bet that it was more of Maderel’s personal mage army. 
 
    An army of manipulators. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    We made impossibly good time on the road to Gilamar, thanks to Emeline and Lena, but still our foes followed hot on our heels. My best efforts to slow them down with thick, slushy mud or icy roads made little difference. Dehn and Lavinia even set up spikes buried in the road along the way, which barely gave our followers pause.  
 
    The horses started to flag, and Yvaine had Rezo stop and let us out. Lavinia would lead us crosscountry to Gilamar while Rezo continued onward to the next town. There he would rest the horses and then turn around and return to Constello lands.  
 
    Merlin kept watch from overhead, and for a while, our followers continued their pursuit of the carriages. It bought us enough time to stop and rest and swap stories of our dramatic escape. 
 
    The farmers, I learned, had indeed staged a sit-in. The council members had called for the city guards to remove them, which had set off, if not an outright brawl, at least a schoolyard fight. Other people who supported the farmers began to turn up, and the city hall was soon inundated with hundreds of people carrying signs and ringing cowbells. Council members had looked perplexed, but Maderel had grimaced and pushed his way through the crowd to make good on his escape. That was when Lena and Emeline had started Plan B. 
 
    Convinced that the city was under attack from dark mages, the council members had turned on Maderel. Maderel had apparently taken in what was happening, and informed the council that it was not dark magic, but probably more supporters for the farmers. The council hadn’t bought it. When Maderel attempted to leave again, the guards were ordered to hold him. 
 
    Maderel had used air magic to push the guards away, which had sent the already terrified crowd into full-on hysteria. Maderel had finally forced his way outside, but another wave of protestors had arrived. Maderel’s path was blocked once again, and the frustrated mage had threatened to burn down the city hall and everyone in it. That hadn’t gone over well with the gathered masses. 
 
    He was saved from an inglorious end when a small group of mages arrived from the Academy. They had spoken to Maderel and then cleared a path through the crowds. That was the last any of the Shadow Foxes had seen of him. 
 
    “So you think he’s a manipulator,” Dehn pondered as he tore off a bite of jerky. 
 
    “It makes sense in a weird way,” Aerin said. 
 
    “He was probably planning on recruiting you for his army from the first day he saw you,” Yvaine added. 
 
    “I never did like the guy,” Lavinia grumbled. “He’s always been smarmy.” 
 
    “He could be charming, though,” Maruk pointed out. “And he was always well-informed on a variety of topics.” 
 
    “I still have a hard time understanding him,” I sighed. “In the city, and especially around the tower, he could be a real prick. But when it was just us working on something, he was a great guy, and one of the best teachers I've ever had.” 
 
    “I think it’s safe to say that relationship is now at an end,” Imogen replied. 
 
    Merlin flew into our camp at that moment and let out a piercing cry. We jumped to our feet and looked around. 
 
    “What the hell?” Lavinia demanded angrily, though I could sense a bit of fear there as well. Facing an army of manipulators would make even the most stalwart soldier quake in his boots. 
 
    “They must have stopped following the carriages,” I said. 
 
    Merlin bobbed his head and let out another screech. 
 
    “Well, that’s good for Rezo,” Yvaine sighed. “At least I won’t have to worry about them getting into trouble.” 
 
    “I don’t understand why they haven’t had to stop,” Aerin groused as she grabbed up her pack. 
 
    “We can figure that out later,” Maruk sighed. “For now, we need to keep moving.” 
 
    “I really hope we lose them soon,” Emeline said as she peered over her shoulder into the darkness. “My feet could really use a good soak.” 
 
    “And some scones,” Lena agreed. “With plenty of cream.” 
 
    “And a lovely pot of Argam tea,” Maruk laughed. 
 
    “We can be in Gilamar before sunrise,” Lavinia declared. “But we’ve got to move now and we’ve got to move quickly.” 
 
    We gathered our packs, and set off into the darkness, with only a few of Lena’s glow sticks and a muted mage ball from Emeline to light our way. There was no real forest to speak of, and the wind cut across the plains unabated. Ice coated everything, making the hike even more treacherous. We were forced to make several brief stops while Aerin dealt with an assortment of twisted ankles, stubbed toes, and frozen fingers. 
 
    Lavinia was right though. We dragged ourselves into Gilamar before the first rays of sunlight had cleared the horizon. There were a few caravans already lining up for the journey across the great expanse of desert. Most of these were smaller than the caravans that had made this journey earlier in the year. The exotic fruits and spices had long since been harvested and sold, and the bitter cold kept the merely curious away. 
 
    We quickly found one group that was happy to have a guild join their journey, even if we were only going as far as the Canterrose Mountains. Part of me wished we could have taken the hot air balloons again, but when a vicious blast of arctic wind nearly knocked me off my feet, I decided that we’d probably made a wise choice. 
 
    Our train set out early, with the Shadow Foxes walking alongside the various carts and wagons. A spice dealer named Aziz returning home after nearly a year of doing business in the west offered us a seat on the back of his wagon, which now carried a load of fine woolen cloth and sacks of snails, whose shells were used to produce a deep purple dye.  
 
    By unspoken agreement, Lavinia spent most of the time on the cart. At first, she complained, but as the winds picked up, and the rest of us looked ever more miserable, she smirked and settled into her spot. 
 
    Merlin maintained his hawk form, and he kept an eye on the trail behind us. We knew when our foes had reached Gilamar, though they apparently had less luck securing a ride. We managed to gain nearly an entire day before they were able to get underway.  
 
    “Enjoying the view?” I asked Lavinia as I walked next to the spice merchant’s wagon. 
 
    “Immensely,” she assured me. 
 
    “Maybe you should lie down,” I suggested. 
 
    “And miss all the scenery?” she laughed.  
 
    “Trouble,” I heard Maruk call out.  
 
    The orc pointed towards the southern horizon, and I saw four familiar shapes soar over the desert floor. 
 
    “Griffins,” I said to Lavinia. She jumped off the back of the cart, bow and arrows at the ready. 
 
    We kept a watchful eye on the predators, and it seemed like we might have escaped their notice. They continued to hunt further south, flying in large circles that kept them moving away from us. I could feel the tension in the caravan drop as their shapes became nothing more than dots on the distant horizon. 
 
    “Over there!” I heard someone yell out. The signal went up from the lead wagon to stop, and one by one, the wagons ground to a halt. 
 
    “To the east,” Lavinia said. I followed her gaze and saw another group of griffins. This pack was larger, and they weren’t moving in the same looping pattern as the ones we’d just passed. This group was moving straight onwards, towards us. 
 
    The drivers pulled their wagons into a loose circle, and the guards hired for this trek had their own swords and bows already drawn. Almost everyone else ducked under their wagons and carts, but I saw a few of the traders position themselves for a fight. 
 
    The griffins swooped in low at first, like a reconnaissance flight. An anxious guard loosed an arrow that flittered uselessly past the pack. The griffins moved higher, out of range of the average bowman, and started to circle over our group. 
 
    One of the griffins made a noise that was somewhere between a raven’s caw and a lion’s roar. Two of the griffins began diving towards the carts, and several of the donkeys brayed in terror. I placed my hand on Lavinia’s shoulder, reinforcing her mana with my own. Three of her prized elven arrows shot straight towards the griffins that were descending on us. One tumbled from the sky without a sound, while the other one struggled to fly away, its right wing flapping uselessly against the wind. 
 
    “I’ll get that one!” Dehn yelled as he raced across the desert floor in pursuit of the wounded griffin. 
 
    “Don’t forget my arrow!” Lavinia called after him as she lined up her next shot.   
 
    The griffin’s roar had attracted the attention of others in the area. Even as the group above us tightened their circle, I could see three more flying in from the west. 
 
    A fireball shot up from our group, and I saw Emeline prepare for another strike. She’d crisped a few feathers, and the griffins had broken apart briefly before reforming their circle at a greater height. 
 
    “Can you take out those three?” I asked Lavinia as I eyed the group from the west that was closing in. 
 
    “Yes,” she replied quickly as she set her arrows. She gave me a nod, and I placed my hand on her shoulder again. She held the bow steady until the creatures were within range, and then she sent three more of the elven arrows screaming across the sky. Two griffins fell instantly while the third fluttered slowly to the ground. 
 
    Another fireball filled the air, and the griffins roared in protest. One swooped lower, and I saw Maruk heave one of Lena’s jars at it. The orc’s aim was good, and the jar smashed into the animal. Smoke engulfed the griffin, followed by a horde of tiny, flickering lights. The griffin screeched and tried to fly away. Merlin swooped in from somewhere and dug his own talons into the flailing animal’s hide. 
 
    There were only four griffins left now, and they circled well above us, outside the range of either bow or fireball. I picked out the griffin that seemed to be the leader, and I closed my fist over its mana. The animal fought back, yanking against the grip of my mana as it tried to pull away. The other three griffins flew around aimlessly and watched as their leader struggled against an enemy they couldn’t see. Finally, the great beast fell from the sky, and the other three griffins flew off. 
 
    We waited for a moment, but no other griffins appeared. One by one, our fellow travelers emerged from their hiding places. I saw Aerin move among them, checking for injuries and offering reassurance. Lena was with her, while Yvaine and Maruk checked on the wagons. Emeline helped the caravan’s water mage to his feet, and I saw the man offer her a grateful hug. 
 
    “I need to retrieve my arrows,” Lavinia sighed. 
 
    “It’s a long walk,” I said. “I’ll get them.” 
 
    “You just want to collect some souvenirs,” she teased. 
 
    “Perhaps a nice cloak made of griffin feathers,” I laughed. 
 
    “Don’t give Maruk any ideas,” she warned me. 
 
    “Don’t give me any ideas about what?” Maruk asked as he stepped up next to Aziz’s cart. 
 
    “Griffin feathers,” I replied with a wink to Lavinia. 
 
    “In a hat, I should think,” Maruk mused. “Yes, that would look fabulous.” 
 
    Aziz had stayed with his donkeys during the attack, and now that they were calm again, he joined us at the back. 
 
    “I knew it was a good idea to have a guild along,” he gushed as he shook our hands. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen a flock of griffins dealt with so quickly. But what happened to that last one?” 
 
    “I wrapped it in air,” I said as I remembered one of the spells I’d seen described in Charmain. “Sort of like wrapping it in a blanket so it couldn’t fly.” 
 
    “Whatever you did, it was amazing,” Aziz declared. “I have no doubt this will be the easiest crossing I’ve ever made.” 
 
    The caravan was slowly reassembling itself into a line, and a headcount by the leader, a scrawny man named Fatso for some reason, showed that only Dehn was still missing. Aerin scooted inside Aziz’s cart and sent a message with our magic paper while I convinced Fatso to give Dehn a little more time. The rest of the caravan took the opportunity to sip some water and calm their nerves.  
 
    We had no response from Dehn, and Fatso was anxious to get under way. We’d dealt well enough with one flock of griffins, but Fatso was understandably worried that the scent of blood would draw more griffins. Or something worse. I remembered the giant dragon we’d encountered on our first trip across the desert, and I couldn’t blame him for being worried. 
 
    I had just convinced Fatso to at least let me retrieve some of the arrows Lavinia had used when Maruk tugged on my sleeve and pointed out a small figure trudging across the sand. A cheer went up from the caravan when they realized it was Dehn. He raised his fists in response and picked up his pace. 
 
    He was covered in blood, and he had somehow strung a pair of griffin talons around his neck. More importantly, he had retrieved not only the arrows from the griffin he had chased, but all the arrows Lavinia had used. He held them out to the ladona like a bashful prom date presenting his queen with a corsage. He even looked at the ground and scuffed the toe of his boot as he held them out to her. 
 
    “Thank you, Dehn,” Lavinia said in a remarkably kind and warm voice. 
 
    The halfling blushed and ground a small hole into the hard packed earth of the trail. 
 
    “Well, I think we can go now,” Fatso declared. 
 
    Fatso gave the signal, and the caravan lined up once again. Aziz invited Lavinia to sit next to him at the front of the cart where he proceeded to describe everything that had just happened as if Lavinia hadn’t been a participant. I saw Lavinia consider making a jump for it, but Aziz clicked to the donkeys, and the cart rolled onward. 
 
    The rest of our desert journey passed by uneventfully as far as the local wildlife was concerned. We saw griffins in the distance, and the tracks of a dragon, but none ever approached our little collection of carts.  
 
    Merlin kept watch behind us, and his updates were less encouraging. The mages had joined a caravan and were moving quickly across the desert. They were getting closer every day, and I guessed that magic was being used to keep their caravan moving so fast and for so long. A part of me wanted the griffins to attack the second caravan. I didn’t want anything to happen to the people in the caravan, but maybe it would keep the mages busy for a time. 
 
    As the mountains came into view, we reviewed our plans for the next part of the trip. Emeline rode in the cart as she looked over maps, and Lavinia joined her every so often. There were several possible crossings, including those we’d used in the past, but even from this distance we could see the swirling storms that wreathed the mountains. With our enemies closing in, the last thing we needed was to get trapped on the side of a mountain with no way down. 
 
    Our last night with the caravan was one of the coldest I’d ever experienced in Evreas. Between the bitter wind, the looming mountains, and our rapidly approaching foes, no one got much sleep. We volunteered to take the watch all night, which earned us a thankful smile from each of the guards. We hunkered down by the fire with our cloaks and blankets pulled tightly around us. Merlin curled up in my hood and started snoring after a long day of watching the two caravans. 
 
    “They’re less than a half day behind us now, if I understand Merlin correctly,” I sighed. I peered back along the trail, as if I might spot the campfires of the other caravan. 
 
    “It’s insane how fast they’re moving,” Imogen noted. “Even with mage help.” 
 
    “They must be using healers to keep the animals fit for travel,” Lavinia said. “But even so, I don’t understand how they’re moving so fast. The carts are just as heavy.” 
 
    “Maybe they lightened the carts somehow,” Aerin mused. “Some spell that would make everything weigh less.” 
 
    “I know some physicists who would have a field day with that,” I murmured.  
 
    “They could have just tossed stuff,” Dehn pointed out. 
 
    “I can’t imagine the merchants would allow that,” Maruk replied. 
 
    “They may not have had a choice,” Yvaine said. “Once they were out in the desert, the mages may have taken command of the caravan.” 
 
    “But then why bother with the caravan at all?” Emeline asked. 
 
    “They still need guides,” Lena replied. “And Maderel still hasn’t exposed himself yet. He’ll want to maintain his High Mage persona for as long as possible.” 
 
    “And tossing aside a few bolts of cloth in order to catch some thieves may be viewed as high-handed but still acceptable,” I added. “Whereas killing off a caravan would bring a lot of unwanted attention.” 
 
    “I’ve dealt with mages before,” Imogen noted. “I’ve never encountered any quite like these.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Dehn assured her, “we can take them.” 
 
    “Gabriel can handle lots of mages at one time,” Aerin agreed. “He took on that whole cult in the castle the last time we were in the mountains.” 
 
    “Those were all elementalists,” I pointed out. “I have a feeling these are… something else following us.” 
 
    We all peered back along the trail again, and I could have sworn I felt someone looking at us. 
 
    “Well, you can handle them as well,” Yvaine finally said. 
 
    “Maybe one or two, like at the Academy,” I replied. “But I think they underestimated me and they didn’t know Imogen was there either. They know how many we are now and they have a better idea of what I can do. If there’s a lot of them, I don’t know what I could do to stop them.” 
 
    “We just have to stay ahead of them,” Lavinia declared with a determined glint in her red eyes. 
 
    “That may be easier said than done,” Maruk replied. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter how hard it is,” Dehn sniffed. “If it’s what we have to do, we’ll do it.” 
 
    “Damn right,” Lavinia agreed. 
 
    Cheered by my team’s determination, I finally managed to doze for a few short hours. Fatso had everyone up before first light, and our caravan was underway again before the first rays of sunlight had crossed the mountains.  
 
    When we reached the edge of the Canterrose Mountains, Fatso offered us a guild bounty to continue with the caravan. There were reports of raiders along the trail as it curved away from the mountains and turned towards the silk and spice markets of the nomadic tribes. In different times, I assured him, the Shadow Foxes would have been proud to see the caravan safely through, but we were already on a quest and we couldn’t abandon it, even for a day. I also secretly hoped that the caravan would remain the focus of Maderel’s mages, at least long enough to buy us enough time to reach the mountains. 
 
    Fatso nodded sadly and wished us well. We collected our gear, and as the carts moved out of sight, we turned our own steps to the mountains that loomed before us. 
 
     “And now the fun begins,” Maruk declared. “I hope everyone remembered their bearskins.” 
 
    “Yes, mother,” Aerin replied. 
 
    The pass Emeline and Lavinia had selected was at one of the higher elevations, but it would lead us directly east. It also had the advantage of being one of the few passes that was manned year round. According to the fire mage, workers kept the pass open, even in the dead of winter. And once we were through, we had a straight shot to the Iolian Sea. 
 
    If we made it through the pass. Just approaching the mountains was a task. Snow and slush pulled at our feet, and a fierce wind blew ice into our faces. My lungs ached from the cold before we’d even started our climb. 
 
    Conditions at the mountains were even worse. There was a heavy blanket of snow at the lower levels, and as we started to climb, the snow went from loose and dry to as thick as oatmeal. It sucked at my feet, and I nearly lost one of my boots in a large drift. I had serious doubts that anyone could keep the pass open in this type of storm. 
 
    “There should be a waystation ahead,” Lavinia called out over the roaring wind. “We can catch our breath there and find out what the conditions are in the high pass.” 
 
    “Can’t be any worse than this,” Maruk yelled back as he cleared a mound of snow from his shoulders. 
 
    We almost walked past the waystation. It was a one-story building, partially built into the mountain itself. The wind had blown the snow across the stone walls and buried the roof in a thick layer. If we hadn’t been looking for the station, we would have missed the narrow path that someone had dug to the door. 
 
    There were only a few people inside when we stumbled in, but at least there was a warm fire and the smell of something roasting in the kitchen. We followed the instructions on a sign by the door and shook off all the snow before seating ourselves at a large table at the far end of the room. 
 
    “Want something to eat or drink?” a surly looking barman asked as he filled a pint for a bald man standing at the bar. 
 
    “Both, for everyone,” I replied. 
 
    “Nine plates!” the barman yelled out. 
 
    “Nine?” an equally surly voice called back. “Where the hell are all these people coming from?” 
 
    The barman ignored the question and filled the pints for our group. He brought them over, three at a time, and banged them down in the middle of the table. I saw Lavinia slide her pint over to Dehn who happily double fisted them. 
 
    “What can you tell us about the pass?” Imogen asked when the last set had been delivered. 
 
    “Snow will probably let up later tonight,” the barman replied. “They should have it cleared out well enough tomorrow morning. If you’re smart, you’ll leave as soon as they open the pass. You don’t want to get stuck there when the snow starts falling again.”  
 
    “Thanks,” I replied. 
 
    The barman grunted and returned to his spot behind the bar. I looked around at our fellow travelers. Besides the bald man with his nose in his pint, there was a group of four merchants at a table directly in front of the fireplace, and pair of elves snoring in the corner. The only women in the place were the ones in our group, and more than a few curious stares were directed our way.  
 
    “I guess there aren’t any rooms,” Aerin remarked. 
 
    “No rooms,” Emeline agreed. “If I remember correctly, most of these stations were built just before the civil war. The original station is the part that’s actually carved into the mountain. They were pretty basic, and the travelers just bunked down in there with their animals. The pubs were added later, but the animals still stay in the caves. We can stay here, or try to find a place in the stalls.” 
 
    “Here,” we all replied quickly. 
 
    The food arrived, and Merlin finally unwrapped himself from my neck. He plopped down next to me on the bench and swished his tail when I didn’t offer him a bite of food fast enough. 
 
    “I told you he was spoiled,” Lavinia noted when the puca meowed at my slow pace. 
 
    “Hey, he’s earned it,” I protested. “He’s been keeping an eye on… well, the others.” 
 
    “True,” Lavinia conceded as I slipped Merlin a small plate of roasted venison and mashed potatoes. 
 
    “At least this storm will slow them down as well,” Yvaine sighed. 
 
    “If they’re following us still,” Aerin added hopefully. “They might still be pursuing the caravan.” 
 
    “We should operate under the assumption that they are on our tail,” I concluded. “If they are what I think they are, they will be able to sense the… items and follow.” 
 
    “Then I really hope the snow lets up soon,” Aerin said. 
 
    “I hate that we’re stuck here,” I admitted. “I’d feel more comfortable if we could keep moving.” 
 
    “Maybe we should keep an eye on the folks clearing the pass,” Maruk suggested. “We wouldn’t have to wait for word to arrive before we left.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” I agreed as I looked at Merlin. Merlin looked up from his plate long enough to glare at Maruk. 
 
    “Maybe we could even help,” Lena said thoughtfully. 
 
    “I’m not sure if I like that idea,” Aerin replied. 
 
    “We could punch our way through the snow,” Dehn added enthusiastically. 
 
    “I’m not sure that’s what she meant,” I pointed out. 
 
    “It wasn’t,” Lena agreed. “I was thinking that I might have enough of my heat jars to help melt some of the snow. And Emeline could certainly do her part.” 
 
    “Oh, um, sure,” Emeline replied through a mouthful of potatoes. 
 
    “You can’t just start melting snow,” Imogen said. “There’s a real science to how they do it. All it takes is one wrong move to start an avalanche.” 
 
    “Sorry, Merlin,” I remarked to the puca. “It looks like you’re on watch duty tonight after all.” 
 
    Merlin shot Maruk another dirty look then turned his focus on the few leftovers that dotted our plates. He managed to snag a few more bites before the barman returned and swept our plates away. He scowled at the puca, but he brought another round of drinks without protest. 
 
    Near midnight, the barkeep stuck his head out of the door and looked at the sky. He disappeared into the back of the building for several minutes, then returned with a pair of hefty looking humans. The new guys were both nearly seven feet tall, and to call them broad shouldered was a disservice. When they tossed on their own fur cloaks, they looked like a pair of sasquatches. They grabbed up shovels and packs and trudged out into the night. I nudged Merlin with my toe, who stuck his tongue out at me before slipping outside behind the two men. 
 
    “Is it really just the two of them?” Yvaine asked the barkeep before he could disappear again. 
 
    “There’ll be a team working up from the next station,” the barkeep replied. “And one working down. They have special equipment, too, so it doesn’t take as long to dig out.” 
 
    “Still,” Yvaine commented. “It seems like very hard work.” 
 
    “Gotta keep the pass open,” the barkeep shrugged. 
 
    “Why?” Dehn asked as he looked around the room. The halfling had a point. There weren’t hordes of people clamoring to cross the mountains in the middle of a snowstorm. 
 
    “Because that’s what we’re paid to do,” the barkeep grumbled as he stalked back to the bar. A moment later, he vanished through the door to what we presumed were his private quarters. 
 
    We sat around in desultory silence for another two hours. The merchants had retired to the stalls to hunker down with their mules, and the elves had roused themselves long enough to confirm that the trail was being shoveled before they fell back asleep. The rest of us catnapped as we could, but I knew the rest of my team was as anxious as I was to get moving again. 
 
    At last, I heard a tapping on the door. I sprang from my spot on the floor and hurried over to the door. I cracked it open, and Merlin, disguised as a small ball of black fur, scurried inside. 
 
    “Have they cleared enough for us to at least get a good start?” I whispered.  
 
    The ball of fur shook itself, then morphed into a black cat. Merlin gave a quiet meow, and I glanced back at the rest of the team. They were already on their feet and gathering their equipment. I nodded, and with barely a sound, we returned to the freezing cold of the mountain. 
 
    We followed the path that had already been cleared, and it was impressive. Whatever special equipment the two men were using was clearly up to the job. We were making much better time along this section of the trail than we had trying to reach the waystation.  
 
    We had just passed the highest point in the trail and started our descent when we met up with the two diggers coming back up the mountain. Their beards were covered with a fine coating of ice and snow, and their breath puffed in the air around them. They looked surprised to see us on the trail, but they merely saluted and kept on walking.  
 
    “I can’t wait to get to the bottom,” Aerin moaned. “This is just too cold.” 
 
    “Maybe we could find a nice tearoom at the bottom of the mountain,” Maruk sighed. “Someplace that will have a good fire going, and plenty of petit fours and cucumber sandwiches.” 
 
    “I want a giant turkey leg,” Dehn added. “And lots of gravy.” 
 
    “I just want to be warm again,” Lavinia replied. I saw her shiver as she glanced back at me. 
 
    I was just about to respond, when the surrounding snow suddenly lit up. Flames burst upward, and I saw Dehn grab Emeline and toss her aside as the path in front of her started to bubble. He stepped back as a fireball burst upwards. I could see smoke coming off his hair, and when he turned around, I realized his eyebrows were gone. 
 
    Merlin had shifted into his hawk form and launched himself into the air while the rest of us were still recovering. I heard his warning cry as he circled over us, and I tried to find him against the black sky.  
 
    “At the top of the path!” Lavinia called out as she drew her bow.  
 
    “How the hell did they get around us?” Dehn growled. 
 
    “We’ll figure that out later!” I yelled as I ducked out of the way of a fireball. 
 
    Three arrows whizzed by my ear as I turned back around. I could just make out several shapes standing at the top of the ridge, and then one suddenly dropped out of sight. Another one slumped down but was caught by two more people. The third arrow was brushed aside by a burst of wind. 
 
    Dehn already had his axe in his hand, and he darted back up the trail as fast as he could. Despite the job the diggers had done, the path was still icy, and I saw Dehn nearly stumble a couple of times. Aerin was behind him, and she grabbed his shirt to keep him on his feet. 
 
    “Up there,” Imogen pointed. I followed her gaze to an outcropping just above the path. More dark forms were up there, and I saw two raise their hands. I summoned my own mana and threw up a shield around Dehn and Aerin. Molten lava cracked against the shield, and I heard Aerin squeal. She and Dehn kept moving though, and Maruk and Yvaine charged after them, the orc’s own duranium shield raised over their heads. A powerful fireball cracked against his shield, but the steel held, and the orc soon caught up to Aerin and Dehn.  
 
    Another set of arrows flew by, but the mages were prepared this time. I saw the arrows tossed aside by a burst of wind, and then a powerful gust threatened to send me and the two ladonae over the edge of the mountain. I grabbed hold of Lavinia and was able to pull her safely back onto the trail while I sent a burst of mana towards the air mage. He stumbled backwards and was saved from his own fall off the mountain by one of his comrades. I heard the chimes of healing and realized that at least one of the dark mages was a healer. 
 
    The sky lit up again, but this time because Lena had tossed several jars into the air, and Emeline had blasted them with her own fire balls. For a moment, it looked like a fireworks display, but then the fiery tendrils arced downwards and started to fall on the dark mages. I heard cries of pain, and more than a few curse words.  
 
    I realized that Dehn, Aerin, Yvaine, and Maruk had arrived at the front lines. Maruk had both shields up and was wading forward while Aerin and Dehn swung with axe and mace. Yvaine moved like a gazelle, despite the icy conditions, and dodged between Maruk’s shields to land her share of strikes. The tightly grouped mages split apart, forcing the Shadow Foxes to spread out as well. 
 
    More arrows burst into the air, and at least two hit their mark. Imogen had joined Lena, and with her stronger arms, she was able to get a better arc on the jars. More of the fiery tendrils were finding their mark, but so, unfortunately, were the shots from the dark mages. For every cluster of arrows that made it through, two more were tossed to the side. And the fire mages among our foes were hitting Maruk’s shields with everything they hand. The metal was glowing now, and I wasn’t sure how much longer Maruk would be able to maintain his grasp on the shields. 
 
    Merlin had joined the fight, and he was attacking the mages that stood on the ridgeline, but the combined wind of an air mage and the flames from a fire mage prevented him from inflicting too much damage.  
 
    I threw up a mana shield around Yvaine when she strayed too far from Maruk’s protection, but I saw her stumble from a blow, nonetheless. Maruk quickly stepped in front of her, while Aerin swept to her side. I saw the golden glow of Aerin’s work, and Yvaine was able to stand again a moment later.  
 
    The Shadow Foxes fought well, but we were losing ground. I counted at least twenty mages, and we had barely made a dent in their numbers. I opened up my mana and tried to shut down the magic spells from the other mages. As soon as I focused on one, though, another would take over. And then I realized that underneath all the shifting colors of mana, each one of these mages had one constant.  
 
    Blue. 
 
    They were all manipulators. Manipulators who could use elemental and healing magics as well and do so proficiently. 
 
    Maderel had trained his army well. I knew that we would have exactly one chance to survive this. If we failed, the Shadow Foxes were doomed, and the Shodra would be used to destroy the world.  
 
    “Pull back!” I yelled. “Pull back!” 
 
    I wasn’t sure anyone had heard me, but then I saw Maruk start slowly backing away. Yvaine and Aerin moved with him, still striking blows. Imogen launched several of Lena’s jars into the middle of the mages that followed them, and I recognized the ten thousand fireflies that emerged. Sure enough, several of the mages started reaching for their faces, arms; any place one of the lights had landed.  
 
    Three arrows landed in the middle of the pack, and I heard a mage howl in pain. That was closely followed by a fireball, and a giant smoke bomb.  
 
    “Dehn, damn it!” I called out when I saw the halfling was still swinging at the mages. “Get down here, now!” 
 
    The halfling roared one more time as he swung his axe in a wide arc. He hit at least one mage, and then he bolted back towards our group. 
 
    I opened up my mana again and studied the snow on the side of the mountain. Finally, I found what I wanted. A weak spot in the snowpack. It would be tricky, but I had to do it. 
 
    First, I launched the largest fireball I’d ever made right at the spot. There was a brief moment, when the world seemed to go quiet, and I thought my brilliant plan was going to be a dud. And then I heard it. The rumble, as the pack collapsed, and the snow above it began spilling down the mountain.  
 
    “Stand close!” I ordered as I wrapped the Shadow Foxes in a mana shield. I held the shield with one hand while I used some of the air mage lessons that Maderel had given me to try to redirect the snow away from us.  
 
    There were screams from the other mages, and I saw other mana shields going up, but the snow moved too quickly for some. I thought I was going to be torn apart as I tried to balance the two spells. I know it was only a matter of minutes, but it still felt like I’d been doing chin ups for an hour by the time the last bit of snow had dribbled by.  
 
    I released my mana slowly, testing the snow that stood like a wall in front of us as I did so. The snow held, and I dropped to the ground, exhausted. Aerin was by my side in a flash, and I felt the warmth of her healing fill me.  
 
    Merlin cried out from overhead, then dropped down next to us. He changed into his puca form and sniffed suspiciously at the snow. 
 
    “That should buy us some time,” I finally said. 
 
    “Wow,” Lavinia said as she kicked out at the wall. It was thick and heavy, and even if some of the mages had managed to create their own shields in time, it was going to take them a while to get out. 
 
    “They were all manipulators,” I announced as I stood up. 
 
    For a moment, the only sound was the chirping of a nearby bird. 
 
    “I wish I could say I was surprised,” Maruk sighed. 
 
    “I guess we now know Pebbles’ claim was true,” Yvaine added. 
 
    “Does this mean that Maderel isn’t going to try to hide what he is anymore?” Lena asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I sighed. “And I’d rather not hang around here to find out. Let’s get off the mountain, and figure out where we go next.” 
 
    The rest of the path was still clear of snow, and we resumed our descent at a quick pace. We passed a startled pair of diggers on our way down who had come out to investigate the light show and then the avalanche. We shrugged off their questions and kept moving until we were finally free of the mountain. 
 
    By noon, we found an old barn to rest in. Most of the roof was gone and one whole side, but we found a dry spot in a corner where we could sit and eat.  
 
    Emeline, Lavinia and Imogen had the maps out and debated our best path forward. Dehn and Aerin sat together and cleaned their weapons while Maruk carefully examined his shields. Lena investigated a patch of moldy wood she found, and I saw her collect several samples before she moved on to a clump of dark purple vines.  
 
    I drifted over to what had been the old barn door and gazed back at the mountains. I had no idea how much time my little avalanche had bought us, but I had to believe that even Maderel would be forced to stop and regroup after that loss.  
 
    It amazed me to realize that there were still manipulators in this world. Not just a handful, or even a couple dozen, like I had originally imagined. No, there could be hundreds, or even thousands, that had escaped the Academy’s notice, in large part due to Maderel. As much as I hated what he stood for, I owed him something for that at least. 
 
    “You look pensive,” Yvaine observed as she stepped up next to me. 
 
    “Do I?” I asked as I slipped an arm around her waist and pulled her in close. “I was just thinking that I might owe Maderel a thank you note for saving all those manipulators.” 
 
    “Too bad he turned them all into his soldiers,” Yvaine replied. 
 
    “Not all of them,” I said. “I know there’s got to be more out there that he hasn’t gotten to yet. And I’d be willing to bet that many of them would be willing to fight against Maderel.” 
 
    “So you’re going to build your own secret mage army?” Yvaine teased. 
 
    “If I have to,” I laughed. 
 
    “Gabriel,” Yvaine started and then stopped. When she didn’t say anything for nearly a minute, I turned to look at her. 
 
    “Now you’re the one that looks pensive,” I prodded. 
 
    “Well, I have my own bit of news,” she replied. “And it’s good news, I think. The timing is terrible, though, and I do hate bad timing.” 
 
    “This sounds… dire,” I commented. 
 
    “No, no,” she quickly assured me. “Nothing dire. Although it does mean more construction work on the guildhall.” 
 
    “Okay, now I’m intrigued,” I replied. 
 
    “We’ll need to expand the nursery,” she finally said after another extended moment of silence. 
 
    “You know for sure?” I stuttered, since I didn’t think she’d know for sure this quickly.  
 
    “I wasn’t absolutely certain, because it’s still early,” she continued. “But Aerin confirmed it when she healed me. She whispered it to me as we were coming down the mountain after that avalanche you caused. So I guess that makes it official. Now, I’ll have to send out notices, obviously, though I won’t be able to do that until we’re at least back at my estates if not in Ovrista--” 
 
    I cut off the rest of her comments by sweeping her into my arms for one very long, very hot kiss. By the time we separated, the rest of the Shadow Foxes were staring at us in open amusement. 
 
    “If you want, the rest of us could go for a walk,” Imogen offered with a quirked brow. 
 
    “Actually,” I replied, “we have news to share.” 
 
    “Oh, dear,” Maruk sighed. “I’m starting to dread those kinds of statements.” 
 
    “It’s good news,” Aerin assured him, then quickly clamped a hand over her mouth. 
 
    “Tell them,” I encouraged Yvaine, “before the elf does.” 
 
    “I’m pregnant,” Yvaine declared happily. 
 
    “Another one?” Dehn asked as he looked back and forth between Lavinia and Yvaine.  
 
    The rest of the Shadow Foxes surged forward to hug Yvaine and offer their congratulations. Maruk pounded me on the back, nearly driving me to my knees. Lena placed her hand on Yvaine’s stomach and started talking to the child. Emeline had another happy dance going, which she dragged Dehn into. Aerin proudly announced that she knew before anyone else, even the mother. And Lavinia sidled up to me with a knowing smile. She gave me a soft punch in the arm and dropped her head to my shoulder. 
 
    “Well, it looks like our child will have a playmate,” Lavinia whispered into my ear. 
 
    “I just hope they get along,” I replied.  
 
    “I’m sure they will,” Lavinia purred. “Or I’ll make them get along.” 
 
    I laughed though it turned into a cough when Maruk pounded me on the back again. This was my family now, I realized, and these were the moments that bound us together. I would do anything to defend them, and to leave my children in a better world. I would take on Maderel and his mage army and I would defeat them.  
 
    It was that simple. 
 
      
 
    End of book 6 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 End Notes 
 
     Hey guys! Thanks for reading the book. I hope you like the direction the series is going. Please leave a review and let me know your thoughts. 
 
      
 
    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! 
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