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Chapter 1 
 
    The dark Iolian Sea spread out before us, an eerie, undulating presence under a gray sky. We had stayed ahead of the manipulators that had chased us across the lands of Caaldir during the last week, but now we found ourselves on the edge of a sea so vast that there was nothing but water on the distant horizon. We were in the city of Altrua, the westernmost port on the sea, and for the moment, our flight across Caaldir had come to a halt. 
 
    A few trading ships bobbed in the waves that lapped against the pier, but our attempts to find passage across the sea had failed so far. Most ship’s captains were unwilling to attempt a crossing in winter with only the profit of a few passengers to show for it. The storm that was looming off shore didn’t help our cause either. Even Aerin’s skills of persuasion had run up against a brick wall.  
 
    “Maybe you could use some sort of magic on them,” Aerin huffed as yet another captain shook his head. 
 
    “Maybe if we offered to provide mage services on the trip,” Maruk added as he eyed the few ships we hadn’t visited yet. 
 
    “These ships all have their own mages,” Aerin pointed out. “They’d have to, to be able to make the crossing.” 
 
    “Let’s just keep asking,” I sighed. “Someone must be willing to do this.” 
 
    “We could always steal a boat,” Imogen offered. “Surely Maruk could manage a smaller vessel.” 
 
    “I refuse to resort to such chicanery,” Maruk sniffed. 
 
    “We may not have much choice if those mages get here,” Aerin pointed out. 
 
    “I think we may have a ship,” Lena whispered loudly as she and Lavinia joined our group. We’d split into two groups to cover the docks more quickly, and I was relieved to hear that the others seemed to be having better luck. 
 
    “Thank Theira,” Aerin heaved. “I was starting to think we were going to be stuck here forever.” 
 
    “Don’t get too excited,” Lavinia warned. “You haven’t seen the ship yet.” 
 
    “If it floats, it will suffice,” Imogen replied. 
 
    “You say that now,” Lavinia grumbled.  
 
    “It’s called the Passionate Lady,” Lena announced with a clap of her hands. “And it once held the record for the trip between Altrua and Maraz.” 
 
    “Once being the operative word here,” Lavinia added. 
 
    “Well, let’s see this speedy vessel,” Maruk declared.  
 
    Lena skipped back along the pier, and we hastened after her. She led us past several tall ships, each more sleek and nimble-looking than the one before. I gave Lavinia a questioning look, but she just shook her head. 
 
    Lena came to a halt at the very end of the last dock and looked back at us with a joyful smile. I spotted Yvaine and Emeline as well, but unlike the blonde elf alchemist, Yvaine’s expression was the kind I’d make when I’ve just stepped in a pile of dog poo, and Emeline looked like she was already seasick.  
 
    “Oh,” Maruk murmured when we finally saw our ship.  
 
    It wasn’t ugly, by any means, but it was definitely outclassed. It was small and square, and only one mast rose up from the deck. It bounced heavily in the waves that lapped the shore, and I could understand why Emeline looked green already. I was starting to feel queasy just watching it. 
 
    “When did it set the record?” Imogen asked doubtfully. 
 
    “Oh, like thirty years ago,” Lena replied.  
 
    “Where’s Dehn?” I asked.  
 
    “Negotiating with the Captain,” Yvaine sighed. “He’s a Persan, so he refused to work a deal with a woman. He wasn’t thrilled about talking to a halfling either, but at least he’s a man.” 
 
    “So he says,” Lavinia snorted. 
 
    “He is the tallest in his family, after all,” I added with a laugh. 
 
    “Will this ship even make it to Persans?” I challenged. “The thing doesn’t even it look like it will make it to the end of the jetty.” 
 
    “It’s made the trip hundreds of times,” Lena replied. 
 
    “And only lost fifteen people,” Lavinia added. 
 
    “Is that good or bad?” Aerin asked. 
 
    “We’re not entirely sure,” Yvaine admitted. 
 
    Dehn appeared at the top of the gangway at that moment. His cheeks looked a little green, but he still managed to stomp down the swaying board in true Dehn fashion. He sucked in a few deep breaths when he made it to dry land and glared at us. 
 
    “Well?” Aerin finally prompted. 
 
    “He’ll take us to Maraz for one hundred gold pieces,” Dehn replied. 
 
    “That’s ridiculous,” Aerin insisted as she clutched her pack tightly to her chest. “It’s not like anybody else is looking to hire this tub.” 
 
    “He was going to charge more when he found out we had an orc in our group,” Dehn said as he looked at Maruk. “I convinced him that an orc and a halfling balanced out to one person, so he agreed to the one hundred.” 
 
    “It’s actually a good rate,” Imogen replied. “Most of these ships will charge two or three times that during the season.” 
 
    “So why is this guy willing to make the trip?” I asked as I studied the ship more closely. 
 
    “He needs the coin,” Dehn said with a shrug.  
 
    “I gather the last few seasons have been a bit rough for the Passionate Lady,” Yvaine added. “Most merchants want to hire one of the new clipper ships, and they’d rather wait on shore a few extra days for a clipper than spend the extra time at sea on one of these old ships.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, none of the clippers are willing to head out right now unless we can guarantee them a full hold,” Lavinia explained. “It’s just not worth it to them.” 
 
    “I guess we’re taking the Passionate Lady,” I said. 
 
    “I’ll tell the captain,” Dehn sighed and then looked at me. “Maybe you should come with me. He didn’t believe me when I tried to tell him that we had a human male in our group. I think he believes we’re transporting someone’s secret harem.” 
 
    “What?” several female voices cried out indignantly at once. 
 
    “I’ll talk to him,” I agreed as I hurried after Dehn.  
 
    Dehn led me across the deck to an open hatchway. We clambered down a ladder to the first lower deck and then squeezed our way along a narrow passage to the captain’s cabin. The cabin was small but tidy. There was just enough room for the bunk and the desk, and a small table that jutted out from one wall. There were no knick knacks or stray items to be seen. The only sheets of paper on the desk were the ones the captain was writing on. 
 
    The captain himself was probably in his fifties, but years spent at sea had weathered his skin. His deeply tanned face was crisscrossed with fine lines and dark spots, and an old scar ran from his right ear lobe to his throat. I could just make out the remnants of a tattoo on his left cheek. It might have been a sun, or it might have been a very bloated puffer fish. 
 
    “Captain Jerrold,” Dehn announced as we stepped into the small cabin.  
 
    Captain Jerrold looked up from his paperwork, and I saw a flicker of surprise cross his face. He set his quill aside and stood up, though he didn’t move from behind the desk. 
 
    “We’ve decided to accept your offer,” Dehn said. “You’ll get fifty gold pieces now, and fifty when we reach Maraz.” 
 
    Captain Jerrold looked down at the paper he had been writing on and studied it intently. Dehn clicked his tongue and then jabbed me with his elbow. He did a head jerk in the direction of the captain followed by an eye roll. 
 
    “Fifty now, fifty when we reach Maraz,” I said. 
 
    Captain Jerrold finally looked up from his papers and smiled at me. He ignored Dehn completely. 
 
    “This is acceptable,” the captain replied. “Though, since you have so many females and others traveling with you, I must request that you limit your time on the deck. It would only distract my crew.” 
 
    “Where is your crew?” I asked. I hadn’t seen or heard another soul on board since Lena had first brought us here. 
 
    “They are in the town,” the captain replied with a shrug. “But they are due back aboard within the hour. We can be ready to sail with tonight’s high tide.” 
 
    I glanced at Dehn, who also shrugged. 
 
    “Fine,” I agreed. “We’ll go pick up a few supplies. We’ll be back in an hour as well.” 
 
    “Excellent,” the captain declared. “There are two cabins at the front of the ship that we often use as guest quarters. There should be enough room for you and your companions, as long as you don’t mind sharing. Shall I show them to you?” 
 
    “Sure,” I said. 
 
    Captain Jerrold finally stepped around his desk. He squeezed past us and started back along the passage. Dehn and I managed to turn ourselves around and followed after him. He led us to two doors, one on either side of the passage. He opened each door to reveal two small cabins. There were no bunks, just hammocks. That was it aside from a single porthole. 
 
    “How long will this trip take?” I asked as I tried to imagine spending days on end cooped up with Maruk and Dehn in one of these tiny rooms. 
 
    “We should arrive in Maraz before the next full moon,” Captain Jerrold replied. 
 
    “How long is that?” I whispered to Dehn. 
 
    “Too long,” the halfling replied. 
 
    “Maybe we should have asked about the balloons,” I sighed. 
 
    “Bah,” Captain Jerrold declared. “Flight is silliness. Those balloons will never replace a fast sailing ship.” 
 
    “Too bad we don’t have one of those,” Dehn mumbled. 
 
    “I can outrun any of those clippers,” Jerrold said waspishly. “I know these waters. I have no need for a ship designed by engineers or pushed along by an air mage.” 
 
    “An hour, then,” I declared as Jerrold shot Dehn a nasty glare. I saw the halfling’s hand caress the handle of his axe, and I decided rope might be a worthy investment while we were still in port. Tying Dehn to the post would probably be the only way to keep this cruise from turning into a bloodbath. 
 
    Dehn and I returned to the dock and advised the rest of the Foxes of our deal. Armed with shopping lists and a description of our sleeping quarters for the next leg of our trip, as well as the captain’s request, the Shadow Foxes split into groups once again. I ventured down to a narrow bit of beach, and after confirming that no one else was around, whistled for Merlin. 
 
    The puca had spent our entire trip across Caaldir in various bird forms, watching the roads behind us for Maderel’s mages. The avalanche I had caused in the Canterrose Mountains had slowed them down, but Maderel’s army had recovered and another group had picked up our trail again. If they hadn’t managed to close the gap so well, I might have been tempted to stay onshore a few more days to see if we could find a better ship. But they were only a day or two behind us now, and Merlin had spotted other mages joining their ranks. 
 
    “We’ll be heading out to sea tonight,” I told the puca as he landed on my shoulder. He was in his favorite hawk form, and I felt the pinch of his talons even through the thick cloak. 
 
    “I’m wondering if there’s something we could do to keep the other ships in port for a while,” I mused. “At least delay the mages again.” 
 
    Merlin flapped his wings and gazed out at the water while I scratched under his chin and studied the docks. There was a thick wall that had been built around the mouth of the bay to protect the harbor and the ships within it from the storms that sometimes raged across the sea. I also knew from time spent in a local pub that a great chain lay just beneath the surface. It could be raised to prevent attacking ships from entering the bay or to prevent ships from leaving.  
 
    The sailors all agreed that the chain was controlled by a winch inside the wall, but I wondered if I could move it with my mana. I opened my vision and studied the breakwater. The wall was solidly built, and I had no interest in damaging it. But I could follow the glint of the great chain as it trailed along the edge of the wall and disappeared into the salt water. 
 
    I followed the other end of the chain back to the engine that was used to raise and lower it. I could sense several spells, all of which seemed designed to make raising and lowering the chain easier. I didn’t sense any protection spells, though it would have been easier if I could actually get in and take a look. I gave the winch an experimental tug with my mana, and after a moment, I felt the chain move ever so slightly. It wasn’t much, but I just needed to raise the chain enough to keep the other ships in port for a while.  
 
    Satisfied that I had an answer, I made my way back to the Passionate Lady. Merlin shifted into his other favorite cat shape and wrapped himself around my neck. I didn’t realize how much I had missed the sound of his purr until I heard it again. I gave him another scratch under his chin and promised to give him one of the last of the peppermint candies I still had with me. 
 
    By the time I returned to the ship, I could see that the crew had indeed assembled. Two crewmen moved around the deck while a third was in the mast. I could hear shouts from below as well, and the old tub actually looked and sounded like a real ship.  
 
    Lena was already back as well, armed with packets of material that were guaranteed to cure even the worst seasickness. She stood pensively on the pier, chewing on her bottom lip as she watched the sailors move around the deck. 
 
    “You don’t have to wait here,” I told her as I strolled to the ship. 
 
    “I think I do,” she replied. “They scowled at me when I tried to board and one of them said something in Pars that I didn’t understand but it sounded very rude.”  
 
    Imogen and Lavinia joined us at that moment, laden with extra food supplies, and a large wooden box filled with tea. 
 
    “The lady in the store told us this is Captain Jerrold’s favorite tea,” Imogen explained. “We thought it might be worth a few bribes.” 
 
    “Good idea,” I replied as I watched the two men on the deck of the ship. They were eyeing our little group dolefully, and one of them shook his head at the appearance of the two ladonae. 
 
    “Why are you just standing here?” Imogen asked. She followed my gaze, and when she spotted the two sailors, she gave them a dazzling smile. The two men frowned and then turned their backs on us. 
 
    “Oh dear,” Lena said plaintively. 
 
    “Just ignore them,” Imogen said. “It’s the only way to deal with them.” 
 
    “Is everyone in Persans like this?” Lena asked. 
 
    “Pretty much,” Imogen acknowledged, “though there are a few enlightened souls. It appears that none of those will be on this ship, though, so you’ll just have to learn to deal with it.” 
 
    “Come on,” I said to the women. “I’ll show you where the cabins are. I’ll let you pick which one you want.” 
 
    We boarded the vessel and made our way below decks to the cabins with the hard stares of the crew following our every step. Lena was baffled by the reaction, and she grabbed my hand for reassurance. The two ladonae, on the other hand, bristled at the challenge, and strode around the vessel like they were the proud owners of the world’s greatest megayacht. 
 
    I led the women to the two guest cabins and opened the doors. Someone had added a scattering of blankets and pillows to go with the hammocks, though the wood planks still looked rough enough to give you splinters. 
 
    “There doesn’t seem to be much difference,” Lena noted as she glanced between the two rooms. 
 
    “This one is slightly less smelly,” Lavinia declared as she stepped inside the port cabin. 
 
    “Agreed,” Imogen said as she joined her. 
 
    “Oh, well then,” Lena added as she stepped into the cabin as well. 
 
    “Fine,” I sighed. “I’ll just go make sure that everyone else makes it onboard.” 
 
    “That sounds like a good idea,” Lavinia replied as she closed the door.  
 
    I returned to the top deck and found Maruk and Yvaine standing on the pier. Maruk carried several large bundles which he was attempting to pass to one of the sailors on the deck. The man stared intently at the orc but refused to move or lend him a hand. 
 
    “I’ll take it,” I called out as I reached the railing.  
 
    Maruk gave me a grateful look, then passed one of the bundles to me. I set it down on the deck and took a second bundle from the orc’s outstretched hand. He and Yvaine then crossed the gangway with the remaining two bundles. 
 
    “What’s in these?” I asked.  
 
    “Just a few items to make the crossing more pleasant,” Maruk replied.  
 
    When we reached the hatch, we went through the same routine, this time with Yvaine in the lead. Maruk could only fit into the lower part of the ship by moving in a sideways crouch, a fact he bemoaned even as he dropped to the floor in our cabin, and sprawled across the floor. 
 
    “I won’t fit in one of those,” he sniffed as he eyed the hammocks. 
 
    “You’ll just have to use your bedroll,” I replied. 
 
    “Good thing we picked up these,” he said as he unwrapped one of the bundles to reveal several small fuzzy rugs. He pulled two out and spread them on the floor. Merlin hopped from my shoulders and sniffed at the rugs. After some indecision, the puca opted for the light beige rug and curled up for a nap. 
 
    Maruk shook his head and opened the second bundle. This time he produced a tea kettle and something that looked suspiciously like a hot plate minus the power cord. Leaving him to his decorating, I returned to the deck to await the return of the remaining Shadow Foxes. 
 
    Emeline and Aerin appeared next, hauling several bottles of fresh water and a bundle of star charts. Aerin scowled at the sailors but Emeline was so entranced with the charts that she didn’t notice them. Actually, she barely noticed the edge of the pier and only a quick grab by me saved the panthera from a tumble into the water. I directed them to the cabins and then stood watch for Dehn. 
 
    The sun set, and the high tide was nearing its apex without any sign of the halfling. The captain started to issue commands for our departure, and he didn’t seem inclined to wait for Dehn once the ship was ready. I was prepared to argue with the captain, but then I saw Dehn’s distinctive shape hustle down the pier. The sailors looked like they were happy to pull the gangway in and let Dehn jump for it, but Jerrold at least had the decency to wait. Dehn scrambled on board and growled at the sailors. 
 
    “Did you find some arrows?” I asked to distract him. 
 
    “Arrows, some decent knives, and some odd weapon that’s supposed to come back to you when you throw it,” Dehn replied. 
 
    “Everybody else is below,” I said. “I’ll be down in a few minutes. I just have to take care of something.” 
 
    “Are you gonna blow up the boats?” Dehn asked with a trace of excitement as he looked at the ships lined up in the port. 
 
    “Nothing like that,” I assured him.  
 
    “Well, call me if it gets exciting,” he replied. He thumped across the deck and disappeared down the hatchway. Even with the captain calling out orders and the sound of the sails unfurling, I could still hear Dehn hit the deck below with a loud thud.  
 
    The ship proved to be surprisingly smooth as we pulled away from the docks. Jerrold had practically bragged about the fact that he didn’t use mages on his ship, and I had to give him credit. The old tub could move well enough when it had to, even without a magical assist.  
 
    “The sea is in my blood,” Jerrold declared as he stopped for a moment to watch the sails fill. “I can read these waters better than any mage.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt it,” I replied. “I’m surprised at how smooth this is.” 
 
    We passed a few fishing boats as we turned towards the breakwater and the open sea beyond, but no other trading vessels set sail with us. As we neared the harbor wall, I opened up my mana and traced the chain. It was a massive thing, and I wondered what type of forge could have produced the huge links that went into making this barrier.  
 
    A signal light flashed from the top of the wall, and a sailor in the crow’s nest signalled back. I realized it was probably a system to let the ships know when it was safe to cross the harbor entrance. I waited until our ship was clear, and then I tugged on the winch.  
 
    It was slow going, and the wall was nearly out of sight by the time I finished, but I managed to pull the chain up far enough to keep any ship from passing in or out of the harbor. I’d even managed to lock the chain in place. It wasn’t a complicated spell, but it would flummox the average mage, and at least slow down the manipulators who followed us. 
 
    The work with the chain had worn me out more than I realized, and I stumbled as I tried to turn towards the hatch. Captain Jerrold, who patrolled the deck, grabbed my arm and steadied me. 
 
    “May take you a day or two to get your sea legs,” he warned. “Until then, you should probably stay away from the rails.” 
 
    “Right,” I agreed as the boat suddenly rocked.  
 
    I crab walked back to the hatch and half climbed, half tumbled down the steps. I opened the door to the starboard cabin, but it was empty. I heard Maruk’s laugh and Aerin’s snort from the portside cabin, and I opened that door instead. The rest of the Shadow Foxes were crammed inside. Someone had put together a meal of sorts, and mugs of hot tea had been poured. 
 
    “Did you blow up any boats?” Dehn exclaimed when he saw me. 
 
    “No, sorry,” I replied as I crammed myself into a small space near the door. “I raised the chain though. It should take them a few days to figure out how to lower it again.” 
 
    “Good,” Lena said as she handed me some tea and a bowl of stew. I took a bite and then another. Not only was I tired, but hungry as well. I gobbled down the thick soup without really tasting it, and then a second bowl. 
 
    “That was actually very good,” I mumbled as I swiped up the last of my stew. 
 
    “Maruk put it together after he saw what the cook made for the crew,” Yvaine said. 
 
    “That bad?” I asked as I leaned back. 
 
    “Dried cod is always bad,” Maruk sighed. 
 
    “Imogen was just telling us that she knows someone who can be our guide,” Aerin remarked. 
 
    “Do we need a guide?” I asked. 
 
    “He’s been to the edge of the Great Chasm,” Imogen explained. “There aren’t many who have.” 
 
    “The Great Chasm?” I said. 
 
    “It was created right after Augustine was destroyed,” Emeline replied. “They say nothing survives on the other side.” 
 
    “Sounds like our kind of place,” I noted. “So who is this guide?” 
 
    “An elf named Catarosoufallaniekist Debrovolkanar,” Imogen stated with a straight face. 
 
    “Catso what?” I fumbled. 
 
    “Everybody just calls him Cat,” she added. 
 
    “Geez, where’d his parents come up with that name?” Dehn grumbled. 
 
    “It’s a very traditional elven name,” Aerin sniffed. “It signifies his ancestors going back for several generations. Only the oldest elven families still use the technique.” 
 
    “He comes from one of the eastern cities in Caaldir,” Lena added as she contemplated the name. “I’d say one of the oldest. And one that probably doesn’t have much to do with any other races.” 
 
    “You’d be right,” Imogen replied. “Though he hasn’t ventured home in quite some time. He prefers to travel and meet new people.” 
 
    “You trust him?” I asked. 
 
    “Implicitly,” the ladona replied. 
 
    “Emeline, you’ll be working with him the most,” I said with a nod to the panthera. “How do you feel about having a guide?” 
 
    “A guide’s better than a map any day,” she admitted. “He’ll know about a lot of the dangers that don’t get marked on a map, and he may even know a few shortcuts.” 
 
    “So where do we find Cat?” I asked. 
 
    “I’ll send word once we reach Maraz,” Imogen replied. “Hopefully, he’ll be nearby and can help us out.” 
 
    “In the meantime, I guess we just sit back and enjoy the trip,” I said. 
 
    The trip, however, wasn’t that enjoyable. The Passionate Lady followed the coastline, but we were still battered by powerful winds from the sea and snow that was blown out from the shore. Jerrold seemed to patrol the deck endlessly, his eyes locked on the horizon. The sailors of the Passionate Lady opted to ignore our group, though a few talked to me as the sole human male among the team.  
 
    Dehn’s suspicion that the crew thought I was smuggling a harem was confirmed by two of the sailors one night who asked which Persan lord wanted such an odd assortment of women. I tried to convince them that there was no such Persan lord, then finally gave up on that strategy. I leaned in and told them quite confidentially that I couldn’t name any names because it might cost me my life. The sailors seemed to believe that, and there were no more questions about which household the women were bound for. 
 
    Lena and Aerin were kept busy the first few days fending off our seasickness. Lena had managed to adjust her formula, so we weren’t all turning purple and orange, but I did notice a distinct rusty look to my hair. Jerrold actually came to our salvation one night and offered a concoction that his wife had developed. It tasted like weeds and mud, but my stomach was a lot calmer after that. In return, Imogen and Lavinia shared some tea with him, which led to the first friendly smile I’d ever seen on Jerrold’s face. 
 
    Halfway through the voyage, two things happened. First, the sailor in the crow’s nest called out that there was a ship behind us, making its way along the same route to Maraz. Jerrold looked surprised but not worried. The Shadow Foxes, however, quietly began to prepare our weapons. 
 
    The second event was perfectly normal, at least to start. There was a section of coast line where the rocks and corals jutted out further into the water. Ships could either try to navigate slowly through the hazards or move further away from shore into the deeper waters. I thought simply moving into deeper water was an obvious choice, but I saw the sailors eye the sea warily, and I knew that there was more to this than just greater depths.  
 
    “What are they afraid of?” I asked the captain as the Passionate Lady slowly angled away from the coast. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Jerrold protested as he watched the crew scramble around the deck. 
 
    “They don’t think that deeper waters are necessarily safer waters,” I said. “And I’d like to know why.” 
 
    “Stories,” Jerrold sniffed. “Nothing more.” 
 
    “I’ve learned not to discount stories,” I replied. “So tell me yours.” 
 
    “I’m sure they’re the same in every port,” Jerrold sighed. “Creatures that live in the deeps, great monsters that can smash a ship in two. Out here, it’s a kraken.” 
 
    “A kraken?” I prodded as an image of a giant octopus popped into my head. 
 
    “Every time a ship is lost, they blame it on the kraken,” Jerrold replied. “Even if the captain was drunk and ran the ship aground. It doesn’t matter. They always blame it on the kraken.” 
 
    “But you don’t believe in the kraken,” I said. 
 
    “I’ve sailed these waters for most of my life,” the captain insisted, “and I’ve never seen anything like a kraken. I won’t deny, I’ve seen my share of strange beasts before, but I’ve never seen a squid so large that it could destroy a ship.” 
 
    “That’s a relief,” I replied. Yet the crew was still nervous, and I knew that more than one mythical beast was alive and well on Evreas, and all were more than willing to kill and eat humans. 
 
    The weather that night was miserable, and the Shadow Foxes stayed in our cabins. Even Maruk looked uncomfortable with the ship’s rocking. Aerin and Lena did their best, and we drank a lot of Jerrold’s muddy water, but the rest of us were green around the gills, to put it mildly. Our moans became synchronized with those of the ship and part of me believed that death by kraken wouldn’t be so terrible. 
 
    I ventured back to the deck after the storm finally broke. Clouds still scudded across the sky but shafts of sunlight managed to break through. The waves were still higher than I remembered, but the boat seemed to have survived without any real damage. 
 
    I found Captain Jerrold squinting into the distance. Beside him was a short black man with a shaved head that I had decided was Jerrold’s second, though we had never been introduced. The two men had a rapid discussion in Pars before the captain turned towards me with a grim look. 
 
    “What’s happened?” I asked. 
 
    “We’re just a bit further out than we would like to be,” the captain replied. “It may take us an extra day to reach Maraz.” 
 
    “That storm really pushed us around last night,” I commented. 
 
    “Aye,” the captain agreed as he studied the clouds. “And the wind isn’t in our favor either. Though, perhaps….” 
 
    “Perhaps what?” I prodded, since that was clearly what the captain wanted. 
 
    “I understand you are a mage,” the captain replied. “If you could create a wind to carry us towards Maraz…” 
 
    The captain shrugged and looked at me expectantly.  
 
    “I’ve never tried anything like that before,” I hesitated. “Besides, I thought you didn’t need a mage.” 
 
    “We’ll get there, don’t worry,” Jerrold replied as he scowled at the sails of the ship. “It’s simply that the storm has thrown us further out than we would normally go. If you want to arrive on time, and I believe you do, then you may want to try your hand at giving us a small… nudge.” 
 
    I tried to remember if I had read anything about guiding a boat. The orcs used wind mages all the time, as did many of the merchant ships that made the trip around the Ibarian Sea. Even Emeline’s brother Etienne was currently providing power for Maruk’s pirate cousins. 
 
    “Well, if you decide to try, Maraz is that way,” the captain said as he pointed off to the right. 
 
    I nodded as the captain, and his second walked away. I opened my mana and studied the clouds that skimmed by and the winds that pushed them. When I was feeling a little more confident, I sent a small burst of air towards the main sail. The sail fluttered, caught between two conflicting bursts of air. The sailors on deck scrambled while the man at the tiller called out orders. The sail threatened to collapse, but the sailors were able to keep it in line with the breeze, and it soon billowed out again. I felt a hard gaze on me, and I looked around to spot Captain Jerrold giving me a speculative look. I shrugged innocently and quickly returned below. 
 
    I knocked on the door to the women’s cabin, and after a moment, Lavinia opened the door. 
 
    “What?” Lavinia demanded. I could see she was still a little green and decided that was probably why she was so surly. 
 
    “I need to talk to Emeline,” I explained. 
 
    “Unnga” Emeline answered. Her voice was muffled, and I realized she was still buried under a pile of blankets. 
 
    “She’s still a little woozy,” Lena said sympathetically. 
 
    “I was hoping you could help me figure out what Etienne does when he guides a ship,” I said to the mound of blankets. 
 
    “Will it get us off this ship faster?” Lavinia asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I replied. 
 
    Lavinia stepped away from the door and stalked over to the twitching mound. She shook Emeline which elicited another moan. 
 
    “You can be back on solid land that much faster if you help Gabriel,” Lavinia insisted as she shook the panthera again. 
 
    “Here,” Aerin added as she placed her hands on the panthera. “I’m all for getting off this boat sooner.” 
 
    Aerin’s healing glow filled Emeline, and a moment later, the panthera woman sat up slowly. Aerin held her while the hammock swayed, and then the elf and the ladona helped her to the deck. 
 
    “We could go up top,” I suggested. “The fresh air might help.” 
 
    “Here,” Yvaine said as she tossed a cloak around Emeline’s shoulders. 
 
    “And remember,” Imogen added, “just ignore the sailors.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Emeline replied as she took a stumbling step. I grabbed an elbow and held her steady for a moment. When she had her balance, I guided her out of the cabin to the ladder. She frowned at the steps, but she managed to pull herself up to the deck. She slipped out of view, and then I heard a loud thump. 
 
    I scrambled up the ladder and found Emeline in a heap in the middle of the deck, and then I scrambled over to her all while berating myself for bringing her out here. I started to apologize, but I saw that she was drawing several large breaths of air and I could hear just the faintest purr. 
 
    “This smells so much better,” she mumbled when I sat down next to her. 
 
    “Salt air is supposed to be good for you,” I replied. I had no idea if that was true, but the characters in all those old Victorian novels were forever heading off to the shore for salt air to cure whatever ailment they had. 
 
    Jerrold approached and I could see his scowl as he took in the panthera woman on his deck. He started to say something, but I held up a hand and then pointed towards the sail. He shrugged and walked away. 
 
    “What do you know about air mages?” I asked. 
 
    Emeline opened her eyes and glanced around the deck. Her gaze drifted towards the sails that billowed in the wind, and she smiled. 
 
    “Etienne used to take us out on a small sailboat when we were kids,” she sighed. 
 
    “Did Etienne use his air mage skills to guide the boat?” I prodded. 
 
    “Always,” she replied. “I don’t think he really knew any other way to sail.” 
 
    “Can you explain to me what he did?” I whispered as one of the sailors walked by. 
 
    “I think so,” Emeline said. “It’s not as simple as just filling the sail with air.” 
 
    “I sort of discovered that,” I admitted. 
 
    “If you’re not careful, you can cause the sails to go slack,” she continued. “You have to work with the wind that’s there, not try to push against it so much.” 
 
    “Can you show me what he would do using your fire skills?” I asked. 
 
    “I think so,” she said thoughtfully. “Here, watch this.” 
 
    She created a small fireball and held it just above her hand. It hovered for a moment, and then slowly it started to float with the wind. When it was about a foot away, she brought it back to her hand. 
 
    “Etienne would do something similar with the sails,” she remarked as the fireball hovered over her hand again. 
 
    “Do it again,” I urged as I opened my mana to watch. I tried the same spell with my own fireball, and I felt it respond. Curiously, I also felt the bracelet Imogen had given me respond as well. As an experiment, I sent my mana into the bracelet first. I could feel the spell I had cast grow in power, and my fireball was noticeably larger and brighter.  
 
    We stayed like that for several hours, moving the fireball back and forth. When I was feeling more confident, I tried nudging the main sail again, using the bracelet to enhance my mana. This time the sail shifted effortlessly, and I saw the captain perk up.  
 
    “Maybe I can do this,” I murmured as I nudged the sail again.  
 
    I felt the ship move this time as well, and the sailor on the tiller had a grin on his face. The captain gave me a quick nod and barked out a few orders. 
 
    As sundown approached, we were making good time back towards the coastline. I had a real feel for the interaction between the sails and the air and a new respect for sailors.  
 
    Emeline stayed with me, offering tips and suggestions to keep us from drifting too far from our course. The crew had finally decided that ignoring the pathera was the better solution, especially if it meant making good time to Maraz.  
 
    And then the man in the crow’s nest started yelling. Whatever he said was in Pars, but clearly it was bad news. The crew froze for a moment and I saw looks of panic on their faces. Only Jerrold appeared to be unfazed, and he slapped one man across the face when he didn’t immediately obey an order. That seemed to work, because the crew was suddenly sprinting across the deck, pulling on ropes, and just generally looking busy. Two men emerged from below carrying several weapons, and they were passed among the crew. 
 
    “Now might be a good time for the rest of the Shadow Foxes to join us,” I murmured to Emeline. 
 
    “Got it.” The panthera nodded and slipped down the hatch.  
 
    While I waited for the rest of the Foxes, I turned my attention back to the sails. I gave the ship another nudge and tried to increase its speed through the water. But the ship’s boxy shape could only move so fast, and I thought wistfully of the beautiful ships that had been lined up at the docks. 
 
    The man in the crow’s nest was screaming now, and several of the sailors stopped their work to line up along the railing, swords and sabers at the ready. I saw Lavinia and Dehn pop onto the deck, followed closely by Maruk and Imogen. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Maruk asked as he hefted his shield. 
 
    “Not sure,” I replied. “Something in the water.” 
 
    “There!” Dehn called out.  
 
    I watched in disbelief as a swarm of crab-like things clambered over the sides of the ship. They were about the size of my hand, and they scuttled around the deck at lightning speed. One of the claws in front was more hand-shaped than claw-like, and the body bore a remarkable resemblance to the blob fish.  
 
    “Sea gremlins!” Maruk warned as the rest of the Shadow Foxes made it to the deck.  
 
    “Figures,” Aerin huffed.  
 
    “At least it’s not a kraken,” Yvaine replied as she jabbed her sword at one of the creatures.  
 
    “Haven’t you heard?” I said. “Krakens aren’t real.” 
 
    “I have some cousins who would be very offended by that,” Maruk replied. “They could tell you a thing or two about krakens.” 
 
    “Since this isn’t a kraken, I don’t really care,” Lavinia sniped as she kicked one of the gremlins back over the railing. 
 
    “What’s the big deal?” Dehn demanded as he tried to stomp on some of the gremlins. “We can just step on them.” 
 
    “If you can catch them,” Yvaine grunted as several of the creatures scurried out of the range of her blade. 
 
    Dehn was right. It did seem like it should be easy enough to reclaim the ship, but it was tricky trying to destroy the crabs without damaging the Passionate Lady as well. Emeline was able to blast several gremlins, but smoke started to billow up from one set of remains and a small flame charred the wood. A nearby sailor doused it with a bucket of water and received a pinch on the ankle in return. 
 
    The ship groaned, and I heard something splash into the water. The sailors became more frantic, and they started to swing wildly at anything and everything to try to dislodge the creatures. Lena unleashed one of her jars, which sent a small group of the things back over the side. 
 
    “They’ll pull the ship apart!” Maruk yelled out as he brought his shield down on a small pack of gremlins.  
 
    “Why?” Lavinia demanded as she tried to find a target in the seething mass that had taken over the deck. 
 
    “When there’s no more ship, we’ll be forced into the water,” Maruk replied as he smashed into another group. “Then they’ll eat us.” 
 
    “Oh, gross,” Aerin huffed. 
 
    “They won’t eat me,” Dehn declared. “Halflings are too tough.” 
 
    “No argument from me,” Lavinia said as she finally managed to nail some of the gremlins. “Your meat’s probably tougher than a grizzled old elk.” 
 
    “Not what I meant!” Dehn retorted as he jumped around the deck and swung his axe. 
 
    There was more splashing, and I risked a look over the side of the ship. An army of the gremlins were working along the planking and several pieces of wood had already been pulled off and tossed into the sea, so I summoned a blast of wind and fired it at the nearest group, sending them plunging back into the water. The things actually squealed as they fell, and those still clinging to the ship began chattering in earnest. Several looked up and spotted me, and a more than a few claws and hands were waved in my direction. 
 
    “Gabriel!” Imogen called out in warning. 
 
    I turned around just as a small herd of gremlins charged towards me. I tried blasting this group with air as well, but most managed to latch onto the deck with their claws when they saw me raise my hand. I could have sent them sailing over the edge of the ship, but only if I sent half the deck with them. 
 
    There was another splash from the side, and then several more gremlins scuttled up the side of the ship near me, their fists and claws still raised in anger. A green smoke suddenly filled the air around me, and I had to close my eyes to keep from tearing up. Something hissed, and then I heard a cracking noise. I risked opening my eyes and saw that Merlin had shifted into a large sea otter, and he was moving along the deck, cracking the gremlins like crabs and gorging on the meat. 
 
    “Eat later,” I told the puca. “Just kill them for now.” 
 
    Merlin chirped as he snatched up another gremlin that couldn’t scurry out of the way fast enough. I looked around and realized that we were outnumbered and outgunned. Too many of the things ran along the deck, and that didn’t include the ones that were hard at work removing the sides of the ship. 
 
    “I hate seafood!” Aerin shouted as she brought her mace down on a pair of gremlins that had made it to the tiller. 
 
    “We need a way to knock all of them off the ship at once,” I yelled. 
 
    “I’m open to suggestions,” Lavinia yelled back. 
 
    Another jar shattered on the deck, and a flood of Lena’s fireflies descended on the gremlins. A few squealed and ran blindly around the deck until Yvaine and Imogen knocked them overboard but most managed to avoid the stings simply by flattening themselves against the deck until the lights were carried out over the water by the breeze.  
 
    “Maruk,” I called as I used my mana blade on a pack of gremlins that were scuttling along the railing near me, “is there anything that Lena might have in her bag that would kill these things?” 
 
    “Harpie blood,” Maruk suggested as he tried to remove several gremlins that were trying to climb his pants. 
 
    “I’ve used it all,” Lena wailed as she kicked a large gremlin along the deck. 
 
    “Mermaid tears,” Maruk continued as he swatted at a pair of gremlins that had made it to his waist. 
 
    “There’s no such thing as mermaids!” Yvaine shouted. She had a rack of dead gremlins on her sword that she was trying to dislodge while another group pinched her ankles. 
 
    “Fine, no such thing as mermaids either,” Maruk harrumphed. 
 
    “What else?” I called out.  
 
    I saw one of the sailors trip over a rope, and he went down hard. The gremlins quickly descended, and the man wailed out in pain. I sent a gust of wind that knocked most of the gremlins off while his shipmates pulled him to his feet.  
 
    “Gypsum weed,” Maruk bellowed as one of the gremlins managed to clamp a pincer into Maruk’s back. Imogen speared it but two more were starting to climb up the back of Maruk’s legs. 
 
    “I have some of that,” Lena yelped as she danced on her tiptoes around the deck. 
 
    “What about if we burn it?” I asked. “Will the gas kill them?” 
 
    “It should,” Maruk declared as he dropped one of his shields on a gaggle of gremlins and then jumped on it. There was a squishing, cracking sound and when Maruk picked up his shield, it was smeared with little gremlin bodies. 
 
    “Okay, Emeline, Lena, meet me in the middle,” I ordered as I knocked yet more new arrivals off the railing. I stomped my way across the ship towards the main mast where Emeline and Lena soon joined me. 
 
    “Damn it,” Emeline hissed as she toasted a gremlin that was hanging onto her boot. 
 
    “Here’s the plan,” I said. “Emeline, you ignite the gypsum weed and I’ll direct the fumes towards the gremlins. Lena, please tell me this won’t kill the crew as well.” 
 
    “Not in gas form,” she assured me. “Though anyone who breathes in too much might be a little loopy for a while.” 
 
    “Better than being eaten alive by crabs,” Emeline muttered as she sent several small bursts of fire into a pack of gremlins that were trying to climb the mast. 
 
    “Let’s do it,” I said with a nod to Lena. She tossed one more gremlin to the side and then started to dig through her pack. She pulled out a small linen sack and then a large ceramic bowl. 
 
    “To keep the fire from spreading,” she offered as she set the bowl on the deck and filled it with the weed. 
 
    Several of the gremlins moved in our direction, and I hit them with another blast of wind. Two of them didn’t dig their claws in quickly enough, and I felt a moment of supreme satisfaction when I saw their blobby bodies skid across the ship and drop into the water below. 
 
    I kept sending out bursts of air as I waited for Emeline to get a good blaze going. I noticed that everyone was caked in gremlin goo, but still the little buggers kept pulling themselves over the edge of the ship. I could still hear planks hitting the water as well. Even Merlin, who had been merrily pursuing gremlins at the start of all this, was starting to look overwhelmed by the sheer numbers. 
 
    I caught a whiff of something that reminded me of burning tires and several of the gremlins near us suddenly stopped. A few scampered away but the less speedy ones started to convulse.  
 
    “It’s working,” I said as several of the blobs collapsed to the deck and twitched for a moment before going completely still. 
 
    “That’s about as much flame as I can give it without shattering the bowl,” Emeline replied. 
 
    “That’s enough,” I said as I pushed my mana through the bracelet again. I focused it on the surrounding winds, and just like I had done with the sails, I started to prod it gently, so that the gas stayed low to the deck as it spread across the boat. 
 
    It took the gremlins a moment to realize what was happening, and an angry buzz that sounded like a million cicadas went up once they understood that the gas was killing them. They clambered towards the rails again, this time to escape. I made sure the gas followed them, even as they dropped over the sides and back into the sea. 
 
    The army of gremlins that had latched to the sides of the ship watched their fellow attackers plunge back into the sea in surprise. In a trick that was much harder to control then simply spreading the fumes along the deck, I slowly lowered the gypsum gas down the sides of the ship. The buzzing noise soon gave way to the plop-plop-plop of gremlin bodies returning to the water. 
 
    There were only a few gremlins left and the sailors and the Shadow Foxes made quick work of the survivors. When the ship was finally cleared, the sailors clapped and cheered. Jerrold wrapped me in a bear hug and even offered Lena and Emeline a small nod of approval.  
 
     Jerrold though wasn’t one for long celebrations. He soon had the crew and the Shadow Foxes making repairs to the ship while he kept a fretful eye on the disappearing sunlight. I was assigned to work with one of the sailors, a small Persan named Cherzo, with bulbous eyes, stringy hair and a passable grasp of our language.  
 
    We were suspended over the side of the ship on a narrow bit of scaffolding. It was my job to hold a piece of wood in place until the Persan had nailed it as tightly as he could to the ship. Maruk, naturally, was part of the team that came behind us and placed tar over the new boards. Maruk had almost thrown himself over the ship when he received his assignment, but someone found several old grain sacks in the hold, which Maruk had converted into a smock of sorts to try to protect his clothing. 
 
    Jerrold even let the women remain on the deck, clearing away the rest of the gremlin bodies, until there was nothing left to clean. I could hear Lavinia protesting as Jerrold instructed them to return to the cabin, and I noticed the other sailors on repair duty were scowling when they heard Lavinia’s voice. I was about to call up to Lavinia, but then I heard Yvaine’s voice say something to the captain, and then the sound of footsteps retreating across the deck. I glanced over at Maruk, who shrugged and painted another strip of tar along the Passionate Lady. 
 
    We worked well past sundown under the glowing light of oil lanterns, but we had the holes repaired, and the Passionate Lady was as close to whole as we could make her. As the sailors spread out across the deck to rest and eat, I opened up my mana one more time and sent the ship skimming along the waves towards Maraz. Jerrold gave me another nod before returning his gaze to the horizon. 
 
    I was beat by the time I made it to the cabin and I reeked of tar and gypsum and sea gremlin. I fell into my hammock and slept until the last bell of the morning watch. But the new day dawned bright and pleasant, and the land of Persans was within our sight. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    The Passionate Lady limped into Maraz almost on schedule. The Shadow Foxes were more than happy to leave the ship, and the crew was just as happy to see us go. Despite our help in battling the sea gremlins, more than a few sailors believed that their bad luck on this particular voyage could be traced to the presence of women and a puca on the ship. If the crew was any indication, I really wanted to be in and out of Persans as quickly as possible. 
 
    The ship was given a slip on a small island in the harbor. The island was called Maymak and was home to the city quarter that was reserved for foreigners and those of ‘lesser’ species. Two bridges connected the island to the city of Maraz, but I noticed that the bridges were carefully watched, and that it was mostly humans and elves who were allowed to cross. 
 
    Imogen had led us to a small inn only a short distance from both bridges. The rooms weren’t large, but they were comfortable, and after the tight quarters on the Passionate Lady, I was happy to have a space to myself again. Well, a space shared with a puca. 
 
    Imogen slipped out while the rest of us enjoyed the sensation of being on solid land again. She had a few contacts in the quarter that she wanted to get in touch with and she hoped to track down the guide with the unpronounceable name. I myself was tempted to just slouch in the lounge chair in the bar the rest of the day, but my mind kept drifting back to that second ship.  
 
    It had been closing in on the Passionate Lady when Jerrold had decided to take the ‘safer’ route out to sea. We hadn’t seen any sails follow us, so they must have tried to stay near the coastline. There was a good chance they had it made it here before us, especially if they had more than one air mage onboard. I needed to know if that ship had arrived, and Aerin was just the person for the job. 
 
    I found Aerin in the tearoom playing cards with three elderly ladies. Aerin had a nice little stack of peanuts going, but hers wasn’t the largest pile on the table. The elf had a small frown on her face as she studied her cards and then the other players’ faces. 
 
    “Could I borrow you for a bit?” I asked as I stepped up behind her. 
 
    “Let me just finish this hand,” she replied.  
 
    She slapped two cards onto the table and drew one from the stack in the middle of the table. One of the ladies cackled and quickly scooped up the cards Aerin had just dumped. 
 
    “Damn it,” Aerin murmured as she scowled at her cards some more. 
 
    The lady on Aerin’s right tossed a card onto the table and drew two from the stack. Aerin stared at the card for a moment but let it pass. The game had progressed, with players alternately discarding and claiming cards. If there was a pattern, I never spotted it. The game finally came to an end when one of the ladies threw her hand onto the table and yelled “Salto!” 
 
    Aerin stood up and thanked the ladies for the game. The women smiled at Aerin and invited her to join them anytime. 
 
    “Who were they?” I asked as we stepped outside the inn. “And how did you find a card game so quickly?” 
 
    “They’re sisters,” Aerin replied. “The oldest one, that’s Bernice, was supposed to marry a Persan named Lothar and Jora and Clarissa were going to be her bridesmaids. But Lothar died before the wedding took place, and the girls’ family didn’t have the money to bring them home. So they stayed here and earn money to pay for their rooms by playing Salto. Except on the day of rest, when they only play for peanuts.” 
 
    “Wait, how long have they been here?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, about fifty years now,” Aerin said with a shrug. 
 
    “In fifty years, the family couldn’t find the money to bring them home?” I asked in disbelief. 
 
    “They were girls,” Aerin noted. “If the family brought them home, they’d have to find new husbands for them. If they left them here, they wouldn’t have to deal with it.” 
 
    “But... fifty years,” I protested. 
 
    “Well, now I think they like it here and they don’t want to go home,” Aerin explained. “So, what did you need?” 
 
    “That other ship,” I said as I shook my head and tried to shift gears. “I want to know if it made it into port ahead of us.” 
 
    “Well, checking the shipping traffic here in Maymak is easy enough,” Aerin mused. “But if they put in at one of the other sections, I’m not sure how we could find out.” 
 
    “Let’s start with Maymak,” I suggested. “They would have been foreigners, just like us, so they were probably sent here as well.” 
 
    “Do you really think that was Maderel’s mages?” Aerin asked as we started walking back towards the docks. 
 
    “None of those other ships had much interest in leaving,” I replied. “Somebody with a great deal of power and influence had to have been involved. And then there’s the speed at which they were moving. That chain would have delayed them for at least a day, so they must have been really moving.” 
 
    “An air mage,” Aerin acknowledged. “But those bigger ships usually all have one.” 
 
    “But they don’t work nonstop,” I pointed out. “You’d have to have more than one air mage to keep the ship moving the way they did.” 
 
    “They took the route through the rocks,” Aerin noted. 
 
    “That’s what I think,” I agreed. 
 
    “That had risks of its own,” she said. “They may have had their own problems.” 
 
    “Let’s hope so,” I sighed. “I would sort of like to spend tonight in my own room.” 
 
    “What, Maruk’s snoring kept you up at night?” Aerin laughed. 
 
    “Forget Maruk,” I replied. “Dehn snores like a buzzsaw when he’s at sea.” 
 
    “I have no idea what a buzzsaw is,” Aerin said with a smirk, “but it sounds horrible.” 
 
    “It is, believe me,” I agreed. 
 
    We arrived at the docks and scanned the ships. The problem was that we had no idea which ship had followed us. The sailors had been certain that it was a clipper, but could offer nothing more.  
 
    There were quite a few clipper ships in the harbor at the moment. A few were unloading their cargo, and I guessed those weren’t the mage ship. But that left quite a few possibilities, and that was just here at Maymak. 
 
    “Let’s check with the harbormaster,” Aerin suggested. “I think I can probably learn something useful from him.” 
 
    Aerin and I found the harbormaster’s office in a stone tower perched on a sliver of land at the end of the harbor. The place was busy, and a constant stream of people moved in and out of the main floor without pause. One entire wall held a large chalkboard that showed the various slips on Maymak. Next to each slip was the name of the vessel currently docked there.  
 
    Aerin waited until there was an ebb in the human tide and stepped up to the desk. The clerk barely glanced at her as he shuffled several sheets of paper. 
 
    “We’re looking for a ship,” Aerin announced. 
 
    The clerk sighed and pointed towards the board.  
 
    “Oh, we saw that,” Aerin said quickly. “But, see, we don’t know the name of the ship.” 
 
    “Don’t know the name…” the clerk repeated. “I can’t help you if you don’t have a name.” 
 
    “See, the thing is,” Aerin continued. “We were supposed to meet up with our group but we were late getting to Altrua, and the ship left without us. We found another ship, but we haven’t found our friends. They didn’t check in at the inn and they weren’t at the guest lecture this morning.” 
 
    Aerin sniffed, and I saw a tear glisten in the corner of her eye. 
 
    “Altrua, you said?” the clerk said as he cleared his throat. 
 
    Aerin nodded even as she sniffed again. This time she added a bit of a lip quiver as well. 
 
    “Well, the only ship from Altrua that’s docked within the last three days is the Passionate Lady,” the clerk said as he scanned his ledger. 
 
    “Oh,” Aerin wailed as she held a fist to her mouth. “But that was our ship!” 
 
    “Now, now,” the clerk soothed. “During the winter, any number of things can cause delays. Your own ship just arrived. Perhaps your friends will arrive soon as well.” 
 
    Aerin turned towards me, and I pulled the quietly sobbing elf into my arms.  
 
    “Her sister’s on the ship,” I improvised. 
 
    The clerk nodded in understanding as he shuffled a few more papers. Aerin heaved again and buried her face in my shoulder. 
 
    “I could send word as soon as any ships arrive from Altrua,” the clerk suggested. “There aren’t that many this time of year anyway.” 
 
    “That would be much appreciated,” I replied as I patted the distraught elf on her back. “We’re staying at the Lamb and Crook. Under the name Constello.” 
 
    “I know the place,” the clerk replied. “Charming inn. Make sure you try some of cook’s spiced pumpkin seeds.” 
 
    “I will, thank you,” I assured him as I led Aerin from the office. 
 
    Aerin managed to maintain her sobbing until we started climbing the hillside road that led to the inn. Her sobs turned into a laugh, and she wiped the last of the tears from her eyes. 
 
    “That was impressive,” I said as I waited for a cart to pass. “How did you manage the tears?” 
 
    “Secret of the trade,” she replied as she danced along beside me.  
 
    “At least we’ll have a heads-up,” I mused. “I wonder what kind of trouble they ran into.” 
 
    “It couldn’t be any worse than an army of sea gremlins,” Aerin pointed out. 
 
    “In which case, we need to start making our plans to get out of the city,” I said. “I hope Imogen was able to find her friend.” 
 
    “And some of those animals they use to cross the desert,” Aerin added. “They say you can’t survive a crossing just walking on your own.” 
 
    We were near our lodgings in a small public square lined with shops and restaurants. A fountain in the center supplied water for many of the local residents and a pair of massive shade trees probably provided a cool respite during the heat of summer. As this was the official day of rest for Persans, most of the businesses were closed, and there had only been a few people in the park when we’d passed through before. A larger crowd had gathered now, though, and we could hear the din of strange instruments and the happy chatter of locals and visitors alike. 
 
    “Wonder what’s going on,” Aerin said as she scanned the throng.  
 
    The people suddenly ‘oohed’ and clapped, and a burst of mage fire briefly appeared overhead.  
 
    “Looks like a magic show,” I replied. “Want to see if we can get closer?” 
 
    “Sure,” Aerin said with a nod. “I’m curious to see what kind of magic isn’t on the forbidden list.” 
 
    We managed to maneuver through the crowd without throwing too many elbows, and we found a decent spot standing on top of a bench near one of the closed restaurants. There were four mages in the center of the square, and it soon became clear that they each represented one of the four elements. They worked together to create a pretty spectacular show that included a fireball surrounded by water, a humanoid made of sand that danced, and a complicated finale of small mud frogs that belched fire while they leapt around spumes of water from the fountain.  
 
    I watched the entire show with my mana, just so I could study what they were doing. The basic spells were similar to what I had already seen in Ocloara, but it was the way the mages could combine their spells that intrigued me. I wondered if Maderel had seen the way the mages of Persans worked together and if that had been the inspiration for his belief that mages could master more than one element. I decided that I would try to work with Emeline on something similar whenever I had the chance. 
 
    “That was awesome!” Aerin declared as the last frog burst apart into tiny little lights that danced on the air for a moment before fading away.  
 
    The crowd clapped and cheered, and the mages bowed to their audience. When the mages stood up, they each had a small box in their hands. They started to make their way through the crowd, shaking the boxes. A few people left before making a contribution, but most of those who had watched the show were happy to part with a few coins. 
 
    Luckily, Yvaine had made sure to acquire some Persan coinage before we left Altrua, and she had made a point of giving each of us a small bag with a few coins. Aerin and I both dropped a few of the Persan cubits into the box held by the earth mage. He dipped his head, as he had for the other people who had added to his box, but then he stopped and peered more closely at me. 
 
    “You are a mage,” he said softly to me. Aerin may have heard him, but I doubt anyone else did. 
 
    “I am,” I admitted just as softly as I looked at the man. He was my height, with a long braid of black hair and dark eyes that angled upwards. He was probably around my age, although worry lines had already formed near the corners of his lips. 
 
    “Be careful here,” he warned. “Farouk considers magic to be a threat, especially magic from beyond Persans. He has patrols who watch for mages, and they will arrest you for even the smallest infraction.” 
 
    “I’ll be careful,” I replied. 
 
    “It would be best if you didn’t practice at all while you are here,” the mage added. “The rules on what is considered acceptable magic can be … fluid.” 
 
    “Would you be willing to show me how you work together at least?” I asked. 
 
    The air mage approached us and nudged the earth mage in the back. The earth mage shook his head and moved back into the crowd. I waited for a few more minutes, but the earth mage didn’t return our way. Bit by bit, the crowd dispersed and the mages gathered their packs and left the square. 
 
    “That was weird,” Aerin said as we finally started back towards the inn.  
 
    “You heard what he told me?” I asked. 
 
    “Elves have good hearing,” she said with a shrug. “Too bad he wouldn’t show you how they do that. I would have liked to have seen you create a mud frog that belches fire.” 
 
    “I could have surprised Dehn with it,” I mused. “Make it pop up in his bath water or something.” 
 
    “Ooh, or in a pot of Maruk’s leek soup,” Aerin laughed. 
 
    “But Maruk would make sure that we still ate the soup,” I pointed out. “I’m not sure how good it would taste with mud frog in it.” 
 
    “How about a whole army of mud frogs in Lavinia’s archery range?” Aerin suggested.  
 
    “She’d hunt us both down and probably cause some pretty severe injuries, but it might be worth it,” I conceded. “Seriously, though, that mage’s warning makes me want to leave this city even more.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Aerin agreed. “There’s something unsettling about this place.” 
 
    We’d reached the inn and as we stepped inside, Lena met us by the door. 
 
    “Imogen is back,” she said. “And she wants everyone to gather in the bar in an hour to meet our guide.” 
 
    “So she found Catso... Cataro… the Cat guy,” I said. 
 
    “Yes,” Lena agreed. “And Catarosoufallaniekist Debrovolkanar has agreed to meet with us then.” 
 
    “You did that just to annoy me,” I objected. 
 
    “It’s really not that difficult a name,” she replied with a sunny smile. 
 
    “If he lives up to his name, he’ll be a pain in the ass,” Aerin mumbled. 
 
    “I think that’s the first time I’ve ever heard you trash talk an elf,” I pointed out. 
 
    Aerin scowled and looked away. I looked at Lena, who shrugged. 
 
    “The ancient elven families keep to themselves,” Lena finally said. “They don’t associate with anyone who isn’t of their same standing, which is basically everyone else in the world. But Imogen says Catarosoufallaniekist Debrovolkanar isn’t like that.” 
 
    “Yeah, right,” Aerin scoffed.  
 
    “We’ll know in an hour,” I replied. “In the meantime, I want to talk to Emeline.” 
 
    “About that mage’s warning?” Aerin asked. 
 
    “That,” I agreed. “As well as the way the mages here can work together.” 
 
    “Whatever you do, you should probably wait until we’re outside the city at least,” Aerin replied. “If you guys blow something up by accident, the rest of us will have to break you out of jail. And I didn’t bring my jailbreak clothes with me.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind,” I laughed as I bounded up the stairs. 
 
    I knocked on Emeline’s door, and she opened it a moment later. She had a spot of ink on the tip of her nose and a small streak in her hair. I could see several maps spread across the bed and saw a stack of paper on the desk. It looked like she was creating her own updated maps of the places we’d traveled so far. 
 
    “Sorry,” I apologized. “I can come back if you’re busy.” 
 
    “No, I need a break,” she replied as she stepped back and let me enter the room. “I can’t decide what scale to use, and it’s giving me a headache.” 
 
    “Aerin and I ran into some mages as we were coming back from the harbormaster’s office,” I began. 
 
    “You went to the harbormaster’s office?” Emeline asked as she moved some maps off the sole chair in the room and invited me to sit. 
 
    “I was hoping we might learn something about that clipper ship that was following us from Altrua,” I replied. 
 
    “Oh, right,” she said as she perched on a corner of the bed. 
 
    “That ship hasn’t arrived yet, and I’m hoping we can clear out of here before they do,” I added. “But I wanted to talk to you about the mages here in Persans.” 
 
    “Did you see some of their magic?” Emeline asked. “I hear they can do things that we can’t.” 
 
    “The spells weren’t that different,” I told her, “but they’ve found a way for the different mages to combine their magic together.” 
 
    “I didn’t know that was possible,” Emeline said. “I mean, I’ve heard stories about that kind of thing being done before the civil war, but I didn’t think anybody still knew how.” 
 
    “It makes sense in a way,” I replied. “I mean, Maderel believes that even elementals can learn how to master more than one element.” 
 
    “Still, that’s not quite the same,” Emeline pointed out. “Combining your powers with someone else would have to be done carefully, so you don’t end up killing each other.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked as I thought back to the mage show. 
 
    “If you combine fire and water, for instance,” she said. “You don’t want the fire mage to scorch the water mage, or the water mage to drown the fire mage.” 
 
    “Right,” I agreed with a shrug. 
 
    Emeline frowned, then stood up and moved to the middle of the room. She created a small orb of fire and let it float in the air above her hand. 
 
    “Try doing this with air,” she told me. 
 
    I studied the fire ball, then concentrated on my mana with the help of the bracelet. A small ball of air slowly formed and hung above my hand. Emeline nodded and then her fireball moved closer to me. 
 
    “Normally, if two mages are fighting each other, we just toss everything we have at each other because we know the effects will be explosive,” she said. “Now, move your air ball slowly towards my fire ball.” 
 
    I did as she asked, nudging my air ball closer to the fire ball. As the two approached, I found it harder to keep the air ball intact. The two balls of energy were pulling on each other, like the poles of a magnet. When they were within a few inches of each other, the fireball began to spark and then hungry tendrils of flame shot towards my air ball. Emeline pulled the fireball back, but not before my own pocket of air had started to burn. I quickly snuffed it out, though a faint smoky smell drifted through the room. 
 
    “All the elements have complementary aspects with each other, but they also have opposing aspects with each other,” Emeline explained. “Mages that work together have to be careful that the opposing aspects are kept in check.” 
 
    “Maderel told me about a king that had his mages create a volcano for a party he held,” I mused. “He said earth and fire mages were involved.” 
 
    “I remember that story,” Emeline replied. “But that wasn’t quite the same thing either. The earth mages created the shape of the volcano, and then the fire mages created the fire during the party. They weren’t both working at the same time.” 
 
    “The mages in the square today did some pretty amazing tricks,” I said. “They had a fireball suspended in water and frogs made out of water and sand that could belch fire while the air mage moved them around.” 
 
    “I wish I’d seen it,” Emeline sighed. 
 
    “Maybe they’ll be back,” I replied. “We can ask at the desk. But what I wanted to ask you is if you’d be willing to work with me to see if we could figure out something similar. I know I’m not an elemental, but if we’re cautious, maybe we could work out some way to recreate what they did.” 
 
    “I’d love to try!” Emeline declared. “Maybe it will be easier with a manipulator since you can work with all the elements.” 
 
    “The only caveat is that we should probably wait until we’re out of the city,” I added. “The earth mage in the group warned me that Farouk keeps a tight rein on mages here, and it sounds like he’ll use any excuse to throw them in jail.” 
 
    “That’s what I’ve heard,” Emeline agreed as she sat back down on the bed, wrinkling one of her maps. “One of the maids that came by earlier was talking to another maid about some mage who was arrested last week for selling illegal potions. She’d been selling them for two years or so, but the maid thinks a jealous ex-girlfriend of the mage’s new boyfriend complained about the mage to the authorities, so they arrested her. The maids were trying to decide who they could go to instead. They seemed to think that the mage wouldn’t be back anytime soon, if ever.” 
 
    “And I thought the Academy was bad,” I sighed. “Well, since Imogen found our guide, I’m hoping we can move on soon.” 
 
    “Just a few supplies and some of those strange camel creatures and we should be ready,” Emeline pointed out. “I understand Yvaine and Imogen have already set to work on that.” 
 
    “They have,” I agreed. “Though Maruk’s not very happy. They traded a few of the items we picked up for the sea voyage for some desert appropriate gear. Maruk tried to argue that we would need it for the return trip, but I gather Yvaine and Imogen chose to ignore that.” 
 
    “Too bad,” Emeline replied. “I sort of liked those fuzzy carpets.” 
 
    “Well, I think we still have the tea,” I laughed. “And some of that rum Dehn managed to filch from the ship’s stores.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t mind some tea right now,” Emeline replied as she glanced around her room. “It might help clear my head.” 
 
    “I’ll join you,” I offered. “We can wait for our new guide together.” 
 
    “Oooh, we can try to spot him before we’re introduced,” the panthera remarked as she stood up. 
 
    “That shouldn’t be hard,” I commented, “since he’s an elf, and we know he’ll be here in an hour.” 
 
    “It’ll be fun,” she assured me. 
 
    “If you say so,” I replied as I stole a kiss. She swatted at my ass as I opened the door and dodged into the hallway.  
 
    We walked downstairs to the bar and claimed the biggest table they had. The waitress tried to redirect us to a smaller table, but we explained that we were expecting a large group to join us. She didn’t look convinced, but she took our order for tea and sandwiches and disappeared into the kitchen. 
 
    As the time of our appointment neared, Emeline and I kept a close watch on anyone who stepped into the bar. We thought we’d identified Cat when a lanky elf wearing the traditional Persan baggy pants and knee-length coat stepped into the bar. The coat and pants were in a dark maroon color with a complicated floral pattern picked out in gold thread. The elf studied the room, then raised his hand in greeting to someone sitting on the other side of the room. A human who had just sat down waved back, and Emeline and I exchanged shrugs. 
 
    Our next best guess was a scowling elf who went straight to the bar and sat down on a stool. He sported a buzzcut and a goatee, and his travel-stained clothing carried about an inch of dust. Emeline and I nodded to each other in agreement, until the elf was joined by a pair of panthera, who looked just as unhappy.  
 
    Maruk and Yvaine were the first to join us at the table, followed shortly by Aerin and Dehn. By the time Lena joined our group, we had another pot of tea, a couple of beers, a large bowl of baba ganoush and a stack of zaatar bread. 
 
    Such was the sight that greeted Catarosoufallaniekist Debrovolkanar when he, Imogen and Lavinia finally stepped into the bar. The waitress saw the group of three heading for our table and quickly headed over with more baba ganoush and a bowl of the spiced pumpkin seeds the clerk at the harbormaster's had mentioned.  
 
    Cat turned out to be an inconspicuous fellow. He was an inch or two shorter than me, and his light brown hair puffed out around his face like a dandelion. He had a deep tan which I hadn’t seen on too many elves, but the most remarkable feature had to be his eyes. They were such a dark blue that they almost looked black. 
 
    Imogen did a quick round of introductions as the ladonae and the elf took a seat. The waitress took their drink orders, and then we all stared at the elf. Cat looked at our ragtag group and smiled. 
 
    “You’re certainly keeping interesting company these days,” Cat said to Imogen. “I never pictured you as the guild type.” 
 
    “I’m just helping out,” Imogen replied as she scooped up some of the baba ganoush. “It’s not like they’ve invited me to join.” 
 
    “We have high standards,” Dehn sniffed dismissively. 
 
    “So, you want to go to the ends of Evreas,” Cat mused as he looked at the rest of us again. I hated to admit it, but he had a remarkably soothing voice. Maybe not as deep as Barry White, but I could imagine him crooning a love song or two. 
 
    “Imogen said you’ve been to the Great Chasm,” Yvaine replied. 
 
    “I have,” Cat agreed. “It’s a dreary place. Not one I would recommend.” 
 
    “We’re not going for the scenery,” Aerin harrumphed. She frowned at the elf as she grabbed a handful of the spicy pumpkin seeds from the bowl. I recognized the look she had on her face; it was the one she wore when she was studying someone’s aura. 
 
    “It’s none of my business why you’re going,” he said with a shrug. “It is my business to warn you that it’s a long and arduous trek, with a lot of dangerous creatures along the way.” 
 
    “We can handle it,” Dehn replied. “We can handle anything.” 
 
    Cat glanced at Imogen. 
 
    “I’ve seen them handle some tough situations,” Imogen admitted and then pointed a finger at me. “That’s the one who caught me.” 
 
    “Ah,” Cat said as he turned to study me. “The multi-talented mage. You must be good if you caught Imogen.” 
 
    “I have my moments,” I replied.  
 
    “If you’re sure you want to do this, I can get you to the Great Chasm,” Cat declared. “I’ve been over the list of supplies with Imogen. There are a few more items I think would be helpful, but we should be ready to go after that.” 
 
    “I talked to the chef today,” Maruk added. “I have a line on some excellent additions to our food stores.” 
 
    “You do understand how far we have to lug all this stuff, right?” Aerin asked. 
 
    “You’ll thank me for it later,” Maruk insisted as he sipped his tea. 
 
    “So when do we leave?” Dehn asked impatiently. 
 
    “I can visit the markets in the morning,” Cat said. “We might get a better deal if Gabriel and Maruk come with me.” 
 
    “I’d be happy to,” I replied. 
 
    “Of course,” Maruk added. “Though I’m not sure what you expect me to do. Based on the reaction of most of the locals we’ve encountered so far, I don’t think they’ll talk to me.” 
 
    “I don’t need you to talk,” Cat explained. “I just need you to look, well, like a mean orc.” 
 
    “Oh,” Maruk sighed.  
 
    “He’s not very good at mean,” Lena added. 
 
    “Hmmm. Well, his size should be enough to intimidate,” Cat decided. “Imogen, you mentioned that you had a line on some camels?” 
 
    “Yes, Yvaine’s taken care of that,” Imogen replied with a nod to the Marchioness. 
 
    “We have two additional camels for goods,” Yvaine said. “I must say, I think we managed to make a good deal.” 
 
    “You must not have bartered with a Persan,” Cat replied with a grin. 
 
    “Well, no,” Yvaine admitted. “It was a panthera, actually. He specializes in providing transport for foreigners and such.” 
 
    “Because the Persan won’t negotiate with them,” Cat added. 
 
    “Yes, sadly,” Yvained agreed. “My goodness, you should have seen how some of the Persan reacted today when we went to look at the camels.” 
 
    “Imagine if you had been on the other side of the bridge,” Cat pointed out. 
 
    “Terrible,” Yvaine declared. 
 
    “In any case,” Imogen interrupted, “the camels will be waiting for us at the Charter Gate by this evening.” 
 
    “Maybe some of us should head over there in the morning with the supplies we already have and get everything ready,” Lavinia suggested. “You could meet us there when you’re done.” 
 
    “Anywhere else in the world, I would say that was a brilliant idea,” Cat replied. “But you’ll be arrested if you’re seen loitering around the camels without a proper escort.” 
 
    “I really hate this place,” Lavinia grumbled. “What about the halfling? He’ll be with us.” 
 
    “But that’s just it,” Cat pointed out. “He’s a halfling. He’s not a proper escort.” 
 
    “The captain of the ship negotiated with him,” Lavinia protested. 
 
    “Until I showed up,” I said as I remembered the captain’s reaction to Dehn when he saw me.  
 
    “Maybe one of us could pose as a man,” Lena suggested. 
 
    “Uh-oh,” Aerin murmured. 
 
    “You do sometimes hear stories of women who try to pass themselves off as men,” Cat replied. “They don’t usually end well for the woman.” 
 
    “But it wouldn’t be just putting on men’s clothing,” Lena said. “I think I have something that would make a woman look like a man, at least for a short while.” 
 
    “Like a spell?” Cat asked. 
 
    “More like one of her potions,” Aerin said. 
 
    “Which always have strange side effects,” Lavinia added. 
 
    “But it will work,” Lena protested. “It will last long enough to convince the people at the gate. And then you won’t have to come all the way back here to get us.” 
 
    “It would simplify things,” I said. “If you think you could really do this.” 
 
    “I can,” Lena insisted. “I was working on it for costume parties. I thought it would be easier to turn yourself into a bird or bear or such instead of having a costume made.” 
 
    “But?” Aerin prodded. 
 
    “But I couldn’t quite get the animal part to work out,” Lena admitted. “I turned myself into a dog with feathers one night and I had to hide in my lab until it wore off.” 
 
    “Was that the night I kept hearing a dark barking, but you told me I was wrong?” Lavinia demanded. 
 
    “Turns out you can’t speak in dog shape,” Lena sighed. “But I found that I could make myself look like a different person.” 
 
    “I’d like to see this,” Cat admitted. “Whether she succeeds or not.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s always interesting,” Maruk assured him. “As long as you’re not on the receiving end. Ask me how many shirts I’ve lost to her experiments.” 
 
    “Again with the shirts,” Dehn grumbled. 
 
    “Just because you don’t appreciate fine clothing doesn’t mean the rest of us must suffer,” Maruk sniffed. 
 
    “We’ll test it in the morning,” I cut in. “If it works, you can head for the camels and start packing. If not, we’ll have to come back here and meet you.” 
 
    “I think I’ll give myself purple hair,” Lena mused. “It will match with the outfit I have in mind.” 
 
    “Oh, I can’t wait to see this,” Cat said with a devilish grin. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    Merlin woke me early as he chased a small silver bead around the floor. I had no idea where he’d found it, but I’d let him keep it because it kept him occupied and out of trouble. Now all I wanted was to toss the thing down the nearest drain and flush it away.  
 
    “Most cats would be asleep, you know,” I chastised the puca. 
 
    Merlin’s golden eyes peered at me from beneath the desk, and his tail swished with annoyance in that certain way that all cats seem to be able to do.  
 
    I sighed and dragged myself from the bed. I managed to get myself cleaned up and presentable without tripping over Merlin, even though the puca continued his chase of the bead. When I finally opened the door and stepped into the hallway, Merlin darted on ahead. 
 
    I caught up with him in the dining room. Lavinia, of course, was already there and the puca sat on a chair at her table, eyeing the plate in front of her. She scowled at the puca and ordered him to get off the chair and under the table. The puca meowed but stayed where he was. 
 
    “Good morning,” I said to Lavinia as I dumped Merlin to the floor and took his seat. “Any news from Lena yet?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Lavinia replied. “Though she and Yvaine spent a good deal of time last night trying to find a suitable outfit. You know, something that will look appropriately masculine.” 
 
    “I don’t think Lena has anything like that,” I said. 
 
    “Well, they may have had to borrow from Cat,” Lavinia explained. “Though she was still talking about purple hair.” 
 
    The waitress stopped at our table and placed a cup of tea in front of me and a plate of fried eggs, spicy sausage, and a dense brown bread drizzled with honey.  
 
    “No menu for breakfast,” Lavinia said as the waitress moved away. 
 
    I tried a bite of the eggs and sausage. Mint and lemon zest had been added to the eggs, making for a nice balance against the pepper flavor of the sausage. I nodded in approval and then slipped a small piece of sausage under the table. I felt Merlin grab it with his paw, and a moment later he tugged at my pants leg. I slipped him some of the egg as well, and Lavinia rolled her eyes. 
 
    “What do you think of our guide?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know what Aerin’s issue with the old elvish families is, but I think this guy is legitimate,” she replied. “I think he actually has been to the Great Chasm.” 
 
    “I think so, too,” I agreed. “I know Aerin would have been happy to declare him a liar if he hadn’t.” 
 
    “She was checking his aura pretty closely,” Lavinia noted. “I think she was disappointed by what she saw.” 
 
    “Meaning that he is a guide and traveller, and someone we can trust,” I said. 
 
    “Exactly,” Lavinia agreed. 
 
    I took a few more bites of my breakfast while Lavinia sipped on what was left of her tea. Merlin meowed from under the table and Lavinia caved in and passed down the last bite of egg and bread from her own plate. I smiled at her, and she shook her head. 
 
    “You’ll spoil him,” I teased. 
 
    “He’s already spoiled,” she replied. 
 
    “Then you’re enabling him,” I remarked. 
 
    “I’m not sure what that means,” Lavinia said, “but whatever’s wrong with the puca is on you.” 
 
    I laughed and polished off the rest of my breakfast. When I was done, I grabbed Lavinia’s hand and pulled her towards me. She nestled against me with a satisfied smile while her hand found the inside of my thigh. 
 
    “You look pleased with yourself,” I whispered in her ear. 
 
    “I was just thinking that I did manage to beat the Marchioness of Constello at one thing at least,” she replied. 
 
    “And what was that?” I asked as I nipped at her ear. 
 
    “I managed to get pregnant first,” she smirked.  
 
    “Always glad to help out,” I replied. “You know, I hear Yvaine even found tents for this trip. Big enough for two.” 
 
    “Mmmm. I could think of some fun things to do in a tent,” she mused. 
 
    “Dang, is it true there’s no menu?” Dehn demanded to know as he dragged a chair to our table and sat down. Merlin yowled, and I felt him brush against my leg as moved to a safe spot under my chair. 
 
    “No menu,” I agreed as Lavinia pulled away. “But it’s good. Eggs, sausage, and bread with honey.” 
 
    “Huh,” Dehn replied. “It’s not some sort of weird sausage is it? Or fancy eggs?” 
 
    “Fried eggs,” I assured him. “They do have a little mint, but not much. The sausage is hot.” 
 
    “I guess it’ll do,” Dehn griped.  
 
    The waitress was back with another cup of tea and a plate for Dehn. She looked at the empty tea cups on the table, and both Lavinia and I asked for a refill. She hurried away as Dehn sniffed at his plate. 
 
    “Just eat it,” Lavinia sighed. “In all the time I’ve known you, I’ve never seen you turn your nose up at anything. I don’t know why you act so picky when someone puts something new in front of you.” 
 
    “I’m checking for poison,” the halfling asserted as he took a bite of the eggs. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Lavinia demanded. 
 
    “Halflings can smell poison,” Dehn asserted. “That’s a well-known fact.” 
 
    “Oh, it is not,” Lavinia snapped. “Unless it’s the worst poisoner in the world, you can’t smell poison.” 
 
    “It is so,” Dehn replied as he gobbled down his sausage. 
 
    “Well, he is the tallest in his family,” I interjected. “Maybe he has above-average smell detection skills as well.” 
 
    “I didn’t think of that,” Dehn said as he looked at me. “That’s probably true.” 
 
    “Why do you encourage him?” Lavinia demanded. “Or is this another example of enabling?” 
 
    The waitress returned with two more cups of tea. I heard her sigh as Imogen joined us as well, drawing a fourth chair to our small table. 
 
    “Any sign of Lena?” I asked. 
 
    “Not yet,” Imogen replied as she examined the plate of eggs and sausage that appeared in front of her.  
 
    “There’s no poison,” Dehn assured her. “My nose confirmed it.” 
 
    “Well, that and the fact that none of us have keeled over yet,” Lavinia pointed out. 
 
    “Thanks,” Imogen said as she started eating. 
 
    Emeline and Aerin straggled in next, and they pulled one of the other small tables over to ours. The waitress frowned, but whatever protest she was about to make died on her lips when Maruk arrived. He carried a third table over and carefully set a place for himself and Yvaine. The waitress tried to discount Maruk’s special order, but he told her to ask Madame Boaz, on behalf of Maruk. The waitress threw her hands in the air and retreated to the kitchen. 
 
    “I hope everyone slept well last night,” Maruk declared. “I must say, the mattress in my room was quite comfortable, if a little short.” 
 
    “Anything had to be better than the ship's deck,” I replied. 
 
    “True,” Maruk sighed. “May I suggest on our return trip that we find passage on a ship that has more appropriate guest quarters?” 
 
    “Maybe we could get Sulla and Urim and Etienne to pick us up,” Emeline suggested. She might have said it in a joking manner, but I could tell by the wistful look in her eye that she secretly hoped to see her brother again soon. 
 
    “Alas, we would be expected to pull our weight if we did that,” Maruk replied. “And that would mean participating in whatever bit of piracy they undertook while we were onboard.” 
 
    The waitress was back, and she carefully placed plates in front of Emeline and Aerin, and then thunked Maruk’s special order in front of him. I looked over at Maruk’s plate and I had to give Madame Boaz credit. She had managed to produce a very tasty looking omelet and a bowl of mixed berries with some sort of yogurt sauce that looked like the perfect fruits you only see in ads. 
 
    “Ooh, that looks good,” Aerin said as she looked at her plate and then at Maruk’s. 
 
    “I may have discussed proper omelet techniques with Madame Boaz last night,” Maruk replied. “By the by, our extra food supplies will be here soon.” 
 
    “Perfect,” I replied. I glanced towards the door and saw Yvaine look around the room. She spotted our table and turned to say something to the person behind her. A moment later, Yvaine strolled to our table, followed by Lena. 
 
    At least, I assumed it was Lena. It was an elf of Lena’s height and wearing one of Lena’s less brightly colored shirts, but that was where the similarities ended. This elf was male, with the harder planes of a masculine face and a broad set of shoulders that barely fit into the shirt. Her/his hair was indeed purple, a nice shade of plum to be exact. It was pulled back into a single braid that ended at the flat hips. 
 
    “Well, this one actually worked,” Lavinia said. 
 
    “How long will it last?” I asked. 
 
    “Several hours,” Lena replied. Even her voice was deeper. “But you should probably warn us if it’s going to take you more than the morning to wrap up your shopping expedition.” 
 
    “Sure,” I agreed. “I’ll have my pen and paper with me.” 
 
    Yvaine and Lena took their seats and this time, two plates of omelets and fruit bowls were delivered from the kitchen. Lena clapped her hands until Aerin smacked her on the shoulder. Yvaine simply accepted the plate as if nothing else was to be expected. 
 
    Cat appeared as we were wrapping up the meal, and he whistled appreciatively at Lena.  
 
    “That’s some potion,” he said. “How long do we have?” 
 
    “The morning,” she replied. 
 
    “That should be more than enough,” he said. 
 
    “I’ll send word as soon as we’re done,” I said as I stood up. 
 
    “And keep an eye open for our supplies,” Maruk added as he stood up as well. 
 
    “We won’t leave them,” Yvaine promised. 
 
    “No matter how tempting it is,” Aerin agreed. 
 
    Maruk tsked at the elf, but he followed after Cat and I. Cat turned out to be well-named, or well-nicknamed as the case may be. He moved quickly and quietly, and I wondered just how he and Imogen had become acquainted. It wasn’t that hard to picture the elf leaping around the rooftops the way I’d seen Imogen do. I really wanted to ask, but the elf cut such a fast pace through the now very crowded streets of Maymak that I didn’t have a chance.  
 
    The first set of guards on the Maymak side of the bridge barely even glanced at our little group and waved us through without even bothering to check our bags. Maruk was far and away the tallest person in the wave of people heading for Maraz proper, and most of those people left a sizeable ring of empty space around the orc. I saw a few sideways glances and heard several whispered warnings, but Maruk took it in stride and barreled ahead.  
 
    The guards on the Maraz side were less friendly. They recognized Cat and grudgingly waved him through, and gave me a short nod of approval as well, although the guard scowled at my obviously foreign clothes. Proceedings at the bridge ground to a halt, however, when Maruk presented himself to the guards. 
 
    A wall of guards appeared and several of them began gesturing at Maruk and talking rapidly in Pars. The only word I could understand was orc, but clearly the notion of an orc wandering around Maraz was more than the guards could take in. 
 
    Cat went over to one of the guards and began talking in Pars. There was more gesturing by both men, and then the Persan was waving his hands in the air. Cat pulled the man over to the side, and their conversation in Pars resumed. I’m pretty sure a few coins found their way from Cat’s palm to that of the Persan man, and a moment later, the Persan returned to his fellow guards and shooed Maruk across the bridge. 
 
    “Maybe we should warn the women,” Maruk suggested once we were finally inside Maraz. 
 
    “Imogen will make sure everyone is dressed appropriately,” Cat replied as he led us along a twisting road. “They don’t usually harass women unless they aren’t covered or don’t have an escort.” 
 
    “I hope Lena can act manly enough to get them through that,” I commented.  
 
    “They may just think she’s a eunuch,” Cat mused. “Which would still be an appropriate escort.” 
 
    “Eunuch?” Maruk gulped as he looked around the street. “Do they still do that here?” 
 
    “They do,” Cat replied. “Which is why I never commit a crime while I’m here.” 
 
    “What about other places?” I asked as I again thought of Imogen’s flight across the rooftops of Ovrista. 
 
    “Well, sometimes desperate measures are called for,” the elf replied. “But that shouldn’t surprise you if you’re working with Imogen.” 
 
    Cat led us on through the streets of Maraz. The buildings here were taller than in Ovrista and packed tightly together. The wide avenue that had joined the bridge had narrowed and was now just wide enough for a small cart. The only thing I knew for sure was that we were climbing uphill, past market stalls filled with exotic fruits and vendors selling kebabs on the corners. The air smelled of cumin and dust and old sweat. We passed a public fountain where women garbed in long, loose gowns and headscarves gossiped while they filled earthenware jugs and kept an eye on their children. 
 
    At last, the road flattened out, and the buildings spread further apart. There was room for small yards and side alleys and the signs over the doors were more tasteful. I heard Maruk sniff in approval and Cat grinned at the orc.  
 
    Cat led us to a building that had been painted a bright shade of blue that reminded me of the roofs in Santorini. There was no sign but Cat led us inside without hesitation.  
 
    The shop was dimly lit and littered with display cases as well as random objects that looked like they had been left wherever the store owner had set them down. A small bell placed over the door tinkled when we walked in, and a very rotund Persan emerged from behind a curtain with a smile on his face. 
 
    “Hello, Harfouche,” Cat called out jovially. The Persan’s smile dimmed a few watts. 
 
    “Cat,” the Persan said as he looked at me and Maruk. “Who are your friends?” 
 
    “Adventurers,” Cat replied with a shrug. “You know how it is.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Harfouche said as he turned towards me and Maruk. I saw him gulp as he peered at the orc, but then he turned on the full wattage of his smile and walked over to me. He grasped my hand and gave it a mighty shake that went on for so long I thought a few of my teeth might rattle loose. 
 
    “We need a few more supplies,” Cat said as he walked around the store and looked in the display cases.  
 
    “I can’t make any promises,” Harfouche replied. “There have been rule changes since the last time you were here.” 
 
    “So I heard,” the elf said as he picked up a small statue carved out of jade.  
 
    Harfouche scuttled over to Cat and slid the statue from the elf’s hand. He uttered something that sounded like a prayer or an apology as he set the statue back in its spot. Cat grinned for a moment but he looked appropriately solemn when Harfouche turned to face him. 
 
    “That is not a sale item,” the shopkeep insisted. 
 
    “My apologies,” Cat replied sincerely, “I did not realize that you added another icon to your collection.” 
 
    “One can never have too many shrines to Otrein,” Harfouche replied. 
 
    I looked more closely around the shop and I noticed an army of small statues scattered around. They sat on the shelves and were tucked into corners and one even glared at me from the door lintel. They were made out of a variety of materials, from carved wood to glittering gold, and the largest one was about the size of my hand. Otrein might have had more shrines in this one room than the whole of Ovrista. 
 
    “We’ll need some of the frogskins,” Cat said, “and some water stones. Let’s say a dozen of each.” 
 
    “Of course,” Harfouche agreed. “May I also suggest some of the night lenses? They do wonders for protecting your eyes in the harsh desert sun.” 
 
    “Do you have any that will fit my friend here?” Cat asked as he pointed a thumb in Maruk’s direction. 
 
    “Oh, well, I don’t think they make any that large,” Harfouche hesitated. 
 
    “Make it a dozen as well,” Cat sighed. “Maybe we can improvise something.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Harfouche replied. “Anything else?” 
 
    “Fire sticks,” Cat added. “Whatever you have left.” 
 
    Harfouche paled, and he fiddled with one of the many rings he wore. 
 
    “Fire sticks are on the banned list,” Harfouche stuttered. 
 
    “I heard,” Cat replied casually. “But I doubt you had time to sell them all before the ban went into place, and I know you didn’t just destroy them like you were ordered to do.” 
 
    “I had hoped that this silliness would pass soon, like so many of the others,” Harfouche said defensively. “But it’s been months now and the ban is still in place. I have done what I needed to do.” 
 
    “In other words, you hid them,” Cat mused as he picked up another statue. 
 
    “I have done what was required,” Harfouche insisted as he watched Cat study the statue. 
 
    “What are fire sticks?” I asked. 
 
    “Banned magic,” Harfouche said quickly as he finally reclaimed the statue. 
 
    “Some local fire mages created them several years ago,” Cat explained. “They’re a handy weapon to have in case you come across one of the less friendly nomadic tribes while you’re in the desert. They let you shoot a lead ball at your target.” 
 
    “A lead ball?” Maruk finally spoke. 
 
    “It’s actually quite deadly,” Cat assured him, “which is no doubt why Farouk banned them.” 
 
    “People were using them inside the city,” Harfouche pointed out. “It was a safety measure.” 
 
    “Alas, I only learned of the ban when I returned to the city and had mine seized by the guards at the gate,” Cat sighed. “But I would prefer to have some if I’m going back to the desert. And I think my friends would as well.” 
 
    “You would give a fire stick to someone who’s never fired one?” Harfouche protested. “You’ll just end up killing each other.” 
 
    “I’ve used a gun,” I said.  
 
    Cat, Maruk and Harfouche all turned to look at me in surprise. 
 
    “A… gun?” Harfouche finally asked. 
 
    “The… place that I come from has something similar but we call them guns,” I explained. “I’ve practiced at a shooting range before.” 
 
    “There, you see,” Cat said triumphantly, “My friend here has handled such weapons before.” 
 
    “And the orc?” Harfouche asked sceptically as he peered at Maruk. 
 
    “I don’t use weapons,” Maruk replied indignantly. 
 
    “What use does he have for weapons?” Cat quickly added.  
 
    “I can’t,” Harfouche said with a shake of his head. “If you are caught with them inside the city, and they trace it back to me… No, I will not.” 
 
    “We won’t get caught,” I replied. “We’re leaving as soon as we’re done here.” 
 
    “No, no,” Harfouche repeated. “I will not. I will sell the other items, but not that.” 
 
    Harfouche sighed and retreated through the doorway that led to the backroom. Cat sidled over to Maruk and signaled to the orc to lean in closer. Both Maruk and I complied. 
 
    “Okay,” Cat whispered, “Now’s the time for you to act like a tough guy. When he comes back out, I’ll tell him that you’ll wreck his store if you have to so we can find the firesticks. Maybe if you threw a couple of things around so, he’ll believe you.” 
 
    “I will not,” Maruk sniffed in an eerie repeat of Harfouche. 
 
    “We really shouldn’t make the crossing without them,” Cat warned. “Even with mages, it’s not safe. And there’s a lot worse than a few nomads out there.” 
 
    “Maybe if you knocked over that big cabinet,” I suggested to Maruk as I pointed to a very ugly piece of furniture that lurked beneath an equally ugly painting. “You’d be doing the world a favor.” 
 
    “I don’t see that we need these things with you and Emeline along,” Maruk protested. “Not to mention Lavinia’s arrows, Yvaine’s skills with a blade--” 
 
    “You don’t want them to get close enough to have to use a blade,” Cat cut in. 
 
    “If Cat thinks we need it, then maybe we should play along,” I tried to assure Maruk. “And if you won’t do the cabinet, at least get rid of the painting.” 
 
    Before Maruk could reply, Harfouche stepped back into the room with two bags and a stack of small boxes. He set them on the counter and looked expectantly at us. Cat opened the bags and each box and checked the contents. 
 
    “No fire sticks,” he sighed. 
 
    “No,” Harfouche agreed. 
 
    “We really need those,” Cat insisted as he looked at Maruk.  
 
    “I cannot help you,” Harfouche replied just as adamantly. 
 
    “Then I’m afraid my friend here will just have to search your shop,” Cat replied. “And it may get messy.” 
 
    “Are you threatening me?” Harfouche snapped. “Do not threaten me or I will have to take action of my own.” 
 
    Cat raised his eyebrows at Maruk and gave him a small head bob. Maruk stood resolutely in his spot and gazed at one of the small statues of Otrein. Harfouche waited a moment, and when nothing happened, a smug look came over his face.  
 
    I created a very tiny ball of fire and shot it at the orc’s butt. Maruk yelped and turned angrily as a wisp of smoke drifted towards the ceiling. Maruk glared at me, and I showed him another tiny fireball.  
 
    “I’d hate for you to lose another shirt,” I murmured.  
 
    Maruk actually growled at me, but he stepped towards the far wall where the cabinet and painting called out like a beacon. Maruk yanked the painting from the wall and threw the canvas against a coat stand. There was the sound of ripping fabric as one of the arms punctured the still life, and then painting and coat rack crumbled to the floor in a pile of crumbled wood and bad art. 
 
    “Hideous!” Maruk exclaimed as he turned his attention to the cabinet.  
 
    The orc pounded away with his fists, sending small pieces of wood sailing across the room. Cat, Harfouche, and I all ducked as one large chunk whistled by. 
 
    “They might be in that locked chest over there,” Cat suggested helpfully over the sounds of destruction. 
 
    “Stop!” Harfouche protested. “Enough! That cabinet was from the Nagva dynasty!” 
 
    “Bah!” Maruk yelled as he took a final swing at the cabinet. “They didn’t have access to nuttall oak in the Nagva dynasty!” 
 
    “What?” Harfouche stammered as Maruk moved towards a man-sized porcelain vase. 
 
    “And I suppose you’re going to claim that this is a rare Texel dynasty vase?” Maruk huffed. “This is a shoddy imitation at best!” 
 
    He grabbed the vase and threw it against the floor. It shattered into thousands of fragments, most of which sailed into the air and glittered briefly in the air before dropping onto every available surface. Harfouche squeaked and waved his hands for Maruk to stop. 
 
    “And this!” Maruk declared as he held up some sort of stringed instrument. It reminded me of the lute that the singers in all those movies set in medieval times were always plucking at but the thing looked tiny in Maruk’s fist. 
 
    “It’s truly from Calista!” Harfouche protested as he hurried over to the orc and tried to grab the instrument. Maruk held it up to his face for a closer study, leaving it just outside Harfouche’s reach. 
 
    “About those fire sticks,” Cat said with a grin. 
 
    “Yes, yes,” Harfouche cried out. “I have two left and several boxes of lead balls.” 
 
    “We’ll take it all,” Cat replied. 
 
    “And this,” Maruk added as he plucked at the lute. “It really does appear to be from Calista.” 
 
    “Oh, uh, oh,” Harfouche muttered as he stared at the orc.  
 
    Harfouche looked back and forth between the orc and the elf and then shrugged. With slumped shoulders, he disappeared into the backroom again. When he returned, he added what looked like two wands and four more small boxes to our pile. Cat picked up both of the fire sticks and studied them closely before nodding to Harfouche. 
 
    “They’re in good shape,” Cat declared. 
 
    “Never been fired except in the testing area,” Harfouche replied. 
 
    I picked one up and did my own examination. Cat had said that the fire mages created these, but I could sense earth and air magic as well. There was a covered slot on top which I determined was for the small balls, and a trigger just below that. I felt like a real wizard when I pointed it, except that no spells leapt forth. 
 
    Harfouche named his price for our goods, starting off another argument between the elf and the shopkeep. Maruk joined in as well, and I walked around the store while the three men haggled over the price. I heard the doorbell tinkle again and I looked over to see a young woman step inside. She took in the destruction, the three men at the counter, and backed out. 
 
    Harfouche had seen her as well, and whether he was more concerned about losing another customer or that the woman might summon the city guard who would then find him in possession of a fire stick, Harfouche quickly ended the negotiations. Cat gave him a merry smile and quickly swept our purchases into a pair of sacks.  
 
    “You owe me,” Harfouche called out as we stepped into the street. 
 
    Cat took off, following a different path down the hill. There was little sunlight here, and Maruk and I both stumbled over lose cobblestones. Cat finally stopped on the edge of another public fountain. This one was smaller and much more basic. There were no women and children gathered here for the day’s gossip, only a pack of stray dogs and an old man slumped against the edge of the well. 
 
    “Harfouche won’t press charges,” Cat assured us, “but that won’t stop the guard from looking.” 
 
    “So you think the woman went to report us?” I asked. 
 
    “Probably,” the elf replied with a shrug.  
 
    “Something smells good,” Maruk commented as he sniffed the air. “Perhaps we could stop somewhere? Sample some of the wares?” 
 
    “Hang on,” I said as I dug through my pack. “Let me just tell the rest of the gang that we’re done.” 
 
    I finally found my pen and paper and pulled it out. There was just enough light that I could write across the page. 
 
    “We’ve got a message,” I said. “I need more light.” 
 
    “Over here,” Cat called as he crossed the small square and ducked into an alley. Just past the edge of the first building was a tiny park, with two lime trees and several rows of herbs. There was actually daylight back here, and I scanned the message from Aerin. 
 
    “We need to go,” I said. “The harbormaster sent word that another ship from Altrua made it into port this morning. The passengers are being held up by customs because there were so many mages on the boat, but he expects they’ll be released soon. The rest of the Shadow Foxes are on their way to the Charter Gate.” 
 
    “Drat,” Maruk sighed. “I was hoping they had all drowned.” 
 
    I quickly wrote a note that said we’d finished our deal making and we're on our way to the Charter Gate. A moment later, another message popped up from Aerin. 
 
    “We definitely need to move,” I said as I read Aerin’s response. “They’re outside the gate and they’re with the camels, but Lena’s potion is starting to have some side effects.” 
 
    “Ha!” Maruk chortled. “I wonder what color she’s turned herself. Or maybe she’s sprouted feathers.” 
 
    “We’ll know soon enough,” I replied as I turned to Cat. “How quickly can we be at the gate?” 
 
    Cat took off without comment, and Maruk and I tried to keep up. We zigzagged across the city, slowly descending along winding streets and narrow alleys. Maruk was getting more attention now, and if the guard were looking for us, it wouldn’t be hard to track our progress through the city. Cat was nearly running by the time we made it to the vast flat stretch of city streets that ran parallel to the coastline. I could just see Maymak over our shoulders, and the long line of people that now moved slowly over the bridges.  
 
    At last, we found ourselves before the Charter Gate. It was massive. It stood over one hundred feet high, and almost as wide. The upper portion was covered in blue and yellow tiles that formed a complex pattern of stars and knots. The vaulted entrance was nearly seventy feet deep and the interior was covered with a mosaic that depicted the local sea life. The gate itself was a massive structure, bound in iron and opened and closed by a complicated set of chains and levers.  
 
    The traffic through the gate moved slowly, but at least it moved. The guards made cursory checks of those arriving at the city, but largely ignored those who were departing. They did look at Maruk again but Cat had a friendly conversation with the man in charge, a few more coins exchanged hands, and then we were outside the gate and in the glaring brightness of the desert. 
 
    I’m not sure what I expected on this side of the gates. I knew that there would be people here, of course, and great caravans preparing for the trek, just as there had been in Gilamar. But this was larger and noisier than Gilamar, with hundreds of tents scattered around the area and more stretching along the length of the wall. There was an entire city out here, even if it was a temporary one. 
 
    “The camel pens are this way,” Cat said as he picked his way through crowds of people.  
 
    Maruk and I were able to keep up with him at least, as the crowds forced the elf to a slower pace. Cat led us to the only semi-permanent structures I’d seen on this side of the wall, a collection of mud brick shacks and tents that nestled against the great stone wall of the city. Corrals had been built nearby, and I could see the camels that sat inside. We walked past the first collection of pens and then past another collection of tents. Just beyond that was another smaller collection of camel pens and tents. 
 
    I spotted Dehn standing outside one of the tents. He was talking to a panthera man and gesturing towards the camels. The panthera shrugged and started to walk away. Dehn scowled at the camels, and for a moment, he looked as if he would attack the beasts. 
 
    “Dehn!” I called out. 
 
    The halfling spotted our approach and waved. He shot the camels another angry look and then sauntered over to us. 
 
    “About time,” he huffed. 
 
    “You look like you’re ready to kill our ride through the desert,” I said. 
 
    “No one told me these things spit,” Dehn complained. 
 
    Cat quickly smothered a laugh. 
 
    “They spit?” Maruk asked dubiously as he looked at the camels. 
 
    “And they’ve got good aim,” Dehn added. “Damn things have already hit me twice.” 
 
    “Perhaps they had a good reason,” Maruk suggested as he edged his way past the pen. 
 
    “What reason?” Dehn asked. “I was just standing there.” 
 
    We made it to the tent without any further camel spitting and ducked inside. A mage light bobbed near the middle of the tent, providing just enough light to keep the place from feeling dreary. The rest of the Shadow Foxes were there, sipping on something that looked cool and fruity. 
 
    “Ah, wonderful,” Maruk sighed as he dropped onto a cushion. Lena smiled and handed him a cup of juice, which Maruk downed in a single gulp. 
 
     “I’ll take some,” I said as Cat and I found cushions of our own. 
 
    “Mango and lime,” Lena replied as she passed a cup to me and Cat. I peered more closely at Lena and realized that the sharp planes were starting to soften and that curves had appeared around the hips. The tips of her ears and the lines of her cheeks had also taken on a color that could only be described as asparagus green. And maybe just a hint of scales as well. 
 
    “At last you didn’t develop feathers,” I remarked. 
 
    “We still have time,” Lavinia replied. 
 
    “There weren’t any feathers in the potion,” Lena said. “Though there was some chameleon tail.” 
 
    “That would probably explain the green skin,” Maruk noted. “Though it’s quite an attractive color on you.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Lena said graciously. “How do you like the juice?” 
 
    “Delicious,” I declared as I took a sip. Merlin slipped into my lap and licked his lips hopefully. I ignored him and took another long sip. 
 
    “Any problems?” Imogen asked when we’d polished off our own cups. 
 
    “Nothing we couldn’t handle,” Cat assured her. 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Imogen replied with a note of suspicion. “Did you find everything?” 
 
    “Yes,” Cat replied. “And if we’re going to leave now, during the heat of the day, then you’ll be glad I did.” 
 
    Cat opened up the sacks and pulled out our purchases. I was rather curious myself since the only thing I’d had a chance to study had been the fire stick. 
 
    “First, frogskins,” he said as he opened up one of the smaller pouches. He pulled out a piece of cloth and tossed it to Lavinia. 
 
    “It’s cool,” she remarked. “And wet, but not in a bad way.” 
 
    “You can wrap them around your head or neck,” Cat explained. “They’ll help you stay cool. They should last us until we reach Fornal. Then we can sell them back to another merchant to get recharged.” 
 
    “This is great,” Aerin said as she snatched the frogskin from Lavinia. “I could have used one of these this morning when we were walking over here.” 
 
    “Water stones,” Cat continued as he opened the other bag and passed what looked like a small marble to Emeline. “You can suck on one of these to help fight thirst. It doesn’t replace water completely, but it can extend our supplies. They’re also handy when we have to cut through the jungles.” 
 
    “Just don’t swallow it,” Imogen warned. “I knew someone who did, and he drowned in the middle of the desert.” 
 
    “Is that true?” Emeline asked uncertainly as she gazed at the small stone. 
 
    “There are all kinds of stories,” Cat replied with a shrug as he pulled out one of the small boxes. “Night lenses.” 
 
    “Sunglasses,” I said with a smile as I took the bulky wire frames from his hand and put them on my face. The glass was heavily tinted but I could sense a spell that let me pick out the outline of the other people and objects in the tent. It wasn’t quite like night vision goggles, since there weren’t any green glowing army men, but it was still pretty damn cool. 
 
    “You’ve seen something like this before as well?” Cat asked. 
 
    “I have,” I replied. “And these will definitely help in the desert.” 
 
    “Ceral has already released the camels to us,” Yvaine cut in. “So we can leave whenever we choose.” 
 
    “The gear’s already been loaded,” Imogen added.  
 
    “I vote we enjoy one more cup of this wonderful libation,” Maruk suggested. “I doubt the mages will be able to track us that quickly.” 
 
    “One more,” Aerin agreed. “I’m not sure I’m ready to get on top of one of those things just yet.” 
 
    “At least they can’t spit on you if you’re riding them,” Dehn groused. 
 
    We laughed, and Lena poured one more cup for everyone, even Merlin. We still had a long road to travel but at least it felt like we were getting closer to our final destination. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    The desert outside of Maraz was nothing like the desert that bordered the edge of the Canterrose Mountains. That one was dry, but it had vegetation and animal life, and plenty of oddball characters who called it home. There was even a river and underground streams.  
 
    The Barren Sea, as this desert was called, was nothing but sand and ever shifting dunes. It sucked at your feet if you tried to walk across it, and the wind blew stinging particles of it into your face. The few clouds in the sky provided no relief. The sun beat down mercilessly, and I was never so happy to be sucking on a glass marble in my life. 
 
    The camels plodded across the landscape in a single line with Cat in the lead. I had no idea how he was navigating across the desert but he seemed to know where he was going. Emeline rode just behind him, though sometimes she would urge her camel forward so she could check with Cat. I saw her making notes in her journal and I wondered what advice it would offer future adventurers on trekking across the Barren Sea. 
 
    Ceral had strongly advised against such a late start, and I doubt he would have let us leave at all if we didn’t have Cat for a guide. As it was, I was starting to wish we had decided to wait for the relative cool of evening when Emeline started making her way towards the back of the line. I dropped my water stone into my pocket and waited for her to approach. 
 
    “What’s up?” I said as she brought her camel alongside mine.  
 
    I was impressed with how easily Emeline handled her mount. I’d tried to get mine to move out of line so I could talk to someone, but the camel had steadfastly refused to obey my commands.  
 
    “Cat says there’s an oasis up ahead,” she replied. “We can rest there for a while and then start across the desert later tonight. We can probably make the next oasis by mid-morning.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” I agreed. “Say, how come your camel will go where you want it to?” 
 
    “Oh, I’ve always been good with animals,” Emeline replied as she turned the camel’s head and plodded back to Dehn.  
 
    I knew from personal experience that wasn’t true. Emeline had nearly fallen off her horse more times than I could count and then there were the neighborhood dogs that seemed to take pleasure in chasing her. I decided it was just another quirk of the camel mind and not to probe any deeper. 
 
    I heard a familiar hawk’s cry and glanced up at the sky. The night lenses made it easy to pick out the puca as he rode the thermals of air in order to conserve energy. Even Merlin was feeling the heat of the day, and when he finally landed on my shoulder, I could feel him panting.  
 
    “Here,” I said as I pulled one of the frogskins from my pack. “Cat bought one for you too.” 
 
    I draped the cool, damp cloth over Merlin’s back, and he clucked in appreciation. 
 
    “Anyone behind us?” 
 
    The puca gave a shake of his head and wings that I’d learned meant ‘no’. 
 
    “Good,” I sighed. “Hopefully, the customs agents will continue to harass the mages.” 
 
    “Damn it!” Dehn cried out. 
 
    I turned around as Emeline’s laugh floated over the sound of sand crunching beneath the feet of the camels. Dehn wiped angrily at his face, and I saw a green glob fall to the desert floor. Emeline continued on down the line while Dehn tugged impotently at his camel’s reins. 
 
    “What happened?” I called back. 
 
    “Her camel spit at me,” Dehn snarled. 
 
    I laughed, turned to the front again, and noticed that Cat was leading us towards a narrow ridge between two large dunes. It was definitely single-file only and as we slipped between the two great piles, I felt a moment of apprehension. Visions of the avalanche in the Canterrose Mountains came to mind, and the soft slithering sound of the sand as it shifted along the sides of the dunes wasn’t very reassuring. Even the camel seemed leery, and I noticed that its ears swiveled constantly now, as if it were checking for a warning. 
 
    But we made it between the dunes, and then we were dropping down the edge of the ridge line. As we came around the sloping curve of a drift, I could see a line of palm trees and lush green grass.  
 
    Merlin shifted back into his puca form and chirped happily.  
 
    It felt like forever before we arrived at the oasis. If this had been a video game, I would have said I was caught in an endless loop, with the oasis just always out of reach. A small part of my brain wondered if Cat had gone crazy, and we were all just trudging ever onwards towards a mirage we could never reach. I thought about sending Merlin back up, but the poor guy had pulled his frogskin tight around his body, and he refused to budge from his spot. 
 
    I was contemplating how many frogskins it would take to cover my own body when I felt the heat of the day drop a few degrees, and then we were riding beneath the fragile shade offered by the palms. The sound of the water as it brushed against the edge of the desert was probably the sweetest sound I’d ever heard.  
 
    There was a weatherbeaten shack at the other end of the lake that looked like it could have been there since the first crazy people attempted this crossing. Nearby were several tents and, I admitted, I was a little disappointed. I’d figured we’d have the oasis to ourselves, but it looked like someone else had already set up camp.  
 
    Our line ground to a halt, and at a whistled command from Cat, the camels all dropped to their knees. I slid gracelessly from my camel’s back and walked over to our guide. He had just pulled back the flap to one of the tents and was walking towards another one. 
 
    “Where is everyone?” I asked. 
 
    “Don’t know,” Cat replied as he stuck his head inside the second tent. “They should have come out when they heard us arrive.” 
 
    “Camels are missing, too,” I mused. “Maybe something spooked them and they left?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Cat said but I could hear the doubt in his voice. “But they would have at least taken their water with them, even if they were trying to leave in a hurry.” 
 
    “Over here!” Lavinia called. 
 
    The two ladonae had ventured towards a stack of crates piled near one of the tents. We followed their call and found a puddle of blood next to the scattered remnants of a box. Dried flowers spilled across the sand among a trail of dark red droplets. 
 
    “Sweet jasmine,” Maruk noted as he sniffed the air. “Those are worth a small fortune.” 
 
    “And not something anyone would leave behind,” Cat noted.  
 
    Cat pulled one of the fire sticks from his pack and handed it to Imogen along with one of the boxes of ammunition. Imogen quickly packed her fire stick while Cat pulled the second weapon from his pack and started to load it. 
 
    “What are those?” Aerin asked curiously. 
 
    “Banned magic,” Imogen replied as she gave Cat a small frown. 
 
    “Only recently banned,” Cat pointed out. “Farouk could always change his mind.” 
 
    “They’re weapons,” I explained as I drew my own mana blade.  
 
    “Speaking of banned magic,” Cat murmured as he took in my own weapon with a look of surprise.  
 
    “You’ll see a lot more banned magic if those mages ever catch up to us,” I replied. 
 
    Cat hesitated for a few seconds but Imogen nodded. The elf drew in a deep breath and then nodded as well. The rest of the Shadow Foxes were already armed and quickly spread out to check for danger. 
 
    “We need to protect the camels,” Cat said as he looked around. 
 
    “On it,” Imogen said as she started back towards the line. Lena and Aerin followed behind her. Aerin had her mace at the ready, and Lena carried one of her jars. 
 
    “Should we leave?” Yvaine asked as she prodded at one of the crates. 
 
    “We could,” Lavinia replied. “But the next caravan to come through here would have to face whatever did this. And they’ll probably just end up like these people.” 
 
    “There are some drag marks just over there,” Maruk said as he moved towards the edge of the water.  
 
    “Great,” Dehn grumbled. “Another water monster.” 
 
    “Hey, after the sea gremlins, we can handle whatever annoying thing lives in this pond,” Lavinia declared.  
 
    One of the camels suddenly made an odd rumbling sound, and the rest of our fleet stood up. Imogen grabbed the reins for the lead camel and held it in place. The others took up the strange sound, but they stood with the lead camel rather than running away. 
 
    Emeline suddenly squeaked, and I whipped around to check on the panthera. She was trying to form a fireball but a large sinewy shape was wrapped around her hips and waist, pinning both arms against the mage’s sides. Emeline’s mouth was open as if she were trying to say something but all that came out was a gasping sound. 
 
    Even as I started to move towards Emeline, I saw more shapes start to slither from the reeds. Giant snakes, I realized, and lots of them. I could hear the camels take up their warning call again and then the sound of one of the fire sticks. That was followed by Dehn’s familiar yell, and the wet thwack of metal biting into flesh.  
 
    I reached Emeline and jabbed my mana blade into the beast. I heard a hissing sound from somewhere behind the panthera, and the coils lost some of their grip, but they didn’t release her. Emeline managed to pull one arm free and she quickly summoned a fireball that she launched blindly over her shoulder. There was another hiss, and then Emeline was free and the snake started to slither away. 
 
    “Don’t let it get away!” I called to the fire mage as I stabbed at the creature again. 
 
    This time the snake turned around, and I finally had a chance to see the massive, flat head. Or, as it turned out, two heads. Four copper colored eyes regarded me while the forked brown tongues tasted the air. I couldn’t understand why the thing had survived two strikes from my mana blade until I saw the spot where Emeline’s fireball had struck. It was nearly healed already, and even as I watched, the last signs of burned skin disappeared. 
 
    “Oh, that’s not good,” Emeline said. 
 
    “Cut off the heads,” I heard Imogen yell out. 
 
    “Figures,” Emeline grumbled as we tried to stay out of striking distance.  
 
    “This may take some work with just my knife,” I pointed out. 
 
    “I’ll distract it,” she said. “You attack with your blade.” 
 
    Before I could protest her plan, Emeline took four steps away from me. One of the snake heads followed her while the other stayed focused on me. Emeline stumbled backwards as she tried to avoid the probing tongue, and the thing shot forward with incredible speed. It had the fire mage wrapped in its coils again before I could even blink. 
 
    Well, just another day in Evreas, battling giant man-eating, two-headed boa constrictors that can magically heal their wounds. 
 
    I leapt atop the pile of snake and fire mage. I found one of the constrictor’s heads and held on as tightly as I could. I drove my mana knife into the point where the head joined the body and started to saw with the blade. The snake started to sway in my grasp and the second head reared up. It struck at me, but I kept sawing at the first head. 
 
    Merlin leapt into the fray at that moment. He was in griffin form and he dove into the pile and grabbed the second head in his talons. Both heads hissed in protest, but then the mana blade was through the last bit of flesh and skin, and I held the severed head in my hand. The other head screeched and tried to lunge towards me but Merlin kept his grip. The snake let go of Emeline and tried to slither away, but now all three of us were focused on the remaining head.  
 
    While Merlin held the head, I sliced through the thick neck of the snake. When it was finally done, the second head fell to the ground and stared blindly at the sky. Emeline heaved a sigh of relief and then gave me a quick kiss on the cheek.  
 
    The crack of another shot from a fire stick echoed across the oasis, and I looked back at the rest of the Shadow Foxes. Imogen and Aerin were tackling the head of one snake. The second head hung limply to the side and a trail of blood flowed from a large hole just between the eyes. Lena was just behind them, one hand wrapped around the reins of the lead camel while she struggled to pull one of her jars from her pack. Even as I watched, Aerin swung her mace and delivered a huge blow to the remaining head. The snake swerved unsteadily and Imogen promptly shot it square between the eyes.  
 
    Before they could celebrate, another snake slithered up from the water and went straight towards the camels. Lena finally had her jar out and she tossed it at the snake. A white smoke floated up and the snake pulled back in confusion. It tested the air with its tongues and then tried to pull back. It’s whole body began to convulse and Imogen quickly put a shot into one head while Aerin dropped her mace on the second head. 
 
    Closer to us, I could see Dehn sitting on top of one of the snakes, alternating swings of his axe between the two heads. Maruk was nearby, and he had turned his shield into a battering ram. Yvaine used the distraction to slice at the snake, and I could see her new blade cut through to the bone. One head was already off and she worked to remove the second one.  
 
    Lavinia and Cat had found a spot on top of the crates and were firing down at a pair of snakes. They managed to take down one snake, but a second appeared from the reeds and circled the crates while they were focused on the snake that still swayed in front of them. 
 
    I glanced towards the water and saw more snakes emerge. One picked up our scent and started to move in our direction.  
 
    “Emeline, we need to distract those snakes, and I think I know how we can do it,” I whispered. 
 
    “How?” Emeline asked as she watched the approaching snake warily. 
 
    “By combining our powers,” I replied. 
 
    “I was afraid you were going to say that,” she sighed. “Desperate times, right?” 
 
    “Right,” I agreed. “I think I can handle the air mage, and the earth mage portion. I just need you to handle the fire mage part.” 
 
    “Just tell me what you need,” she said.  
 
    I explained the spells to her even as I drove my mana knife into the next snake. Emeline strafed it with fireballs while I worked to remove the heads. Merlin pinned the snake in place so it couldn’t slither away, and after another brutal round of sawing, we had two more heads off.  
 
    Emeline still looked uncertain about the spells I wanted to try, but we were growing tired and more snakes kept emerging from the water. The camels were in open revolt now and only a ring of smoke from Lena’s jars kept them from running too far away. 
 
    She nodded as I started my part of the spells. I pushed my mana into the bracelet and felt it warm at my touch. I was starting to understand how the bracelet worked, and how it let me feel the different elements. Maderel’s lessons would have been much easier if I’d had the bracelet then. 
 
    I didn’t think I could handle three roles, but I hoped that I could handle two. As quickly as I could manage, I started to recreate what the mages in the market had done. It was probably closer to the sand dancer in the wind, but it was based on the frogs that had closed out the show.  
 
    And there they were. Not frogs exactly. More like little floating blobs of sand, but they started to rise up out of the desert floor and bob along in whatever direction I moved them. The snakes barely registered their presence until Emeline added her fire spells. Several of the blobs overheated and exploded, sending clods of dirt high into the air. But the rest were soon belching fire, just like an army of tiny dragons. 
 
    “What the...” I heard Cat ask as he watched the miniature battalion start to shoot fire at the snakes. 
 
    “Don’t ask,” Lavinia advised. “Just keep shooting them in their heads.” 
 
    The snakes were striking out at the blobs now, but for every one they destroyed, I would send up another one. I saw one of the serpents start to retreat towards the water, but Maruk brought his shield down point first into its back, pinning it in place, and then Yvaine quickly moved in and started to work on the heads.   
 
    “Don’t let any of them get back to the water!” I called out. It wouldn’t do just to kill a few and let the rest retreat into the water. We needed to be sure that they were all dead.  
 
    As Emeline and I became more confident with our own spells, we started adding more belching sand balls to the mix. We even managed to add a few larger ones, though those were harder to control, and we nearly fried off Dehn’s newly regrown eyebrows. Fortunately for us, the halfling was too busy whacking at the head of a snake to notice. 
 
    I was so wrapped up in our battle that I didn’t realize that the sun had dipped near the horizon until Dehn made one last swing with his axe and severed the last head from the body. I looked around at the carnage and counted forty-eight snakes. The ten of us were still standing, if a little bruised and battered. Aerin had slipped her mace back in its loop and was already moving among our party, healing whatever wounds had been incurred.  
 
    Lena and Imogen were leading the camels back to the oasis while Maruk and Dehn started to gather the snakes into a pile. I walked towards them though my steps started to drag as the adrenaline wore off. Emeline stumbled a few times, and I finally wrapped an arm around her waist just to keep her from collapsing into the sand. 
 
    “I hope there aren’t any more in the water,” Yvaine said as she watched the lake that rippled gently in the dying sun. 
 
    “I’m not going in there to find out,” Lavinia sighed. “But I think we got them all.” 
 
    “Where did they come from?” Yvaine asked. “I’m guessing this is something new or people wouldn’t be using this particular oasis.” 
 
    “I’ve never seen them in the Barren Sea before,” Cat replied. “They’re native to parts of the Chilgosh peninsula. Someone must have been trying to smuggle them to Maraz.” 
 
    “How do you smuggle something that big?” Maruk asked as he watched Dehn yank on one of the fangs. 
 
    “They’re pretty small when they’re born,” Cat explained. “About the size of a small cobra, so they’d be easier to transport.” 
 
    “But they have to have water,” Imogen added as she and Lena walked up. “So either they escaped from whoever was transporting them and settled into the water until they were bigger, or the person just released them for some reason.” 
 
    “What do you do with a two-headed snake?” Lena asked as she knelt down and examined one of the heads. She slipped a vial from one of her pockets and took a sample of blood and skin. 
 
    “Eat it, turn its skin into belts, use it in animal fights,” Cat sighed. “There’s a lot of reasons to smuggle them.” 
 
    “Well, I got my souvenir,” Dehn declared as he finally pulled out one of the fangs with a loud pop. 
 
    “Can I just say that I’m not very enthusiastic about staying here with this?” Maruk asserted. “It’s already starting to smell.” 
 
    “We can keep going,” Cat replied, “but we need to refill our water, and we should take some time to recover.” 
 
    “We should probably burn these things anyway,” Imogen added. “Just to keep the other predators away.”  
 
     “I’ll be more than happy to do that,” Emeline declared. 
 
    “Hang on,” Aerin said. “Let me at least get you walking under your own power again.” 
 
    I watched Aerin’s golden energy flow into the panthera’s body and I could feel Emeline’s strength start to return. The fire mage stretched her back and gave Aerin a nod of thanks. 
 
    “I’ll get the fire going,” Emeline said as she formed a fireball. 
 
    “I’ll refill our water flasks,” Yvaine volunteered as she stepped out of the range of Emeline’s still-growing fireball. 
 
    “I’ll assist,” Maruk added as he took in the size of the fire mage’s orb. “Just in case there are still some lurking in the water.” 
 
    We all took several steps back as Emeline finally unleashed her magic. There was a mighty whoosh and then the pile of snake parts ignited in a burst of blue flame that streaked into the sky.  
 
    We stood around and watched for several minutes, then slowly peeled away to deal with other issues. We didn’t find anything to identify the caravan that had been here before us, but we found camel tracks heading back into the desert, and I hoped that maybe someone had survived. 
 
    Aerin packed what she could of the sweet jasmine flowers into a sack as well as any other items she found in the crates that she thought she could sell. Merlin found a small bag of turquoise beads that he quickly claimed, while Cat and I recovered a few more frogskins and water flasks.  
 
    By sundown, we gathered around a smaller fire as far away from the smoldering remains of the snakes as we could be. The air still smelled of charred meat, but no more creatures had emerged from the waters. All the flasks had been refilled and Maruk had put together yet another tasty dish, though the smell of cooked snake sometimes overwhelmed the stew, especially when the wind blew in our direction. 
 
    We were all tired and sore, but no one wanted to spend the night in the oasis. Once the meal was done and the remnants of both fires extinguished, we climbed back onto the camels and set out across the desert once again. 
 
    The Barren Sea was intimidating at night. The vast stretch of black sky littered with countless stars, and the unending expanse of sand, was a not-so-subtle reminder of how small one human being really was. Curious, I opened up my mana, and watched the heavens above. It was better than any planetarium show and I spent several hours just soaking it in while my camel kept pace with the rest of the pack. 
 
    Morning crept up on us and as soon as the first rays of sunlight hit the sand, the temperature started to rise again. I dug around for a frogskin to wrap around my neck and then draped one across Merlin, who had spent the night splayed across my camel. He looked up long enough to chirp a thank you, then slumped back against the hump. I put on my night lenses as well and wrapped an extra frogskin around my head. I must have looked like an extra from a Mad Max movie, but at least I wasn’t quite as scorched as I had been the day before. 
 
    At last, we reached the next oasis on the trek. There was a large caravan already there, heading towards Maraz. We swapped news of each of the cities, and we passed along a warning about the snakes. The caravan leader, a mustachioed Persan named Anzar, shook his head sadly and bemoaned the fools who tried to transport such dangerous animals.  
 
    As Cat and I talked with Anzar, the rest of the Foxes went about the business of setting up the camp. Out here, none of the Persan men seemed to care that we had so many women in our group or that they were moving freely among the men. There were a few leers and smirks, but as the day grew hotter, the men retreated to their own tents, leaving our little group in peace.  
 
    I was dog-tired after the battle and long ride, and I could tell the rest of the Foxes were as well. I found myself sharing a tent with Maruk, at least initially, but the big orc took up so much room that I found myself scrunched into a corner and unable to sleep, so I slipped outside and wandered towards the Persan camp.  
 
    The tents Yvaine had acquired were similar to the tents I was used to from time spent backpacking through the national parks. They were sturdy and lightweight and just tall enough that you could sit up, but they weren’t designed for much more than sleeping.  
 
    The Persan tents were another story. Anzar and his group had brought what felt like an entire city with them, or at least a small town. Their tents spread out around the oasis and included space for a dining-slash-meeting room, a mobile kitchen, and something I could only describe as a gameroom.  
 
    Anzar had invited the men in our group to make use of the tents and I poked around until I found a small one near the end of the line that was currently empty. There were boxes stacked inside and a few rolled up rugs, but no signs of habitation. I realized that this must be the tent where they stored items they weren’t using. 
 
    I slipped inside and unrolled one of the rugs. It was a piece of artwork, with a complex geometric pattern picked out in dark blue and maroon with bits of gold along the edges of the pattern. I was tempted to roll it back up and find another, but I figured they were probably all just as lovely. Besides, the Persans had no problems with laying these rugs on the sand, so I stretched out on the soft wool and fell asleep. 
 
    My brief rest was interrupted by someone running their fingers through my hair. I opened one eye, half expecting to see Anzar or one of his men, armed with a sword and a scowl. Instead, I saw Lavinia’s lascivious grin.  
 
    “You don’t like the new tents?” she asked. 
 
    “It’s a little tight,” I replied as I rolled onto my elbow. “Dehn should be sharing space with Maruk, not me.” 
 
    “Let’s see,” she mused, “that would put you with the elf.” 
 
    “He can’t be any worse than some other roommates I’ve had,” I laughed. 
 
    “But surely not as fun?” she teased. 
 
    “Well, that’s certainly true,” I agreed.  
 
    I reached out and pulled Lavinia’s willing body against my own. She grinned as I ran my hand under her shirt and squeezed her breast. I grinned back and rolled on top of the ladona, forcing her down onto the carpet.  
 
    I tugged at her shirt while she pulled at my pants. Somehow, we managed to remove every article of clothing, and I was soon lapping my way along her neck and across her chest, making my way over her slightly swollen belly towards her clit.  
 
    Lavinia’s fingers were back in my hair as she held my face against her writhing body. She let out one long moan, then pulled my face to her own. I sucked her mouth dry with one very long kiss before resuming my downward mission. 
 
    “Fuck me, Gabriel,” she cried softly. “See if you can give me another child.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s possible at the moment,” I laughed as I looked into her fiery gaze.  
 
    “Neither is the child we’ve already conceived,” she replied as she ground against my balls. 
 
    It was my turn to my moan as my penis began to ache from need. I nudged her legs apart, and she spread herself wide. I could smell her sex and see the sleek wetness that already coated her vagina. I plunged into her and felt her own body tighten around me.  
 
    She arched up to meet me, and I pulled her in closer. Her wet body rubbed against mine and the friction only fed my heat. She chuffed as I pounded in deeper but I had my rhythm now, and I kept driving further into the heat and wetness.  
 
    “Sooooo goooood!” she rattled as I pounded so hard that her voice vibrated.  
 
    She clung to me now. Her fingers dug into my shoulder blades and her breath came in hot gasps against my ear. I felt her whole body go as taut as one of her bowstrings, and I released my first load as she reached her climax. My seed spilled inside her, filling her vagina until there was no more room left, and it splashed out across her thighs when I slid out of her.  
 
    “Soooo goooood,” she moaned again as she lay back against the carpet and looked at my face. 
 
    “I aim to please,” I whispered into her ear which drew a cackle from the ladona. 
 
    “Prove it,” she demanded as she wrapped one hand around my balls and started stroking them.  
 
    I grinned and let her hand do its work while I buried my face in her breasts. I licked and nipped and fondled with both hands until she wrapped her legs around me and drove against me. I started more slowly this time, letting her tension build with each thrust. She was begging me for release, and still I kept my measured pace. 
 
    When she was growling and groaning and impaling herself ever harder against me, I finally gave her the full power of my surge. My own wetness joined hers, and she quaked from the sheer force of me inside her. I kept her in climax until tears flowed from her eyes, and then I let myself release again.  
 
    “Fuck!” she cried out as she finally hit her zenith.  
 
    She held on so tight that when she finally collapsed she nearly took me down with her. She panted into my ear and then pulled my head around for another searing kiss. When she finally released my lips, she rolled on top of me, and we started round three. 
 
    We spent half of our afternoon rest period testing our limits but we probably slept deeper than any of the other Shadow Foxes when we finally collapsed onto the rug for the last time. We didn’t stir until the sounds of the camps coming back to life drifted through the flap. We quickly rolled up the rug, then ducked under the back of the tent.  
 
    We made a wide circle around the Persan tents and sauntered back to our own camp. Maruk was setting up his pots for dinner and Cat was feeding the camels, but other than that, it was still quiet at our end of the oasis. Lavinia gave my butt one more squeeze before returning to her own tent. Maruk gave me a raised eyebrow, Cat gave me a grin, and I ducked back into my own tent to try to make myself presentable. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    We finally reached the end of the Barren Sea two days later. The sun was up, but it was still early enough in the morning that a few caravans were still setting out in various directions. The city we had arrived at was called Fornal, and like Maraz, it sat on the edge between desert and water. 
 
    The water at Fornal was supplied by a wide, slow-moving river called the Marash. The Marash had played an important part in several key events in Evreas history, which Maruk was more than happy to relate as we ambled towards the gates of the city. More importantly, the Marash served as the border of the Persan kingdom. Beyond that lay a world that only Cat knew anything about. 
 
    Since Fornal was technically a part of the Persan empire and subject to the whims of King Farouk, a second sister city had sprung up on the other side of the river. This second city was called Druban, and though it shared two bridges with Fornal, it was one of the great free cities of Evreas. But to get to Druban, we would first have to go through Fornal. 
 
    Like Maraz, there were camel pens and tents lining the city wall. Ceral had given us the name of his agent in Fornal and told us to look for the pennant with the red rose among the tents. Cat somehow spotted the pennant before Lavinia and guided us among the bustle of the market to the tent, and he stepped inside while the rest of us clambered off the backs of our camels.  
 
    Cat reappeared a few minutes later with a panthera. This man looked enough like Ceral that they had to be related. The panthera examined the camels, even checked their hides for scratches and lifted their feet to check the bottom. I was reminded of the clerks who worked the return desk at the car rental agencies. Every new nick, dent and scratch was carefully noted before the camels were led away. 
 
    Cat and the panthera shook hands, and then we gathered up our various supplies, packs, and everything else and headed into the city of Fornal. The gate we passed through wasn’t as tall or as wide as the Charter Gate at Maraz, but it was long and sported three gates: one at either end, and one in the middle. Each gate was made of thick wood and banded with iron. When I looked up, I could see small apertures every few feet along the top of the wall. No doubt just the right size for dropping rocks or hot oil on any enemies who made it this far. 
 
    The gate opened into a wide boulevard that sliced the city into two halves. I could see all the way to the other end of the city where the boulevard joined with one of the two bridges that connected Fornal and Druban.  
 
    “This looks easy,” Aerin said as she took in the straight road ahead.  
 
    “Remember, this is still technically Persans,” Cat replied. “They’re not always as strict here as they are in Maraz, but a woman still shouldn’t talk to a man she doesn’t know or wear anything too revealing. And pucas are definitely considered bad luck.” 
 
    “Cripes,” Lavinia complained, “I’m not sure if I can behave that much longer.” 
 
    “We better get going then,” Maruk remarked. “Or we’ll never make it out of here.” 
 
    We walked along the boulevard, lugging our travel gear. I didn’t appreciate just how much we really had until the camels were gone, and we had to carry it ourselves. I was starting to wonder how the women in our group had managed to haul everything to the camel pens in Maraz, but I was willing to wager that Yvaine had probably found a way to include some sort of camel Uber service from the inn to the pens as part of the deal. 
 
    Our group was definitely drawing interest though I wasn’t sure if it was because of the variety of people in our group or our general dusty and travel-stained appearance. We were nearly at the far wall, and I could smell the water from the river when two men in dark blue and gray uniforms walked up to our group.  
 
    “What is your business in Fornal?” one of the men asked. He had a heavy nasal accent that made it difficult to understand him. 
 
    “We are traveling to Estrovar,” Cat replied. “We are performers.” 
 
    “Performers?” nasal man said sceptically. “Who would want to watch such an ugly, ragtag group as yourselves?” 
 
    “We have a wide variety of acts,” Cat explained. “Why, that ladona is one of the best archers in all of Evreas, and our panthera puts on one of the best fire shows.” 
 
    “Bah,” nasal man replied as he waved a dismissive hand at Lavinia and Emeline. “Women. No one will pay to see them unless they can dance. Or serve other purposes.” 
 
    I saw Imogen place a restraining hand on Lavinia’s arm. 
 
    “What does the troll do?” nasal man asked. 
 
    “I am an orc!” Maruk protested. 
 
    “He sings,” Cat replied. 
 
    The two men stared at Maruk and then burst into laughter. Maruk huffed and straightened his shoulders.  
 
    “No, seriously, what does he do?” nasal man asked again. “Does he fight the halfling? Maybe he kills some local wildlife?” 
 
    Dehn was fuming, but Aerin and Yvaine each had a hand on his shoulder. Maruk refused to look at the two men, and he stared straight ahead, ignoring the growing circle of bystanders. 
 
    “He sings,” Cat insisted. 
 
    “I will not believe it until I hear it,” nasal man replied. “And if you are lying, I will arrest you all for… for… for interfering with an investigation.”  
 
    “What investigation?” I finally asked in an exasperated tone. 
 
    “The investigation of possible smugglers,” nasal man declared as he turned to look at me. I saw him study our gear and then nod to himself. “Yes, you look like smugglers.” 
 
    “Just play something,” Cat whispered to Maruk.  
 
    “If it will put an end to this travesty,” Maruk sniffed.  
 
    The orc set one of his packs on the ground and picked through it until he found what he wanted. He pulled out the lute we’d bought back in Maraz, and I heard the crowd ‘ooh’ in surprise. The rest of the Foxes looked stunned as well, but they hid it quickly before nasal man or his partner noticed. 
 
    Maruk tested the strings and made a few adjustments. He hummed something to himself as he looked off into the distance, and then with a great flourish, he started to sing. 
 
    I have no idea what the words were. It was not in a language I’d heard before. But the real surprise was Maruk’s singing voice, which was high-pitched, and dare I say, caterwauling. He hit all the high notes, and a few I suspected weren’t in the original version of the song.  
 
    The rest of our audience looked stunned, except for Yvaine, who smiled and swayed and even had a tear in her eye. As Maruk hit what I hoped was the last verse, Yvaine joined in. Merlin, who had been in his usual spot on my shoulders, slipped inside my pack and pulled a frogskin over his head. 
 
    At last, Yvaine and Maruk hit the final note, a long, high-pitched quaver that caused an involuntary wince in myself. I was surprised that I didn’t hear the sound of glass shattering, but the duet ended, and I felt the muscles in my jaw relax. 
 
    “Oh, Maruk,” Yvaine sighed. “You sing the part of Le Berony so well.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Maruk replied with a small bow to the Marchioness. “I have always been fond of Orchana opera, and I’m particularly drawn to Le Berony. The agony he feels when his life’s love is lost. Ah, such a tragic story.” 
 
    “There, you see,” Cat said with a smile to the two guards. “You should hear him in the grand halls. His voice reverberates to the rafters.” 
 
    “I’m sure it does,” nasal man replied though the comment sounded rather sarcastic to my ears.  
 
    The crowd was slowly dispersing. The novelty of hearing an orc sing had worn off, and the reality of Maruk’s voice in full opera mode had convinced most of the audience that there was a reason why they never attended an opera performance in the first place. Maruk was still strumming the lute, and when he started to hum again, nasal man held up a hand. 
 
    “This seems like the type of performance that is better suited to the lawless people of Druban,” nasal man declared.  
 
     “Oh, well,” Cat said. He even managed to sound somewhat offended. 
 
    “No, no,” nasal man assured him. “This is for the better. They are less particular in Druban. They will not arrest you for giving such a performance.” 
 
    “Well, I never,” Maruk protested. “Le Berony’s dirge is one of the highlights of Orchana opera. And yes, I may have added a few notes, but only to showcase the depth of his feelings.” 
 
    “I do not like opera,” nasal man stated. “But they enjoy such nonsense in Druban.” 
 
    Nasal man’s silent partner nodded in emphatic agreement with his partner.  
 
    “Well, then, we’ll just head to Druban,” Cat sighed. 
 
    “That would be for the best,” nasal man insisted. 
 
    Nasal man barely spared us another glance as he ambled away, his cohort still at his side. Cat shrugged, and we resumed our trek towards the gate and the bridge that lay just beyond. 
 
    There were guards on both sides of the bridge, but they all looked bored and barely even glanced at the throngs of people who walked between the two cities. One fellow even had a book and a chair, and he chuckled occasionally as he sipped from a glass and read his novel.  
 
    Druban looked much like Fornal, at least on the surface. There was the wide boulevard that led to the other side of the city, lined with stores and a few scraggly trees. But where Fornal had been orderly, chaos seemed to rule the day in Druban. People thronged the boulevard and the side streets, dressed in brighter and considerably less concealing clothing. Carts, horses, and camels all plowed a path through this sea of humanity, adding their own familiar noises to the cacophony of voices and languages that seemed to fill the air. Above it all, I realized I could suddenly hear the sound of bells ringing in a tower. 
 
    “Noon,” Cat announced as the bells began to strike the hour. “We can find someplace to stay and rest for a bit. Most of the stores and markets will be closing until later this afternoon.” 
 
    “We need to sort through everything and figure out what we’re going to sell, anyway,” Aerin said. 
 
    We pushed our way through the crowds to a cross-street. It was nearly as wide as the main boulevard but it wasn’t quite as busy. Which meant we could actually walk together instead of strung out in a line. No one here even glanced at us, not even at Maruk who still had his lute out and was strumming as we marched along.  
 
    Cat was about to walk past one establishment when Yvaine grabbed his arm and pulled him towards the glittering gold and etched glass doors. Cat looked surprised but Yvaine strolled inside like the lady of ease and wealth that she was.  
 
    The lobby boasted a marble floor laid out in one of the intricate Persan geometric patterns, a glittering chandelier that glowed softly with a pinkish mage light, about two dozen flower displays that filled the air with the scent of lavender and freesia, and a wooden concierge desk the size of a small warship. All it needed was a cannon on the deck and a man with an eyepatch to fire it. 
 
    Judging by the look the clerk gave us when we strolled inside, he was probably wishing he had that cannon. He twitched his long, beaked nose, and his two piggish eyes squinted so tightly that I was surprised he could still see anything. 
 
    “May I help you?” he asked in a friendly voice that still managed to sound offended. 
 
    “Yes, we’ll need rooms for the evening,” Yvaine replied calmly. 
 
    “There are many fine establishments that can accomodate you here in Druban,” the clerk replied. “Unfortunately, our own hotel is completely booked at the moment.” 
 
    “This is part of the Petermore group, is it not?” Yvaine asked blandly. 
 
    “It is,” the clerk said as he peered more closely at Yvaine. 
 
    “And who is the manager of this particular hotel?” Yvaine inquired in a tone that conveyed her own boredom. 
 
    “Who is asking?” the clerk demanded.  
 
    “Yvaine Estrella,” she said as she looked around the lobby with a touch of disdain. “Well, it’s not the Petermore Grand Palace, but it will suffice. Now, your manager’s name?” 
 
    “Just a moment,” the clerk replied as he quickly retreated from the desk. He vanished through a doorway and left us stranded in the lobby. 
 
    “Don’t you have to be a member of some club to stay at one of the Petermore places?” Aerin asked. 
 
    “You do, and I am,” Yvaine replied. “I rarely use it because the Petermore hotels are seldom in places I go these days. I didn’t realize they had one here. It must be new.” 
 
    “Druban must be coming up in the world,” Imogen noted as she looked around the lobby. “Petermore hotels are only in the wealthiest cities.” 
 
    “We don’t even have one in Ovrista,” Lena added. 
 
    “Are they really that nice?” Emeline asked. 
 
    “They are more than just nice,” Maruk sighed. 
 
    The clerk returned to the desk with a tank of a woman. She was average height, but everything about her was square, from the shape of her head to her straight hips and her thick ankles. Her hair was pulled back in a bun so tight that it left stretch marks on her forehead. She regarded us from two frosty blue eyes before turning her attention on Yvaine. 
 
    “You are Yvaine Estrella?” the woman asked in an accent that made her sound like the evil Nazi villian in so many cheesy movies. 
 
    “I am,” Yvaine said graciously. “My guild and I require rooms for tonight.” 
 
    “You have proof of your identity?” the woman demanded. 
 
    Yvaine gave a gentle sniff as she searched her pack. She finally pulled out a small silver chain. It wasn’t big enough to fit around even Yvaine’s slender wrists, and it had only one bauble, a wafer-thin piece of wood about the size of a business card.  
 
    I could see that something was written on the wood, but I couldn’t make out much more than the same elaborate ‘P’ that had been carved into the door of the hotel. Yvaine presented the card to the tank lady who accepted it with the utmost care.  
 
    The card was placed on top of a square block of glass and both the woman and the clerk leaned in a little closer to watch. A small bubble of light formed inside the glass a moment later. The bubble alternated colors for several seconds and then finally settled on green. 
 
    “Marchioness,” the woman declared as she looked at the card. “Welcome to the Petermore Frontier. We are not as large as some of our sister locations, but, I assure you, we offer the same amenities and attention to detail. How may we help you today?” 
 
    “My companions and I require rooms for tonight and possibly tomorrow night,” Yvaine replied. 
 
    “You will require separate rooms?” the woman asked as she glanced at our group. 
 
    “Naturally,” Yvaine declared.  
 
    The man with the beaked nose had pulled a ledger from the depths of the desk and he and the woman were now consulting it. They whispered to each other in between quick glimpses at our group. I noticed Maruk drew most of the attention, though the ladonae had more than their fair share as well.  
 
    “If you do not have enough available rooms, then I’m sure we can find a different hotel,” Yvaine finally said. “I will simply notify management when I return to Constello that I no longer find the Petermore Hotels to be satisfactory.” 
 
    “No, no, we will find rooms for everyone,” the woman quickly assured her. “We have several members who are expected to check out shortly. We will simply need time to clean the rooms first.” 
 
    Yvaine drummed the fingers of her right hand impatiently on the desk and then looked back at the gold and glass doors.  
 
    “There’s a lovely place called the Marash Estate,” Cat offered. “It’s considered the finest place in Druban.” 
 
    “Ttch,” the tank lady protested.  
 
    “They often keep suites available for certain important guests,” Cat continued. 
 
    “The rooms are satisfactory there?” Yvaine asked. 
 
    “Oh yes,” Cat assured her. “Feather mattresses, silk sheets, private water closets.” 
 
    Maruk moaned.  
 
    “We have nine rooms available immediately,” tank lady interrupted. “The tenth room will be available later this afternoon.” 
 
    Yvaine drummed her fingers again. This time her gaze slid towards the dining room that could just be seen past a line of potted palms. 
 
    “Of course, we will check everyone in,” the woman continued. “And you may leave the bags here at the desk. They will be taken up as soon as the room has been cleaned.” 
 
    “I can wait,” I announced. “I’d like to walk around the city a bit anyway.” 
 
    “Oh, Gabriel,” Yvaine protested. “I hate to think of you without a room for the night.” 
 
    “He will have a room,” the woman declared. 
 
    “I’m sure they’ll have a room,” I agreed. “Isn’t that right, Miss...?” 
 
    “Helga,” the woman supplied.  
 
    “Helga,” I repeated as I flashed her a winning smile. 
 
    “If you’re sure,” Yvaine hesitated. 
 
    “I trust Helga,” I declared. “She seems like the type of person who can make this happen.” 
 
    “Yes,” Helga agreed with a brisk nod. 
 
    “Very well then,” Yvaine acquiesced. “Our room assignments, if you please, Helga.” 
 
    Helga was brisk and business-like after that. We were registered and assigned rooms, and no less than six bellhops appeared to organize our bags and take them upstairs. I left a pile of gear at the desk, but kept my personal satchel. Since Cat and Aerin were placed in charge of sorting out items to sell and trade, I sent another small bag to Aerin’s room. 
 
    Merlin, still buried in my satchel, refused to give up his frogskin. I cajoled and even offered to buy a bag of fresh peppermint candies, but the puca had grown attached to his personal cooler in the last few days, and he held onto it as tightly as Linus held onto his security blanket.  
 
    “It needs to be recharged,” Cat finally whispered to the puca as we stood in a corner of the lobby. Everyone else had disappeared to their rooms, and Cat was only there because I’d asked him to wait while I tried to dig out the frogskins. 
 
    “We can find you a new one,” I assured Merlin. 
 
    “There are rumors that they have frogskins for sale here in Druban that can be recharged just by dipping them in water,” Cat added. “No mages needed.” 
 
    “Would you like one of those?” I asked the puca. 
 
    Merlin’s ears twitched, and he looked back and forth between me and the elf with narrowed eyes. 
 
    “If we can’t find one of the new ones, I will bring you the biggest frogskin I can find,” Cat promised as he held up one hand. 
 
    Merlin raspberried at the two of us, but he finally let me remove the frogskin from my bag and hand it to the elf. It had a coating of black fur which clung to the damp towel tenaciously. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” I said as the elf held the frogskin up by one corner and examined the towel. 
 
    “I’m sure they’ve seen worse,” he shrugged as he tucked the frogskin into his own pack. “If you’re really going to venture outside in this heat, I would suggest you head down this street another two blocks. You’ll find yourself at the Dancing Waters Park. It’s always open, even during the afternoon, and you’ll be able to get something to eat and drink, if you want. The best part are the fountains, which, well, dance. And they help keep the park cool. Even now, it’ll be pleasant enough to sit outside.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said to the elf. 
 
    Cat turned towards the stairs while I made my way back to the front doors. I stepped back out into the heat and instantly wished that I had kept one of the frogskins. Merlin still pouted in my satchel but he was interested enough in his surroundings to poke his head out as we walked along. At least I still had my night lenses, a commodity that appeared to be very popular in Druban, judging by the number of people I saw wearing a pair. 
 
    The promised park was indeed noticeably cooler than the surrounding streets. It was also still noisy and busy, unlike the rest of Druban, which had emptied out in the time it took us to get our room assignments. I found a vendor selling flavored shaved ice and bought one for myself and one for Merlin. Fortunately, the man was just as happy with Persan coins as with Druban currency, and the puca and I settled into a shady spot under a large, spreading tree. 
 
    The fountains were jets of water that leapt around the park with occasional stops to sway slowly in a tall column or fly apart in a vortex of droplets. A pack of children followed the streams as they jumped from pad to pad, trying their hardest to get hit by the fountains. The kids laughed as they tried to guess where the water would travel next and celebrated whenever one of their number was doused by one of the sprays. Parents sat nearby, watching their children while they sipped cold drinks and chatted with the other parents. 
 
    An air mage soon joined the fun. She was very tall and rail-thin, and I wondered if she ever accidentally blew herself over. Her shoulder-length brown hair moved with the wind she created, turning her head into a weather vane of sorts. Her eyes were crowded with laugh lines, though, and she smiled and laughed with the children as they dodged among the fountains.  
 
    The mage created her own version of the water jets and soon both air and water bounded around the park. The kids were in full-on screaming mode as they ran between wind and water, and it only got louder each time someone got hit. A few of the adults without kids scowled at the pack, but most of the people seemed content to sit back and watch the youngsters run amok.  
 
    Merlin and I had finished our shaved ices, and I was eyeing a small bookstore I could see on the edge of the park when I noticed the air mage suddenly frown. She dropped her arms and stepped backwards with a puzzled look on her face. 
 
    I realized that there was still a column of air in the park. It stood in the middle of the kids, and it was slowly rotating in a clockwise direction. The kids looked entranced, but the mage had a worried expression on her face.  
 
    Some of the parents had picked up on the mage’s disquiet, and they were calling to their children and telling them to step away. A few quickly obeyed, but most stayed where they were, watching as the column suddenly picked up speed.  
 
    The pleasant breeze that had followed the column as it bounced around the park turned into a gale force wind that sent objects flying around the open space. One small girl was swept up in the wind and tossed across the park. The wind mage cried out in alarm and ran towards the small body while the rest of the children started screaming again, this time in fear. 
 
    I opened up my mana to find the source of this new wind. People started yelling and running, just like the children, making it harder for me to sift through the different manas that I could see. Bags and papers and even small fruits were caught up in the mini tornado, as well as harder objects like rocks and pine cones. Several of the kids were bleeding where they had been hit by a pebble tossed by the wind, and I saw one boy go down after being hit by a parasol. 
 
    Merlin squawked as he watched the destruction taking place. I was frantic myself as I tried to trace the trail of magic. The fountains were still bouncing in the park, and the magic that kept them going made it harder to spot what I wanted to see. But finally, just on the other side of the park, I saw a bald man covered in blue tattoos move his hand as he guided the air on its path of destruction. 
 
    And I nearly yelped out loud in surprise. His mana was blue. There was no attempt to hide what he was, at least not from other manipulators.  
 
    I shook off my astonishment and raised my own arm. I closed my fist over his mana, and I saw his look of glee turn to one of bewilderment as the tornado evaporated. I squeezed harder, and his eyes popped open as he struggled to catch his breath, but then he seized control of his own mana and pushed back hard against me.  
 
    I dropped my arm and leaned back against one of the trees. The sounds of children crying and parents calling frantically for help filled the air. The air mage still knelt by the young girl who had been flung across the park, her face streaked with tears. I wanted nothing more than to throw a fireball at the manipulator that had caused all this, but there were too many people here. 
 
    The manipulator was scanning the crowds now as well, and I could see the exact moment when he spotted my own blue mana. He gave me a malicious grin and raised his hand for a moment. A burst of wind exploded overhead, sending desperate citizens streaming towards every available escape route. The manipulator dissolved into the crowd as it rushed by him, and I lost the blue of his mana as he turned into a side street. 
 
    I wanted to follow him, but there were too many people in the way. There was also a large contingent of men and women in uniforms descending on the park, and I had no desire to hang around and explain what had happened, especially since I could see one woman looking at me as if she had just seen the devil crawl out from a sewer. She pointed at me and yelled something in Pars. The people around her turned to look at me, and two of the men started in my direction. 
 
    I snatched up by bag and joined the horde that was now moving out of the park. I stayed with the crowd until we were just outside the doors to the Petermore Frontier, and then I had to elbow my way to the sidewalk and eventually up the steps. 
 
    The clerk with the beaky nose stood just outside the door watching with a look of distaste at the crowd as it surged by. He was about to turn me away but he recognized me as one of Yvaine’s guests, and he pulled the door open instead. 
 
    “What happened?” he asked as he scowled at the people. 
 
    “Someone set a small tornado loose in the park,” I replied. “Some of the kids were hurt.” 
 
    “Probably one of those mages from the nomadic tribes,” the man sniffed. “They’re always causing problems.” 
 
    “This man was bald and had blue tattoos,” I said. 
 
    “Well, I don't know who that was,” the clerk assured me. “A foreigner of some sort then, no doubt.” 
 
    “No doubt,” I agreed as I walked into the hotel.  
 
    And yet the man had looked like a Persan, despite the tattoos. He had also clearly enjoyed the destruction he had caused. I wondered if he was one of Maderel’s secret manipulators, but I found that hard to believe. Maderel was a stickler for control, not just in magic, but in all aspects of life. I couldn’t imagine him accepting such a person as one of his students. 
 
    The lobby was quiet, despite the ruckus outside. A maid was cleaning one of the large mirrors, and a pair of ladona men stood near a window watching the crowd, but that was it. The only thing missing was the Muzak.  
 
    Despite the current serenity of the lobby, it was only a matter of time before the local authorities started investigating where the dark-haired stranger had gone. The people in the park would no doubt point them towards our street and possibly even our hotel. What I needed was a way to change my appearance quickly. 
 
    I climbed the stairs to the third floor, where I knew Lena had her room. I checked the numbers until I found three twelve and then knocked. Lena opened the door with a book in one hand and a large cinnamon stick in the other. 
 
    “Oh, hi, Gabriel,” she said cheerfully. 
 
    “Hi, yourself,” I replied. “Are you busy?” 
 
    “No,” she said with a shake of her head. “I was just working on my costume potion some more.” 
 
    “I’m surprised you aren’t watching the crowds outside,” I commented as she stepped back and invited me in. 
 
    “What crowds?” she asked as she closed the door and followed me back into the room. 
 
    I could understand her confusion. Despite the fact that her room overlooked the street, there wasn’t the faintest hint of crying or screaming to be heard. I walked over to one of the windows and pulled back the curtains. Lena looked outside and gasped. 
 
    “What happened?” she asked. 
 
    “There was a manipulator in a park not far from here,” I told her. “He created a small tornado that injured a lot of children.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s terrible,” Lena wailed as she watched the crowd. “I see quite a few people are injured. Maybe I should go help?” 
 
    “Maybe,” I said. “But I might need your help first.” 
 
    “Oh?” she asked as she stepped back from the window and looked at me.  
 
    “Let’s sit down,” I suggested.  
 
    Lena nodded and placed the book and the cinnamon stick on a small desk. I noticed a collection of vials and small jars there as well, and a few things I couldn’t identify. Lena pulled me over to a small loveseat, and I sat down on the plump pink cushions while Merlin finally squirmed out from my bag and dropped to the floor.  
 
    I looked around the room while I gathered my thoughts and realized just how pink this space was. There was a large bed, painted pink with small white flowers, with a frilly pink bedspread. A pile of pink pillows sat atop the pink bedspread and spilled over the edge onto a pink shag carpet. There were pink walls, pink lampshades, pink paintings, a pink armoire, and even a life-sized pink statue of Yotria, the elven goddess of wealth, tucked into a corner.  
 
    “Your room is very… pink,” I commented. “Are they all like this?” 
 
    “Oh, goodness, no,” Lena said as she looked around the room. “This was supposed to be Lavinia’s room, but she made me change rooms with her. The other one was all purple and blue. It was quite soothing, but I do like this one. I was thinking I would make my hair pink to match.” 
 
    “Oh, well, but then how would we find you?” I asked. “You’d blend right in.” 
 
    “I hadn’t thought of that,” Lena replied as she contemplated the sheer volume of pink in the room. 
 
    “Though if you really want to color someone’s hair, you can do mine,” I said. 
 
    “Really?” she asked with a gleam in her eye. 
 
    “Just not in pink,” I quickly added. “I think some people in the park may have seen me using magic, and I’d rather not have to spend time explaining to the local authorities what really happened. Especially since there were two manipulators involved.” 
 
    “Well, I could lighten your hair,” she mused. “And I could give you a matching beard. That would help.” 
 
    “Don’t forget the eyebrows,” I said. “The eyebrows will have to match.” 
 
    “Naturally,” she agreed as she walked over to the pink desk. She hummed as she looked through her bottles and vials. Not satisfied with that collection, she picked up her pack and started sorting through the contents.  
 
    “What about Merlin?” she asked. 
 
    “What about him?” I replied. Merlin’s investigation of the various pillows came to an abrupt halt as he looked anxiously between the two of us. 
 
    “There can’t be that many people walking around with a black cat on their shoulders,” Lena pointed out as she started adding various powders into a vial. “I think I could turn his coat into a red tabby.” 
 
    “Well,” I hesitated as I took in the puca’s frantic look. 
 
    “Though I’ve never tested it on a puca before,” Lena admitted. “I’m not sure how it will react with his own magic.” 
 
    “Maybe he could just shift shapes,” I replied. “You know, be a small bird for a few days.” 
 
    Merlin chirped at that suggestion. 
 
    “But he’ll still be black,” Lena noted.  
 
    Merlin had that frantic look again. 
 
    “I’m sure he’ll be okay,” I insisted. 
 
    “Let me know if you change your mind,” Lena sighed. She added a blue liquid to her vial, and a small wisp of white smoke drifted up from the concoction. She nodded thoughtfully and added a sprinkle of some sort of dried leaf. At least, I hoped it was a dried leaf.  
 
    She shook the vial and when the last of the smoke had evaporated, she walked back to me. 
 
     “So what color is my hair going to be?” I asked as I stared at the red syrup. 
 
    “You’ll be a blond for the next few days,” Lena replied with a smile. “The beard should be there within the next two hours.” 
 
    “Maybe this isn’t really necessary,” I said as I sniffed at the vial. It reminded me of a full dumpster on a hot day. 
 
    “We will be leaving soon,” Lena agreed. “And there were a lot of people in the park, so it will be very hard for them to track you down.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I declared as I held the vial at arm’s length. 
 
    “Unless they decide to just pick up all dark-haired strangers and interrogate them,” she added. 
 
    “Would they do that?” I asked as I caught another whiff despite the distance from my nose. Yep, definitely ripe dumpster. 
 
    “It’s standard practice in many places,” Lena replied. “And they’ll check all the hotels, especially since they know they’re looking for a mage of some sort. You don’t expect to find mages in bad hotels.” 
 
    “Maybe we could switch hotels,” I mused. 
 
    “But it’s so nice here,” Lena sighed. “I even have a massage scheduled for this afternoon. And Maruk sent his clothes to be cleaned and ironed.” 
 
    “Fine,” I conceded. “But this better work.” 
 
    “It will,” Lena assured me. “Probably.” 
 
    “Are you sure you’re not just looking for a guinea pig?” I demanded suspiciously.  
 
    Lena gazed at me innocently. I could hear Merlin snuffling around under the bed now, apparently having decided that being out of sight might help preserve his own sleek black hide from similar treatment. 
 
    “Here goes,” I sighed. I pinched my nose and downed the contents as quickly as I could. The liquid was thick and tasted vaguely of gin and Vick’s Vaporub. I grimaced but somehow managed to keep it down. 
 
    Lena’s gaze was riveted on my hair and as more time passed without any noticeable change, a frown began to form on her lovely face. She tapped a finger against her lips and leaned in for a closer look. Merlin had ventured out from his spot under the bed and watched from a safe distance as well. 
 
    Nearly twenty minutes passed before I felt a tingling in my scalp. I started to reach up to scratch it, but Lena grabbed my hand shook her head. Her frown was gone now, and her eyes lit up with pleasure. Even Merlin chirped, though he seemed more confused than happy. 
 
    “Oh, how lovely!” Lena exclaimed. 
 
    “Um, is it blond?” I asked. 
 
    “Very much so,” Lena assured me.  
 
    She darted into the bathroom and returned with a small hand mirror. I sent up a quick prayer to Theira then risked a look. I was blond. Not just blond. Platinum.  
 
    “It worked,” I finally said as I took in my new hair. My eyebrows were blonde as well, though not quite as pale as the locks on top of my head. Best of all, nothing else seemed to have changed color. 
 
    “The beard takes a little longer since it has to grow in, but I think you’ll look nice with it,” Lena replied.  
 
    “You’re getting good at this hair coloring,” I said as I continued to study my profile. “Maybe you should start a hair salon as a side business.” 
 
    “Oh,” Lena blurted. 
 
    I looked up when she didn’t add anything else. Her eyes had taken on a faraway look, and I could see that her mind was working hard on something. 
 
    “I suppose I could use that little room at the back,” Lena mused. “We only use it for storage right now. Well, Maruk does. But once he finishes installing his new closets, he won’t need the space.” 
 
    “Oh, I wasn’t--” I stopped myself when I saw the happy look that lit up the elf’s face. “That is, I think that would be great, but I thought Maruk’s closets were already installed.” 
 
    “Those were the ones he originally added,” Lena explained. “He has more that he’s adding.” 
 
    “Where is he finding all the space for these closets?” I demanded. 
 
    “Yvaine found some mage-built, space-saving closets,” Lena replied. “Yvaine’s already promised to add one to my room.” 
 
    “Of course,” I sighed. 
 
    My chin was starting to itch, but I fought the urge to scratch it. Lena clapped her hands and leaned in close again. 
 
    “Oh, it’s starting already,” she cooed. “And they’re quite a lovely shade.” 
 
    “Um, the same shade, right?” I said.  
 
    “Absolutely,” she agreed with a nod. “Blond.” 
 
    “But the same shade of blond,” I persisted. 
 
    “Um, well, like your eyebrows,” she replied. 
 
    “Close enough,” I decided. 
 
    By the time I left Lena’s room to track down my own spacious quarters, I had a thick, blond beard to go with my blond hair. Merlin kept sniffing at me, as if he wasn’t quite sure who I was.  
 
    I was very happy that I’d suffered through the contents of the vial when I stepped into the lobby. A man and a woman in uniform were at the desk, arguing with the clerk. I shooed Merlin into a spot under the stairs to wait for me, then stepped across the marble floor to collect my keys and any information that the two guards were willing to share. 
 
    “Yes?” the clerk said politely as I stepped up to the desk. Beak-nosed man was off duty, at least for a time, and a middle-aged woman with pigtails and a very round face was manning the desk instead. 
 
    “I checked in earlier, but my room wasn’t ready,” I replied. “I believe it should be now. 
 
    “Ah, yes, Mr. Vega,” the woman declared jovially. “Your bags have already been sent up to your room. I have your key just here.” 
 
    She ducked out of sight for a moment, then reappeared holding an oversized key ring with a single, small key. 
 
    “Thank you,” I sighed. “The city is wonderful, but I really need to just relax for a moment.” 
 
    “I understand,” the clerk commiserated. “Especially after all that excitement earlier.”  
 
    “Excitement?” I asked innocently. 
 
    “At the Dancing Waters Park,” the male officer explained. He was my height and had a ring of gray hair along the sides of his head. He sported a large bald patch on top which he tried to conceal with a bad comb over. 
 
    “I didn’t hear about that,” I said. “I just wandered around for a bit and then visited a bookstore.” 
 
    “I’ve assured the officers that our members would never engage in such behavior,” the clerk reassured me. 
 
    “I can’t imagine that they would,” I replied. 
 
    “Miss Spoza tells us that your group checked in early this morning,” the female officer interrupted as she glanced over a sheet of paper. “She also mentioned that your group didn’t have reservations.” 
 
    Miss Spoza blushed and played with the edge of her otherwise tidy jacket. 
 
    “Yes, that’s correct,” I replied with a shrug. “We traveled here from Maraz. We weren’t sure exactly when we would arrive, and to be honest, we didn’t know there was a Petermore Hotel here. We were just going to find a place to stay for the night but then Yvaine spotted the Petermore. And here we are.” 
 
    “That would be Yvaine Estrella,” the woman officer noted as she glanced at her sheet again. 
 
    “The Marchioness of Constello,” Miss Spoza added helpfully. “She’s an elite member.” 
 
    “Are there any mages in your group?” the male officer asked. 
 
    “We have a fire mage,” I replied. “A panthera woman named--” 
 
    “We’re not looking for a woman,” the man cut in. 
 
    “Oh, well,” I murmured. “I don’t think we can help you then.” 
 
    “But you have other men in your group,” the man with the comb over insisted. 
 
    “Yes,” I admitted. “There’s Maruk, he’s our singing orc. Dehn. He’s a halfling. And Cat. He’s an elf.” 
 
    “You’re the only human,” the officer clarified. 
 
    “I am the only human in our group,” I agreed. 
 
    The female officer frowned and leaned in closer to my face. She squinted at my chin for a moment and then pulled back with a puzzled expression. 
 
    “Do I have something caught in my beard?” I asked as I did a quick check. 
 
    “I could swear it was longer than it was a minute ago,” the woman replied. 
 
    “If only that were true,” I laughed. 
 
    I walked away from the desk at a leisurely pace, jangling the key as I went. I heard the two officers and Miss Spoza resume their conversation about the various people staying at the hotel. Miss Spoza continued to insist that no one matching the description was staying at the hotel. And no, there was no one else available at the moment to confirm or deny that statement. I wondered if that was why she was on the desk at that exact moment. It certainly made it easier for the hotel to deny any knowledge if the person on the desk hadn’t actually seen any of the guests. 
 
    Merlin scurried out from his hiding spot when I stepped into the stairwell and trotted ahead of me. We climbed to the fourth floor and stepped into a hallway lined with a plush carpet, soft lighting, and oil paintings of local scenery. I found my room about halfway down the hall.  
 
    “Please don’t be pink,” I chanted as I turned the key in the lock and opened the door.  
 
    The room was not pink. It was dark brown and maroon and smelled of leather and cedar and maybe just a hint of orange. There was a bed big enough for four adults, a writing desk in dark brown wood, and a leather armchair with a small drinks table that was currently home to an unopened bottle of wine. The picture window overlooked the hotel’s private garden and outdoor dining area, and I spotted Emeline, Imogen and Cat at a table, looking at several maps. 
 
    My chin started to itch again, and I scratched at it for a moment until I realized that the guard hadn’t been wrong. My beard did feel longer than it had when I left Lena’s room, and not nearly as neat as it had been either. I trotted to the en suite bathroom, which included a full-length mirror.  
 
    The beard was definitely longer and still growing. I realized that the constant itching along my chin wasn’t just the hair color, it was the sprouting of new and longer hairs. 
 
    “Damn it,” I sighed as Merlin joined me in the bathroom. “You’d think I’d know better than to trust one of Lena’s potions.” 
 
    I could swear the puca chuckled but when I looked at him, he simply swished his tail and stalked back to the armchair. He jumped up, and after circling the soft leather cushion six times, he finally sat down and started to clean himself. 
 
    I dug around in my pack until I found one of the extra blades Dehn had bought back in Altrua. I had a feeling I was going to need a heavier blade than my normal shaving equipment to keep a handle on this current growth. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    I hid in my room the rest of the night, though word of my hairy situation spread quickly among the Shadow Foxes. Aerin tapped on my door to inform me that she and Cat were ready to head to the markets and to ask if there were any items I wanted to add to the last. I tried to talk to her through the closed door which only made the red-headed healer suspicious.  
 
    I held out as long as I could, but she threatened to send Dehn to pound on the door until I relented. That would probably have led to a lot of noise, destruction of hotel property, and a bill for damages that I didn’t want to explain to Yvaine. Not to mention the possible revocation of Yvaine’s membership. I also had no desire to hear Dehn’s comments on my current appearance. 
 
    “Come in,” I finally ordered as I stepped away from the door and found a dark corner to stand in. 
 
    Aerin opened the door slowly and peered around the room. When nothing jumped out and attacked her, she stepped inside and closed the door. She spotted me in the corner and started to ask a question, but stopped when she could finally see me. 
 
    “I was at the park when the mage attacked,” I explained before she could say anything. “I stopped him, but someone saw me use magic. I think they’re looking for me, either as a witness or as the perpetrator. In any case, I asked for Lena’s help with a disguise when I got back to the hotel.” 
 
    Aerin opened and closed her mouth a few more times, then covered her mouth with her hand to hide her laughter. 
 
    “It’s supposed to change back in two days,” I added. 
 
    “You realize the only weird thing in that entire statement is that you went to Lena for help,” Aerin finally managed to say in between guffaws. 
 
    “I just wanted to change my hair color,” I said defensively. “It was Lena’s idea to add the beard.” 
 
    “And a very impressive beard it is,” she noted with a smirk. 
 
    “When does Cat think we can leave?” I queried in a hopeless attempt to divert her from my appearance. 
 
    “Tomorrow, if we want,” Aerin finally responded when she had herself under control. “We’ve got a bit of walking ahead of us, but then we have to travel through some sort of swamp. We need boats for that, and Cat knows where we can rent some.” 
 
    “I’m happy to leave tomorrow,” I replied. “I think I’ll just have dinner in my room tonight.” 
 
    “That’s probably a good idea,” Aerin agreed. “Dang, it’s still growing.” 
 
    “It hasn’t stopped,” I admitted. “I’ve trimmed it three times already.” 
 
    “Well, maybe it will slow down at some point,” Aerin offered in her most solemn voice. “If not, we can probably tell everyone you’re the dog-faced boy part of our circus act. You’ll be a great pairing with our singing orc.” 
 
    “Out!” I ordered as Aerin started laughing again.  
 
    She danced from the room, and I suspected that the rest of the Foxes would soon learn of my predicament. I wasn’t wrong. One by one, they stopped by the room, and though they all professed to understand my need for a disguise, no one could understand why I had allowed myself to be the test subject for the beard formulation.  
 
    I did indeed spend the rest of the night in my room. I managed to hide from the waiter who brought my dinner by ducking into the bathroom while he set up my meal and I refused the turn down service, citing a headache brought on by too much time in the sun.  
 
    The final insult came from Merlin who leapt up on the massive bed with me when I finally gave up and crawled between the covers. He batted at the beard a couple of times, and when I shooed him away, he seemed to lose interest in my facial growth. I had just fallen asleep when I felt something pull at my chin. I opened my eyes and found the puca had morphed into a small hamster and was nesting in the beard. 
 
    Thankfully, the beard was under better control by morning. I trimmed away the night’s excessive growth and was happy to see that there wasn’t an instantaneous spurt of new hair. Merlin watched intently for several minutes, then gave a chirp of approval. 
 
    I ventured downstairs to the dining room to find Lavinia and Imogen ensconced at a table with a view of the garden. Both gave me a smirk as Merlin and I joined them. 
 
    “Well, it’s looking much better this morning,” Imogen commented. “How long until you have to trim it again?” 
 
    “I think it’s slowed down,” I contended. “I may make it through the morning without having to use the blade.” 
 
    “We voted last night,” Lavinia said. “Though we’re sympathetic to your plight, we feel we should push on. Cat and Emeline think we can be at the edge of the Glass Swamp before nightfall.” 
 
    “That’s an excellent idea,” I replied.  
 
    “Uh-huh,” the two ladona said with a trace of sarcasm. 
 
    The waitress appeared and left a pot of tea, three cups, and five menus. We placed our orders and sat quietly while we waited for our food. Imogen and Lavinia spent the time watching my beard with smirks on their faces. I steadfastly ignored them and studied the menu as intently as if it was my old college physics book on the eve before a final exam. 
 
    Our food arrived at the same time that Cat and Dehn joined our table. Cat at least attempted not to stare but Dehn peered at me closely. 
 
    “Has it grown?” the halfling asked the two ladonae. 
 
    “No,” Lavinia sighed. “It’s been surprisingly well-behaved this morning.” 
 
    “Maybe once we’re out in the heat,” Dehn mused. “Hair grows faster in heat.” 
 
    “And you know this because?” Lavinia asked. 
 
    “It’s a well-known fact,” Dehn asserted. “Right, Cat?” 
 
    “Oh, um, I’ve never given it much thought,” the elf replied. “I don’t think I’ve ever noticed much difference, personally.” 
 
    “Well, not with that haircut,” Dehn remarked. 
 
    “Oh, it looks good this morning,” Emeline pronounced as she pushed a chair in between Dehn and Cat.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said in my sincerest voice. 
 
    “And I sort of like you as a blond,” she added.  
 
    “Oh?” I asked. 
 
    “Nope,” Lavinia insisted. “You are not going to be a blond.” 
 
    “Lavinia’s right,” Imogen added. “Your own dark brown is much better.” 
 
    “Red’s always good,” Dehn pointed out. “Even the elf here could pull off red.” 
 
    Cat looked around the table to see if any other elves had joined the group. 
 
    “We already have a red-headed elf,” Lavinia pointed out. 
 
    “Yeah, but she’s always jabbing me,” Dehn complained. “This one doesn’t jab me.” 
 
    “This one is sitting right here,” Cat finally commented. “And I haven’t jabbed you because Aerin usually beats me to it.”  
 
    And so it went, as the other members of the Shadow Foxes made their way in for breakfast. Aerin appeared with an apologetic Lena in tow. Lena offered to try to reverse the potion’s effect, which drew a round of snickers from my tablemates. I assured her that all was well and that the beard seemed to have achieved some sort of balance.  
 
    Yvaine was next, and she dutifully ignored my blond locks and scruffy chin, though she did give me a raised eyebrow. Maruk finally arrived and demanded to know why we insisted on such early starts. After all, my beard had barely had time to grow overnight. Surely that was a sign that we were up and about way too soon? 
 
    I endured the teasing in good humor, and eventually, we returned to our rooms to collect our gear and continue our journey. When I opened the door to my room, I found a folded sheet of paper just inside the entryway. It had been slipped under the door while we were in the dining room and I assumed it was the bill for the night’s stay. 
 
    What I found instead when I opened the page was a handwritten note that said: ‘I kill other manipulators just like they taught me. You can’t hide from me.’ 
 
    I drew in a sharp breath and then opened up my mana to study the room. There were no lurking spells anywhere in the room or on the sheet of paper itself. There was no way to be sure, but I had a feeling that the manipulator in the park had somehow managed to leave this note for me. Which meant he had followed me from the scene and hung around long enough to find my room. All without me noticing.  
 
    But the man was hard to miss once you saw him. So did he have an invisibility cloak as well? And why bother with the note? Why not just kill me and be done with it?  
 
    Because someone had sent instructions to watch me but not kill me. And I was certain that someone was Maderel. No doubt the manipulator had already sent word to Maderel of our arrival in the city.  
 
    I still had my doubts whether this manipulator was one of Maderel’s elite mages. He seemed too unstable, and this note proved it. He could have watched our progress and reported back to Maderel without any of us being the wiser. Instead, he had flaunted his powers and tried to scare me.  
 
    Maybe he was one of those corrupted souls who used their magic without really understanding it. Maderel might have found a way to turn such a person into a tool of his own. One that could identify other manipulators and report back to Maderel. Assuming he didn’t just kill them, like he claimed in the note. 
 
    It was definitely time to get out of Druban. I grabbed my gear, shoved the note into my pack, and returned to the lobby. Only Maruk was still missing when I finally made my own appearance. Yvaine was at the desk settling our bill with Helga while Cat and Aerin distributed new supplies to the rest of the Foxes. Helga barely reacted to my suddenly golden locks as she accepted the key though she did shoot Merlin a disapproving look when he poked his head out of my pack.  
 
    Maruk arrived as Helga offered each of us a flask of lemon flavored water for the road. We thanked her profusely and Yvaine promised to give a glowing review of the Petermore Frontier to management. Free at last, we piled through the doors and into the street. 
 
    Imogen and Emeline took the lead as we moved through side streets, careful to avoid Dancing Waters Park where, Helga had informed us in a quiet tone, the local gendarmerie were still conducting an investigation. At this hour, Druban’s streets were just coming to life, and though they were busy, we could move more quickly than we had on our arrival. 
 
    The gate we used to get out of the city was little more than a postern. Only one person could pass through at a time, and we had to take turns with people trying to enter from the other side. I was the last one through from our group and I wasn’t even sure if I would even be able to leave when a very fat man nearly got stuck. But with the guards inside the city pulling and the guards outside the city pushing, they managed to dislodge him and send him on his way. 
 
    Since we weren’t at one of the major passages, there wasn’t the usual collection of businesses, crowds, and the more dubious sorts that I had come to expect near a city gate. Instead, we found ourselves in a small, dusty field filled with wildflowers and one lone cart from which a local farmer was selling his produce. Most people just continued on their way, but the farmer clearly had his regulars, and I saw more than a few city dwellers turn around and head back towards the gate after making their purchases. I also spotted Aerin and Maruk picking through the fruits, and after a friendly bargaining session, both walked away with another sack of food. 
 
    This side of the Marash was still dry, but there were plants and animals, as well as farmsteads and villas. We passed other travelers along the way, and the road we walked on was even paved in parts. It was still hot, but there was shade from some sort of olive trees, as well as a shrub that smelled like oregano. 
 
    We ate our lunch under the wide spread limbs of an ancient cypress in the company of a family traveling to Druban to meet their son’s future wife. I wasn’t very good company during the meal as my mind kept drifting to the note I’d found. I kept glancing at the road behind us, and Lavinia gave me a questioning look. I simply shrugged and let Yvaine and Maruk entertain our new friends. Fortunately, Imogen and Cat seemed just as determined to move ahead and they had us up and moving again while the family was still arguing about which road was the fastest.  
 
    I soon understood why the ladona and elf wanted us to keep moving. We left the nice paved road and started walking across a path that was little more than old wagon ruts in the dirt. There wasn’t much shade here, and I soon had my night lenses back on, as well as one of the new frogskins Aerin and Cat had found in the marketplace.  
 
    The trail led us to an otherworldly landscape filled with rock towers and sloping gullies filled with boulders. Our pace slowed considerably as we scrambled over strange rock formations and dodged miniature avalanches of rock and dirt from the surrounding bluffs. The only one of us who wasn’t panting was Merlin, who had buried himself in my satchel as soon as Cat had handed him his new frogskin. 
 
    I was starting to wonder how much further this strange place stretched on when I heard Aerin give a hoot of pure joy. I lifted my gaze from the rock-strewn path I was trying to navigate and let out a cry of relief myself. There were tall pine trees just ahead and an abundance of other greenery as well. 
 
    With renewed energy, we clambered and climbed and pushed our way across this strange land. When we finally reached the other side, we all dropped to the ground and soaked in the cool air beneath the boughs of the trees. 
 
    “Are we there yet?” Maruk asked as he fanned himself with one of the pamphlets from our hotel rooms. 
 
    “Almost,” Cat replied. “This is the tip of the watershed. We’ll start to see more water soon.” 
 
    “How much further to the boat rental?” Yvaine asked.  
 
    “An hour,” Cat said. 
 
    “Ugh,” Aerin protested. “I had no idea it was this far.” 
 
    “We’re really close,” Emeline added as she checked one of her maps. “And it should be much easier from now on.” 
 
    “Right,” Lavinia declared as she stood up. “Let’s get going then. If we just keep sitting here, we’ll never get there.” 
 
    We groaned, but we pulled ourselves to our feet and set off once again. My feet still hurt from all the rocks and pebbles, but there was an actual path again, cushioned with pine needles. There were songbirds and small critters that moved through the brush and even the distant sound of water. Merlin finally poked his head out and sniffed the air. Happy with what he discovered, he jumped from the bag and disappeared into a nearby bush. 
 
    We crossed a small stream and a flat plain of pines and cypress, and then we found ourselves on the edge of another large body of water. This one, though, was shallow and moved slowly as it wove a path between cypress and palm and a hundred other trees and plants that I couldn’t even begin to identify. 
 
    There was a tin shack on stilts nearby and a large collection of canoes pulled up along the shoreline. There were also several floating docks tied to pilings and tents had been set up on half of them. 
 
    “Oh, I suspect I’m going to miss the Petermore tonight,” Maruk sighed as he swatted at a mosquito. 
 
    “Welcome to Denny’s Landing,” Cat announced with a grin as he started towards the shack. “We can rent boats here and stay for the night. Tomorrow we’ll cut through the swamp and head for Alasia. It’ll put us ahead of anyone using the roads by at least a day.” 
 
    “I hope they have something that will fend off the native wildlife,” Maruk replied as he swatted at another mosquito. 
 
    “I have something that might work,” Lena mused as she opened her pack. 
 
    “I’ll see what they have to offer inside,” Maruk said as he glanced at my beard. 
 
    The shack was surprisingly cool inside and larger than I realized. There were shelves packed with fresh foods, canned goods, stacks of assorted camping supplies, and an entire aisle devoted to various sprays and potions guaranteed to keep the mosquitoes away. Maruk bought one of each kind, much to Lena’s disappointment. 
 
    There was no Denny, it turned out. Denny had died about fifty years earlier, but his grandkids now ran the place. Denny’s grandson was now a grandfather himself, and he carried a bawling baby in a papoose on his back. I thought Denny’s grandson might also be deaf, since he didn’t appear to hear the loud sobbing that was taking place right behind him. 
 
    “Cat!” the gray-haired man with brown eyes and a boxer’s nose called out joyfully when he saw the elf. “Haven’t seen you in ages!” 
 
    “Been busy,” the elf replied as he was swept into a hug. “Who is this?” 
 
    “My grandson, Nathan,” the man replied. “He and his siblings are staying with me and the missus for a week while Meg and Card are at some sort of religious retreat.” 
 
    “Which church are they trying out this time?” Cat asked with a grin. 
 
    “Some smooth-talker from Chilgosh,” the man sighed. “Claims he can teach you how to find inner peace.” 
 
    “At least he’s not promising to take them to the moon,” Cat laughed. 
 
    “True enough,” the man declared. “I never did understand the appeal of that one. But listen, you know Mirena is going to insist on cooking dinner for you tonight.” 
 
    “I will never pass up one of Mirena’s meals,” Cat replied. “Pellas, let me introduce you to some friends. This is Imogen, Lavinia, Gabriel, Dehn, Aerin, Lena, Emeline, Yvaine, and Maruk. Oh, and Merlin.” 
 
    “Quite a crowd with you this time,” Pellas noted as he shook hands with each of us and patted Merlin on the head. 
 
    “We’re heading for the Chasm,” Cat said. 
 
    “Really?” Pellas commented. “You didn’t seem very taken with the place last time you were there.” 
 
    “Well, the pay is good,” Cat replied. “Say, I’m glad to see you have so many canoes available, but I’m surprised there are so many. Isn’t it crabbing season?” 
 
    “It is,” Pellas sighed as he sat down on a stool behind the counter. “We should be packed with people on both sides of the swamp. But the stories have gotten around.” 
 
    “What stories?” Lena asked as she sniffed one of the mosquito sprays. 
 
    “About the swamp witch,” Pellas stated. 
 
    “Those stories have been floating around since your grandfather started this place,” Cat pointed out. 
 
    “Yes, but we’ve lost a fair number of people this last year,” Pellas explained. 
 
    “When you say lost, do you mean lost or, well, dead?” Emeline asked. 
 
    “Lost,” Pellas replied. “Sometimes we find the canoe just floating in the water, but that’s it. No sign of the person who’s supposed to be in the canoe. I thought maybe they had fallen out and drowned or been attacked by an alligator, but there’s been too many for that.” 
 
    “How many have you lost?” Lavinia demanded. 
 
    “Well, let’s see, including those guys who went out about two weeks ago, I’d say that was twenty-six,” Pellas sighed. “We’ve sent out search parties but, so far, we haven’t found anyone.” 
 
    “But there are some people here,” I said as I remembered the tents. 
 
    “You can get a lot of money for blue crabs,” Pellas explained. “Even more now that there aren’t as many being caught.” 
 
    “We won’t be crabbing,” Cat said. “We’re just heading to the other side.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t want to discourage business,” Pellas remarked. “But I do like you, Cat, and Mirena would never forgive me if something happened to you.” 
 
    “We’ll take care of him,” Imogen assured the man. 
 
    “Besides, if anything tries to kill us, we’ll kill it back,” Dehn declared. 
 
    “Um, well, you get the idea,” Cat agreed. 
 
    “And a lot of people haven’t disappeared, right?” Emeline asked. 
 
    “That’s true,” Pellas said. “That’s what I keep telling people.” 
 
    “So, dinner with you, Mirena, and the grandkids tonight,” Cat replied, “and then we’ll head out in the morning.” 
 
    “Mirena will be happy,” Pellas declared. “And here, I can put you on barge four. It’s near the eucalyptus so you won’t have so many of the bugs to contend with.” 
 
    “That will be just fine,” Cat assured him. 
 
    Maruk stifled a groan and grabbed several extra bottles of bug spray. Yvaine, Aerin and Lavinia did the same. I wasn’t feeling all that excited about a night in the swamp either until I tried to picture Maderel in a tent on a floating dock trying to swat away the mosquitoes. No doubt he knew some manipulator spell that would keep the pesky creatures away, but it was still fun to daydream. 
 
    The evening turned out to be pleasant. Mirena was a good cook, and I ate more than my fair share of blue crabs, crawdads, and grilled shrimp. The grandkids, all six of them, spent the whole time running around the camp, with occasional moments to stop and grab something to eat. Lavinia watched the children with trepidation, and I could tell that she was trying to imagine her own child running wild like the Pellas’ brood. 
 
    “It’s not that terrible,” I whispered in Lavinia’s ear. 
 
    “Is that what they’re like?” she demanded as one of the girls started screaming when one of the boys ran off with her ice pop. 
 
    “Not all of them,” I assured her. “And not all the time.”  
 
    “How would you know?” she asked. “You’ve never had kids.” 
 
    “Don’t you remember what it was like to be a kid?” I teased. 
 
    “It was harsh and brutal and no one ever offered me a thing,” she replied. 
 
    “It won’t be like that for our children,” I insisted. “We’ll spoil them rotten with love.” 
 
    “As long as they don’t scream,” she grumbled as all six kids ran off screaming towards a flock of egrets that waded in the shallows. 
 
    “Well, I think that comes with the territory,” I replied. 
 
    “Mine won’t scream,” Lavinia declared. 
 
    “You’re just going to tell him… or her not to scream?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” she replied. 
 
    “You do know kids don’t listen to their parents, right?” I inquired. 
 
    “Mine will,” she insisted. 
 
    “Good luck with that,” I murmured. 
 
    Lavinia gave me one of her death stares, but I was saved by the arrival of Mirena’s dessert, a luscious and wonderfully cool lemon icebox cake.  
 
    By the time we returned to our floating dock, I was feeling less anxious, if not exactly content. I’d sent Merlin out on a scouting mission, and he’d reported that no large traveling band of mages could be seen. Maruk had stumbled across a combination of bug sprays that seemed to work, and I was able to share a tent with Cat, who took up very little space and never snored. 
 
    Breakfast was a handful of nuts, dried berries, and a fresh pear from the cart outside Druban. Cat and Imogen had already moved five canoes to our dock, and they bobbed gently in the water as it lapped against our little manmade island. 
 
    Mirena and Pellas came out to bid us farewell and Cat was wrapped in another bear hug. He promised to visit again on the return trip, and then we were paddling into the slow-moving river that was the Glass Swamp. 
 
    Merlin and I shared a canoe with Maruk, since I was the only one heavy enough to counter his weight. Still, the backend of our canoe sat low in the water and every so often I heard a slight scraping sound as we passed through an especially shallow area or floated past a piece of debris wedged in the silt. 
 
    The live oaks and Spanish moss that dominated at the edge of the swamp gave way to the denser and more eerie world of the mangrove. Clusters of cypress trees formed small islands that were home to spoonbills and snowy egrets. Crabs and lizards scuttled over low-hanging branches, and I saw more alligators than I really wanted to see. 
 
    Cat and Emeline were in the lead canoe, and Emeline spent the entire time with her head behind a map while Cat paddled. We seemed to be making good progress as far as I could tell, but Cat suddenly brought his canoe to a halt and turned back to Emeline. Emeline shook her head and looked at her map again, then pulled another one from her pack. 
 
    “Don’t tell me we’re lost,” Maruk mumbled. 
 
    “Not sure,” I replied. “But it doesn’t look good.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” Imogen called out from the canoe she shared with Aerin. 
 
    “This isn’t right,” Emeline replied. “And Cat agrees. We should be nearing the far edge by now.” 
 
    “We’re lost,” Maruk sighed. 
 
    “Not lost,” Emeline said quickly. “But not where we should be.” 
 
    “So, lost,” Lavinia snorted. 
 
    “I don’t know why we took these damn boats,” Dehn added from his spot behind Lavinia. “This water’s shallow enough to walk in.” 
 
    “Only in some places,” Cat replied. “And do you really want to spend your day walking through water filled with alligators and water moccasins?” 
 
    “So where are we if we’re not where we’re supposed to be?” Imogen cut in. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Emeline admitted. “This shouldn’t be here, according to the map. This should be, well, more towards the middle.” 
 
    “Well, then we do know where we are,” Lena declared. “We can just navigate from there.” 
 
    “Cat?” I called out.  
 
    The elf still looked worried, but he gave me a nod and set off again. The plant population grew denser as we moved along. There was barely enough room for one canoe to pass, and we were soon paddling along in single file. We reached another curve in the water and Cat stopped again. 
 
    “Okay, this definitely shouldn’t be here,” Emeline said nervously. “Everything keeps turning towards the middle.” 
 
    “What’s in the middle?” I asked. 
 
    “An island,” Emeline replied. 
 
    “That’s where the witch is supposed to live,” Cat added. 
 
    “Charming,” Maruk sighed. “And why does she live on an island in the middle of a swamp?” 
 
    “There are a lot of stories,” Cat said as he scanned the surrounding area. “Jilted at the altar, chased out of town by an angry mob, hiding from the Academy. Take your pick.” 
 
    “I think the more important question is what she does with people who venture onto her island,” I mused. 
 
    “Well, that’s pretty straightforward,” Cat replied. “She kills them though the method she uses varies depending on who’s telling the story.” 
 
    “She ain’t gonna kill me,” Dehn declared as he stomped his boot hard. 
 
    “Don’t do that!” Lavinia hissed. “Are you trying to sink our canoe?” 
 
    “Someone seems determined to drive us to the island,” I remarked. “Maybe we shouldn’t disappoint them.” 
 
    “We may not have any choice,” Imogen added. “Every path seems to lead there.” 
 
    “Let’s keep going,” I instructed. “I’ll use my mana this time to watch for magic. Merlin, you need to go up and see if you can find a clear path for us.” 
 
    Merlin chirped and then flung himself into the air, taking on his hawk form. He skimmed low over the water until he reached a wide enough clearing in the canopy and shot upwards towards the blue sky that just peeked through.  
 
    “Right,” I said. “Let’s go.” 
 
    We set off again. Emeline still had her map open on her lap but she had given up on trying to follow it. Cat followed the curve of the mangroves until they brought us to a wider part of the river. Emeline looked at her map again and then pointed towards the right. 
 
    “We should be able to find our way out through there,” Emeline asserted.  
 
    Cat set off once again, and we followed as closely as we dared. I opened up my mana and watched the swamp closely. It was subtle at first, but then I saw the strands of magic that snaked through the area. As Cat paddled towards the right, I saw the subtle shift of the waters and the plants so that even as we thought we were moving to the right, we were actually heading back towards the center of the swamp. 
 
    “Hold up,” I called out.  
 
    “Can you see magic?” Aerin asked as she glared at a nearby cypress. 
 
    “Yes,” I replied, “And it’s definitely leading us towards the center.” 
 
    “No wonder those poor people never made it out,” Lena said softly. “They didn’t have a mage who could see what was happening.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not sure I can get us out unless we plan on setting the whole swamp on fire,” I replied. “I need to examine the spell more.” 
 
    “In the meantime, this magic is just going to keep leading us deeper into the swamp,” Lavinia pointed out. “And even if we do break it, the witch will just recreate it once we’re gone.” 
 
    “So now we’re going witch hunting?” Imogen asked in an amused voice. “I thought our mission was so important that we couldn’t stop for anything.” 
 
    “It is,” I sighed. “But we can either sit here until I figure this out, or we can keep going forward. I might figure it out before we get to the island anyway.” 
 
    “I suggest we keep moving,” Yvaine said as she looked around the spot where we sat. “It looks like the wildlife may be a part of this spell as well.” 
 
    I turned my attention to the water and saw that several alligators were circling nearby. I also spotted a pair of buzzards that had taken up residence in a nearby cypress and a few tree snakes making their way towards our flotilla. Not to mention the water moccasins and snapping turtles that watched us expectantly. 
 
    “I am all for moving forward,” I agreed. “Let’s just see where this thing takes us.” 
 
    We resumed our trip through the cypress and mangroves. Emeline tucked her maps back into her pack and turned her attention to fighting back the sawgrass with her paddle. It had gone from being a mild annoyance that sometimes brushed against our skin to a dense thicket that grabbed against the canoes and choked off our route.  
 
    Dehn was the first to resort to more drastic means. He pulled out his axe and tried to swing at the blades with little success. Lavinia let out a string of curse words and threatened to hit the halfling over the head if he didn’t sit back down. Dehn let out a cry of frustration and started digging through his pack even as Lavinia yelled out him to keep using the paddle. Dehn finally let out a triumphant whoop and stood up. In his hands he held a pair of long gardening shears. 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” Lavinia yelled at him. 
 
    “Don’t tell me you got those in Altrua,” I called to the halfling. 
 
    “Um, no,” he replied as a blush started to creep up his face. “I thought they looked handy, though, so I picked them up.” 
 
    “Picked them up where?” Aerin asked as she pounded her paddle against a heavy patch of grass and briars. 
 
    “Oh, good lord,” Yvaine snapped. “Rezo said a few items had gone missing from the household, including gardening shears. You could have just asked. I wouldn’t have told you no.” 
 
    “I was going to ask,” Dehn said sheepishly, “but then we got busy. By the time I remembered, we were already on the road, and I just figured I would put them back next time we were at your house.” 
 
    “Dehn’s a thief!” Aerin yelled out in a sing-song voice. 
 
    “I am not!” Dehn declared angrily. 
 
    “Oh, sit down and help with these damn reeds or whatever they are,” Lavinia growled. “We can figure out if you’re a thief later.” 
 
    Dehn scowled at the rest of us before he returned his seat. The sound of paddles punching through sawgrass was joined by the steady snip-snip of the shears. It was hot and heavy work, and I was on the verge of launching a massive fireball attack on the whole mess when the grass opened up and a small rocky island appeared.  
 
    There was enough actual soil here for a few palms and shrubs, and if the house standing in the middle of the island hadn’t looked so creepy, I would have said we’d found a nice little hidden key where we could spend our spring break. 
 
    Merlin finally returned and chirped plaintively as he dropped onto my shoulder and shifted into his puca form. 
 
    “I know, bud,” I said as I scratched his chin. “Seems like the only way out is to confront whoever has cast this spell.” 
 
    We beached the canoes on a small patch of sand and then climbed out as quietly as we could. Emeline stumbled over the edge of her canoe but Cat was able to keep her from falling backwards into the water. Dehn hit the beach with his usual grace and sent water splashing in every direction. I winced at the noise and Lavinia gave him a swift jab in the shoulder.  
 
    No one said a word after that. We drew our weapons and moved towards the broken down bungalow. As we approached, Imogen, Cat and Aerin peeled off to the left while Maruk, Yvaine, and Lena went towards the right. I nodded to the other members of my group as we stepped onto the porch and received their own nods in return. 
 
    The wood groaned as soon as I put my foot on it, and I could feel it dip under my weight. Some other boards had already surrendered to the elements and gaping holes dotted the porch. The glass in the windows was long gone and all but one of the shutters lay smashed on the porch. Mold and moss and a few things I couldn’t identify had started to grow along the surface of the house, though I could still see flakes of a bright purple paint.  
 
    The door was still there though it hung on only one hinge. There was just enough breeze to twist it against the pin, adding the appropriate squeaking sound to the eerie scene. I raised my hand to tell everyone to hold up for a moment, but Dehn charged past me into the unnatural blackness with a blood-curdling cry. 
 
    And came flying straight back out. I had to duck to avoid his body as it flew past me and landed near the canoes. 
 
    “Dehn!” Emeline cried out in a shocked voice. 
 
    The halfling was still, though I couldn’t see any blood. Aerin had heard Emeline’s cry and she peeked from the side of the house. When she saw Dehn’s limp body, she ran back towards him.  
 
    “Emeline,” I ordered. “Light!” 
 
    Emeline tore her eyes from Dehn and tossed a mage light into the building. The place lit up for just a moment to reveal an empty room covered in dust and cobwebs and then the light went out. 
 
    “What… what happened?” Emeline asked in confusion. 
 
    A rasping laugh curled out from the door, and I felt a responding shiver along my spine. I tried to step forward but something blocked my way. When I checked the entrance for spells with my mana, all I could see was the seething darkness. It reminded me of the same inky blackness that had infected Pebbles Gravel when she called on dark magic. 
 
    “So, the Academy has come for me,” a sniggling voice whispered.  
 
    I could feel it slither along my skin and I fought the urge to shake myself like a dog. Merlin growled and backed away from the door, and I couldn’t blame him. I wanted to do the exact same thing. 
 
    “We’re not from the Academy,” I finally said. “We’re just trying to get through the swamp and continue our journey.” 
 
    “You lie!” the voice cried out angrily. “The Academy has sent you to kill me just as they killed my great-grandmother and my grandmother. But I will destroy you, and I will finish my mother’s mission. I will destroy the Academy.” 
 
    “I’m not lying!” I insisted. “The Academy hunts us as well.” 
 
    A cold wind blew along my skin, and I saw Lavinia and Emeline both shiver as well. 
 
    “There is truth in your words,” the voice finally hissed. “But there is deceit as well.” 
 
    “No deceit,” I promised. “The Academy is following us. They have been since we left Ovrista.” 
 
    “And what did you do to incur the Academy’s wrath?” the voice asked. 
 
    “We stole something,” I said. 
 
    The voice didn’t respond right away, so I tried to probe the dark shield again with my mana. I could just sense a presence behind the shield but little more than that.  
 
    “The Shodra,” the voice whispered. “I can see it in your minds. You carry them with you.” 
 
    “Shit,” I mumbled. 
 
    “How can she see into our minds?” Lavinia hissed. 
 
    “It’s a dark mage skill,” Emeline replied.  
 
    “That’s why she’s been luring people here,” I guessed. “She needs them for her spells.” 
 
    “She must be getting ready for whatever her big plan is if she’s picked up the pace over the last year,” Lavinia whispered. 
 
    “Oh, I’m very close now,” the voice confirmed. “And you will be the final piece. With the Shodra in my possession, I will put an end to the Academy and free the mages. And you, manipulator. I will keep you alive so I can use your mana.” 
 
    “Thanks, but I don’t plan on staying,” I replied.  
 
    “But you must,” the voice sniggered. “All of your friends will. And such nice friends you have. Imagine what I can do with their essence. The strength of an orc, the prowess of the ladonae, the sweet, sweet blood of the elves.” 
 
    “Gabriel!” Aerin cried out.  
 
    I turned around in time to see several larger-than-life alligators crawl from the water. Even from the porch I could see a double row of long, serrated teeth and a rack of sharp spikes along their backs. Aerin still had her hands on Dehn, trying to revive the halfling. I could see his mana pulsing inside him, but the dark magic was there as well. 
 
    Merlin morphed into his hound shape and bounded towards the nearest monstrosity, but the things could move fast and there was no way Merlin could handle all of them at one time. 
 
    “Maruk!” I called out.  
 
    Maruk and Yvaine ran from the side of the bungalow and charged towards the beach. Lena jogged behind them as she fumbled with her satchel. 
 
    “I won’t kill them,” the voice assured me. “Not yet.” 
 
    Lavinia gave me a questioning look, and I nodded. She pushed Emeline off the porch even as she unleashed her first round of arrows. Emeline stumbled, but she already had her first fireball ready and she unleashed it on a thirty footer that was closing in on Aerin.  
 
    I turned back to the door and studied the inky blackness once again. I tried pushing with my mana, but something cold and slimy pushed back. I could hear the rest of the Shadow Foxes fighting and caught a glimpse of Imogen and Cat as they sprinted towards the beach.  
 
    I barely had time to process that thought when I saw a long black tendril whip past me and strike the pair. Imogen cried out in pain and dropped to one knee as she grabbed at her thigh. A heavy black smoke curled up from the wound and Imogen coughed as she inhaled it. Cat had taken a shot to the chest, and he lay crumpled at Imogen’s feet. I could see his mana but it was weakening. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” the voice whispered to me. “He’s still alive. He has the blood of the ancients in him. His blood will feed my spells for a long, long time.” 
 
    I growled and drew my mana in. I started to unleash my own shield when I felt something block my flow. I cursed under my breath as I remembered Pebbles and her dark spells. She had been able to close off my mana as well. 
 
    A raspy laugh filtered from the door, and I tried to thrust my mana knife towards it. The blade was barely a flicker, but I felt the elven bracelet respond. And then I understood. The witch might be using dark magic, but it was still elemental magic at its core, only corrupted. I peered at the darkness again, this time using the bracelet. 
 
    The witch had found a way to conceal the spells from a regular elemental mage or even a manipulator but with the help of the bracelet, I could see the pattern. I forced myself to block out the sounds of battle and focus on the spell.  
 
    It felt like forever but I finally found the weak point. Using every ounce of my strength, I struck out with my own mana. I felt the witch attempt to block me again, but I forced everything through the bracelet, hoping the combined power of manipulator and elemental magic would be enough to overcome her shield. 
 
    The bracelet grew warm on my wrist and beads of sweat broke out on my brow, but I felt the witch waver, and that was all I needed. I punched through her shield and blasted her spell with my mana. A high-pitched scream filled the air as the interior of the bungalow filled with a brilliant silver light. 
 
    I didn’t hesitate. I charged into the bungalow and looked around for the witch. I found her at the far end of the house, hunched over an old table covered in dried blood. Her hair was matted, and her clothing was little more than strips of cloth. She had one hand over her eyes to shield them from the burst of light.   
 
    I ran straight at her, my mana blade in hand. She looked up just as I thrust the blade into her heart. Unlike Pebbles, there was no beauty here, no brief moment when I could see what she might have been. The witch had probably been corrupted from a young age and whatever bit of humanity she had once had was long gone. 
 
    She crumpled to the floor, looking like little more than a sack of old bones. Something black and greasy oozed from the body and then slowly burned away. All that was left was a pile of dust and a clump of hair.  
 
    I stepped back outside just in time to see the remaining alligators start to dissolve into their own puddles of oily goo. Apparently, the witch had used her own version of mana-based magic to animate the creatures rather than relying on a purely elemental spell, and with her death, they were withering away. 
 
    Dehn was sitting up though he still looked groggy. Maruk and Yvaine stood over him, watching one of the alligators liquefy at their feet. Lavinia stood on the beach, her bow pointed towards the water as Emeline carefully checked the canoes for damage. Merlin, still in hound form, ran along the edge of the water, looking for more magical beasts. 
 
    Lena and Aerin were with Imogen and Cat. Lena was cutting Imogen’s pants so she could get a better look at the wound. Imogen was seated next to Cat, who was still lying still on the sand. Aerin had rolled him onto his back, and I could see her mana as she worked to revive the elf. Imogen had one hand on his forehead, and I could see her saying something. 
 
    “How is he?” I asked quietly as I walked up to the group. 
 
    “It would be easier if there wasn’t any dark magic involved,” Aerin replied. “I already used a lot of my strength on Dehn, and he didn’t absorb nearly as much of the black mana.” 
 
    “I’m glad you’re here,” Imogen said to the healer. “I know you’ll do everything you can. A lot of healers wouldn’t even bother once they knew dark magic was involved.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Aerin replied. I saw the tips of her ears turn red as she ducked her head. 
 
    “Do you want me to see if I can clean out the dark magic?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, yes please,” Lena said as she looked up. “This is nasty stuff.”  
 
    “Start with Cat,” Imogen growled as she glared at the alchemist. “It can wait until we’re sure he’ll be okay.” 
 
    Aerin sat back on her heels and nodded to me. I opened my mana and studied the elf. I could see the swirling light of his own mana, and the gold of Aerin’s healing powers that had steadied his flow, but there was still something black that mingled in the stream, like little blobs of crude oil floating on the ocean after an oil spill. I placed a hand over his heart and let my own blue mana flow into him, guiding it towards the darkness. I pictured my fist closing over each little blob, obliterating it.  
 
    I scoured every drop of the dark magic I could find and when I was finished, I went back and looked again, just to be sure. When I was certain I had found every last bit, I sat back and caught my breath. I closed my eyes and guided my mana through my body, feeling its healing power spread through me.  
 
    When I felt steady enough, I opened my eyes. The rest of the Shadow Foxes had joined us and stood in a circle around our group, awe showing in their eyes. 
 
    “How is he?” I asked Aerin. My voice sounded a little hoarse, but I didn’t feel quite as exhausted at least. 
 
    “He’ll be fine,” Aerin replied. She had her hands on Cat and fed him her healing power, but she was looking at me in amazement. 
 
    “What?” I demanded as I looked around the group. 
 
    “You and Cat were both glowing with a silver light,” Lavinia said. “And we could see you grabbing these little black balls and crushing them.” 
 
    “You could see that?” I asked. 
 
    “It was sort of like there were two of you,” Yvaine explained. “The ‘you’ that was kneeling there with your hand on his heart and an image of you that was removing the dark magic.” 
 
    “Huh,” I mused. “I don’t know how you could see that. Maybe it’s something about this place.” 
 
    “Or maybe it’s just you,” Emeline said quietly. “You’ve been working on expanding your powers and you’ve already learned so much more than most mages even knew existed.” 
 
    “It was sort of freaky,” Dehn added. He still looked woozy and he was leaning against Maruk. “I thought maybe the elf had done something to me when she healed me but since everyone else saw it, I guess I’m okay.” 
 
    Cat stirred and blinked his eyes. Aerin lifted his head onto her lap and studied his aura for a moment.  
 
    “You need to rest,” she told him. “That’s the best treatment for you now.” 
 
    “What happened?” he asked as he looked around in confusion. “We saw something come out of the water and we started to run towards you…” 
 
    “The witch hit us with something,” Imogen said. “I got hit in the leg but you took a blast to the chest. We weren’t sure if you would make it but Gabriel was able to destroy the black magic that had infected you.” 
 
    “Oh,” the elf said as he looked at me. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Any time,” I replied with a grin. The elf gave me a small grin in return and then his eyelids fluttered again. 
 
    “Ouch!” Imogen cried out and she swatted at Lena. 
 
    “Sorry,” Lena said. “I think I’ve gotten most of it, but maybe Gabriel should take a look?” 
 
    “Okay,” I agreed.  
 
    I opened my mana and peered at the wound. Lena had done a good job of cleaning the poisonous dark magic, and I could see Imogen’s body starting its own healing process. I found a few more traces of dark magic that I removed and then gave the wound a small bit of mana to speed up the healing. 
 
    “You did a nice job of cleaning that out,” I told Lena when I was done. 
 
    “Thank you,” the elf said with a smile. “Dandelion and burdock are excellent blood cleansers.” 
 
    “They just sting like all get out,” Imogen groused. 
 
    “Oh, that’s the alcohol,” Lena said. “Or maybe the iodine.” 
 
    “I don’t want to know,” Imogen said as she held up a hand. “I just need it to work.” 
 
    “So how are we going to do this?” Lavinia asked. 
 
    “I should probably be with Cat,” Aerin said as she looked down at the elf who was asleep in her lap. “He may need more healing in a bit.” 
 
    “I’ll go with Emeline then,” Imogen offered. “Between us, I think we can find our way out of here.” 
 
    “We can tie a rope between our canoe and Aerin and Cat’s,” Lavinia offered. “That way we won’t have to stop if Aerin needs to help Cat.” 
 
    “Allow me,” Maruk said as he leaned over Cat and scooped him up as easily as if he were a small child.  
 
    Cat never stirred as the orc carried him to the edge of the water and placed him carefully in the bottom of one of the canoes. The rest of us found a spot in the remaining craft and began the slow process of moving away from the island. I watched the swamp with my mana, but there were no more signs of dark magic. The swamp never shifted, and Emeline was able to find the path through this strange forest.  
 
    We finally arrived at the other side of the swamp where one of Pellas’ brothers was in charge. The setup looked similar, with the tin shack on stilts and the floating docks among the trees. There were a few more customers on this side, and they watched us paddle up to the shore with only mild curiosity.  
 
    Pellas’ brother, a beefy fellow with black hair and a neat beard named Deke, came down to meet us. He beamed at us happily until he saw Cat in the bottom of the canoe. 
 
    “Oh, no,” he cried out. “What happened?” 
 
    “We encountered the witch,” Dehn blurted out. 
 
    That had everyone’s attention, and we were soon swarmed by people. We almost had to fight our way out of the canoes as the crowd pressed in, asking for details. 
 
    “Get back!” Deke bellowed at the crowd. “Let them get out of the canoes.” 
 
    The crowd grudgingly backed away, and we tumbled from the canoes, hot, exhausted, and suffering from way too many mosquito bites. Maruk had Cat cradled in his arms again as we followed Deke towards the shack.  
 
    Deke led Maruk to a back room where he kept a cot for his own use during the busy season. Normally, he would have spent the entire crabbing season there, but the stories about the swamp witch had reduced the crowds this year. 
 
    “Now,” Deke asked after he had made sure the elf was comfortable, “what’s this about an encounter with the witch?” 
 
    “She was using magic to reshape the swamps,” Imogen replied. “It kept forcing us back towards that island in the middle of the swamp.” 
 
    “The old Carpenter house,” Deke mused. “Wealthy fellow. Used it as his fishing shack until a storm nearly destroyed it.” 
 
    “The witch was living there,” I added. “She said she was going to use us as part of her dark magic spells.” 
 
    “How did you get away?” Deke demanded. 
 
    “We killed her,” Yvaine replied. “And those creatures she created as well.” 
 
    “The spell is broken now that she’s dead,” Aerin added. “You shouldn’t have any more disappearing customers. Unless they really do get drunk and fall out of the boat and get eaten by alligators.” 
 
    “And Cat?” Deke asked as he glanced towards the backroom. 
 
    “He’ll be fine,” Aerin assured him. “He just needs to sleep for a bit.” 
 
    “You all look like you need some rest,” Deke replied. “And some good food.” 
 
    “That is an offer I will not pass up,” Maruk declared. “Tomorrow seems soon enough to tackle the next part of our journey.” 
 
    The others nodded their agreement, and while Deke described the night’s menu with them, I slipped back outside with Merlin. 
 
    “Go back along our trail as far as you can before sunset,” I whispered to the puca. “Make sure Maderel’s manipulators haven’t made it the swamp.” 
 
    Merlin nodded and then quickly shifted back into hawk form. He flung himself into the air and banked back towards the swamp. I watched until I’d lost sight of him over the treetops. 
 
    “You don’t seem quite as enthusiastic about stopping for the night as the rest of us do,” Lena said as she joined me on the deck.  
 
    “I know we need to,” I sighed. “And not just for Cat. That fight took it out of all of us. I’m still not sure Dehn is even seeing straight.” 
 
    “They might be manipulators, but they have to rest as well,” Lena pointed out. 
 
    “I know,” I agreed. “But it seems like we’re doing all the work, just clearing out the path. All they have to do is follow behind and wait for us to stop. They didn’t have to fight the sea gremlins, or those snakes in the desert. And now the swamp witch.” 
 
    “Something slowed them down on the ship,” Lena said. “And so far, they haven’t managed to catch up. I think Theira may be helping us.” 
 
    “Well, I wish she’d do something to make it easier for us,” I grumbled. 
 
    “She can see more than we can,” Lena replied. “She’s doing what she knows will help us more.” 
 
    “I suppose,” I admitted as I pulled the elf closer. “So what’s on the menu for tonight?” 
 
    “Deke’s girlfriend has some seafood pies that are supposed to be the best in the world, according to Deke,” Lena responded. 
 
    “Sounds perfect,” I laughed. “Especially if it has some alligator in there.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I’d want to eat one of those dark magic alligators,” Lena said. “It would probably give you heartburn and a few other unpleasant symptoms.” 
 
    “Then I guess we’ll just have to make do with shrimp and crawfish again,” I replied as I leaned in and stole a kiss. 
 
    Lena grinned when I finally released her, and then she sashayed back towards Deke’s store. I followed behind and wondered if Deke had any other private rooms available. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    The seafood pies were as delicious as promised, and the smell even roused Cat. We spent the night with Deke, his girlfriend, and the other campers, retelling the story of our encounter with the swamp witch. No one really seemed to know anything about her or her family, though the most popular suggestion was that she was the last surviving member of a clan of witches who had gone to war with the Academy.  
 
    Merlin returned in time to enjoy some catfish and smoked oysters, along with a smelly hunk of cheese from Maruk’s personal stash. Maruk was deeply offended by the theft of his small batch of blue cheese and threatened to geld the puca, though the rest of us secretly gave Merlin whatever treats we could find for putting an end to the obnoxious odor. 
 
    Merlin had spotted the mages who were pursuing us, but they had stuck to the road rather than try to follow our path across the Martian landscape and into the Glass Swamp. Emeline consulted her maps and quickly assured me that we still had a nice lead on the mages, and a more direct route to Augustine.  
 
    By morning, the Shadow Foxes were ready to travel again. Cat looked positively spry, and Dehn was his usual scruffy, surly self. Deke supplied us with dried fish to eat and vanilla beans to trade, and even a slab of local cheese to replace the one stolen by Merlin. Maruk thanked Deke in a very gentlemanly manner though I saw him eye the cheese skeptically. When Deke turned to assist Lena with some herbs, Maruk broke off a small piece to taste. I saw surprise and then delight pass over the orc’s face, and he quickly dropped the cheese into his pack.  
 
    “What’s next?” I asked as we started along a well-worn road away from the swamp. 
 
    “There’s a mountain range called the Paratons,” Emeline replied. “The good news is that we can just stay on this road, and it will take us on a pass through the mountains.” 
 
    “And the bad news?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s very wet on the other side,” Emeline hedged. 
 
    “What does that mean?” I prodded. 
 
    “The Paratons serve as a barrier of sorts,” Cat explained. “The normal weather patterns here carry everything in a mostly east to west direction, but the Paratons are tall enough to block a lot of the winds and clouds. So it just hovers on the far side of the Paratons.” 
 
    “And what does it do while it hovers on the far side of the Paratons?” Imogen asked suspiciously. 
 
    “It drops a lot of rain,” Cat admitted. 
 
    “From parched to flooded,” Maruk sighed. “Why, what could be more natural.” 
 
    “The Great Chasm is just beyond that,” Emeline replied. “The rain forest is sort of on the edge.” 
 
    “We really are getting close, then,” I mused. 
 
    “Ha!” Dehn suddenly declared. “No one in my family has ever traveled this far. I’ll have Cousin Shlomo beat by at least a thousand miles.” 
 
    “Don’t ask,” Lavinia hissed at me when I opened my mouth. 
 
    “Who’s Cousin Shlomo?” Lena asked which provoked a punch to the arm from Lavinia. 
 
    And so it was that we learned about the lifelong travels of Shlomo Mek, professional boxer, traveling salesman, and one-time paramour of the Duchess of Falsburg, who, Yvaine agreed, had a thing for short men. It certainly helped pass the time, especially when Dehn started describing Shlomo’s short-lived attempt to take up polo. He was eventually banned by the local polo society after he bashed an opposing player in the head with a mallet for winking at the Duchess. The man had insisted that his wink had been aimed at his wife, who had been seated next to the Duchess, but Shlomo had been unconvinced. 
 
    Even Lavinia was in a good mood when we found ourselves at the next round of mountains. The Paratons reminded me of those strange mountains in Chinese artwork. They were very tall, but strangely slender compared to the mountains I knew. There was no pointed peak with the rest of the mountain spreading away or sharp ridgelines like the peaks in Yosemite. They were just these tall towers, wreathed in clouds, with a long river that curved in between and narrow valleys that were lost in shadow for much of the day. 
 
    Emeline was right when she said this would be an easier traverse than the Canterrose. The road we were on followed the valleys between the mountains and was surprisingly flat. There was little climbing required as the road meandered through ancient gaps and followed alongside a crystal clear river.  
 
    What was startling was to realize how tall these mountains were. When you were in the middle of the range, it was hard to see the tops. If you looked straight up, all you saw was hard granite that bled into swirling clouds. If you tried to look into the distance, your line of sight was cut short by one of the great columns. 
 
    The weather changed as well. Whereas the western side of the Paratons had been hot and dry, the air in the valleys was cooler and wetter. Sometimes a great burst of wind would blow down from the peaks, bringing the smell of snow and fir trees, but the valleys themselves remained pleasant. There were few trees but grasses and shrubbery dotted the landscape. Birds and small animals darted among the plants, rarely seen, though their rustling certainly drew Merlin’s attention.  
 
    “Are you sure you want to risk it after the sea gremlins?” I asked the puca as his nose twitched. Merlin swished his tail at me, a warning that he didn’t want to be reminded of how close he had come to heaving up his dinner that night. Sea gremlins, it turned out, were not a puca’s best friend. 
 
    As we neared the other side of the Paratons, the gaps widened, the valleys spread out more, and it was easier to see how the winds and the rains were hung up on the great peaks.  
 
    It looked like one of those old black and white pictures where they tried to stuff as many people as they could into a phone booth. The clouds were stacked up against the Paratons with no way over and though the strange shapes of the mountains made it easy enough for people on the ground to pass through, the jagged pattern of the peaks served as a trap for the clouds and the rain they carried. 
 
    And there was a lot of rain. From the moment we cleared the last of the mountains, it started. Gently, at first, just a fine misting that made everything a little damp, but it quickly turned into a heavy downpour that turned the road into mud and threatened to wash away more than one Shadow Fox.  
 
    “There’s an old temple just ahead,” Cat yelled over the sound of the rain beating down on everything. “We can wait out the storm there.” 
 
    “Does that mean it isn’t always like this?” Yvaine asked hopefully. “Might there actually be a time when it isn’t raining?” 
 
    “Balls,” Dehn grumbled. “I never thought I’d miss the desert.” 
 
    “Or the camels,” Lavinia added. 
 
    “To be dry again,” Maruk moaned. “I was never this wet on any ship.” 
 
    “At least we don’t have to worry about sea gremlins out here,” Aerin pointed out. 
 
    “It certainly seems wet enough for them,” I replied. “Or at least some forest dwelling relative of theirs.” 
 
    “Don’t say things like that,” Aerin protested as she scanned the local plant life for any gremlin like creatures. 
 
    “I guess this is the temple,” Imogen said in quiet awe. 
 
    It had probably been a massive complex at one time, but now there were just a few stone buildings still standing. The main structure was a long, narrow edifice topped with honeycomb shaped towers at regular intervals. Vines crept up the walls and a large banyan tree had subsumed one end. Doors and windows were long gone, and the carvings that must have once covered every inch of the walls had been smoothed and weathered until they looked like little more than random wavy lines left by nature. 
 
    Emeline sent up a mage light as soon as she stepped inside the temple. The ash colored walls took on a warmer honey color, and I could see that the carvings inside the temple had fared better. There were elves and humans and even a few ladonae, as well as an encyclopedic display of animals and plants. 
 
    We made our way deeper into the building, where the roof still provided cover and the walls kept out the rain and the wind. Merlin dropped from my shoulder and gave himself a good shake, sending water droplets in every direction. When we started to protest, he gave us a raspberry and trotted towards a scuffling noise.  
 
    “Who built this?” Lena asked as she ran a hand over one of the carvings. 
 
    “Not sure,” Cat replied. “There are some similar carvings in the temples in Chilgosh, but the buildings don’t look at all the same.” 
 
    “So do people live in the rainforest?” Lavinia asked suspiciously as she peered around the hall.  
 
    We came to a halt near the middle of the long, narrow hall. The mage light showed a bare building; anything of value had long since been stripped and carried away. Plants had crept inside and started to reclaim the structure, including the banyan tree I’d seen outside. There was a stone altar at one end with a tree and some sort of script carved into the front but there were no other signs of the temple’s purpose. 
 
    “There are some tribes,” Cat replied as he found a dry place to sit down. “But none of them claim this place.” 
 
    The rest of us began to drop our gear and look for a place to rest as well. Lena ventured towards the altar, her eyes tracing the line of carvings in the wall as she moved towards the far end of the room. I thought about following her, given her tendency to wander into trouble, but Merlin appeared and walked beside her while he sniffed at the ground. 
 
    “It’s amazing,” Lena said breathlessly as she leaned in closer to examine one of the lines of script on the altar. 
 
    “It is, isn’t it?” an unfamiliar voice replied. 
 
    We all instantly stood up with our weapons at the ready, except for Lena, who turned around and smiled in the direction of the voice. Merlin fluffed up like a startled cat and peered at the intruder from a spot behind Lena.  
 
    “Hello,” Lena said. “I’m Magdalena Amengual, but my friends call me Lena.” 
 
    A tall man clothed in a musty mage robe stepped from the shadows. He wore his graying hair in a man bun and his beard in a braid. He had pale blue eyes set in a square face and the body of a wrestler. He moved with a limp as he walked towards the aisle, and I could see his left foot pointed outward as he moved. 
 
    “And are these your friends?” he asked as he looked us over. 
 
    “They are,” Lena replied. “We’re the Shadow Foxes. We’re a guild from Ovrista.” 
 
    “Ovrista?” the man repeated, and I could tell that he had become more alert. “You’re a long way from home.” 
 
    “We’re on a quest,” Lena said. “We’re heading towards the Great Chasm.” 
 
    “And what do you intend to do at the Great Chasm?” the man asked. 
 
    “Before we tell you anything else, maybe you should tell us your name,” Lavinia cut in.  
 
    She had three arrows nocked and ready to fire but the mage didn’t appear afraid. He evaluated her stance and position, just as any warrior would. 
 
    “My name is Rheinhold Gilstrap,” the man said as he came to a stop in front of Lena.  
 
    “That’s a nice name,” Lena replied. 
 
    Dehn suddenly coughed, and Aerin cleared her throat.  
 
    “Rheinhold Gilstrap,” Emmeline murmured as a frown creased her brow. 
 
    “You’re a guild?” Gilstrap mused as he looked us over again. “You’re certainly the oddest looking guild I’ve ever seen, unless the guilds have become more… open since I left.” 
 
    “We look for new members based on ability,” I replied. 
 
    “Good for you,” Gilstrap said. “I always thought the traditional guild rules were too limiting. Though I must say, I’m surprised to see an orc.” 
 
    “And why is that?” Maruk asked. 
 
    “Most orcs I’ve ever met are very clan oriented,” Gilstrap replied. “It’s hard to imagine one ever leaving. Unless something happened to your clan. If it did, I apologize. I didn’t mean to sound uncaring.” 
 
    “I chose to break away from the traditional orc establishment,” Maruk sniffed. 
 
    “Good for you,” Gilstrap cheered. 
 
    “You know a lot about Ovrista,” Imogen stated. “You spent time there. As a mage.” 
 
    “Clearly,” the man said as he looked down at his robe. 
 
    “What are you doing out here?” Lena asked. She sounded genuinely curious and not the least bit alarmed. 
 
    “Let’s say Ovrista became uncomfortable for me,” Gilstrap replied.  
 
    “There’s a lot of that going around,” Dehn grumbled. 
 
    “It’s hard to imagine what could drive a mage from Ovrista, of all places,” Yvaine declared.  
 
    “And yet you have two in your party and a healer as well,” Gilstrap said with a shrug. 
 
    “You can see that?” Lena asked before anyone could deny it. 
 
    I opened my mana and studied Gilstrap. His mana was green, as a water mage should be. There was no shifting patterns, as a mage who has learned multiple elements would have, and no blue of a manipulator. Still, I’d learned not to trust that initial look, and I kept my mana open to see if anything else shone through. 
 
    “I’ve learned to read people,” Gilstrap explained. “The way they carry themselves, the way they talk, the way they react. I know you’re an alchemist, probably from Morelia. You like things that are rare and unusual and you spend most of your time in your lab trying to create things that are rare and unusual.” 
 
    “That’s hardly a mystery,” Lavinia laughed. “The woman walks around in a cloud half the time, talking about her next great potion.” 
 
    “Your party also includes a professional thief,” Gilstrap continued as he looked at Imogen, “as well as someone who used to be in the city guard. A member of the Constello family, which I readily admit is also puzzling, and one of the descendents of the first elves. And then there’s the puca.” 
 
    Merlin hissed and swished his tail. 
 
    “Okay,” I said, “So you’ve got us figured out. Why don’t you tell us more about yourself? Like, why did you leave Ovrista and come here.” 
 
    “As I said, Ovrista became uncomfortable,” Gilstrap replied. 
 
    “I think we’ll need a little more information,” Dehn huffed. “How do we know we can trust you?” 
 
    “You don’t,” Gilstrap stated. “Just as I don’t know that I can trust you. But I’ve chosen to honor the rules of this temple and I have not attacked you nor will I except in self-defense.” 
 
    “What rules of the temple?” Cat finally spoke up. “This place has been abandoned for centuries.” 
 
    “But there is still information about it and the people who built it if you know where to look,” Gilstrap sighed. “I found an entire book about the people who once lived here in the Academy library once. And the tribes who still live nearby have lore that has been passed down from generation to generation, much of it about the first people to settle in this forest.” 
 
    “Will you tell us about them?” Lena asked. “They must have been brilliant to build such a place as this.” 
 
    “I’m glad you can see the beauty in it,” Gilstrap replied with a smile. “Most only see a building on the verge of collapse.” 
 
    “Oh, that won’t happen for a very long time,” Lena declared as she looked around the building. “It was built to endure.” 
 
    “That it was,” Gilstrap agreed. 
 
    “Enough with the architectural dissertation,” Lavinia interrupted. “Since we’re apparently all staying here for the time being, I’m going to dry off and have something hot to drink. You two can go hold your discussion over there.” 
 
    “Tea sounds good,” Yvaine agreed. “And Maruk has some cheese from Deke that we could enjoy.” 
 
    “And we have a few pears left,” Aerin added. 
 
    “Why don’t you join us?” Lena offered. 
 
    “I wouldn’t want to impose,” Gilstrap protested. 
 
    “You’ve already done that,” Dehn groused. 
 
    “We could talk,” I suggested. “We could fill you in on events in Ovrista, if you like.” 
 
    Gilstrap considered our group and then nodded. 
 
    Maruk began to set up his tea set while the rest of us tried to dry off as best we could. Emeline managed to start a small fire with some dry wood that Gilstrap supplied, and the place was soon cozy and warm.   
 
    “Wait!” Emeline suddenly cried out. “I know that name. Rheinhold Gilstrap. You were… are a water mage. You taught classes at the Academy sometimes. But you disappeared, like, two years ago. They said you’d been killed by pirates. Sorry, Maruk.” 
 
    “They are what they are,” Maruk replied with a shrug as he passed around mugs of steaming hot tea. 
 
    “As you can see, the rumors of my death have been greatly exaggerated,” Gilstrap replied. “Though I was on a ship leaving Ovrista, and we were indeed attacked by pirates.” 
 
    “How did you end up here?” Aerin asked as she looked around the ruined temple. 
 
    “And why?” Imogen added as she sipped her tea. 
 
    “May I ask how you feel about the Academy?” Gilstrap inquired as he sniffed at the tea that Maruk handed him. 
 
    The Shadow Foxes exchanged uneasy glances. Technically, we were beyond the reach of the Academy, but I suspected that the Academy wasn’t above a little illegal maneuvering to get what they wanted. And despite the off-the-maps feel of this place, that didn’t mean Gilstrap had zero communication with the Tower. Not to mention Maderel’s manipulators who were still on our trail. Gilstrap might be an ordinary water mage after all, but he could just as easily have tossed his lot in with them. 
 
    “We’ve done bounties for them in the past,” Yvaine finally offered. 
 
    “Quite successfully,” Maruk agreed.  
 
    “And this quest you’re on, is it for the Academy?” Gilstrap asked. 
 
    “No,” I admitted. “It’s one we’ve undertaken on our own.” 
 
    “And you won’t tell me any more about it,” Gilstrap guessed. 
 
    “We’re going to save the world,” Lena supplied as she tasted some of the cheese.  
 
    Merlin snuck a bite as well and dodged out of reach of Maruk’s long arms. 
 
    “Now that’s a worthy quest,” Gilstrap said with a smile. “Though the Great Chasm seems like an unlikely place to find salvation.” 
 
    “Everything else we’ve done so far is unlikely,” Cat replied quietly.  
 
    “Then you are indeed on a true quest,” Gilstrap declared. “And maybe that’s why I’m here. I was led here, you know, by the gods.” 
 
    “Oh, brother,” Lavinia sighed.  
 
    “Oh, that’s how we got Gabriel,” Aerin said as she nudged Lavinia with an elbow. “Even though some of us still don’t believe.” 
 
    “We met Theira,” Lena added. “She helped us, well…. She helped us.” 
 
    “She helped you with this quest that you don’t want to discuss,” Gilstrap said. “I haven’t seen Theira, but I’ve felt her presence at times, as well as Evarun and even Otrein.” 
 
    “So tell us your story,” Dehn demanded. 
 
    “I was forced to flee Ovrista,” Gilstrap replied. “The ship I was on was attacked by pirates. I was injured during the battle and lost a great deal of blood. I thought I was dead for sure but I woke up on the pirate ship, a prisoner. The pirates had seen me using my magic during the battle, and they knew I was a water mage. The ship’s surgeon did what he could to repair my hip and leg, but pirate ships do not have the best doctors.” 
 
    “They tried to set your leg,” I guessed. 
 
    “It was snapped in two,” Gilstrap sighed. “I suspect that it was deliberately set crooked, so I couldn’t easily flee, though Doctor Hadish denied it.” 
 
    “They demanded that you work for them,” Maruk continued. “Not an uncommon fate for air and water mages who find themselves in the hands of pirates.” 
 
    “And I did, for a while, until I could escape,” Gilstrap agreed.  
 
    “How did you manage that?” Imogen asked. “Pirates keep a close watch on their prisoners.” 
 
    “We had raided a trading vessel off the Morelian coast,” Gilstrap replied. “The ship had a hull full of wine casks and a cabin packed with Persan veil dancers. Our captain killed the ship’s crew and then brought the ship, still packed with wine and women, back to his favorite port. He and the rest of the crew spent the night getting drunk and enjoying the dancers.” 
 
    “Typical,” Maruk sighed. “They probably had no appreciation for the fine wine they gulped down or the singular talent of the women.” 
 
    “They did not,” Gilstrap agreed as he tried to hide his smile behind his mug. 
 
    “Pirates always set minders,” Imogen pointed out. “The ship is never completely empty.” 
 
    “And mine was not,” Gilstrap replied. “But my guard was young and disappointed that he would have to wait to enjoy his share of the wine and women. I offered to share a drop or two of fine whiskey with him while we waited for the others to return. It’s amazing, really, the things you can find in your possession when you’re a pirate. Not only did I have a nice bottle of whiskey from one of our raids, but I also had a small supply of Xyrem that Doctor Hadish had somehow missed.” 
 
    “You put him to sleep,” Lena said as she clapped her hands. 
 
    “I did,” Gilstrap continued. “And once he was out, I managed to slip off the ship. The port we were in catered to pirates so there wasn’t much in the way of officialdom. I simply walked out of the town and kept walking until I couldn’t walk anymore.” 
 
    “So you walked all the way here?” Yvaine asked as she glanced at his left foot. 
 
    “I hitched rides where I could,” Gilstrap replied. “Offered to help out on farms and such in exchange for food and a place to rest. But it seemed safer never to stay anywhere very long. Settling down somewhere would make it too easy for them to find me.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine any pirate captain going to all that trouble just to get a water mage back,” Maruk mused. “It would be easier just to hire or kidnap a new one.” 
 
    “He’s talking about the Academy,” I guessed. 
 
    “I am,” Gilstrap agreed.  
 
    “But why here?” I pressed. 
 
    “As I said, I’d read about these temples in the rainforest,” Gilstrap replied. “An old, old text that the library probably doesn’t even know that it has. I’m not sure why I read it. I just found it one day and thought ‘why not?’” 
 
    “Theira,” Aerin declared. 
 
    “Back then, I probably would have laughed at the notion,” Gilstrap speculated. “But I’ve seen and felt so much since I fled Ovrista that I think that it’s quite possible that Theira guided me here.” 
 
    “So you just decided to hike to some old temple in the rainforest,” Imogen said skeptically. 
 
    “Not exactly,” Gilstrap explained. “I decided I needed someplace to hide where the Academy wouldn’t find me, even if I did stay in one place for more than a few days. I had stopped to help a small town build a new well and was preparing to leave when one of the children asked if I was going to the rainforest since there was nothing but water there. I laughed and told him no, but it got me thinking. And then I remembered the book, and its descriptions of the old temples, and the tribes who still live here. I came looking for them.” 
 
    “And now you take care of the temples,” Lena declared. 
 
    “I do,” Gilstrap replied. “I have a circuit I follow. The local tribes see me as some sort of religious hermit. They provide me with food and shelter when I need it, but they don’t ask me any questions or talk about me to outsiders.” 
 
    “Why is the Academy hunting you?” I asked. 
 
    “Not the Academy really,” Gilstrap said as he stared into the flames. “But Maderel.” 
 
    We froze, and Gilstrap sensed the sudden tension in us at the mention of the Arch Mage. 
 
    “Clearly, you have your own issues with him,” Gilstrap surmised. 
 
    “His mages have been following us,” I replied. “Though I think they took the road rather than cross the Glass Swamp so they would only skirt the edge of the rainforest.” 
 
    “Ah,” Gilstrap said sadly. “But I knew this day would come. Maderel’s worked too long and too hard to protect his secret.” 
 
    “He’s a manipulator,” I stated. “And you discovered that.” 
 
    “I did,” Gilstrap sighed. “Quite by accident. Everyone thought it was Marv who turned that student into a warthog, but it was Maderel, using manipulator magic.” 
 
    “That’s why no one could find a way to undo the spell,” Emeline said. 
 
    “I spent a lot of time going over Marv’s spells, trying to find a way to undo them,” Gilstrap continued. “I felt so bad for the parents, and that poor student! Long after everyone else had given up, I kept puzzling at it. And one day, I had to admit, that the spell could only have been cast by a manipulator. I went to Maderel, to tell him what I had concluded.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me he admitted it?” Yvaine asked in surprise. 
 
    “Oh, no,” Gilstrap replied with a shake of his head. “He denied it, at first, but I kept gathering more evidence, and badgering him about finding the rogue manipulator. I had supporters, too. I guess that’s what finally forced Maderel to act. He found some poor schlub from the backwoods and declared him to be a manipulator and had him put to death. Of course, we didn’t want to panic the populace, so the rest of the world continued to believe that Marv had done something wrong.” 
 
    “You didn’t think that was odd?” I asked. 
 
    “People are terrified of manipulators,” Gilstrap explained. “And Maderel was right, that if you let it be known that a manipulator had somehow gotten that close to the Academy, there could very well have been riots. And that satisfied me for a while, except I couldn’t figure out how this man had somehow gotten close enough to cast his spell. And why that spell? Why go near Academy property at all, if you were a manipulator who had somehow evaded their grasp? None of it made sense.” 
 
    “That’s when you realized it had to be someone inside the Academy,” I guessed. 
 
    “Yes,” he agreed. “That’s when I started investigating in secret. I started to find other signs of a manipulator in the Academy. As the pieces came together, they led back to one place.” 
 
    “Maderel,” I replied.  
 
    “Once I understood that, I knew I was in danger,” Gilstrap continued. “There was a small handful of mages I trusted, and I told them my suspicions. One of them came to me with a warning that the Academy had received a complaint against me, that I had used dark magic. A friend helped arrange my departure from Ovrista, but I’ve always wondered if perhaps I had trusted the wrong person.” 
 
    “You dying at sea at the hands of pirates would be sad but normal,” I agreed. “But you being brought up on charges could have led to a deeper investigation.” 
 
    “And I would have happily brought down Maderel with me,” Gilstrap nodded.  
 
    “But why turn that student into a warthog?” Lavinia asked. “I mean, that seems sort of risky.” 
 
    “And it was the only really showy thing he did,” Gilstrap added. “If he hadn’t done that, I doubt anyone would have ever even bothered to look for a manipulator. But I could never figure out why, unless he just didn’t like the student.” 
 
    “Or the student was a manipulator who tried to break away from Maderel,” I supplied. “We know he’s been training them for years.” 
 
    “That would make sense,” Maruk agreed. “And it would be a warning to any other manipulators who may have been thinking about leaving the fold.” 
 
    “Poor Marv,” Emeline sighed. “All this time, he’s been thinking he’s to blame for changing that student.” 
 
    “He doesn’t seem that broken up about it,” Aerin pointed out. 
 
    “Maybe he’s a manipulator as well,” Cat suggested. 
 
    “You say Maderel’s been training manipulators?” Gilstrap cut in. 
 
    “He’s got his own little army of manipulators,” I replied. “That’s who’s been following us.” 
 
    “And what did you do to draw their attention?” Gilstrap asked. 
 
    “We had a warning from Theira,” Lena said when the rest of us went quiet. “She sent us to Augustine, to find a way to stop Maderel.” 
 
    “Augustine?” Gilstrap repeated as he sat back. “Well, this day is full of strange events. How do you find a city that no longer exists?” 
 
    “It’s been rebuilt,” Lena replied while Lavinia jabbed her repeatedly in the stomach. Lavinia finally gave up and rolled her eyes at the elf. 
 
    “I’ve heard rumors that Augustine was rebuilt,” Gilstrap said in an amused voice. “But I’ve never seen any proof.” 
 
    “Says the man living in a pile of rocks in the middle of the rainforest,” Dehn snorted. 
 
    “But you say Theira has sent you,” Gilstrap conceded, “so maybe Augustine has indeed risen from the ashes.” 
 
    “We’ll know soon enough,” I replied. “And it sounds like the rain is letting up, so we should probably get back on the road.” 
 
    “The sun will be setting soon,” Gilstrap pointed out. “And the jungle is not a good place to be at night.” 
 
    “We can make it to the next temple,” Cat said as the Foxes stood up and started to gather their gear. 
 
    “Keep your weapons out, then,” Gilstrap warned. “A pack of shade jackals have been spotted in the area, and they’ve already killed some of the locals.” 
 
    “How did they get here?” Cat asked in a concerned voice. He and Imogen exchanged wary glances while Imogen fingered the hilt of her blade. 
 
    “I don’t know for sure,” Gilstrap replied. “But I met several people who were trying to breed them for dog-fighting purposes during my journey here. They may have escaped from such a place.” 
 
    “What are shade jackals?” I asked. 
 
    “Vicious dogs that drink blood,” Dehn chortled. “I’ve never killed one of them before.” 
 
    “They work in packs,” Lavinia added. “Like wolves. They’ll keep chasing you until you’re too exhausted to fight.” 
 
    “Charming,” I sighed. “How come we never meet any roving packs of adorable bunnies?” 
 
    “Thank you for the company and the news,” Gilstrap said as we walked back towards the entrance. “I’ll keep watch for these other mages. I may even know a trick or two that will slow them down.” 
 
    “We’d appreciate that,” I replied as I shook Gilstrap’s hand. “But maybe it would be best if you hid from them, given your history.” 
 
    “I’ll never be afraid of my own destiny,” he replied. 
 
    “Maybe we’ll come back this way, and you can tell us what you know about the people who built this place,” Lena added. 
 
    “That would be lovely,” Gilstrap said as he smiled at the elf. When she stepped outside, he quietly added, “If I’m still here.” 
 
    “You don’t have to do anything dangerous,” I whispered.  
 
    “I do,” he said sadly. “I believe this is why I was led here. To help you reach Augustine. If that means that I must sacrifice myself, so be it. At least I’ll die knowing that Maderel will be stopped.” 
 
    “Rheinhold--” I started to protest, but the water mage disappeared back into the temple, dousing the mage lights as he went. Merlin returned to my shoulder and chirped softly. I scratched his chin and then stepped back into the drizzling rain. The rest of the Shadow Foxes were already heading down the trail, and somewhere in the distance I heard a quick staccato bark. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    The barks followed us the rest of the day, and an uneasiness settled over our group as we pushed onwards. The road was little more than a trail now, just wide enough for one person. The plant growth was dense, and though the locals kept the path clear, we still had to stop periodically and chop at a fast-growing vine or jumbo-sized frond that had started to invade the route.  
 
    Lena only got lost twice. The first time, she spotted a rare orchid high in tree and wandered off the path while the rest of us tried to clear a fallen log. By the time anyone noticed she wasn’t around, there was no sign of her new path. Lavinia had released a string of curse words as she tried to find the elf’s footprints in the dense growth, and I finally sent Merlin into the high treetops to look around. 
 
    When Merlin finally located Lena, she was about a quarter of the way up an ancient kapok tree and arguing with a spider monkey about who had claim to the orchid. Lavinia had to threaten her with an arrow in her rump before Lena finally gave up and returned to the path. 
 
    The second time Lena disappeared, we’d stopped to let a jaguar slip by. The massive cat had watched us for a moment before it melted back into the jungle. Merlin was so impressed that he jumped from my shoulders and practiced his jaguar look. 
 
    Lavinia let out yet another long string of curse words a moment later and threw her hands up in frustration. 
 
    “Where the hell is she now?” Lavinia demanded. 
 
    “She’s not very good at staying on the path,” Cat observed as he peered into the treetops. “Did she see another orchid or something?” 
 
    “Lena,” Lavinia called out. “Get your ass back here now or we’ll leave you behind.” 
 
    There was a rustling noise from a thicket of palms followed by a solid thump. 
 
    “I’m trying,” Lena’s voice called back. “Um, I’m sort of stuck though.” 
 
    “I refuse to help,” Lavinia muttered as she glared at the rest of us. 
 
    “Lena, dear, what seems to be the problem?” Yvaine asked. 
 
    “Something’s wrapped around my ankles,” Lena replied, “and it’s slithering up my leg.” 
 
    “I’ll go,” Dehn volunteered as he swung his mace. “I haven’t hit anything in a while.” 
 
    “Maruk, go with him and make sure he doesn’t hit Lena as well,” I said as the halfling plowed off in the direction of Lena’s voice. 
 
    “May I suggest that we buy a leash for our alchemist,” Maruk sighed as he followed after Dehn. “At least for use in these less civilized locations.” 
 
    A moment later we heard Dehn’s battle cry, Lena’s muffled ‘oh’ and the sound of a heavy object coming down hard on something thick and meaty. The three Shadow Foxes returned to the path soon afterwards. Dehn proudly held up the smashed head of a large snake for all to see.  
 
    “Just a regular snake,” Dehn explained, “but it was still pretty big. Had a nice grip on the elf.” 
 
    “I don’t know where it came from,” Lena said plaintively as she twisted her fingers in embarrassment. 
 
    “It’s a rainforest,” Aerin pointed out. “It’s filled with all sorts of animals. That’s why you’re supposed to stay on the path.” 
 
    “It’s just that I thought I saw a woodnymph hummingbird,” Lena tried to explain. “They’re very hard to spot, and I just couldn’t pass up the opportunity to get a closer look.” 
 
    There was a barking sound nearby and an answering call from a small ridge. 
 
    “Lena,” I said firmly, “You have to stay on the path and stop wandering off, no matter what interesting things you might see. We need to stay ahead of the shade jackals.” 
 
    “I’ll stay on the path, I promise,” Lena agreed. 
 
    There was another quick bark, closer than before. 
 
    “Definitely going to stay on the path,” Lena added. 
 
    “We’re almost to the next temple,” Cat announced as he scanned the nearby flora. “I suggest we get moving if we want to make camp before the sun sets.” 
 
    “It almost sounds like they’re laughing,” Emeline commented as we resumed our trek. 
 
    Another yip sounded, this one closer than any of the ones we’d heard before. Cat picked up the pace, and we were moving at a fast jog when the trail finally widened to reveal a simple stone structure next to a small waterfall.  
 
    This temple was much smaller than the first one and had only one of the strange honeycomb towers. It was a simple square shape rather than rectangular, and there was a door but no windows. I wasn’t sure if we could all fit inside but a frenzy of nearby barking decided the issue for us as we all charged into the building. 
 
    It wasn’t as small as I had feared, but it was definitely on the cozy side with the entire guild plus our guide, and our expert crammed inside. Emeline’s mage light revealed more of the intricate carvings, and a small fountain in one corner that still spewed water into the basin. There was no time to look at anything else. We dropped everything but our weapons and waited for the shade jackals to either stay or go. 
 
    We didn’t have long to wait. The rabid barking turned to howls just outside the building. It was hard to tell exactly how many there were though I guessed there were at least eight. 
 
    “Why are they following us?” Lena asked. “Don’t they usually avoid large groups?” 
 
    “They can probably smell the food we’re carrying,” Imogen replied. 
 
    “Not to mention Dehn’s assorted souvenirs,” Lavinia added. 
 
    “Maybe if we just toss the snake head out there, they’ll take it and leave us alone,” Yvaine suggested. 
 
    “Doubtful,” Imogen replied. “They know how many are in our party, and they’ve decided the risk is worth the opportunity. I don’t think a snake head is going to satisfy them.” 
 
    “You make them sound smarter than your average dog,” I said.  
 
    I could hear the jackals as they circled the building now. Their feet scuffed through the layer of humus while they sniffed along the edges of the wall. 
 
    “They are,” Imogen replied. “Which is probably why someone was trying to breed them for dog fights.” 
 
    “There’s only one way in, at least,” Aerin said. 
 
    “Which they know,” Imogen pointed out. “You’ll notice they didn’t come charging in here like your average dog would.” 
 
    “How long will they wait?” I asked. 
 
    “Don’t know,” Lavinia said. “But if they can figure out another way to get in, they’ll take it.” 
 
    “Can they get to the roof?” Lena asked nervously as she looked at the ceiling.  
 
    “Look, we can’t go anywhere until daylight,” I pointed out. “So, we’ll just take turns standing guard tonight and find a way to tackle them in the morning. In the meantime, keep your weapons close.” 
 
    Sleeping in an upright position isn’t easy or comfortable, but the tight confines of the temple didn’t leave much room for stretching out on the floor. I was more than happy to give up my small spot in the middle of the night, even if it did mean staring at the door and listening to the restless prowling of the pack for a couple of hours. 
 
    Merlin and I shared guard duty with Emeline, who kept jumping every time one of the jackals barked. At one point, she launched a small fireball out the doorway when she thought one of the jackals was trying to come inside. She didn’t hit any jackals, but she did manage to take out a banana tree. The whole temple soon smelled like ripe bananas and crispy fried leaves.  
 
    As dawn broke, the jackals stopped their pacing and their barking. It was positively eerie after we’d spent the entire night listening to them. Without warning, one of the jackals suddenly leapt through the doorway. Shade jackals, it turned out, were more wolf-sized than jackal sized, and carried a very impressive pair of fangs. The one that sailed through the door had a brown and black coat that was heavily matted. The stench of decay rose from its fur, and I realized that the black fur was actually dried blood. 
 
    Maruk, who was on guard duty, had his shield up in a heartbeat, but an arrow zipped across the room and pinned the creature to the wall. It struggled against the arrow, sending blood pouring down the wall and starting a new frenzy of barking outside.  
 
    I tried to close my fist around its mana, but I felt my own hand go numb instead. I stepped back in surprise and nearly knocked down Emeline. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” the panthera asked. 
 
    “It can block me,” I replied. 
 
    “But, it’s just a wild animal,” Emeline protested.  
 
    “Shade jackals aren’t just wild animals,” Cat stated. 
 
    “He’s right,” I said. “It’s not like the dark magic Pebbles used or even what a manipulator does. But it can stop me from closing off its mana.” 
 
    “Great, more weird magic,” Dehn grumbled. “You know, for a guy who comes from a place without magic, you sure do attract an awful lot of it. Especially the weird kind.” 
 
    “We have to get past them,” Yvaine declared as she cut the throat on the dying jackal. “Or we’ll be stuck here forever.” 
 
    “We need a diversion,” I agreed. “Something to draw their attention long enough for at least some of us to get outside. Once we do that, we can attack them.” 
 
    “The only thing that will get their attention is blood,” Imogen said as she kicked at a large snout that had ventured across the threshold. 
 
    “Dehn, where’s that snake head?” I demanded. 
 
    “Ah, man,” Dehn groaned. “I was gonna have it stuffed.” 
 
    “That may not be enough to draw their attention,” Cat pointed out. “Not when they know how many people are in here.” 
 
    “Then we toss out the jackal as well,” I said. 
 
    “Actually,” Lena offered. “If we could soak up some of this blood, we could toss it in all different directions. That way they’d have to go investigate.” 
 
    “That’s a surprisingly good idea,” Aerin remarked. 
 
    “If we have some cloth, I have something that will harden it a bit,” Lena continued. “Turn it into a stinky, bloody rubber ball.” 
 
    “Perfect,” I said. “Though why would you want to turn fabric into rubber?” 
 
    “Later!” Lavinia warned as the jackals began pacing outside the door again. 
 
    “I know who has plenty of fabric,” Aerin chortled. 
 
    “No!” Maruk exclaimed. “Haven’t I given enough to this mad woman’s experiments?” 
 
    “I think two shirts will be enough,” Lena mused. “We can rip them into long strips, wipe up the blood and then ball them up. I’ll add my potion, and then all we have to do is find a way to toss them into the jungle.” 
 
    “I can do that with some of the air magic I’ve picked up,” I said. 
 
    “Let’s use the orange one,” Aerin declared. “Maruk looks terrible in orange.” 
 
    “I just bought that one,” Maruk wailed as Aerin dug through his pack and pulled out the orange shirt. 
 
    “And the pink one,” Lavinia added. “I hate that check pattern.” 
 
    “Got it!” Aerin squealed as she pulled out the pink-checked shirt. 
 
    “How can you be so cruel?” Maruk moaned. 
 
    Another jackal stepped halfway through the door, bearing its long fangs at us. It took in the sight of its brethren pinned to the wall and let out a long howl. Dehn swiped at the creature with his mace but the jackal backed away just in time. It stood just outside the door, glaring at us with two hate-filled eyes.  
 
    “That’s creepy,” I murmured as the jackal watched our every move.  
 
    “Some people claim they were created during the civil war,” Cat replied as we started to tear up the shirts. “Manipulators would use them to hunt down other mages.” 
 
    “So they can tell who’s a mage?” I asked. 
 
    “They have some sort of basic magic,” Cat explained as he looked at the jackal that stood just outside of our range. Lavinia had already tried to shoot the thing with an arrow but the jackal had managed to avoid her shot with surprising ease. 
 
    I opened up my mana to study the jackal, and bizarrely, it felt like the jackal studied me as well. As soon as I had called on my mana, it had growled, and now it stood with head lowered, a trace of drool dripping from its mouth, as it stared directly at my heart. 
 
    I ignored the pair of demonic eyes that had latched onto me and took a long, hard look at the creature. I could see its mana clearly, but there was something about it that reminded me more of a mage than a wild creature. I realized that its own mana was reacting to mine, and every time I started to cast a spell, the jackal’s mana would quickly adapt to whatever I did. I shivered and shut down my mana. If someone had created these things to hunt mages, they had done an excellent job. 
 
    Dehn and Aerin were sopping up the blood with the strips of cloth and then balling them up as tight as they could. Lena then added a few drops of clear liquid. Within seconds, the balled up strips were, if not exactly rubber balls, at least something that could be easily tossed. 
 
    “That’s the last one,” Aerin said as she handed the cloth to Lena.  
 
    “Let’s get rid of the body first,” I said as I opened my mana again. The jackal outside the door reacted instantly and several of the others began barking. 
 
    Lavinia retrieved her arrow, and then Dehn dragged the carcass near the door. The jackal on the other side was in an attack stance and his very long and very deadly looking teeth glittered in the sunlight. I tossed my hand into the air, and before the animal could move forward, I sent the body of his brother flying out of the temple and into a mass of ferns and banana trees well beyond the path. 
 
    Three of the jackals immediately tore off in pursuit and two more hesitated near the edge of the path, but a quick bark from my nemesis kept them near. Next came the bloody balls. Lena tossed each one into the air, and I sent them sailing off in different directions. It was too much for the remaining five jackals, who ran after the gruesome toys with enthusiasm. That just left the one jackal. 
 
    “Persistent fellow, I’ll say that,” Maruk noted as he eyed the last shade jackal. 
 
    “We can take him,” Dehn declared as he charged towards the jackal. 
 
    The jackal leapt nimbly out of the way and sunk his teeth into Dehn’s right arm before the halfling had a chance to turn around. 
 
    “I just fixed him,” Aerin grumbled as she saw the halfling stumble for a moment and then swing blindly in a circle. 
 
    “Maruk,” I sighed. 
 
    “Yes, yes,” Maruk sniped. “Save the halfling, fend off the vicious wild creature, hold the line until someone figures out what we’re doing. Perhaps you’d like to destroy another one of my shirts while I’m otherwise engaged.” 
 
    “I told you they don’t use plans,” I heard Imogen whisper to Cat. 
 
     Maruk had stepped outside, drawing the jackal’s attention. It snarled at the orc as the two circled each other. Lavinia released three more arrows, but the jackal dodged each as easily as it had the first one. I watched its movements with my mana, and I was impressed. The thing could sense what we were doing almost as soon as we decided.  
 
    This jackal was clearly the alpha dog, and apparently better able to understand what it was sensing. It was no wonder this pack had managed to escape, and I wondered if any of the humans who had been trying to keep it captive were even still alive. 
 
    “Emeline, I want you to draw its focus,” I said. “If it senses you trying to use your magic, it will turn on you.” 
 
    “Oh,” Emeline squeaked as she watched Maruk try to hold the jackal at bay with his shield while he pulled Dehn back to his feet. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I assured her. “Lavinia and Yvaine will keep you protected. Aerin, get over to Dehn and make sure he’s okay. If you need to use magic, that’s fine, just make sure Maruk can cover you.” 
 
    “And the rest of us?” Lena asked. 
 
    “The more magic we can throw at this guy, the harder it will be for him to keep track of what’s going on,” I replied. “But we need to do this before his pack returns. Merlin, I want you to go out there and just keep shifting shapes. Keep him guessing as to what you’re doing.” 
 
    Merlin chirped in response and scurried outside in mouse form. I saw the jackal’s eyes shift towards the puca for a moment, giving Maruk a chance to swing with his shield. The jackal ducked low and nipped at Maruk’s ankles. 
 
    “Come on,” Lavinia called. “Now’s our chance.” 
 
    Lavinia and Yvaine ran towards a spot far enough away from Maruk that the jackal was forced to back away in order to watch their progress. They dragged Emeline with them, and the panthera tripped over an old stone nearly taking all three of them down. Lavinia fired another arrow, and the jackal backed away. Emeline regained her footing and launched a fireball towards the jackal as well. 
 
    “Right,” I said as I glanced at the remaining members of our group. “Whatever distraction you can offer will be good.” 
 
    “We still have the fire sticks,” Cat replied. “Now seems like a good time to use them.” 
 
    “Let’s get to the roof,” Imogen suggested. “We can keep an eye out for the other jackals while we’re up there.” 
 
    “And I have some poppers I’ve been working on,” Lena added. 
 
    “Poppers?” I asked. 
 
    “Or maybe bangers,” Lena mused. “I haven’t decided on a name yet. But they make a really loud noise.” 
 
    “Uh, okay,” I said. “That will definitely do something. All right, let’s go.” 
 
    The rest of us burst into sunlight. I found a spot that formed a rough triangle with the other two groups while Imogen and Cat scrambled to the roof. Lena stood just inside the doorway and dug through her satchel. A moment later, she pulled out a paper tube which she tossed into the air just as Emeline launched another fireball. 
 
    The jackal dodged the fireball but the clap of thunder that suddenly filled the area caught the canine off-guard, as well as everyone else. I nearly lost my footing and I saw Emeline fall butt-first into a mud puddle. 
 
    “Shit!” Imogen blurted out as she peered over the side of the roof. 
 
    Another crack sounded as Cat took aim at the jackal with his fire stick. The jackal howled and turned its hellhound gaze on the roof. I saw a thin trail of blood along one haunch. There was another crack of the fire stick, but the jackal had seen what was coming this time and it moved quickly, using Maruk as a shield. Maruk swerved, keeping his shields pointed towards the jackal. Aerin had Dehn on his feet again, and the halfling was trying to find a spot to swing his mace.  
 
    A black jaguar suddenly appeared behind the jackal, and the canine whipped around. It lunged forward, and only a quick shift into hawk form saved Merlin from a vicious bite.  
 
    Both Lavinia and Emeline let loose another volley, and this time, one of Lavinia’s arrows hit the mark. As the jackal snarled at the women, I sent one of my doubles behind the jackal. The jackal barely spared a glance at the figure and instead lunged towards the three women. 
 
    Emeline squealed as she tossed another fireball and Lavinia fired two more arrows. In a move so fast that I knew it was magic enhanced, the jackal veered off into the bush. 
 
    “We need to kill it and the rest of the pack,” I yelled. “That thing will kill everyone around here if we don’t.” 
 
    A series of deep, rapid-fire barks erupted from the brush. A few seconds later, the rest of the pack responded. 
 
    “He’s calling them back,” Imogen warned. 
 
    “At least we don’t have to try to track them,” Lavinia responded as she scoured the jungle for any signs of movement. 
 
    We didn’t have long to wait. The barks grew louder and faster, and we all started to back towards the temple. When it seemed that the whole pack was surely about to burst out of the jungle, they went quiet again. 
 
    “Damn, these things are creepy,” Aerin mumbled as she sliced the air with her axe. 
 
    “They’re coming,” Imogen cried out from the roof.  
 
    I heard the sound of both fire sticks firing, and then the jackals burst from the jungle. Another one of Lena’s poppers-maybe-bangers went off, but the jackals weren’t as discombobulated this time. We were in the thick of it then, using every weapon we had to fight these creatures. 
 
    I spotted the alpha male as he ducked beneath Maruk’s shield and bit the orc on his leg. Maruk brought the shield down hard but the jackal had already slipped away, his eyes focused on Emeline. Emeline had a fireball that she was about to launch at one of the other jackals, and I could see the alpha male’s gaze lock onto her mana. Emeline tossed her fireball, and the alpha leapt at her. 
 
    I threw a mana shield around Emeline, and the alpha crashed into it with a thud. It dropped to the ground and searched the area until it spotted me. With a snarl it started to lope towards me, and even one of Lavinia’s arrows and another round from the fire sticks didn’t slow the thing down. 
 
    “You should have left while you had the chance,” I said to the jackal as we stared at each other. 
 
    The jackal snarled and lowered its head. I could see Maruk’s blood on the fangs and smell the tang of death as the thing stepped closer. I opened my mana and sent a small burst of wind towards it, and as I had anticipated, the jackal was able to stay just out of reach. I kept sending little bursts of wind and sometimes a small flame or two towards it, letting it think that it was winning this little showdown.  
 
    I saw the moment when the jackal decided that it would attack just as clearly as when it read our mana to anticipate our attacks. I stayed put, not letting it see that I could now read its patterns and mana as well. The damn thing actually grinned for a moment and then it threw itself towards me, jaws opened wide, ears laid flat. I waited until those teeth were nearly around my neck, then I drew my mana blade and plunged it deep into the chest. 
 
    The alpha managed to make a startled yelp and then it collapsed to the ground, still and silent. A howl went up from the remaining members of the pack and two of the jackals tried to dart into the jungle. One went down with an arrow in its back and the other to the sound of a fire stick. 
 
    The rest of the shade jackals fell quickly. Without the alpha male’s guidance, they were little more than wild dogs. Wild dogs with really big teeth and a thirst for blood, maybe, but at least they couldn’t predict what we were going to do. 
 
    The blood quickly attracted the local bug population, and we cleaned up as well as we could in the nearby waterfall and its stream. Maruk pulled out his last bit of bug spray, and we coated ourselves with a thick layer before we returned to the trail. 
 
    As the day wore on, the ground began to slope downwards, and the plant life became less dense. Palms and banana trees gave way to conifers and prickly briars. The path widened out as well and eventually became a small road with a battered sign that informed us we were on the TransCaaldir Highway. 
 
    “Not exactly the Pacific Coast Highway,” I commented as I studied the empty road. 
 
    “They say it used to be the busiest road on the continent when Augustine flourished,” Imogen replied. 
 
    “All sorts of amazing things used to flow along here,” Aerin sighed. “Gold, jewelry, rare gemstones.” 
 
    “Artists, performers, writers,” Maruk added. 
 
    “Steel swords that rivalled anything the elves could make,” Dehn remarked. 
 
    “And the wines that were produced,” Yvaine said dreamily. 
 
    “Are you sure you guys are talking about a real place?” I asked. 
 
    “Sorry,” Yvaine apologized. “You just hear all these stories, and it’s hard not to daydream, especially when you realize how close you are.” 
 
    “How close are we?” I inquired. 
 
    “We’ll be at the edge of the Chasm soon,” Emeline replied. “If we can make it to the town at the bottom of the cliff, we can stay there tonight.” 
 
    “An actual room in an inn,” Maruk groaned. “Oh, be still my beating heart.” 
 
    “We won’t get there if we stand around here all day,” Lavinia remarked as her hand drifted down to her belly. “So keep moving.” 
 
     We resumed our journey along the remains of the TransCaaldir Highway as it continued its gradual descent. As the sun sank low in the sky, the slope gave way to a flat plateau, and I stopped in the middle of the road. 
 
    The Great Chasm was huge. 
 
    I’d been to the Grand Canyon, the Copper Canyon, and even the Cappertee Valley in Australia. But they had nothing on the Great Chasm. The Chasm was a deep and unending gash in the earth, a black slash across the landscape. On our side, it was green and blue and full of life. On the other side, it looked brown and gray and dead. 
 
    The Chasm was clearly not carved by nature. No river had created those black walls or the very precise straight path. How many movies had I seen where some giant laser beam cuts through a planet and leaves just such a lasting scar? It was mind-blowing to see all that CGI brought to life. 
 
    “I can’t believe we’re actually here,” Lena murmured. 
 
    “Neither can I,” Emeline agreed. 
 
    “We can still make it to the town,” Cat called out as the rest of the Shadow Foxes halted in the road to take in the view. 
 
    “How do we get down?” Dehn asked suspiciously as he squinted at the very smooth black walls of the canyon. 
 
    “There’s a staircase carved into the rock,” Cat replied.  
 
    He was already walking towards another sign, though this one looked newer and regularly maintained. The writing on the sign was similar to Pars, and I had no idea what it said, but it also included an image of a gray skinned creature with large black eyes and disproportionately long arms opened wide in a welcoming gesture. 
 
    “We’ve found Area Fifty-one,” I laughed. 
 
    “No, this is Vima,” Imogen replied with a puzzled look. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” Lavinia explained. “He says strange things sometimes. If you get really bored one night, you can ask him to explain it to you.” 
 
    “Hey,” I protested. “My stories aren’t boring.” 
 
    “Not at all,” Aerin agreed. “Just… strange.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Dehn agreed. “Like that whole balloon thing.” 
 
    “He never did tell us about those other vehicles,” Maruk pointed out.  
 
    “Maybe I won’t,” I grumbled. “If you’re going to be that way about it.” 
 
    “Um, I think Cat left us,” Lena cut in.  
 
    I looked back at the sign and realized that the elf could no longer be seen. Imogen quickly trotted over to the sign and stepped over the edge of the canyon. She started to disappear from view, and I realized she was walking down a set of steps. The rest of us scurried over and started our own descent down a very long staircase.  
 
    “So what’s the thing on the sign?” I asked when we were about halfway down the wall. 
 
    “It’s the only reason anyone comes here,” Imogen replied. “It’s supposed to be the only creature that survives on the other side of the chasm. People come here hoping to catch a glimpse.” 
 
    “Is it true they do tours?” Emeline asked. 
 
    “Just short ones,” Imogen explained. “They say you get sick if you stay too long.” 
 
    “And that’s where we’re going?” Dehn grumbled. 
 
    “You wouldn’t want it any other way,” Lavinia replied. 
 
    I’d never given much thought to staircases before but I was starting to hate the one we were on. It wasn’t that the steps were too narrow, or the rock too slick, nothing like that. The people who had taken the time to build this thing had created a wide, easy-to-use staircase that even included railings and plenty of landings where you could stop to catch your breath.  
 
    But it was just so long. I was starting to have fantasies about creating a rainstorm that would turn this thing into a giant waterslide. I was seriously calculating the best way to keep everyone from plunging over the edge when I realized I was within sight of the bottom step. Cat was already on ground level, sitting on a convenient bench and watching the rest of us as we thumped the rest of the way down the stairs. 
 
    “So, the town is called Vima,” Cat announced as the last of the Foxes made it to the floor of the canyon. “There’s not much more going on here other than tours to the other side of the canyon but most of the inns are clean and have decent food. It’s not really tourist season right now, so we can probably find rooms easily enough.” 
 
    “How can they do tours if it’s so dangerous?” Yvaine asked as she glanced towards the wall we would climb in the morning. 
 
    “You can only stay for short periods,” Cat replied. “People who stay too long become really sick and die. The local healers have been trying to figure out what causes the illness but so far they haven’t had any success.” 
 
    “But we’re not the first to go looking for Augustine, surely,” Maruk insisted. 
 
    “People who travel too far into the steppe never come back,” Cat responded. “The assumption is that the illness kills them before they make it back to the chasm.” 
 
    “Or they found Augustine and weren’t allowed to return,” Imogen added. 
 
    “Well, Theira sent us here,” Aerin declared, “so I’m not worried.” 
 
    “Still,” I said, “it doesn’t hurt to take precautions. Maybe Aerin and Lena should meet with some of the local healers and gather some more information.” 
 
    “I think I know a good place to start,” Cat replied as he finally stood up. “A woman named Mimi. She’s been a healer here for ages and at this time of day, she’ll probably be in the bar at the Purple Dove. Which also happens to have some of the more comfortable rooms in town.” 
 
    “And the food?” Maruk asked. 
 
    “Not gourmet,” Cat replied with a grin, “But very good.” 
 
    “To the Purple Dove!” Lena declared as she clapped her hands. 
 
    There was a lovely paved road that led to the town of Vima, set dead center in the chasm. As the sun set, I saw mage lights spring to life, lighting up streets and signs and even a weird signal light that pointed towards the clouds. 
 
    “What’s with the bat signal?” I asked Cat. 
 
    “The… what?” he inquired. 
 
    “The beam,” I clarified as I pointed at the light. 
 
    “Oh, they started that a few years ago,” Cat explained. “In case you get lost on the steppe while it’s dark. It’s supposed to help guide you back to the city.” 
 
    “Does it work?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, I haven’t heard anyone say that they used it to get back,” Cat mused. “But most people clear off the steppe before nightfall.” 
 
    Vima itself was almost as bright at night as it was in full daylight. Mage lights dotted every corner of every building and music drifted out from just about every establishment. One place promised the prettiest dancers in the valley, while another offered a meet-and-greet with a real gray skin. People walked slowly between each establishment and most carried a drink while they moseyed along the streets. 
 
    The Purple Dove was a four-story building just off the main road. The mage lights all cast a purple glow on the outside of the building and someone had even rigged up a smoke machine for that full purple haze effect. A weird, animatronic purple bird greeted us in a wheezing voice as we stepped inside, and Dehn nearly took it out with his mace before Lavinia snatched the weapon from his hands. 
 
    The elf at the desk gave us the standard customer service smile until she spotted Cat, and then she gave us a full wattage smile that was dazzling.  
 
    “You’re back,” she declared. 
 
    “I am,” Cat agreed as he grinned at the desk clerk. “And my friends and I need rooms for the night.”  
 
    “So, nine rooms,” the clerk said with a wink. “I think we can squeeze everyone in.” 
 
    I started to correct her, then saw the look that passed between her and Cat. I buried my grin and cleared my throat instead. 
 
    “Is Mimi here yet?” Cat asked as the clerk selected rooms for the rest of us. 
 
    “She just stepped in,” the clerk replied. “She should still be coherent if you need to talk to her.” 
 
    “Why don’t I take Aerin and Lena to meet her,” Cat suggested. “The rest of you can get settled into your rooms, and then we can meet in the dining room for dinner.” 
 
    “Say, in an hour,” Yvaine suggested. 
 
    “Ah, just enough time for a real bath,” Maruk sighed. “I find that plan acceptable.” 
 
    The rest of us nodded our agreement as the clerk passed out keys. While Cat guided Aerin and Lena towards the bar, the rest of us hunted down our spots for the night. My room was on the second floor and featured a lovely view of the black mass of the canyon wall. It also featured a waterbed, for some unknown reason, and a tub big enough for four people.  
 
    Merlin poked around the room and finally chirped his approval when he found an extra blanket in one of the dresser drawers. He pulled it out and dragged it into a corner where he built a comfy nest to fill with a collection of his treasures. 
 
    I cleaned up while Merlin entertained himself with some of his beads and then made my way to the dining room. The theme was some strange cross between Carribean resort and Korean pop culture. I joined Lavinia and Dehn at a large table near the back where tropical flowers were subjected to color-changing lights and weird animated people that danced on the wall. Merlin watched them in fascination until I slipped him under the table. I opened my mana to study the magic and decided that whatever mage had concocted it was probably drunk at the time. 
 
    “The food better be good,” Dehn warned as he glared at the lights. 
 
    “I don’t know how much food Cat has actually eaten here,” Lavinia noted as one of the animated creatures did a quick shimmy. 
 
    “Isn’t this… interesting,” Yvaine said as she and Maruk sat down.  
 
    “How are we supposed to see our food?” Maruk complained.  
 
    “You can’t have food if you can’t read the menu,” Yvaine pointed out as she squinted at one of the colorful cards that had been left in a stack in the center of the table. “The translations are so tiny I can’t make them out.” 
 
    “Oh, gosh,” Emeline declared as she joined us. “I’ve never seen anything like this before.” 
 
    “No one has,” Lavinia replied. “And they’re very lucky.” 
 
    “I think that says roast lamb,” Maruk announced as he studied the menu. “Or maybe fresh ham. Oh, wait. No, I think it’s fresh salmon.” 
 
    Imogen strolled in and eyed the cartoon characters suspiciously as she made her way to our table. Aerin, Lena and Cat were just a moment behind her, and I saw Cat do a double-take when he walked into the restaurant.  
 
    “Um,” Cat said as he sat down, “They’ve changed the restaurant a bit since I was here.” 
 
    “You mean you’re not a fan of the flashing lights?” Aerin teased. 
 
    “Sorry,” Cat apologized. “We could try someplace else.” 
 
    “We’re here so we might as well eat,” Lavinia pointed out. “Besides, it’s actually busy so maybe the food is okay.” 
 
    A halfling woman arrived at our table and deposited a basket of hot rolls and a plate of butter.  
 
    “Is Vera still the chef?” Cat asked before the halfling could leave. 
 
    “She is,” the halfling replied. “She threatened to leave when she saw the new design, but the boss offered her a big raise to stay. Wish somebody would offer me a big raise.”  
 
    “Could we order some drinks?” Yvaine quickly interjected before the halfling could continue. 
 
    “Sure,” the halfling sighed as she pulled out a pencil and a pad.  
 
    The halfling wrote down our drink orders and stalked away. The bread and butter was passed around the table, and despite the odd setting, the bread was quite good.  
 
    “So what do you recommend?” Maruk asked as he passed a menu to Cat. 
 
    “Just order the special,” Cat advised after he squinted at the menu and then gave up and tossed it back on the table. “It’s always good.” 
 
    The halfling returned with our drinks and took our order for the special of the day. She heaved a dramatic sigh and stalked away from the table. 
 
    “So how did it go with Mimi?” I asked. 
 
    “Pretty good,” Aerin said pensively. “Though this illness people get doesn’t sound like anything I’ve ever heard of.” 
 
    “It sounds gruesome,” Lena added. “At first, people just feel nauseated, like they’ve eaten something bad. But then they lose all their hair and they bruise very easily, and then they just bleed out.” 
 
    “And no one knows how to stop it?” Lavinia asked. 
 
    “No,” Aerin said. “Though the healers here have been able to slow it down.” 
 
    “Mimi’s going to introduce me to an alchemist later,” Lena added. “I’m hoping to get some more ideas.” 
 
    “It sounds a bit like a plague,” Yvaine said with a shiver. 
 
    “But they say it doesn’t look or act like a plague,” Aerin replied. “Mimi said that it feels like raw energy when you try to heal it.” 
 
    “It sounds like radiation poisoning,” I murmured. 
 
    “Like what?” Lena queried. 
 
    “Radiation poisoning,” I said. “On earth, people were sometimes exposed to excessive amounts of radiation, which is a form of energy.” 
 
    “How did they treat it?” Aerin asked hopefully. 
 
    “They didn’t,” I replied somberly. “They could help reduce the pain and some of the other symptoms, but I don’t think there was really a cure.” 
 
    “Well, we have Theira’s blessing,” Lena declared. “That should be enough.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I said. “But look, I can’t ask any of you to make this crossing with me. Not if that’s the fate that awaits us. Anybody who wants to stay here or head back to Ovrista is welcome to do that.” 
 
    There was a moment of silence, and then Dehn slammed his mug of ale onto the table.  
 
    “I’ve come this far, I’m damn well not going to turn back now,” the halfling declared angrily. 
 
    “I think the halfling speaks for all the Shadow Foxes,” Maruk added. 
 
    “Absolutely,” Lavinia agreed.  
 
    Emeline, Lena, Yvaine and Aerin all nodded and Merlin added his own chirp from under the table. I saw Imogen and Cat exchange a quick look as well. 
 
    “We’d like to finish this trek,” Imogen said. “If you’ll have us.” 
 
    “Of course we will,” Lena replied happily. “You two are like family now.” 
 
    Our waitress was back, and we were each presented with a large bowl of pasta swimming in tomato sauce and topped with shredded cheese, fresh basil, and the most perfect sausage I have ever eaten. 
 
    “Well, enjoy,” Lavinia said as she held up her glass of water in a toast, “It may be the last good meal you ever get.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    I spent some time after dinner wandering around Vima, but the dancing girls and the bawdy music held little attraction for me. All I could think about was what we faced on the other side and Mimi’s description of raw energy. On this world, that meant mana. And I suspected the attack that had destroyed Augustine had somehow unleashed mana. Or maybe it was better to say that it was unbounded and no longer confined to living beings or their control. 
 
    I finally gave up on trying to solve the riddle of the steppes and returned to my room, no wiser and no closer to a solution to unbounded mana. I played with Merlin for a bit and then stretched out in my bed and stared at the ceiling. Merlin refused to join me as he sniffed suspiciously at the mattress. 
 
    I had given up on sleep and pulled out one of my books to pass the time when I heard a gentle knock at the door. I looked at Merlin, but he was curled up in the corner, sound asleep in the blanket with a bag of beads clutched in his paws. 
 
    “Lena,” I said quietly when I opened the door to find the once-again honey blond elf standing in my door. 
 
    “Hi,” she whispered shyly. “Do you mind a little company?” 
 
    “Not at all,” I replied as I stepped back to let her into the room.  
 
    “Thanks,” she sighed. “I wanted to be with someone after talking to the alchemist.” 
 
    “Not much help, I gather,” I guessed as I closed the door and joined her by the bed. 
 
    “It’s like you said,” she agreed as she ran a finger along the bedspread. “They can help relieve some of the symptoms, but the victim always dies.” 
 
    “We’ll make it through,” I tried to reassure her. “Theira wouldn’t have brought us here just to leave some pretty corpses on the steppes.” 
 
    “I know,” she replied. “It’s just so sad, hearing about those people. It’s hard, you know, trying to help people and knowing that you can’t do anything to stop what’s going to happen.” 
 
    “It’s the worst feeling in the world,” I agreed. 
 
    Lena sat down on the bed and then squealed. 
 
    “What?” I asked quickly as I checked the room for Merlin. “Is there something in the sheets?” 
 
    “The mattress moved,” Lena said as she gazed at the offending object. 
 
    “It’s a waterbed,” I explained. 
 
    “I’ve never heard of such a thing,” Lena replied as she poked at the mattress. 
 
    “You don’t have a waterbed in your room?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” Lena said as she shook her head. “Though it does vibrate if you press a button.” 
 
    “Huh,” I mused. “I wonder what kind of beds the rest of the gang ended up with.” 
 
    “Is there something special about a waterbed?” Lena asked as she leaned back onto the bed. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I admitted. “I think they’re supposed to be fun.” 
 
    “Should we test it and find out?” Lena proposed. 
 
    I laughed and jumped on the bed next to her. A small wave bounced from side to side and Lena squealed again. 
 
    “Let’s do it,” she called out joyfully. She jumped on top of me and began a slow strip tease that soon had me growling in anticipation.  
 
    “Do you like what you see?” she asked as she ground down on me. 
 
    “I do,” I agreed as I ran my hands along her thighs. “Let me show you how much I like it.”  
 
    I pulled her down and plunged my tongue inside her mouth. She let me explore to my heart’s content and then she started kissing her way down my neck and torso. When she reached my groin, she fondled my balls and teased my penis until I had a rock hard erection. She smiled at me as she took me into her mouth and ran her tongue over my manhood.  
 
    “Oh, damn,” I sighed as pleasure flooded my body. 
 
    “Will you give me a child, too?” she asked as she sat up again. 
 
    “I will give you as many children as you want,” I promised.  
 
    “Then take me,” she replied as she plunged onto my dick.  
 
    I felt her shudder as I pushed into her, but she was already slick inside and she wrapped me so tightly in her heat that I thought I would explode in the first few thrusts. 
 
    I was able to keep control though, and I pulled her down even closer and drove as hard as I could. Her honey blonde tresses tickled my abs as she rode me, and I could hear her panting as she wrapped her fists around the sheet. 
 
    “Oh, please, oh, please,” she begged as I felt her tension start to build toward its climax.  
 
    I found her sweet spot, and she moaned as I gave her an amazing ride. When she suddenly arched back and cried out, I released myself, and pumped wave after wave into her body as she writhed in my hands. 
 
    I felt her body go slack, and she gulped in lungfuls of air for a minute. When her breathing was more normal, I slowly lowered her to the bed. She wrapped me in her arms and opened her legs, and I quickly accepted her invitation. I buried myself in her neck and her breasts and followed the trail to her clit. She was groaning again, and I smiled as I slipped a finger inside. She clenched around me, and her violet eyes found mine. 
 
    “Again,” she commanded.  
 
    “As you wish,” I laughed as I found her luscious lips again. I plundered her mouth once more as my erection found its home in her pussy. I started to pump inside her, eliciting another groan. Her eyes narrowed, and she let me set my own pace, her body obeying my every command.  
 
    I drove her close to climax and then pulled her back. I did that until she wailed in protest, and I finally succumbed. I pounded harder and faster, and when she felt like she was about to break in two, I filled her with what felt like a gallon of my cum. 
 
    “Yesss!” she hissed triumphantly as she wrapped her legs around me.  
 
    “Again?” I asked a short while later after she had time to recover. 
 
    “Oh, yes,” she said enthusiastically. “I think maybe I’ll get a waterbed of my own when we’re back in Ovrista.” 
 
    “I would highly recommend it,” I laughed as I ran my hands down her body. 
 
    She stayed the rest of the night, and we didn’t get much sleep. We were exhausted, though, when we did finally collapse for the last time I fell into a deep slumber. She was gone when I woke up but her scent was still in the sheets, and I smiled at the thought of our nighttime activities. 
 
    Merlin chirruped, impatient for his breakfast now that I was awake. I took advantage of the oversized tub, much to the puca’s disapproval. He kept sticking his head around the corner to see if I was done yet, and I shooed him away each time with a splash of water. Feeling reasonably revived, I found some mostly clean clothes and ventured back to the dining room. 
 
    In daylight, the place was all right. The flashing lights had all been turned off, and the animated figures were gone. The smell of frying bacon and toast filled the room instead, and I found Lavinia at the same table, nibbling on a piece of toast while she looked over one of Emeline’s maps. 
 
    “You look like you had a good night,” she remarked as I dropped into a chair and Merlin scurried under the table. 
 
    “Mmm,” I agreed. “It was.” 
 
    “Was it an elf?” she asked as she studied my face. 
 
    “It was,” I replied. 
 
    “Thought so,” she said with a smirk. “She did look rather pensive after that meeting last night.” 
 
    “Lavinia--” I started and then stopped as I tried to think of how to say what I wanted to say. 
 
    “I’m going,” she snapped. 
 
    “The baby--” I started. 
 
    “So, you’ll be having this same discussion with Yvaine?” Lavinia demanded. 
 
    “I will,” I insisted. “It’s just that…” 
 
    “I’m pregnant,” Lavinia finished. “Yes, I’m aware of that. I have a child growing inside of me, not some tumor.” 
 
    “But that’s just it,” I protested. “It is a child.” 
 
    “Our child,” Lavinia snapped. “I have a say in this as well. And if you think I’m going to try to raise this child without you, you’re crazier than I thought.” 
 
    “I’ll be back to help you raise the child,” I quickly assured her. 
 
    “Do you really think you can survive the journey across the steppe without all of us?” she asked. “We’ve all helped you get this far, and you’ll need all of us to make this last leg.” 
 
    “Okay, okay,” I protested. “I was just worried.” 
 
    “We all are,” she replied. “This place we’re going to… a city that doesn’t exist anymore, a land that makes everyone sick, all while a pack of manipulators closes in on our trail. You should be worried.” 
 
    “I just thought I should ask,” I said quietly. 
 
    “Thank you,” she finally said. “For being worried about me and for asking. Most men would just order me to stay here and threaten to kill me if I didn’t.” 
 
    “They wouldn’t dare,” I replied. 
 
    “Well, they might dare… the first time,” she admitted with a small grin. 
 
    “Dare what?” Dehn asked as he pulled up a chair. 
 
    “Dare to threaten Lavinia,” I replied. 
 
    “Who’d be dumb enough to do that?” Dehn snorted. 
 
    “Why, halfling, was that an almost compliment?” Lavinia asked. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” Dehn said as he looked around the dining room. “Don’t get used to it. Breakfast smells good.” 
 
    “It smells like bacon,” Lavinia pointed out.  
 
    “Which always smells good,” I added. “You know, on my world, there’s actually a perfume that smells like bacon.” 
 
    “Ooooh, I’d wear that,” Dehn declared. 
 
    “Just think of all the evil trolls you could attract,” Lavinia laughed. 
 
    “Just setting them up for the kill,” Dehn replied. 
 
    “This certainly sounds like a fascinating discussion,” Imogen interjected as she and Cat pulled up seats. “By the way, you’re losing your blond hair.” 
 
    “And my facial hair is growing at a normal rate,” I replied. 
 
    “Too bad,” Lavinia sighed. “I was going to cut a lock of it for myself, to tie to my belt.” 
 
    “Like the warrior women of Nivan,” Imogen said approvingly.  
 
    “The warrior women of what?” I asked. 
 
    “Of Nivan,” Lavinia explained. “They carry the beards of their lovers with them into battle.” 
 
    “I’m assuming the rest of the lover’s head isn’t still attached,” I remarked uncertainly. 
 
    “Not if he’s still alive,” Dehn added. 
 
    “Lovely,” I sighed. “Where’s our waitress?” 
 
    On cue, a willowy blonde floated to the table with a pad and pencil at the ready. She wrote down our orders and then walked slowly to one of the other tables. 
 
    “It might take a while for the food to actually make it to the table,” Lavinia warned. 
 
    “You could have told us that before we ordered,” Dehn complained. “I would have stayed in my room and eaten some of that dried fish.” 
 
    “And miss out on your sizzling ripostes?” Lavinia sniffed. 
 
    “Back me up here, elf,” Dehn grumbled. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Cat replied as he watched the waitress glide around the room. “The view’s pretty good in here.”  
 
    “Didn’t you sleep with the woman at the desk last night?” Imogen asked. 
 
    “Lorelei,” Cat said. When he grinned, he looked like, well, the cat who’d gotten into the cream. 
 
    “He’s as bad as you,” Lavinia sighed as she nudged me. “At least Dehn is loyal to his lady friend.” 
 
    “She’d kill me if she thought I was sleeping with someone else,” Dehn sighed. 
 
    “Who’s going to kill Dehn and can I help?” Aerin asked as she arrived at the table. 
 
    “Dehn’s girlfriend,” Lavinia replied. “But only if she thinks he’s cheating.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s easy enough,” Aerin smirked. “We’ll just say he’s been sleeping with Purple Polly. Or maybe that Duchess that dated Schlomo.” 
 
    “I suspect that her urge to kill might include the alleged paramour,” I declared. 
 
    “What?” Aerin queried. 
 
    “She’ll kill the woman he slept with as well,” Imogen explained. 
 
    “Oh,” Aerin said in disappointment. “So it would have to be someone I don’t like.” 
 
    “Besides, she wouldn’t believe you if you said I was sleeping with someone other than another halfling. Halflings only sleep with other halflings,” Dehn said with a smirk. 
 
    “Except for Cousin Schlomo,” I added. 
 
    “Well, yeah, there is that,” Dehn conceded. 
 
    The rest of the Shadow Foxes finally made it in for breakfast as the first round of bacon and eggs was being consumed. Despite the long night and the dangerous journey ahead, everyone appeared to be in good spirits. I gave up on the idea of asking Yvaine and Lavinia to remain behind and just enjoyed the good company. 
 
    Still, we had a later start than usual. We all moved a little more slowly as we neared the steps to the other side of the chasm. There were quite a few warning signs posted here, many prominently featuring a vomiting cartoon character with X’s for his eyes and stink lines emanating from his body. The vomit, for some reason, had a happy face. 
 
    “So, we’ll all smell bad when we come back?” Dehn asked curiously as he eyed one of the signs. 
 
    “I think it’s supposed to be a warning about poison, or something,” I replied as I pondered the drawing.  
 
    “Well, I think the main point is that you’ll get sick,” Yvaine said. “Or that your breakfast will turn into some strange puke creature that will cause you to smell. Truthfully, I’m not quite sure what’s going on.” 
 
    “Okay,” Emeline interrupted as she waved one of her maps. “I found a really old map in the Academy library that showed Augustine and all the major roads that ended there. We should be near one of those roads, and if we can find it, we’ll have a straight shot into Augustine.” 
 
    “Great,” I replied.  
 
    I noticed two of the tourist groups had gathered on the edge of town, which meant they would be heading for the stairs soon.    
 
    “Let’s get going before we have to deal with the mid-morning traffic jam,” I suggested.  
 
    Emeline started up the stairs, and the rest of us fell into line behind her. She tripped twice and nearly knocked down Yvaine a third time. Yvaine patted the panthera on her back while she slipped the map from the panthera’s hands. I’m not sure what Yvaine said, but Emeline nodded and started up the stairs with her gaze focused on each step. Yvaine held onto the map until we’d all made it to the top. 
 
    “This is it,” I warned. “Last chance to turn back.”  
 
    No one made a quick retreat to the stairs or even took a last look at the town below. I nodded to Emeline, who retrieved her map from Yvaine. After studying the map, she set off towards the east. 
 
    I’ve heard places described as a barren wasteland before, but the country we passed through would surely be the image used in any dictionary. It was nothing but an unending brown dust bowl. Every so often we would pass the stubby remnants of a tree or the skeleton of some unfortunate creature but that was it. Nothing moved, not even the dirt that crunched under our feet.  
 
    We made good time, at least in the beginning. As the hours dragged by, however, we were starting to fade. My own steps became heavy, and I felt exhausted even though we’d been walking across flat land since we climbed the stairs. I felt thirsty all the time as well, and the waterstone did little to help. 
 
    Merlin spent much of the morning soaring over the plains, but when he finally dropped onto my shoulder near noon, he almost tumbled to the ground. He had just enough energy to return to his puca form, and I dropped him into my bag and tucked his favorite frogskin around him.  
 
    “We need someplace to stop,” Yvaine said. She was sweating heavily, and her hair hung in damp strands around her face.  
 
    “If I stop, I may not be able to start moving again,” Lena protested. 
 
    “Yvaine’s right,” Maruk replied. “This place is draining us. We need some time to gather our strength.” 
 
    “There’s a mesa up ahead,” Emeline noted as she brushed her damp hair from her eyes. “We might be able to find somewhere to sit down.” 
 
    “At least it will be a change of scenery,” Aerin pointed out. 
 
    We trudged onward towards the promised mesa, and I tried to cheer when it came into view. My voice didn’t cooperate though, and it came out in more of a rasp. Lena probably spoke for all us when she managed to clap her hands. 
 
    “I see caves,” Imogen called out. 
 
    “And they’re not too high,” Lavinia added. “We can get inside without too much trouble.” 
 
    “I have some herbs from the alchemist,” Lena said. “I can try to ease some of the exhaustion.” 
 
    No one said another word until we stood among the flat-topped hills. Imogen and Lavinia led the way towards the caves they had spotted, which on a normal day, we would have clambered up to without a second thought. Exhausted, dehydrated, and starting to itch, the climb was not easy. Even Imogen slipped as she struggled over the rocks and the rest of us tumbled inside the cool air of the cave with more than our normal share of cuts and bruises. 
 
    “I didn’t realize how hot it was on the steppe until just now,” Aerin sighed as she dropped to the floor of the cave. “This feels so much better.” 
 
    “It’s not really that it’s hot,” Cat mused as he draped a frogskin over his head. “It’s more like… like Maruk said. Like something’s draining us.” 
 
    “Unbound mana,” I murmured. 
 
    “Sounds like the title of the latest romance novel,” Yvaine replied with a small chuckle. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about the descriptions of the sickness,” I explained. “And how similar it is to radiation poisoning. Radiation is basically energy, and too much of it causes the same kind of symptoms. I don’t think anyone set off a nuclear bomb here, but they might have unleashed the mana in the area.” 
 
    “What do you mean, unleashed the mana?” Aerin asked. 
 
    “Everything and everyone here has mana,” I stated. “And it’s normally contained by your physical self. Everyone draws on their mana although most people don’t realize they’re doing it. Lavinia uses her mana whenever she uses her bow. Maruk does the same whenever he uses his shields. Mages and healers seem to be more aware of their mana and so have some ways to control it.” 
 
    “You think the mage spell that destroyed Augustine somehow unleashed all that mana,” Aerin mused. 
 
    “And it drains the mana from anyone who encounters it,” I added. 
 
    “So does this mean you can fix it?” Dehn asked. “Or at least us?” 
 
    “One thing at a time,” I sighed. “First, we still need to find Augustine.” 
 
    “Here,” Lena said as she handed each of us a small cup filled with a brown liquid. “This should help with the exhaustion and any nausea anyone may be feeling.” 
 
    “Well, now that you mention it,” Dehn said as he scowled at the cup. “Maybe there is some sort of puke creature trying to get out of me.” 
 
    “Just drink,” Lavinia ordered. “I have no desire to see what kind of creature lives inside of you.” 
 
    Lena’s latest brew tasted like flavored mineral water but without the bubbles or the fun. The flavor was more along the lines of twig and earthworm, but everyone was too tired to complain. I pinched my nose and gulped it down in one shot, and I noticed quite a few others in our group do the same thing. 
 
    “So how much further?” Imogen asked. 
 
    “There should be a junction just on the other side of these formations,” Emeline replied as she checked her map. “Augustine is really close.” 
 
    “Define really close,” Yvaine demanded. 
 
    “Um, on a good day, we could probably be there in an hour or so,” Emeline replied. 
 
    “Is that all?” Aerin asked sarcastically. 
 
    “We should get going,” I prodded. “Before we become a permanent part of the caves.” 
 
    “Right,” Maruk agreed as he heaved himself to his feet. “I, for one, am anxious to complete this journey. I have season tickets for the fall season of the ballet and I’d like to be back for the opening performance.” 
 
    “And I have a girlfriend who will kill me if I don’t get back soon,” Dehn added. 
 
    “Ooh, then let’s tie Dehn up and leave him here,” Aerin suggested. 
 
    “Sometimes you can be really mean,” Lavinia sighed as she helped Dehn to his feet. 
 
    “Sorry,” Aerin replied. “I’m just tired and cranky. Dehn knows I’m only teasing. But, well, sorry, Dehn. I just feel so sore.” 
 
    “So do I,” Dehn said. “Even my bones ache. But I’d rather you left Alicia out of your jokes.” 
 
    “I promise,” Aerin agreed. 
 
    “Let’s just save our touching moments for later,” Imogen suggested. “Like when we’re feeling alive again.” 
 
    “Emeline, it’s up to you,” I cut in.  
 
    Emeline had managed to get to her feet but her gear pack nearly sent her back to the floor. Maruk steadied her, then added her pack to his own. I kept an arm on her elbow as we made our way back to the ground and stayed close as we trudged onwards. I could tell that her breathing was more strained, and that she was desperately trying to conceal it. I grabbed her hand in my own and gave her a little boost of my own mana. The effort cost me more than I expected, but she gave me a look of gratitude as her breathing became steadier. 
 
    We found the junction, a meeting of three roads that merged into one wide highway. The highway could still be seen beneath the dust and dirt, it’s massive concrete blocks cracked but otherwise still intact. I opened my mana to do a quick check on the rest of the Shadow Foxes and was once again surprised at how much energy was sapped by that simple act. 
 
    Maybe my theory was right, that somehow the spell had broken the bonds between the flesh and mana. If so, using mana may only drain someone faster. I smiled grimly as I pictured the mages behind us trying to cross this forbidden country without using their magic. If I couldn’t stop them, maybe their own magic would. 
 
    We were almost on top of Augustine before we even realized that we had arrived. The walls that had once surrounded the city had crumbled, leaving great piles of stone scattered around the plains. Every building had collapsed, burying the streets beneath a layer of dust and debris.  
 
    Sometimes, we would find a small reminder of the people who had once lived here, like a child’s wooden pull toy or a shattered bowl. But mostly we just found desolation. We hadn’t found any human skeletons, but seeing the city buried beneath its own buildings, I guessed that most of the people had been caught by the falling debris and their bones interred below the rubble. 
 
    “What kind of spell could do this?” Lena whispered as we slowly picked our way between blocks of stone and concrete. 
 
    “A terrible spell,” Aerin replied. “A manipulator spell. Sorry, Gabriel.” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I said as I peered at the destruction with my mana. “I don’t see any traces of a manipulator in the fragments that I can still see.” 
 
    “But what type of elementalist could do this?” Aerin persisted. 
 
    “Combined, they could,” Emeline answered. “Like we did at the oasis.” 
 
    Aerin still looked dubious, and I couldn’t blame her. For centuries, people had been told that manipulators had destroyed this city and that was a large part of the reason that they were hunted now. But, as my grandfather told me repeatedly, the winner writes the history books. 
 
    “So what do we do now?” Cat asked. He still had the frog skin on top of his head, but he also looked like the freshest member of our group. 
 
    “Well, clearly the new city wasn’t just built on top of the old city,” Imogen said as she surveyed the ruins. “Wherever they did build, it would have to be somewhere protected from this unbound mana.” 
 
    “I’m guessing you already have a few ideas,” I replied with a grin. “You’ve certainly been thinking about Augustine long enough.” 
 
    “Since the first time I heard the stories,” Imogen admitted.  
 
    “Those caves were protected,” Lavinia mused. “At least, we didn’t suffer as much when we were inside. So maybe rock somehow blocks the mana.” 
 
    “There was a seaport that was part of the Augustine protectorate,” Emeline offered. 
 
    “Yes,” Imogen said with a nod, “and a coastline that was mostly cliffs. It was probably pockmarked with caves.” 
 
    “I’m guessing most of the survivors would have been there,” I added as I nudged a fork with my toe. 
 
    “How do we find this seaport?” Maruk asked as he wiped his brow with a handkerchief. His skin was looking more yellow than green at the moment, and I wondered if Lena had given him a large enough dose of the medicine. 
 
    “There was a road at the eastern gate that ran down to the coast,” Imogen replied. “It’s only about a mile from here.” 
 
    “But first we have to get through this mess,” Lavinia sighed. “I really hope there’s some sort of caves or something at the other end, because we’ll need it.” 
 
    “You’ll need more than that,” an angry voice declared. 
 
    The Shadow Foxes had their weapons out in a heartbeat, and we formed a circle without a single word being uttered. Merlin pulled himself out of my bag, and though he didn’t shift forms, he plopped to the ground and hissed angrily at the unseen assailant. 
 
    I scanned the ruins and finally picked out someone covered head-to-toe in some sort of camouflage. Even the face was covered with some sort of protective gear that made him look suspiciously like the alien on the Vima welcome sign. I could just pick out a bow, already notched, and I had a feeling that there were quite a few more warriors hiding in the rubble. 
 
    “Archers,” Lavinia hissed. 
 
    “Quite a few,” I said as I risked a quick look with my mana.  
 
    “Which one of you is the leader?” the voice demanded. 
 
    “I am,” I replied as I tried to find the owner of the voice. “My name is Gabriel Vega of the Shadow Foxes, and we’ve been sent here to find Augustine.” 
 
    There was a long pause, and if I hadn’t taken another look with my mana, I might have thought they had all left. 
 
    “You’ve found it,” the voice finally replied, and this time I spotted the man standing just above us, near a column that was somehow still standing. “Now you can either turn around to die on the steppe, or stay here and be killed by us.” 
 
    “Ha!” Dehn blurted out. 
 
    “We’ve been sent by Theira,” I continued. “We’ve come here because there is a manipulator who will destroy the world unless we can stop him.” 
 
    “The world has already been destroyed,” the man replied. 
 
    “Please,” I said, “There must be someone we can talk to. A mage or a governor? We need your help and you need ours.” 
 
    There was movement near the speaker and a second person stepped out of the shadows. There was an intense conversation and then the speaker held up his hand. I saw the archers double check their shots and I was convinced we were about to have a rain of arrows descend upon us, when the second person stepped forward again and continued their urgent conversation. 
 
    “It seems you have a third option,” the speaker declared. “We will take you into custody as our prisoners.” 
 
    “I’m nobody’s prisoner,” Dehn declared. 
 
    “We’ll do it,” I quickly yelled out. 
 
    “Gabriel, are you sure?” Lavinia asked as several more camouflaged soldiers began to appear and close the distance between us. 
 
    “We need to find the new city, and this is the quickest way to do it,” I pointed out. 
 
    “But as prisoners?” Imogen protested.  
 
    “I don’t think it’s that simple,” I replied as I looked up at the speaker and the person who had just prevented a very bloody battle. “There’s something more going on here than just scaring off a bunch of trespassers.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right,” Lavinia murmured as the soldiers began to climb down from their hiding spots. 
 
    “Merlin,” I said urgently as I lowered my pack. “Hide the Shodra knife just in case they find the bag with the rest.” 
 
    Merlin chittered and ducked back into my pack. He emerged a moment later, this time as a black possum. I couldn’t see the knife, but I figured it might be in the possum pouch. 
 
    The soldiers quickly surrounded us, and following my lead, the rest of the Shadow Foxes reluctantly turned over their weapons. The soldiers were unconvinced by Maruk’s claims that he never carried a weapon, but their search of his belongings turned up nothing more dangerous than a paring knife, which they quickly seized. Dehn had the opposite problem, as he kept handing over knives, axes, and even the gardening shears. The fire sticks drew some interest as well and Imogen scowled as one of the soldiers started to experiment with it. 
 
    Several of the soldiers eyed Merlin suspiciously when they realized he had shifted forms and more than one archer looked like they would be willing to put an arrow through the puca. Merlin hissed at them and two of the soldiers started to draw their swords. I stepped in front of the puca, ready to defend him, but the leader gave a hand signal, and the soldiers backed off. As soon as my bag had been cleared, I opened it wide and Merlin scurried back inside. 
 
    When the last of our gear had been thoroughly searched and everything even remotely resembling a weapon had been removed, two more soldiers stepped forward, carrying a large supply of manacles. I felt everyone in our group tense up, and I held up a hand in protest. 
 
    “There’s no need for those,” I declared. “We’re not here to harm the city.” 
 
    “Do you really expect me to believe that?” the speaker demanded. 
 
    “It’s true,” Lena protested.  
 
    “I am the Marchioness of Constello,” Yvaine added. “I will not be cuffed like some common criminal.” 
 
    The mystery savior spoke quietly again, and the speaker growled at whatever was being said. He held up his hand again and then waved off the manacles. 
 
    “No manacles,” the speaker agreed. “Private Kesta will serve as your bondsman. If you try to leave or attack the city, Kesta will be punished with you.” 
 
    “We won’t try to leave or cause any harm to the city,” I reiterated. 
 
    The speaker was unconvinced, but he gave a signal to his soldiers, and we were herded through the city to a spot near what I thought must be the center. There was a single wall still standing here, and judging by what I could see, it looked like the last vestige of some government building. Two of the soldiers moved ahead of our group and disappeared behind a collection of collapsed columns that must have been massive in their day.  
 
    We were led towards the same spot, and when we came around the edge of the pile, I heard several gasps of surprise. The two soldiers who had gone ahead were standing by an open cellar door, except this one was made of steel and was big enough for a school bus to fit through. Just beyond was a large tunnel that sloped downwards towards some unseen endpoint. 
 
    A few sharp pricks in the back had us moving forward again, and I let out a low whistle of appreciation as we started down the sloping road. The tunnel was neatly paved, and the walls and ceiling had been covered in tile. Markers along the way showed distances and depths and a row of mage lights kept the whole thing as bright as any surface road. We also passed several guard stations on the way down, manned by soldiers in the same uniform. 
 
    I still had no idea what any of our captors looked like. The camouflage they wore covered everything, including their faces, and darkened lenses protected their eyes. The speckled gray and brown pattern of the fabric blended perfectly with the ruins above, and I was willing to bet that more than a little magic had gone into their design. I opened my mana for a moment to confirm that theory and received a poke in the back for my effort. 
 
    Walking through a tunnel is not the most exciting exercise in the world, even if it is at the point of an arrow. Twenty minutes in I was ready to turn around and head back to the surface. I’d tried to entertain myself with solving the riddle of the fresh air that was clearly flowing through the vents but even that couldn’t hold my interest. Whatever was at the other end couldn’t possibly be worth the monotony of the tunnel. 
 
    It turned out I was wrong.  
 
    The tunnel finally came to an end at another massive steel door though a smaller, human-sized door had been built off to the side. We were nudged through the normal door and found ourselves in a miniature city.  
 
    There were tree-lined streets, beautiful colonnaded buildings, fountains that spouted sparkling water, and people. Lots of people. And all of this existed in a massive cave yet you would never know that you were underground. Someone, somehow, had created the illusion of sky and clouds and a sun bright enough to turn a dark hole in the ground into noontime on top. 
 
    In the distance, I could see crops of some sort, and even animals, including a pair of horses pulling a carriage. I also spotted dogs in yards and a cat sunning itself in a window. It looked like someone had picked up some quaint Tuscan town and dropped it underground. 
 
    “Whoa,” Aerin breathed. 
 
    “Whoa, indeed,” Maruk murmured. 
 
    “It’s real,” Imogen said happily. 
 
    “Come with me,” one of the soldiers said. Definitely a woman, and probably the one who had saved the lives of her fellow soldiers that day. 
 
    “Private Kesta?” I guessed. 
 
    “Yes,” she replied as she peeled off her hood and face mask. She was a pretty human, with soft brown eyes and dark brown hair pulled into a tight bun. “Please, you need to go to the clinic to be treated and then the High Mage will want to meet with you.” 
 
    “Lead the way,” I replied. 
 
    Kesta nodded to the team leader, who had removed his own face mask to reveal a tall black man with graying hair and a very large scowl. Private Kesta hesitated for a moment when he didn’t say anything, but then she looked at me again, and started down the winding staircase that led to the town below. 
 
    Our progress through the city became a small parade. Clearly, outsiders were an uncommon phenomenon in New Augustine, as I thought of the city, and what started as a small crowd near the tunnel quickly became a large mass of people as Private Kesta tried to lead us along the streets. No one looked scared or terrified, but there was definitely a mix of curiosity and wariness. 
 
    Maruk probably drew most of the attention, and I heard several people in the crowd try to guess what he was. Maruk maintained his cool, despite the fact that several people claimed he was a troll. For my own part, I noticed that most of the people here were humans, though I spotted a few elves as well. I didn’t see any panthera or ladonae, but since the good people of Augustine were familiar with these two species, I figured there were probably some here somewhere. 
 
    The end of our journey brought us to a nondescript three-story building with a simple sign out front that showed a pair of hands. Healing hands I realized as we stepped inside. This was clearly the clinic, and the lobby we walked into looked like every emergency room in every hospital I'd ever seen. Rows of uncomfortable chairs filled with miserable-looking people, waiting for their name to be called, an understaffed nurses’ station where a frustrated elf tried to explain to a patient how to fill out a form, and, above it all, the nose-tingling scent of disinfectant and things I didn’t want to identify. 
 
    “Come on,” Private Kesta told us as we stopped to look at the controlled chaos. “The treatment center is on the second floor.” 
 
    “Oh, thank goodness,” Yvaine sighed. “I think I was getting the flu just standing here.” 
 
    We climbed a pair of gray steps in a gray stairwell and found ourselves in a lobby painted a soothing shade of peach, with scattered clusters of comfy chairs and a nurses’ station panelled in some sort of exotic wood and manned by a bored looking human who was filing her nails. She looked at us in surprise, and I’m not sure she even believed we were real until Private Kesta actually stepped up to the desk and picked up a clipboard. 
 
    “They’ll need treatment for exposure,” Private Kesta informed the nurse. “The High Mage will expect treatment to begin immediately.” 
 
    The nurse looked from Private Kesta to us and then back to Private Kesta. Private Kesta made a tutting sound and then started to dig through the pockets on her pants. She pulled out a small pendant on a chain and held it up for the nurse’s examination. The nurse gave a small nod and then turned a dazzling smile on the rest of us. 
 
    “Well, while your friend takes care of the paperwork, why don’t I take you on back,” the nurse said.  
 
    She stood up from the desk and sauntered towards a door with a sign that read ‘Please wait until you are called’. She pulled it open and ushered us inside. A long hallway lined with doors spread out before us. Each door had a number painted on it and a nail with one of those flip signs that said ‘In Use’ on one side and ‘Vacant’ on the other in several languages. 
 
    “You’ll need to remove your clothing and put on one of the gowns for the examination, and then we can get you checked into your rooms,” the nurse instructed us in an overly cheerful tone. 
 
    “I’m not sure I like the sound of this,” Dehn muttered. 
 
    “Now, I see we have three elves, two humans, one panthera, two ladonae, one… troll?” the nurse guessed. 
 
    “Orc,” Maruk sniffed. 
 
    “Of course,” the nurse said brightly. “And one…?” 
 
    “Halfling,” Dehn muttered. 
 
    “Of course,” the nurse agreed in that same cheery tone. “You’re very tall for your kind.” 
 
    Dehn turned to face the rest of us. “See, I told you.” 
 
    “And one puca,” I added as Merlin finally stuck his head out of my bag. “But he won’t need his own room.” 
 
    “Of course,” the nurse repeated. “Now, Mr. Halfling, you can go right in here to exam room one. Mr. Elf, you can have exam room two. Oh, you’ll need to remove your… headgear as well.” 
 
    Cat gave her a puzzled expression and then reached up to remove the frogskin. 
 
    “Forgot I had that on my head,” he replied in an embarrassed voice. 
 
    “Of course,” the nurse reassured him. 
 
    She went on to assign examination rooms to the rest of us. Merlin and I were in room six, which included a very cold steel examination table and the traditional paper-thin cotton robe. Merlin sniffed around the room and then retreated to my pack. 
 
    “You’ll have to come out for your exam,” I warned. 
 
    Merlin raspberried me from the deepest depths of my pack, and I could hear him rustling around inside it. A moment later, I heard a cracking sound and I realized that he had found the last of the peppermint candies. 
 
    Apparently, our exposure was not a high priority. I poked around the examination room, but didn’t find anything interesting or unusual or even just something to relieve the boredom. I thought about pulling out one of the text books, but Merlin growled at my hand when I tried to reach inside. He had a death grip on the peppermints and a look that definitely said ‘don’t mess with me right now’. I left him to his candies, did another tour of the room, and then finally sat down on the table. My buns were frozen in a matter of minutes and I knew I was going to leave a layer of skin behind when I stood up.  
 
    Eventually, the door swung open and the doctor entered. He bore a startling resemblance to Mr. Garrison of South Park fame, right down to the glasses and the green shirt. I was happy to see that he didn’t have a puppet with him and even more relieved when he didn’t start our conversation with the word okay. 
 
    “So, you were on the surface,” the doctor said as he glanced at the file in his hand. “Don’t see too many civilians going up there these days, but it says here that your part of the High Mage’s office. Still, she has access to all the proper gear as well. I don’t know why you were allowed to wander around without protection.” 
 
    “Um, well,” I stuttered. 
 
    “Any nausea, vomiting, pain in the pelvic region?” 
 
    “Ah, I’m feeling okay,” I replied. “We took some medicine earlier, and it seemed to help.” 
 
    “Tiredness, headaches, achiness?” the doctor continued. 
 
    “Well, yes,” I replied. 
 
    “Let’s see,” he murmured as he leaned in close. “I don’t see any obvious bruising or abrasions yet. If you’ll open the robe, I can check the rest.” 
 
    “Uh, sure,” I muttered.  
 
    I untied the robe, and the doctor poked and prodded with a small tool that reminded me of the small mirrors used by dentists. 
 
    “Any urine?” he asked when he finished sticking me. 
 
    “What?” I replied. 
 
    “Do you have any urine that we could test?” the doctor explained. “If not, we can load you full of fluids.” 
 
    “Oh, uh, yeah, I think I could manage to produce a sample,” I finally answered. 
 
    “Good,” the doctor said with a nod of the head. “I’ll let the nurse know.” 
 
    “Wait!” I called out when I realized the doctor was about to leave. “You haven’t checked Merlin yet.” 
 
    “Merlin?” the doctor asked. 
 
    Merlin stuck his head out from the bag and looked at the doctor. He was back in puca form, and the doctor’s eyes widened when he took in the creature that looked at him from the safety of my pack. 
 
    “He’s really been feeling this worse than anyone,” I explained. 
 
    “What is that?” the doctor asked. 
 
    “He’s a puca,” I replied. 
 
    The doctor finally looked interested. He knelt down on the floor to get a better look at Merlin. Merlin twitched his nose at the doctor and took a tentative step out of the bag. 
 
    “I’ve heard of them but I’ve never seen one,” the doctor said excitedly. “Where did you get it?” 
 
    “That’s sort a of long story,” I hedged. 
 
    “Can he really shapeshift?” the doctor asked. 
 
    “He can,” I assured him. “But he hasn’t felt much like it since our exposure.” 
 
    “I would imagine not,” the doctor agreed, “given how dependent they are on magic. I’m surprised you would even consider taking him to the surface.” 
 
    “Um,” was all I could manage. 
 
    “Poor little puca,” the doctor now said to Merlin. “Did this bad man take you to the surface?” 
 
    Merlin chirped in agreement. I rolled my eyes. 
 
    “Well, I know just the doctor for you,” my doctor continued. “She specializes in rare and exotic species.” 
 
    Merlin chirped happily and then offered the doctor a peppermint. 
 
    “Why, thank you,” the doctor replied as he accepted the offering. He stood up and gave me a disapproving glare. “As for you, you don’t have any advanced signs of exposure, so you should be all right with the hourly dosage of bitrex and an overnight stay for observation.” 
 
    “And Merlin?” I asked. 
 
    “We don’t treat animals here,” the doctor said, “but I could probably convince Doctor Laifa to come here and see him. It would give us both a chance to study him.” 
 
    “But will he be okay?” I pressed. 
 
    “Oh, I should think so,” the doctor replied as he smiled at the puca. “He’s a good boy, aren’t you?” 
 
    Merlin chirped again, and I’m pretty sure his tail was wagging even though his butt was still inside the pack.  
 
    “Well, we’ll get you a room and start you on that medication,” the doctor declared, and then he was gone before I could ask any more questions. 
 
    “That was the last peppermint, wasn’t it?” I asked Merlin. 
 
    The puca stuck his nose in the air for a moment and then disappeared back into my bag. 
 
     The nurse eventually returned and cheerfully announced that we all had our room assignments. She waited for me to collect my things and then led me to the other end of the corridor, through another door, and down yet another long hallway. This one was also lined with numbered doors though these all stood partially open, and I could just make out a nurse’s station at the far end. I spotted Cat in one room and Lavinia two doors down from him as the nurse led me briskly to my assigned room, but other than that, the rooms looked empty.  
 
    The nurse led me to room twenty-six and stepped aside so I could peer around the room. It had a bed, a nightstand, a chair that looked like it would give you severe spinal trauma, and a tiny window that looked out over an alley and the building behind us. There was also a small bathroom that featured a toilet and a sink and a shower so small I wasn’t sure my entire body would fit inside. 
 
    “Here,” the nurse said with a smile as she handed me a small cup. “The sooner you can manage a sample, the sooner we can test. You can give it to the duty nurse when she comes to collect your personal information.” 
 
    “Oh, right,” I mumbled as I took the cup. 
 
    “Everyone else should be in their rooms soon,” the nurse continued. “And your associate would like to speak to all of you. There’s a small waiting room by the nurse’s station you can use.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I replied. “We’ll meet her there as soon as you finish getting us settled in.” 
 
    “Of course,” she said. “I’ll just let her know.” 
 
    She smiled and waltzed out the door which left me with the empty cup and a curious puca. Merlin emerged from the pack and started to sniff around the room. He sneezed and stuck his tongue out in disapproval at the smell, which reminded me of Pine-Sol. Since he was finally out of the pack, I dug around and pulled out a pair of briefs so I could have some sort of coverage in the back. 
 
    “Hopefully, it’s just for tonight,” I told the puca as I pulled on my shorts and then took a seat on the end of the bed. 
 
    I looked around the very white room, twiddled my thumbs for a few minutes, and then finally gave up and went in search of the rest of the Shadow Foxes. Yvaine was just stepping into her room when I ventured into the hallway, and I gave her a quick nod as I heard the nurse begin her spiel. I also spotted Emeline in a room, staring dubiously at a very large bottle. 
 
    “Everything okay?” I asked as I stuck my head around the door. 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Emeline replied. “They want me to drink all of this so I can give them a sample.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I noted. “I think they want samples from everyone. But before you start on that project, Private Kesta wants to talk to us. There’s a waiting room at the end of the hall by the nurses’ station. Why don’t you head there, and I’ll round up the others?” 
 
    “I like that idea,” Emeline declared as she set the bottle on the nightstand.  
 
    I gave her a reassuring smile as she slipped past me and set off down the hallway in search of the other members of our team. There was no obvious pattern to the room assignments. We were the only current residents of the floor, but we weren’t clustered together to make it easy for the staff, nor was there a simple pattern like one room occupied, the next empty, the next occupied, and so on. I even thought maybe they might have organized by sex or race, but that didn’t work either. 
 
    When I finally found everyone and passed along the message about the meeting, I stopped back in my own room to retrieve Merlin and then headed down the hallway towards the waiting room. Two nurses sat behind the desk, and they studied me as I walked by. I could hear them whispering but when I glanced back, they both flashed me a sunny smile and returned to their paperwork.  
 
    The waiting room was painted a dark blue with thin pale blue stripes. There were two paintings on each wall, each depicting a different scene of New Augustine. A grandfather clock stood in one corner and a ficus filled another. A dozen club chairs covered in a red and green checks had been pulled into a circle and the rest of the Shadow Foxes were gathered there.  
 
    “This clinic smells strange,” Aerin said as I took a seat. 
 
    “It’s disinfectant,” I replied.  
 
    “Another wonderful creation of your world,” Maruk guessed. 
 
    “Yup,” I agreed. “Hospitals use it to prevent the spread of diseases.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I like the sound of this world or yours,” Yvaine replied. “Or should I say the smell of your world?” 
 
    Private Kesta stepped into the room just then, and we went quiet. She was of average height, with a round face and a dimple in her chin. She also had a small tattoo of an oak leaf by her left eye. 
 
    “You said you were here to save the world,” she said without any introduction. “You said Theira sent you.” 
 
    “It’s true,” I replied. “I had a vision from her.” 
 
    “Our High Mage has been expecting you,” Private Kesta said with a nod. “She sent word to all the recon groups to be on the lookout. Every mage was told to take you into their protection if we had to just to make sure that you made it safely inside.”  
 
    “You’re a mage?” Emeline asked. “I am, too.”  
 
    “I’m not a very good one,” Private Kesta replied with a smile. “That’s why I’m still a private and still on recon.” 
 
    “That was lucky for us,” I assured her. “But why is the High Mage expecting us?”  
 
    “Theira sent her a vision saying that a guild of foxes would find their way across the steppe, and that they would need our help,” Kesta answered. 
 
    “That’s us,” Aerin announced. “We’re the Shadow Foxes.” 
 
    “The High Mage will need to confirm this,” Kesta said thoughtfully. “Once you’re released, she’ll send someone to collect you and take you to the College.” 
 
    “I’m ready to go now,” Dehn grumbled. 
 
    “I would love to take you there now,” Kesta replied with a smile. “But if you aren’t treated, you’ll die of the sickness. The treatment is really fast though these days. It only takes about twenty-four hours before they release you.”  
 
    “So we just hang out here for twenty-four hours?” Maruk demanded as he looked around the room. “It’s a good thing I have my lute and my book of poetry.” 
 
    “No lute,” Lavinia warned. “I don’t want to hear you singing in the middle of the night.” 
 
    “Fine, no singing,” Maruk replied. “But I will strum.” 
 
    “Is there any way the High Mage could come here?” I asked. “We’re being followed, and I’m not sure how much time we have.” 
 
    “I’ll pass that along,” Kesta sighed. “But I can’t do much more than that.” 
 
    “Could we get a deck of cards?” Cat suggested. “Or maybe some dice?” 
 
    “That I can do,” Kesta agreed happily. “Any other requests?” 
 
    “How’s the food?” Maruk asked. 
 
    “Um, well,” Kesta said as she glanced towards the nurses’ station. “I might be able to arrange for something tastier to be brought in. So… this is so exciting. The High Mage said we would be able to return to the surface soon. Oh, wait, I shouldn’t have said that.” 
 
    “We’ll pretend we didn’t hear that,” I replied as Kesta’s cheeks flushed red. 
 
    Kesta nodded and after looking at our motley group one more time, she turned on her heel and strode from the room. I could hear the heavy tread of her boots as she moved down the hallway, and then the door opening and closing. And then it was just the sound of the clock ticking slowly in the corner.  
 
    “Anyone up for some charades?” Lena suggested. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    Private Kesta made good on her word and a deck of cards, a game of ladona chess, and a tasty dinner were delivered to the hospital. We gave the nurses our samples and our personal information and took our medication at the prescribed times. 
 
    Doctor Laifa arrived near dinnertime, and she and Doctor Hin, the man who was supposed to be my doctor but was clearly more interested in the puca, retired to a room on the third floor with Merlin. Doctor Hin returned him three hours later, and an overfed puca sprawled across my bed and fell asleep.  
 
    “Your test results look good,” one of the nurses announced as she came to give me yet another dose of the bitrex.  
 
    Bitrex was a mud thick goo in a dark purple color with speckles of red. It was always served cold, which made swallowing the slimy mess harder to take. My suggestion that it be warmed up a bit first had been met with a smile and a firm insistence that if I swallowed my full dose fast enough, I wouldn’t notice what it felt or tasted like. 
 
    “How many more of these do I have to take?” I asked as I frowned at the mixture. 
 
    “Two more tonight and one in the morning,” the nurse replied. “We’ll do another test, and if that comes back clear, you should be good to go.” 
 
    “How about the rest of my guild?” I inquired as I tried to delay the inevitable. 
 
    “Everyone’s expected to recover,” the nurse assured me. “The halfling and the panthera may require a few more doses. And maybe the healer. But everyone should be well enough to leave by tomorrow afternoon.” 
 
    “Here goes,” I sighed as I tried to gulp the bitrex down in one go.  
 
    I had to fight my gag reflex, but I finally managed to swallow it all. The nurse smiled again, made a notation on the file she carried with her, dimmed the oil lamp that hung near the door, and then left the room. 
 
    “How come you’re not getting any of this?” I asked the puca. 
 
    Merlin opened one eye and made a small chirrup before rolling onto his back and stretching out as far as he could. He started snoring not long after that. 
 
    I nudged him with my foot, but he didn’t budge. I gave up on the idea of reclaiming my fair share of the bed and leaned over to retrieve my pack. I dug through the contents until I found Murillo’s book about the Shodra and my last light stick. I had a feeling I should probably brush up on what I knew about the Shodra before I faced the High Mage the next day. 
 
    As I pulled my half of the sheet back over me and plumped up my pillow for more support, Aerin stepped into the room. 
 
    “Oh, you’re awake,” she said. “I heard the snoring and thought you had fallen asleep.”  
 
    “Just catching up on some reading,” I replied as I held up the book. “I hear you might need some extra medicine.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said shyly as she suddenly became fascinated with my sheet. “It has something to do with being able to use magic, even if it’s just as a healer.” 
 
    “Then why does Dehn need extra doses?” I wondered. 
 
    “Because of his size, I think,” she replied. 
 
    “And yet this thing,” I said as I nudged Merlin again, “hasn’t gotten any medication except whatever they gave him on the third floor.” 
 
    “Well, part of his magic is that he can recover quickly,” Aerin said as she stroked Merlin’s fur. “It might make him really sick, but once he’s somewhere safe, his own magic takes over again.” 
 
    “I’m not convinced they even gave him medicine,” I added. “I think they just stuffed him full of food and watched him shapeshift a few times.” 
 
    Aerin laughed and sat down on the corner of my bed. 
 
    “You know, it turns out they do a lot of tests with those samples,” Aerin murmured. “I mean, a lot of tests. The nurse told me that they have to because the sickness affects so many parts of the body.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” I replied, unsure where this was going. 
 
    “They noticed something in my tests,” she added. 
 
    “Not something bad, I hope,” I said as I set my book down and took her hand in mine. 
 
    “No,” she said with a shy smile. “Turns out, I’m pregnant.” 
 
    “Aerin!” I cried out excitedly as I tried to untangle myself from the sheet. I nearly deposited Merlin and myself onto the floor in the process, and Aerin burst out laughing. 
 
    “I can’t believe this is really happening,” she said breathlessly as I pulled her into a hug. “I wanted it but I wasn’t sure if it would really be possible.” 
 
    “Why would you doubt it?” I chided, though I had a smile on my face.   
 
    I leaned in for a long kiss, and Aerin moaned happily. Merlin added a chirp from the bed as he tried to find a comfortable spot to settle in. 
 
    “This may not be the best place for this,” Aerin whispered when I finally released her mouth. “The nurse will be by to see me soon with yet another dose. She’ll get suspicious if I’m not in my bed.” 
 
    “Later,” I promised her as she squeezed my hand and then slipped quietly from the room. 
 
    “Can you believe it?” I asked the puca. “I’m having another child.” 
 
    Merlin snorted and rolled over on his side.  
 
    “I guess we’ll have to expand the nursery again when we get back,” I declared.  
 
    Merlin snored in response, and I gave up on trying to budge him for the night. I settled back against my pillow and picked up my evening reading. I drifted in and out of sleep the rest of the night. Usually it was one of the nurses who woke me, either to give me more medication or to check my vitals. Once, it was a murky dream of me standing in the ruins of Augustine, trying to raise the buildings while a flock of black crows swooped down from the sky and pecked at me.  
 
    By morning, I almost felt like my normal self and I managed to clean myself up in the tiny shower without too many contortions. I also decided to put on regular clothes again, even though we hadn’t been officially discharged. There’s only so long a man can spend in a hospital robe, no matter which realm you’re in. 
 
    Merlin finally stirred as well, and I found him smacking his lips in glee as Doctor Hin handed him orange slices when I ventured from the bathroom. 
 
    “He’s quite an amazing fellow,” Dr. Hin said cheerfully as he patted Merlin on the head. 
 
    Merlin chirped his agreement and then shoved an entire slice into his mouth. 
 
    “That’s one word for it,” I agreed. 
 
    “Well,” Doctor Hin said as he turned to look at me. He was back in medical professional mode, and apparently, I wasn’t going to get any orange slices.  
 
    “How’s the team?” I asked. 
 
    “Everyone did quite well during the overnight observation,” Doctor Hin replied. “You should be ready to leave in a few hours. I gather you’re from somewhere beyond the edge.” 
 
    “A place called Ovrista,” I said.  
 
    “I’ve read about that place,” Doctor Hin mused. “That’s where the elementalists had their stronghold, wasn’t it? Is it still there?” 
 
    “Do you mean the Mage Academy?” I asked. “That’s in Ovrista.” 
 
    “It’s amazing you made it this far,” Doctor Hin conceded. “We’ve only rarely found other survivors and most die within days if not hours. They certainly don’t show up in such good shape.” 
 
    “Maybe the sickness is retreating,” I offered. 
 
    “Wouldn’t that be something?” Doctor Hin replied with a hint of a smile. “And there must be some reason the High Mage and the Council have sent for you. I’ve never heard of them welcoming strangers with a full cabinet meeting before.” 
 
    “Tell me, how do the recon groups protect themselves?” I asked. 
 
    “The first uniforms were designed, oh, not long after the fall of the original city,” Doctor Hin said thoughtfully. “The mages who survived created it. There have been improvements through the years, of course.” 
 
    “But why not create enough uniforms for all the survivors and just leave?” I pressed. “Why stay here, hidden away below ground?” 
 
    “There were very few survivors,” Doctor Hin replied as his gaze drifted towards the window. “And many of those died within days of the first attack. Our ancestors were the ones who made it to the caves near the old port. They realized that they could recover in the caves, and the deeper they went, the more protected they were. But there was no safe way to traverse the steppes in those early days. The few who tried and made it back reported death and destruction everywhere.” 
 
    Hin paused for a moment, and then he shook his head. 
 
    “The first protective suits worked for only a short period,” Hin continued, “enough to scavenge for supplies and equipment but that was about it. It was decades before they had a suit good enough that recon teams found the western border and the canyon that now marks the edge of our boundaries. By then, we already had a thriving city and most had no interest in returning to a world at war.” 
 
    “So they moved underground permanently,” I added. 
 
    “It was rough in the beginning,” Doctor Hin admitted. “It took centuries of hard work to create the city we have today. And now, most people would rather stay here. It’s safe from the elementalists and their magic, and the sickness scares away most outsiders.” 
 
    “You’re hiding from the elementalists?” I asked in surprise. 
 
    “It was their magic that destroyed us,” Doctor Hin replied. “We’ve never forgiven them.” 
 
    “But you have elemental mages,” I said as I thought about the magic we seen so far. 
 
    “Some,” Doctor Hin admitted. “They’re usually the descendants of Augustine elementalists who survived the attack. They were critical to our survival in the early days, which is why they weren’t killed and why we still allow them today.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said as I shot a glance towards the door. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Doctor Hin assured me. “You’re under the High Mage’s protection. Any elementalists in your party won’t be harmed. Now, you have one more dose of bitrex coming, and then I can send you on your way.” 
 
    “Great,” I replied.  
 
    I tried to sound chipper, but I was still concerned about Emeline. Even Aerin could be on the Augustine black list although she was a healer. As soon as Doctor Hin had given Merlin a last pat on the head, I darted down the hallway to Emeline’s room. 
 
    The panthera was standing next to her bed which she had covered with maps. She had her pen in one hand and a splotch of ink on her hospital gown. She jumped when I burst into her room, which left a streak of ink in her hair. 
 
    “Sorry,” I apologized as I closed the door behind me. “Have you told anyone else besides Private Kesta that you’re a mage?” 
 
    “No, I don’t think so,” she replied with a frown. 
 
    “Maybe one of the nurses or something,” I pressed. 
 
    “I might have said something to the doctor,” she replied. “He asked if I had any mage skills because he said mages often suffer the worst in the steppe. Why?” 
 
    “They don’t trust elemental mages here,” I explained. “They say it was elemental mages that destroyed Augustine.” 
 
    “But how is that possible?” Emeline asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said. “But don’t say anything to anyone else.” 
 
    “I won’t,” she replied. 
 
    There was a knock on the door, and it was my turn to jump. I opened the door to find a nurse standing there with one of the cups that I had learned to dread. 
 
    “It’s time for her next dose,” the nurse announced as she stepped around me. 
 
    “Oh, yum,” Emeline said drearily as she took the proffered cup. 
 
    “Right,” I said as I watched Emeline slowly lift the cup to her lips. “I’ll just go check on the rest of the gang.” 
 
    I slipped from the room and found Aerin next. She was in Yvaine’s room, along with Lavinia and Imogen. 
 
    “Look at you, stud,” Imogen teased as I stepped into the room. 
 
    “Three in the oven,” Yvaine added. “Are there any more we should know about?” 
 
    “Uh, not that I know of,” I replied. “Listen, Aerin, who all knows you’re a healer?” 
 
    “I told the doctor,” she said. “He asked and he mentioned that people with mage skills suffer the worst on the steppes.” 
 
    “Anyone else?” I pressed. 
 
    “No,” Aerin said with a shrug. “I haven’t talked to the nurses. They just come in, hand me the medicine, tell me I’m doing fine and then leave.” 
 
    “What’s up, boss?” Lavinia asked. She was on alert now, and I saw her hand automatically reach for the bow that wasn’t there. 
 
    “They don’t trust elemental mages here,” I replied. “Elementalists are the ones who destroyed the city, at least in their version.” 
 
    “Crap,” Lavinia muttered. 
 
    “But, I’m just a healer,” Aerin protested. 
 
    “And what about Emeline?” Imogen asked. 
 
    “Same thing,” I said, “She told the doctor, and we all heard her mention it last night to Private Kesta.” 
 
    “Crap,” Lavinia muttered again. 
 
    “Look, it may not be a big deal,” I said. “Doctor Hin said we were all under the protection of the High Mage, at least for now. And he also said they do have elemental mages here, so it’s not an automatic death sentence or anything.” 
 
    “Crap,” Imogen added. 
 
    “Let’s just try to avoid mentioning it to anyone else,” I ordered. “And try to avoid using your powers for now.” 
 
    “Then someone needs to tell Dehn not to pick any fights,” Aerin stated. “He’s my biggest customer.” 
 
    “I’ll keep an eye on the halfling,” Lavinia replied with a martyred sigh.  
 
    “I’ll spread the word to the others,” Imogen offered. “And make sure no one else has discussed whether we have any mages in our group.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said.  
 
    “There you are,” a cheery voice said behind me, and I turned to find the nurse. “It’s your turn.” 
 
    “Of course it is,” I sighed.  
 
    “Why don’t you take that on back to your room?” Yvaine requested. “It’s hard enough drinking that stuff down but it’s even worse having to watch someone else do it.” 
 
    “Fine,” I muttered. 
 
    I started back towards my room with the nurse nipping at my heels. I passed Cat and Maruk in the hallway who both backed away when they saw the nurse with her cup. I stepped into my temporary quarters to find Merlin hiding under the sheet and various items from my pack strewn across the floor. 
 
    “Oh dear,” the nurse said sympathetically as she took in the mess. “It seems your pet was playing.” 
 
    I heaved a sigh as the nurse handed me my last dose. I closed my eyes and slugged it back as fast as I could. The slimy cold glop hit the back of my throat, and I forced myself to swallow it. 
 
    “There, all done,” the nurse said as she slipped back into her chipper persona. She made another notation on her ever present chart and returned to the hall. 
 
    “Blecch,” I protested as I ran into the bathroom and tried to rinse the taste of sour earwax from my mouth. I thought about asking Lena for something to remove the flavor until I remembered that most of her chemicals and potions had been seized as weapons as well. 
 
    When most of the taste was gone, I turned my attention to the puca. I lifted the sheet to find him holding his frogskin and a bag of beads tight against his body. 
 
    “All right, buddy,” I demanded. “What are you up to and why is everything on the floor?” 
 
    “Mine,” Merlin replied in his best Maruk voice. 
 
    “Yes, those are yours, but why did you pull all of my stuff out of the bag?” I replied as I started to pick through the mess. 
 
    “Didn’t,” Merlin insisted. “Found it.” 
 
    “Found it,” I repeated as I froze and looked at the puca.  
 
    I dumped the rest of the bag onto the bed and looked through the contents. Everything was there except the four items that had started us on this quest. 
 
    “Where are the Shodra?” I asked quietly as I repacked my bag. “Have you hidden them somewhere?” 
 
    Merlin slipped from the bed and flattened himself enough to disappear under the nightstand. He reappeared a moment later with the pouch I kept the Shodra in. Its magic would have concealed it from anyone except the most determined thief, or someone using their mana to find it. I opened the pouch, just to be sure, and found all four Shodra still inside. 
 
    “Thanks, buddy,” I said as I scratched his chin. “Did you see who was in the room?” 
 
    The puca shook his head. 
 
    “Well, I wonder if it was just a random thief or someone with a specific mission,” I mused.  
 
    I decided to keep the attempted robbery to myself for the time being. I repacked my gear, starting with the Shodra, which went in first at the very bottom where no one else would find them. Satisfied that they were all but invisible, I added the rest of my belongings.  
 
    We were forced to stay at the clinic for lunch, which consisted of bland, unseasoned chicken and two stubs of broccoli without any sort of sauce, not even a dab of butter or a bit of lemon. Dessert was a mysteriously bland pudding that couldn’t be saved even by the sweet raisins that came with it. Both Maruk and Dehn were ready to lead us on a great escape when Private Kesta finally reappeared with two other soldiers. 
 
    While Kesta’s fellow guards were clad in the brown and gray camouflage, Kesta was dressed in a more formal uniform featuring a dark blue, high-collared jacket, a pair of snow white breeches and black boots polished to a slick shine. Her hair had been braided and several small gold rings had been woven into the pattern as well. 
 
    “You look sharp today,” Lena complimented the soldier. 
 
    “Well, it’s not every day you get to appear before the High Mage and the Council of Elders,” Kesta replied a bit shyly. 
 
    “Can we leave now?” Dehn grumbled. “This place gives me the creeps.” 
 
    “I’ve been instructed to bring you to the High Temple,” Kesta replied in a more formal tone. “The Governor, the Council and the High Mage will all be there, at the High Mage’s request. You’ll be asked questions about who you are and why you’re here. You will answer them fully and truthfully.” 
 
    “Yeesh,” Lavinia said. “You’d think they didn’t trust us or something.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Kesta apologized. “I’m required to say that.” 
 
    “We will answer all questions fully and truthfully, to the best of our abilities,” I replied. 
 
    Kesta looked confused by my addendum but after a moment’s hesitation, she nodded and signaled to the two soldiers.  
 
    “These soldiers will take the rest of your gear to quarters that have been arranged for you by the High Mage,” Kesta announced. 
 
    “Oh, how nice,” Lena replied. 
 
    “At least we won’t have to lug our gear all over town,” Dehn huffed. 
 
    “I’ll send Merlin with them,” I added, drawing a few quizzical looks from the rest of the Shadow Foxes.  
 
    Merlin merely chirped and dove into my pack.  
 
    “He doesn’t do well at meetings,” I explained. 
 
    Kesta nodded as if this made sense. The two soldiers began gathering our packs and Kesta signalled for us to follow her.  
 
    The walk from the hospital was interesting, to say the least. A crowd stood outside the building, waiting for our appearance. Kesta hastily explained that news of our arrival and miraculous survival had spread quickly throughout the community. Most of the faces looked friendly, but there were enough angry and uneasy faces to make me wish that we could have done this a little more covertly. 
 
    As we walked along the streets, more people joined the crowd, as they had done when we arrived. It was eerily quiet for such a large gathering. No one yelled anything, no one cheered or even cursed. They just followed along, staring at us like they’d never seen such strange creatures before.  
 
    I used the time during our walk to open my mana and really check the spells that kept this place alive. What I saw nearly took my breath away. There were elemental spells here. The air flow, for example, was carefully regulated by air magic and the sun in the sky was clearly the work of a fire mage. But the bulk of it, the thing holding it all together and making it possible, was manipulator magic. 
 
    I must have gasped because Yvaine, who was walking next to me, took my hand and looked at me. 
 
    “This place is filled with manipulator magic,” I whispered in her ear as I leaned in for a quick kiss on the cheek. 
 
    “It fits with what the doctor told you,” she replied quietly as she smiled at the crowd. 
 
    “Still,” I said. “It’s shocking to see it all in the open like this.” 
 
    “Just keep smiling,” she commanded as she waved to a girl standing by the side of the road. The girl smiled and waved back until her mother drew her away. 
 
    The building Kesta took us to was the most impressive place we’d seen in Augustine. It made me think of the Parthenon before the Turks turned it into a storage depot for ammunition. There were the soaring columns, the frieze of various gods and goddesses, the peaked roof topped with a golden statue of Theira, and the marble steps that led you up and away from the mere mortal realm to the heights of heaven. I tried to figure out where we were and why I hadn’t noticed this building when we passed through the door from the tunnel, and I realized we must have curved out of sight of that entrance. Which meant that Augustine was probably even bigger than I had initially thought. 
 
    Kesta led us up the broad marble steps. A few members of the crowd followed us for part of the way, but most stopped at the foot of the stairs and watched us climb towards the towering doors.  
 
    Two soldiers in formal dress saluted our arrival and opened the doors. We stepped into a temple painted in blue and gold, with marble floors, a towering statue of Theira, and more columns than any one building could need. A brilliant mage light kept the immediate area brightly lit but the places behind the columns remained hidden. I opened my mana for a moment and spotted several figures hovering in the darkness. 
 
    I turned my focus back towards the grouping in front of us. There was a dais set up before the statue covered in a blue and gold cloth that shimmered and sparkled like stars in the night sky. Nine thrones had been placed on the dais, each one currently occupied by either a human or an elf. 
 
    We started to walk towards the dais with Kesta in the lead until a skeletal man with a thin wisp of white hair stood up. 
 
    “Who approaches us thusly?” the man demanded in a baritone so deep that the rest of us jumped, even Kesta. 
 
    “Private Karys Kesta, of Surface Force Unit Three. I come with strangers from a faraway land who seek your guidance and counsel,” Kesta replied formally as she came to a halt. 
 
    “What counsel do they seek?” the man asked. 
 
    “They seek word of the great city of Augustine and bring news of the beyond,” Kesta said. 
 
    “The great city of Augustine is dead,” the man intoned. “So shall she rise again.” 
 
    “Amen,” Kesta and the other eight people responded. 
 
    “You may step aside, Private Karys Kesta,” the old man said in a more normal voice as he sat down. “We will hear what these strangers have to say.” 
 
    Kesta saluted and moved into the shadows. I glanced at the other Shadow Foxes, and then we all stepped forward. We stopped when a female elf with auburn hair held up her hand. She looked ageless, as if she had been here at the beginning of time and would be here when the universe collapsed. There were no wrinkles or strands of gray hair, just an aura of serenity and power. I studied her aura for a moment and saw the brilliant blue of a manipulator. She was awash with its power, and I knew she was the most powerful mage I had ever met. 
 
    “I am Deneth, High Mage of Augustine,” the auburn-haired elf spoke. “Tell us why you have come to the city that once was.” 
 
    “We come here because of a vision I had,” I replied. “It was a vision sent by Theira.” 
 
    “And what did you see in that vision?” Deneth asked. 
 
    “I saw the world destroyed by magic,” I said quietly. “I saw destruction far greater than befell your city. I saw the end of life itself.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” another elderly man interrupted. “What does that have to do with us? Are you seeking to hide from this destruction?” 
 
    “No,” I said quickly. “I mean to prevent it.” 
 
    There was the sound of fabric rustling as several of the elders turned towards each other and spoke quietly. Only Deneth kept her focus on us. I was certain she was a manipulator and that she was viewing our auras. Her eyes rested longest on me, and when she was done, she gave me a barely perceptible nod. 
 
    “Start from the beginning,” Deneth demanded. “From your first encounter with Theira.” 
 
    “All of it?” I gaped. 
 
    “It is the only way we have to judge the validity of your tale,” Deneth replied with a small smile. 
 
    I started talking, beginning with the fateful night when I returned to my small apartment in San Francisco to find a supermodel goddess poking through my measly possessions. I described my first adventures with the Shadow Foxes, with asides from the rest of the team. I tried to stay serious, but there were moments when I saw a few of the elders try to hide a laugh.  
 
    When I reached the tale of how we recovered the Shodra for Murillo, my lighthearted retelling became more somber. I told them about the dream from Theira with as much detail as I could remember, and then our daring mission to retrieve the Shodra a second time from the Academy. I told of our escape from Ovrista and our flight eastward to find Augustine. I ended when we found ourselves surrounded by the recon team and I told the Foxes to surrender. The end of my tale was greeted with a deafening silence. 
 
    “Theira led you here,” Deneth finally said, “because the Shodra can only be used by a properly trained manipulator. This Maderel may be a manipulator, but he does not have the knowledge or skill necessary to control them.” 
 
    “That’s what I believe,” I agreed. 
 
    “I don’t like this,” the man with the deep baritone protested. “He says these mages have been following them. He has led them straight to Augustine, and now we’ll be forced to fight them. I say we toss them back on the steppe and let either this Maderel character or the sickness finish them off.” 
 
    “Why should we believe him?” another woman demanded. “He admits to stealing the Shodra. Twice. The so-called Arch Mage has every right to follow him and try to retrieve them. We should hear what this Maderel has to say.” 
 
    “This entire story seems fantastical,” a male elf declared. 
 
    “This from a man living in a city hidden in a giant cave,” Lavinia murmured. 
 
    “Where are the Shodra?” a tiny woman demanded angrily. “If you do indeed have possession of them, then show them to us.” 
 
    “Show them!” several others on the dais called out. 
 
    “Enough! This is the guild from my vision,” Deneth declared as she stood up. “I have tested their auras, and it is so. They have brought the Shodra to Augustine. And yes, we must prepare for war, but it is not the Foxes who have brought it to our doorstep. It is the Foxes who will help us end it.” 
 
    “I don’t like this,” baritone man protested again, but more quietly. 
 
    “We have hidden down here for too long,” Deneth continued. “It’s time to reclaim our place in the world. Shadow Foxes, you are my guests during your stay here. I know you have many questions, and I have many for you, but first, let me welcome you to Augustine, on behalf of myself, Governor Wallace, and the members of the Council of Elders. Private Kesta will see you to the Sherburg Monastery, where I have arranged rooms for you. I will join you this evening, where I hope we can have a more frank and open discussion of what to expect over the next few days.” 
 
    “I look forward to that discussion,” I replied.  
 
    I bowed slightly, mostly because it felt like I should. A brief smile flitted across Deneth’s face when I looked up, and then she was serious again. 
 
    “Private Kesta,” Deneth called out. 
 
    “Yes, High Mage,” Kesta said sharply as she stepped out of the shadows. 
 
    “You will see my guests to the monastery,” Deneth ordered. 
 
    “Yes, High Mage,” Kesta replied with a salute. 
 
    Kesta turned to face me and the rest of the Shadow Foxes. She quickly signaled us to follow her and then she marched back across the marble floor. We straggled after her, like ducklings trailing after their mother. Two guards swung the doors open again, and we stepped out onto the portico.  
 
    The crowd was still there when we appeared at the top of the steps. Voices drifted up from below, and I could see that many of the people were deep in conversation. As soon as we appeared, however, the voices died down and the crowd turned to stare at us. 
 
    “This is getting positively bizarre,” Maruk rumbled as the only noise that we could hear was the sound of shuffling feet. 
 
    “They won’t harm you,” Kesta said. “But everyone has heard about Deneth’s vision by now. They just want to see you for themselves.” 
 
    “What was her vision?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m sure she’ll tell you later,” Kesta replied. “Come on, the monastery is close by.” 
 
    The quiet crowd that followed us this time was even larger and though no one attacked us, they pressed in tight against our group. Our progress to the monastery was at a standstill when a small group of soldiers in camouflage appeared to help us push our way through the crowd. I recognized Kesta’s superior as he ordered people to make way and I saw Kesta give him a small nod of appreciation.  
 
    The crowd fell back finally, and we arrived at our destination with taut nerves but no injuries. The monastery was surrounded by a high wall that blocked out any view from the street but we were met at the gate by a balding man wearing a gray cassock. He smiled benignly at our group, offered the crowd a benediction, and then signalled to some unseen gate keeper, who opened the portal to admit us.  
 
    We passed inside and found ourselves on a stone pathway that led to a white, stuccoed, two-story building, trimmed in shades of blue and green, surrounded by a sea of herbs, vegetables and fruit trees. Other men in cassocks moved among the gardens, and only a few glanced in our direction as we passed by.  
 
    “I’m Abbot Creon,” our guide said in a jovial voice. “Welcome to Sherburg. We are the primary home of the Augustine monks and we are happy to have you as our guests.” 
 
    His blue eyes twinkled as he led us towards an impressive pair of carved doors, and his voice had a melodious quality to it that made me think he must be a singer. The long hemline on his cassock gave the impression that he was simply floating forward rather than walking, an impression aided by that fact that he barely made a sound as he moved, despite his large girth. 
 
    The doors to the monastery opened as we stepped onto the portico, and a quick check with my mana revealed a spell that served like a sensor, though I suspected it only worked for members of the order. Strangers would not be admitted without a guide just because they made it past the gate.  
 
    The interior of the monastery was dimly lit and noticeably cooler. The floors were a simple brown tile and the walls were bare brick. There was almost no adornment beyond a triptych depicting several of the gods and goddesses, featuring Theira in the main role. There was a quiet humming noise, and it took me a moment to realize that it was the sound of chanting from somewhere deep inside the building. 
 
    “Your rooms have been prepared,” Creon announced as two junior monks stepped forward. “As you can see, we do not have much in the way of possessions, but I believe you’ll find the rooms are comfortable. Avain and Glenn will show you where everything is. High Mage Deneth is expected in an hour. I’ll send someone to collect you and bring you to my private dining room when she arrives.”  
 
    “Thank you,” I replied. 
 
    “Ah, it’s my pleasure,” Creon said. “It’s not every day you meet the subjects of a High Mage’s vision.” 
 
    He laughed jovially, gave me a fatherly pat on the arm, and then sent our guides scurrying down the right side hallway with a shooing motion. We trotted after them, to a winding staircase of wrought iron. Avain and Glenn bounded up the stairs, while the Shadow Foxes followed at a more leisurely pace.  
 
    Avain and Glenn waited impatiently for us and then led us down another long hallway to a quick left-hand turn into a shorter block of rooms. Ten doors at the end all stood open, and our guides were practically bouncing as they showed us each room. 
 
    The rooms were simple, with a single bed, a small desk and an armoire. Each room had a window placed high enough that it was hard to see out but it still let in plenty of the faux sunlight. Someone had added a small bouquet of fresh herbs and flowers in a vase to each room, as well as a pitcher of cold water and a small book on the history of the Augustine monks.  
 
    Our packs had been deposited in each room, and I found mine at a room near the far end. Merlin, in puca form, sat on his haunches on the pillow, sipping from a child’s cup while he played with a pile of glass marbles. 
 
    “We thought he might be thirsty,” Avain explained when I asked about the cup.  
 
    “And the marbles?” I added. 
 
    “We keep bags of them for any children that might visit,” Avain said with a shrug. “We didn’t want him to get bored and start scratching at the door or exploring places where he might get into trouble.” 
 
    Merlin chirruped happily and sent several marbles rolling across the bed. 
 
    “That was a smart idea,” I admitted. 
 
    Avain and Glenn departed as quickly as they had arrived, and the Shadow Foxes returned to their rooms to freshen up. I closed the door to my room and sat down on the bed, careful not to sit on any of Merlin’s new toys. 
 
    “Anyone else try looking through the bag?” I asked the puca. 
 
    “No,” he assured me after a long sip of whatever he was drinking. 
 
    “Please don’t spill any of that on the bed,” I sighed. “I don’t want to ask for clean sheets before I’ve even had a chance to sleep in the bed.” 
 
    Merlin belched and scrunched his nose at me. 
 
    “What is it anyway?” I inquired. 
 
    Merlin handed the cup to me, and I took a sip. It was lemonade with a hint of mint and really quite delicious. I took another, bigger sip, drawing a growl from the puca. 
 
    “Fine,” I sighed as I handed the cup back to him. “But don’t think I’ve forgotten about those peppermint candies.” 
 
    Merlin sneezed and took another swig from his cup. I leaned back against the wall and watched him play while I tried to decide what to do next. There hadn’t been a second attempt to find the Shodra, assuming that was what had happened at the hospital, but that was probably only because Merlin had stayed with my gear. Maybe it was time, finally, to entrust the Shodra to someone else. Like a High Mage who seemed to know more about these mysterious items than anyone else. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    It was nearly two hours before we were told that the High Mage had arrived at the monastery. Avain and Glenn had been dispatched once again to serve as our guides, and they were still determined to move things along as quickly as possible. Dehn was practically running just to keep up with the two youths, who raced through the monastery despite their encumbering cassocks. 
 
    “I think we need to ask for different guides,” Dehn panted. “Someone who won’t try to run us ragged.” 
 
    “Maybe that old monk who fell asleep while gardening,” Lavinia suggested. 
 
    “Who?” Cat asked as he swerved to avoid a monk laden with fresh loaves of bread. 
 
    “You didn’t see him?” Lavinia commented. “Near the far end of the garden. There was an old monk under one of the lemon trees. He was sitting on one of those little stools they use when they’re weeding but he’d fallen asleep.” 
 
    “That sounds about Dehn’s speed,” Maruk replied. 
 
    “You laugh now,” Dehn warned, “but just wait until you need someone to protect your back.” 
 
    “Or at least your ankles,” Aerin added. 
 
    “I’ll have you know, I’m the tallest in my family!” Dehn declared. 
 
    “Even taller than Cousin Schlomo?” I asked. 
 
    “I’ve got at least a full inch on him,” Dehn sniped. 
 
    Avain and Glenn had come to a sudden halt before a beautifully carved door bearing images of an array of plants and animals. I spotted a date palm, an ear of corn, a pair of grazing elk, a rooster and a bass, and that was just in the first five seconds. 
 
    “This is beautiful,” Lena said as she ran a hand over the door. 
 
    “It was salvaged from the original Sherburg monastery,” Glenn replied.  
 
    The door suddenly opened, and Avain and Glenn both lowered their heads for a moment before darting back down the hallway. 
 
    “Those boys,” Creon sighed as he stepped into the hallway. “I asked them to see you inside, not dart off as soon as the door opened.” 
 
    “I don’t know why you asked them to do this task,” Deneth’s voice laughed from behind Creon. “You know they never stop moving.” 
 
    “True enough,” Creon agreed as he shook my hand. “Well, come in, Shadow Foxes. Let’s enjoy a meal together before we turn to the serious business of the evening.” 
 
    We stepped into a small apartment that was clearly Creon’s personal abode. Though spartan compared to many of the places we’d seen, it still held its share of knickknacks and curiosities, many of which had been salvaged from the original city of Augustine and passed down from one abbot to the next. Creon was happy to show off many of the pieces while we sipped on the alcoholic version of Merlin’s lemonade and our team’s experts even offered their own insights on some of the items. 
 
    Dinner was served in a small but formal dining room. There was the white tablecloth with matching white cloth napkins, the heavy brocade curtains drawn against the fading light from the french doors to the garden, three crystal glasses at each seat, an array of silverware, and heavy pewter plates etched with various scenes of Augustine. Even Merlin had his own place set up in a corner, with a tray full of puca-sized bites and a bowl of fresh milk. Despite this, dinner proved to be more informal, and even the abbot and the High Mage ignored most of the glassware and silverware in favor of the basic fork and knife and a glass of wine. 
 
    The food was wonderfully fresh, and I made quick work of the flaky, piping hot bites of spinach pie with melting cheese that came out as an appetizer, the blood orange salad with sunflower seeds, and the paper-thin slices of carpaccio. I slowed down for the main course, just so I could fully appreciate every herb and spice that had gone into the rub for the incredibly tender pork loin. By the time dessert arrived, I was starting to feel as big around the middle as our host. Still, it’s hard to pass up a decadent chocolate torte with fresh strawberry sauce, and I noticed more than one Shadow Fox surreptitiously scrape the last bit of sauce from their plates. 
 
    “Do you eat like this every night?” Maruk inquired as he dabbed the last few crumbs from his face with his napkin. 
 
    “Oh, goodness no,” Creon replied. “But we do have a member of our flock who is quite talented in the kitchen, and he lives for those rare moments when we have outsiders so he can show off his skills to the fullest.” 
 
    “He did do that,” Yvaine said with a satisfied smile. “I can think of quite a few estates in Ocloara that don’t produce nearly such fine feasts.” 
 
    “I’ll be sure to pass that along,” Creon laughed. “Shall we return to the study? We can talk in there without being disturbed.” 
 
    I managed to stand up, mostly by sort of rolling out of my chair, and followed our host back to the study. Creon pulled an assortment of chairs into a rough circle and then tugged on the bell pull. A moment later, a swarthy man with a humped back opened the door.  
 
    “Tea for everyone,” Creon ordered politely. The man nodded and quietly closed the door as he left. 
 
    We made small talk until the man returned with the tea. Creon poured cups for everyone and then took a seat in the remaining chair.  
 
    “Before we start any discussions,” I began, “there’s something I need to do.” 
 
    I untied the pouch from my belt and handed it to Deneth. She hesitated a moment and then slowly reached out and grasped the bag. She took a deep breath and opened it, using her mana to view what was inside.  
 
    “Gabriel?” Yvaine whispered. 
 
    “It’s okay,” I assured her quietly and then said more loudly, “Deneth, I believe these would be safer with you. I’ve carried them this far so that a manipulator who understood them would protect them. But someone already searched my room at the hospital, and it may be a coincidence, but I think someone here is looking for them as well. So, I don’t think I should keep them any longer.” 
 
    “Searched your room,” Creon repeated angrily. “That is unacceptable. I shall ask for an investigation.” 
 
    Deneth held up a hand, bringing Creon’s rant to a quick end. 
 
    “I’m not surprised that someone would have searched for them,” Deneth said. “And I have no doubt that the person who went through your room was paid by someone else to do just that. I can name any number of people who might try such a thing. So, I will gladly take custody of the Shodra for the time being but I am not the one who will use them.” 
 
     One by one, Deneth drew each of the Shodra from the bag. 
 
    “The Shodra,” Creon said in awe. “I never believed I would live to see them.” 
 
    “You hoped you would never see them,” Deneth replied quietly as she examined each item.  
 
    “Why wouldn’t you want to see them?” Aerin asked. 
 
    “There was an oracle in Augustine,” Deneth explained. “She survived the attack and helped save many others at a great cost to herself. Before she died, she gave us one last prophecy. She told us that the war wasn’t over, and that it would come to Augustine once again when the Shodra were brought to our shores. The last great battle for Evreas would happen here.” 
 
    “And Theira told you that we were coming, with the Shodra,” I said. 
 
    “Yes,” Deneth replied as she returned the Shodra to the pouch and tied it to her own belt. “It’s been so long since the oracle’s prediction, that most have come to feel that it wasn’t a true prophecy. Many no longer believe that the Shodra even exist. After all, we understood that the war was over, that the elementalists had triumphed.” 
 
    “The war is over,” Lena asserted. 
 
    “Or maybe it’s been a cold war,” I mused.  
 
    “A cold war?” Creon asked. 
 
    “It’s a concept from my… original home,” I explained. “There aren’t big battles with opposing armies or such, but there’s still a war going on. It’s fought more in the shadows.” 
 
    “Such as passing a law that condemns all manipulators to death automatically,” Deneth added. 
 
    “Exactly,” I agreed. 
 
    “Maderel has been quietly building his own mage army,” Lavinia pointed out, “for the express purpose of fighting the Academy and anyone else who gets in his way.” 
 
    “But,” Lena protested, “we’ve had peace.” 
 
    “Have we?” Imogen insisted. “Most leaders are always picking a fight with someone else and they’re more than happy to send their armies off to do battle with whomever has made them unhappy on any given day.” 
 
    “It’s just peaceful compared to the civil war,” I added. 
 
    “Which is about to pick up again,” Maruk pointed out.  
 
    “What can you tell us about Maderel?” Deneth asked. 
 
     “He’s a manipulator,” I mused. “A very powerful one. I don’t know who trained him, if anyone did, but he somehow escaped the Academy’s notice. He’s figured out a way to hide his aura so that he looks like an elementalist, even to a manipulator. As Lavinia mentioned, once he joined the Academy, he’s been quietly finding and training manipulators and then sending them out into the world. We figure he has his own agents in high positions in most governments. We also suspect he turned one of his students who was opposed to his plans into a warthog.” 
 
    “All magic can be dangerous if someone hasn’t been properly trained on how to handle it, especially manipulator magic,” Deneth sighed. 
 
    “Maderel said much the same thing about elementals,” I replied. 
 
    “I fear that Maderel doesn’t fully grasp the importance of manipulator magic,” Deneth said. “Though given the Academy’s stance, that’s to be expected.” 
 
    “What do you mean, the importance of manipulator magic?” Cat asked uneasily. 
 
    “That might best be answered by a question of my own.” Deneth replied. “What do you think happened in the old city?”  
 
    We looked at each other, and I saw Yvaine try not to giggle. 
 
    “I was calling it unbound mana,” I finally said. 
 
    “That’s actually quite accurate,” Deneth remarked in a surprised voice. “What the elementalists were trying to accomplish was an unwinding of manipulator magic. Augustine had been neutral during the war, and we had always been friendly to manipulators. In fact, most of the mages who lived in the city were manipulators rather than elementals. The elementalists saw us as a threat and saw the conference as a chance to eliminate a large portion of the manipulator population.” 
 
    “So it wasn’t just about disrupting the conference,” Lavinia noted. 
 
    “Not at all,” Deneth continued. “What the elementalists didn’t understand is that elemental magic requires manipulator magic in order to function, and manipulator magic requires elemental magic. By unleashing the spell to destroy manipulators, they destroyed themselves and everything else that is dependent on mana.” 
 
    “Ah, damn,” I cursed as I remembered some of my lessons with Maderel. “Maderel wasn’t just training his mages to conceal their manipulator magic with elemental magic. He wants them to master both, so they can eliminate elementals.” 
 
    “It’s the same mistake the elementals made,” Deneth said as she shook her head. “It won’t work. He’ll just destroy the world.” 
 
    “That’s what Theira was warning me about,” I agreed.  
 
    “But how can he control both?” Emeline asked. 
 
    “He can’t, not really,” Deneth explained. “Being a mage gives you the ability to tap into both, but it’s nearly impossible to control them at the same time.” 
 
    “There was the oracle’s other prophecy,” Creon murmured. 
 
    “Of course there was,” Lavinia sighed. 
 
    “What other prophecy?” Maruk asked. 
 
    “That a new god would unite the magic,” Creon replied. 
 
    “Oh, Theira told us that as well,” Lena noted. “Or rather, she told Gabriel about it in his dream. Well, just the part about the new god. And that he could use the Shodra.” 
 
    “Did she,” Deneth commented as she gave me a speculative stare. 
 
    “We need to start preparing the city,” I said as I tried to shift away from Deneth’s piercing gaze. “I don’t know how far behind us Maderel’s mages are. They took the long way to get here, but we had some setbacks that slowed us down.” 
 
    “Our recon troops will tell us when they are nearing the city,” Deneth assured me. “But you’re right. We should make additional preparations.” 
 
    “Additional preparations?” Imogen asked. “You’ve already started something?” 
 
    “We have had a plan since the first settlers began working on this place,” Creon replied. “Every citizen of Augustine is trained and ready to do their part. Even we here in the monastery are preparing healing potions and our sisters at the nunnery are working on additional uniforms.” 
 
    “But your insights will be valuable,” Deneth added. “If you agree, I’d like to divide you up to help with various groups. You can tell us how to improve our various preparations in ways that may not be obvious to those who have been living here for so long.” 
 
    “We’d be happy to help,” I replied. “Aerin is a skilled healer, especially with combat wounds. And Lena is an excellent alchemist. She has both healing potions and an excellent cache of weapons.” 
 
    “Ah, yes,” Creon said excitedly. “The recon group that found you brought some of your material here for identification purposes. We were very impressed with some of your creations. We would love the chance to work with you.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Lena said with a slight blush. “I would be happy to work with your alchemists.” 
 
    “And Aerin,” Creon continued, “We have a specialized group of healers that work with us and the clinic. They’re the best in Augustine, and if you’re as good as Gabriel says, then I think you should meet them.” 
 
    “I would be honored,” Aerin replied. 
 
    “I know Emeline is a fire mage,” Deneth added. “I would like you to meet with our local elementals. We’ve developed some new aspects of elemental magic since we moved underground, and I suspect you’ve learned a few new tricks yourself during this journey.” 
 
    “I have,” Emeline agreed. “I would love to show your own mages what I’ve learned.” 
 
    “The rest of us can work with your soldiers,” Lavinia offered. “I know we haven’t had a chance to demonstrate it, but we know how to kick butt in a fight.” 
 
    “Our soldiers are always up for any challenge,” Deneth laughed. “I’m sure they’d accept whatever you decide to throw at them.” 
 
    “Actually,” Yvaine interrupted, “I think I might be of better use working with the city government. I’m assuming you’ll want to attack on the surface, but you’ll still need to make sure that everything is protected down here. And, if I may say so myself, I’m quite good at organizing large-scale projects.” 
 
    “She is,” I added.   
 
    “Alright, then,” Deneth agreed. “I can arrange meetings with the various boards who are responsible for the protection of the city.” 
 
    “Cat and I will work with your recon groups,” Imogen offered. “We both have experience with moving around unseen and keeping long watches.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Creon replied. “The recon groups always need a fresh pair of eyes.” 
 
    “And you, Gabriel,” Deneth said. “I know we have only a very little time, but I would like to work with you, to show you what it means to be a manipulator.” 
 
    “I was hoping you would say that,” I admitted with a grin. 
 
    We stayed up late, making plans with Creon and Deneth well into the early morning hours. Merlin fell asleep in Deneth’s lap, snoring quietly until we finally called it a wrap for the day. I carried the drowsy puca back to my room and dumped him unceremoniously onto the foot of the bed while I struggled to remove my clothes. Tired and reasonably undressed, I curled up under the covers and fell asleep. A few short hours later, the bell for morning service woke me.  
 
    Creon had told us how to find the refectory and quickly assured us that food would be available even if we weren’t there during the regular dining hours. I only took one wrong turn in my search and Merlin’s sharp nose soon picked up the trail. The refectory was empty by the time I arrived except for Lavinia and Imogen, who sat, heads together, at one of the long tables closest to the door to the kitchen. The scent of freshly baked bread and something fruity drifted my way, and my stomach grumbled in response. 
 
    “Good morning,” I said as I sat down next to the two ladonae. “What’s for breakfast?” 
 
    “The best bread I’ve ever eaten,” Lavinia replied. “I’m just waiting for the next batch to cool off.” 
 
    “The cheese and fruit spreads are really good, too,” Imogen added. 
 
    “I can believe it after that meal last night,” I sighed. “So, any sign of our host or hostess?” 
 
    “I saw Creon earlier,” Lavinia said. “Creon and Deneth have already set up work for everyone, even the puca.” 
 
    “Merlin?” I asked in surprise.  
 
    Merlin looked up from his investigation of an old broom that someone had left in the corner and stared at the two ladonae suspiciously. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Imogen laughed. “Your friends Doctor Hin and Doctor Laifa want to spend more time with you. They want to study how he shapeshifts. I’m not sure what they hope to get out of it, but the High Mage assures me that it’s not at all dangerous.” 
 
    Merlin had lit up at the mention of the two doctors, and he did a little happy dance as Imogen explained what they wanted. 
 
    “Geez,” I said, “What did they feed you last time you were with them?”  
 
    Merlin just grinned and hopped up on the bench next to me. 
 
    The humpbacked man who had brought tea the night before appeared from the kitchen bearing a basket full of steaming rolls, a bowl of cold butter, a bowl of jam, and a plate of cheese slices. He set everything on the table and dipped his head shyly to the two ladonae. 
 
    “Malik, you are a genius,” Imogen cooed as she grabbed one of the rolls. 
 
    “If you ever get bored with the monastery, you can come back to Ovrista with us,” Lavinia added as she selected a roll and then slathered it with butter. 
 
    Malik smiled for a moment and then disappeared back into the kitchen. He was back a moment later with a fresh pot of tea, some honey, and three bowls of fresh fruit. He scurried back to the kitchen before we could say anything else to him. 
 
    “Is he the one that cooked last night’s dinner?” I asked around a mouthful of warm, soft bread and crunchy crust. 
 
    “He is,” Lavinia replied, “and I was serious about that offer. Can you imagine waking up to this every morning?” 
 
    “I’d weigh three hundred pounds,” I replied. “Besides, do you really think Maruk would want to share his kitchen?” 
 
    “There is that,” Lavinia admitted. 
 
    “So what are the plans that Deneth and Creon have come up with for today?” I queried as I scooped up a serving of blueberries and some sort of sweet melon. 
 
    “Dehn, Maruk, and I will all be heading over to their training grounds,” Lavinia replied. “Apparently, the head of training was interested to see what we could do. Yvaine’s all set to meet with various agencies which could get really interesting. I know she was up even later than the rest of last night, drawing up her own plans.” 
 
    “Aerin and Lena are already with the monks,” Imogen added. “Apparently, they start early around here, no matter what time you go to bed. And Emeline should be leaving soon to go meet with the elementals. Cat and I will be joining Kesta and her group in just a bit.” 
 
    “Has everybody else had breakfast?” I asked in surprise. 
 
    “Just grab and go,” Lavinia said as she smacked her lips. “At least for Aerin and Lena. We’ll see if anybody else makes it in time.” 
 
    The rest of the Foxes did finally straggle in, though Creon seemed determined to keep everybody on a tight schedule. Dehn and Maruk barely had time to eat a roll before they were told that someone from the Military Academy was waiting for the trio at the gate. Emeline appeared long enough to grab an apple from the kitchen, and then she was off to meet with the local elementalists. Yvaine and Cat were at least able to sit down and eat, but soon it was just me and Merlin. 
 
    Creon joined me and helped himself to a roll and a thick shmear of the jam. He looked incredibly content as he ate and he even hummed as he chewed. 
 
    “Well, are you ready to join the High Mage?” Creon finally asked when he’d eaten the last little bite. 
 
    “I am,” I replied. 
 
    “Good,” he said. “I’m heading over there myself, so we can walk together. If Merlin doesn’t mind waiting with Avain and Glenn, Doctor Laifa will be here soon to pick him up.” 
 
    “I’m sure he’ll be happy to wait with them,” I said as I glanced over at the puca. His face was smeared with jam and breadcrumbs but he was trying to clean himself up.  
 
    I followed Creon when he stood up, and Merlin hopped up on my shoulder. Avain was waiting in the hall just outside the refectory, and Merlin jumped from my shoulder to his. The young monk was momentarily startled, but then he smiled and tore off down the hallway with Merlin clinging to his shoulder. 
 
    “Doctor Laifa may have a bit of a wait before she can visit with him,” Creon observed. 
 
    I laughed, and the two of us made our way through the monastery. We passed several monks along the way but none showed much interest in me. A few stopped to talk to the Abbot, but all I ever received was a few polite nods. Not that I was complaining, but it was such a complete polar opposite of what we had encountered with the crowds that I found it odd. 
 
    “Why aren’t the monks curious about us like everyone else?” I asked Creon as we stepped into the street. 
 
    “It’s part of our training as monks,” Creon replied. “To simply accept what is to be. Your arrival is of no greater or lesser importance than any other event that might happen.” 
 
    “But you don’t believe that,” I remarked. 
 
    “Well, someone has to be the practical one,” Creon acknowledged. 
 
    The walk to the Mage House, the official name of our destination, was more pleasant than our previous jaunts through the streets. Without an escort or any other obvious sign that I was an outsider, most people simply ignored me. A few stopped to talk to Creon, mostly about the strangers rescued from the surface, and of those, only two seemed to realize who I was. It was nice and it gave me time to study the city which was indeed much larger than I had originally thought. 
 
    Creon explained how the city had slowly expanded through the centuries and how the manipulators had been able to work with the elemental mages to expand the first cave to include a vast network of underground sections. A few of the furthest areas could only be reached through tunnels that still looked like actual tunnels. There had been plans to upgrade these, but many of the outer inhabitants had protested, saying they liked the transition represented by the rough hewn rock. It was still a matter of much debate and had been the hot topic of the day before our arrival.  
 
    The Mage House was a block-long three story building that looked like nothing more than a row of old brownstones. The front entrance even had a stoop and a doorbell and a garbage can on the curb awaiting collection. 
 
    Creon pressed the bell and started humming again as we waited on the stoop. Eventually, the door opened to reveal an elf not much taller than Dehn with purple hair, blue eyes and two very large breasts. 
 
    “Good morning, Tabby,” Creon said cheerfully. “I’m here to meet with Basta and my friend Gabriel is scheduled to spend the day with the High Mage.” 
 
    “Oh,” Tabby squeaked as she looked at me. “Are you him?”  
 
    “He is,” Creon assured her. “Perhaps we should come inside though? I believe the day’s rains will be starting in this section soon.” 
 
    “Oh, of course,” Tabby said as she opened the door wide enough to let us inside. 
 
    The entryway was a collection of boots and shoes scattered around the floor and an old coat rack buried under too many cloaks. I spotted a ball, a tennis racket and something that looked like a hockey stick amid the detritus, and a pile of backpacks in a corner. Tabby opened a second door, and we stepped into a foyer that looked like somebody’s house. There was the living room just off to the left, a more formal looking room on the right, a long narrow hallway straight ahead, and a curving staircase covered with a slightly frayed carpet. 
 
    “We’ll just head on up,” Creon declared as he started up the staircase.  
 
    I smiled at Tabby and set off after Creon. He could move pretty quickly, even on the stairs, and he was already half-way up by the time I had my foot on the first step. I bounded after him though he was kind enough to slow down when he reached the second floor. He waited until I caught up to him and then he started climbing to the third floor. 
 
    The third floor landing turned out to be the intersection for six different hallways, each exactly alike except for the paint color. Creon started down the cornflower blue hallway and stopped at a plain varnished door about halfway along. He knocked politely and then started to hum while he waited for someone to answer the door. 
 
    That someone was another elf, about the same height as Aerin, with brown hair in rows of tight braids, two chocolate brown eyes, and a frown on her face. Her expression instantly changed to a smile when she saw Creon and she wrapped him in a quick hug before stepping back to examine me. 
 
    “Tough day so far?” Creon laughed. 
 
    “You have no idea,” the elf replied. “The High Mage has had messengers here all morning and she may just shoot the next one who appears.” 
 
    “Well, I present her escape for the day,” Creon announced. “This is Gabriel Vega, the manipulator who survived the crossing. I know we’re a bit late. You can just let Deneth know that I couldn’t resist one more of Malik’s rolls.” 
 
    “She guessed as much,” the elf responded with a smile. “I promise we’ll take good care of him.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Creon replied as he turned towards me. “Enjoy your day, Gabriel. I’ll see you at the monastery tonight.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I declared as Creon gave me a merry laugh and then continued on down the hallway. 
 
    “I’m Ashara,” the elf said as she ushered me inside. “The High Mage is just in her office. She’ll be very happy to see you.” 
 
    “That will be a nice change,” I laughed. “So why all the messengers this morning?” 
 
    “Everyone’s in a tizzy after your meeting with the council,” Ashara sighed. “We’ve spent all these centuries preparing for war, and now that it’s finally here, everyone is worried.” 
 
    “People should worry about war,” I mused. “It’s when they start to panic that you have a problem.” 
 
    “I guess that’s true,” Ashara replied. “No one’s panicking, at least not yet.” 
 
    “You know, the Shadow Foxes may have a way to make it easier for all the different groups to talk to each other,” I offered. “So you wouldn’t have to rely on sending messengers everywhere.” 
 
    “Really?” Ashara asked. “That could be really helpful, especially as these other mages draw close.” 
 
    “Here, let me show you,” I said as I dug through my pack.  
 
    I found the pen and paper and scribbled a quick note asking anyone who read it to send a note back. No one responded right away, and Ashara looked at me with a quizzical smile. 
 
    “Well,” I explained. “Someone else with the same type of pen and paper has to read it first. As soon as one of the other Foxes sees that I’ve sent a note, they’ll write back.” 
 
    “Do you mind if I hold onto this?” Ashara asked. “You know, just until someone answers?” 
 
    I could tell she wasn’t convinced that the paper would work as advertised. I nodded and handed her the pen as well. 
 
    “In case you want to write a response of your own,” I laughed.  
 
    “I’ll give them back before you leave,” Ashara assured me. 
 
    “Give what back?” Deneth’s voice asked.  
 
    Neither of us had heard the door to the High Mage’s office open or heard her footsteps as she came to see who her new visitor was. We both jumped when we heard the High Mage’s voice, and Ashara looked guilty for a moment. 
 
    “I apologize, ma’am,” Ashara said quickly. “I should have brought him into your office right away.” 
 
    “It’s alright, Ashara,” Deneth soothed. “As long as it isn’t another one of those dratted messengers I’m happy. So, what are you returning to our handsome adventurer?” 
 
    “It’s a communication device that Lena and Emeline developed,” I explained. “If you write on the paper with the pen, whatever you write will show up on the other sheets of paper. It’s very handy, although the other person you’re writing to needs to actually look at the piece of paper to realize they’ve received a note.” 
 
    “Still no answer,” Ashara noted sadly. 
 
    “Well, everyone is busy today,” I sighed. “Maybe at lunch someone will think to take a look.” 
 
    “This could be very helpful,” Deneth mused. “Our recon groups could use this to send early word of approaching danger. You’d just need some way to alert the recipient that a message had arrived.” 
 
    “Like a little bell noise,” I suggested. 
 
    “Would you be willing to share these with us?” Deneth asked.  
 
    “Of course,” I replied. “You’d have to talk to Emeline and Lena to figure out exactly how they did it.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Deneth said absentmindedly as she picked up the pen and paper and studied them closely. “Interesting work. The pen is very clever.” 
 
    “Here,” I added as I dug through my pack again. “This one works as an eraser.” 
 
    “Ashara, take these to Hamrick,” Deneth ordered. “Tell him to get to work on these right away. Also tell him to send someone to the monastery to set up a meeting with Emeline and Lena, the young women who created this.” 
 
    “Yes, High Mage,” Ashara replied quickly as she scooped up the pens and paper.  
 
    “Well,” Deneth said when it was just the two of us. “There, you see. You’ve only been with us a short time and you’ve already contributed to our efforts in a very important way.” 
 
    “I should have remembered them sooner,” I said guiltily. 
 
    “But why should you?” Deneth replied as she waved me into her office. “You’ve had bigger concerns on your mind. Like the Shodra.” 
 
    Deneth’s office was quite large, though it was filled with so many bookshelves and boxes, it was difficult to appreciate its size. The only clear space in the room was Deneth’s desk, which was placed in front of a large window that overlooked the courtyard below, and the two green guest chairs that sat on either side of a tea cart loaded with the same type of equipment that filled Lena’s lab. 
 
    “Where shall we start?” Deneth mused as she slipped behind her desk.  
 
    She opened a drawer and pulled out the pouch that contained the Shodra. She pulled each item from the cloth and set it on her desk, arranging them in a rectangular shape. 
 
    “Since we don’t have much time, maybe we should just leap right in,” she mused.  
 
    “Leap right into what?” I asked as I watched her study the Shodra and then rearrange them again. 
 
    “Mastering control,” Deneth replied with a smile. “Among other things. You’ll need to fully understand what a manipulator does if you’re going to use the Shodra.” 
 
    “Not me,” I insisted as I shook my head. “Theira sent us here to give you the Shodra.” 
 
    “Dear boy,” Deneth sighed. “I’m here only to instruct you. You’re the one that has the connection to the Shodra.” 
 
    “The connection?” I repeated. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You’ve been able to sense them, haven’t you?” she asked. 
 
    “Well,” I hesitated. “Sometimes, when I’m close or if I touch them.” 
 
    “They don’t react that way to all manipulators,” Deneth said with a nod. “There are certain qualities, certain skills that draw them out. Any mage, elemental, or manipulator can use them, but only certain mages can understand them and use them as they were intended.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I replied as I looked at the final arrangement she’d created. “I’ve never had any thought about using them. I saw what happened when others tried to use them.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Deneth reassured me. “I will be here every step of the way.” 
 
    And so my next round of mage lessons began. It wasn’t all that different from what I had learned from Maderel as Deneth taught me how to sense the mana of not just living things but of inanimate objects as well. She showed me the power that flowed through the Shodra and the patterns that controlled it. We worked well into the night, with only occasional interruptions from Ashara, who quietly appeared with food and drink and then disappeared without a word. 
 
    I have no idea what time it was when I finally left. Deneth offered to find me a room for the night in the House, but I wanted to see the rest of the Foxes and I wanted to use the walk to clear my head. A burly human mage with a thatch of curly blonde hair was recruited as my guide, and we set off for the monastery along darkened streets. 
 
    There were only a few people out and about at this hour, though I could see lights glowing in many of the homes that we passed. There was a pleasant breeze that carried the scent of fresh rain and even stars twinkling overhead. I remembered Creon’s comment about the day’s expected shower and asked Pap, my guide. 
 
    “The air and water mages handle most of that,” Pap replied. “They post a schedule every month, though sometimes they update it if some of the crops need extra water or something. It doesn’t usually change all that much in the city proper.” 
 
    “I can’t believe they recreated all of this down here,” I noted as we passed a couple walking hand-in-hand while their young children ran ahead. 
 
    “I guess it is pretty amazing,” Pap said. “But I’d like to go back to the surface. I could start a family then and have as many children as I want.” 
 
    “You can’t do that now?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” Pap sighed. “They try to keep the population at a certain level, so we don’t use up all our supplies. And I totally get that. But there’s this girl I like, and we’d like to get married.” 
 
    “Ah,” I replied as I thought of my children. “Kids are a great thing.” 
 
    “Well, if you’re who the High Mage claims you are, I could start making some plans,” Pap announced with a grin. “I could have a whole passel of kids running around.” 
 
    “Don’t forget, you’ll have to run around after them,” I laughed. 
 
    We made it back to the monastery, and Pap waited long enough to see me inside the gate. The monk who welcomed me inside informed me that Creon had asked me to come by his room, no matter what time I returned. I thanked him and picked my way across the garden. There were no mage lights here to light the path and the wall effectively blocked out any light from the street. Trying to remember what Emeline did, I managed to create a small white blob that floated along next to me. It didn’t do a great job of lighting the place up, but I did manage to avoid tripping over a wooden crate someone had set by the side of the path. 
 
    Once safely inside the building, I retraced the route to Creon’s apartment. I heard the bell toll and a moment later, a group of monks passed me on their way to the service. I heard the chanting start up only this time it was joined by a soaring countertenor. I stopped just outside Creon’s door and wondered if I should follow the voices instead. Surely the abbot would be with his flock? 
 
    The door to Creon’s apartment opened before I could decide, and Creon looked up in surprise when he realized someone was standing there.  
 
    “Oh, sorry,” I apologized. “The monk at the gate said I should come.” 
 
    “It’s quite alright,” Creon assured me. “I didn’t hear you knock.” 
 
    “I didn’t have the chance,” I replied. “You suddenly opened the door.” 
 
    “Well, they do say great minds think alike,” Creon laughed. “Come in. You’ll save me from Brother Ignatius’ sermon on the sins of gluttony.” 
 
    I stepped inside and Creon led me to a pair of comfortable armchairs. He produced a bottle of whiskey and poured glasses for both of us before taking a seat.  
 
    “Thank you for the pen and paper,” he started. “We’ve had mages here all day working on them with Lena and Emeline. I think they’re nearly finished with the new and improved version.” 
 
    “Great,” I replied. 
 
    “I’m afraid we may have exhausted poor Aerin,” he continued.  
 
    “But she was able to help?” I prodded. 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Creon said after a sip. “She knows quite a lot about battle wounds. Though, I must admit, she’s not always sympathetic towards the injured.” 
 
    “No,” I agreed with a grin. “I’m pretty sure she became a healer to earn money, not out of any driving need to help people.” 
 
    “Too bad,” Creon sighed. “She’s really very skilled.” 
 
    “Well, she’s always been there for us,” I added. “And she’d never fail to help one of us if she could.” 
 
    “There may be hope yet,” Creon laughed. 
 
    “And the rest?” I prodded. 
 
    “Maruk, Dehn and Lavinia are quite popular with the soldiers,” Creon added. “They ate dinner at the academy tonight and plan on returning early tomorrow morning. Yvaine has seized control of, well, everything, and has the civilian corps hard at work. Cat and Imogen returned briefly to eat and check in with everyone else, and then they returned to the surface with one of the night groups. They’ve been working on ways to slow down the mages once they enter the steppes. As for Merlin, I suspect he gained a few pounds while he was in Doctor Laifa’s care but Avain and Glenn have been keeping him busy since his return.” 
 
    “It sounds like everyone has been working hard,” I said approvingly. 
 
    “And yourself?” Creon asked. 
 
    “Deneth showed me how to find the source of magic,” I replied. “Not just the mana that runs through living things, but the mana that exists everywhere. I can see how the two types of magic are supposed to work together rather than separately.” 
 
    “I’m glad,” Creon said. “It’s an important lesson, and one we almost forgot in the aftermath of the attack. Fortunately, we had a few wise people among the survivors who understood. Otherwise, I’m afraid we would have had no elementalists to help build this new city.” 
 
    “It’s a lesson the rest of the world needs to understand,” I replied. “If they don’t, they could lose everything.” 
 
    “Well, one war at a time,” Creon replied. “First, we take care of these mages. Then we can take care of everyone else.” 
 
    “Huh,” I murmured. 
 
    “Yes?” Creon prodded. 
 
    “Just reminded me of a line from a play,” I replied. “First thing we do, let’s kill all the lawyers.” 
 
    “I imagine you could rouse quite a large army for that war,” Creon laughed. “Unfortunately, it’s an army of manipulators that approach our city, not lawyers. I fear we are on our own.” 
 
    “Good thing the Shadow Foxes decided to drop by,” I added. “We’re pretty good at taking down evil mages.” 
 
    “A toast, then,” Creon said as he lifted his glass, “to the Shadow Foxes, defenders of justice, foes of evil, and fierce protectors against the scourge of bad lawyering.”  
 
    I laughed and downed the last of my whiskey. It would be the last leisurely moment for a long time. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    We spent every minute we could working with the people of Augustine. I barely slept and I saw more of Deneth during those few days than her own family did. There was a sense of urgency about everything we did, but for the most part, the people we worked with remained calm and focused. Everyone now accepted the fact of Maderel’s arrival, though there was still a great deal of debate about whether the Oracle’s last prophecy was coming true.  
 
    It was the rest of the population that still had their doubts about us. I could see it in the sideways glances every time I stepped outside or hear it in whispers as I passed. I suspect that it was only the support of people like Deneth and Creon that prevented some of the more skeptical citizens from dragging us back to the surface. I was also glad that Lavinia and Maruk had convinced their contact in the military to return our weapons. 
 
    And then the day we had been preparing for finally arrived. The recon groups had set up teams near the chasm to watch for the arrival of the mages. Using the Lenaline system, as our pen and paper had been christened by the local mages, the forward groups could send back word as soon as Maderel’s army arrived anywhere in the Great Chasm.  
 
    Near nightfall, we received word that a large party of mages had been spotted entering the town of Vima. The locals had looked puzzled by the arrival of so many mages, but appeared to take it all in stride. The recon group reported that the mages had at first approached the steps on the Augustine side of the chasm, as if they intended to attempt the crossing at night. But after a long discussion, the mages had retreated to Vima, and no sign had been seen of them since. 
 
    Many Augustine leaders remained convinced that the city was hidden well enough that the mages would never be able to find it. They insisted that the soldiers and recon groups be brought back inside, and the great doors sealed. The spells that hid the entrance from prying eyes would be able to withstand even the piercing gaze of a manipulator, they told the growing crowds. Let the steppes do their work and destroy the mages. A smaller subgroup suggested that the Shadow Foxes should be sent back out as well. 
 
    The Council called an emergency meeting for daybreak, ostensibly to discuss the city’s preparations, but everyone knew that the real topic was whether to face Maderel in the world above, or hide in the world below. Deneth was unfazed by the doubters, and she tried to reassure me that the city would make its stand. I was less certain. I knew many of the soldiers were with us, and people like Pap, who found life in the cave system to be too restrictive. But there were a lot of scared and angry people out there, who had found peace and respite in this haven, and it would take more than a vague promise of a better life to get them into fighting mode. 
 
    The meeting was to be held on the steps outside the great hall to accommodate the expected crowds. The Shadow Foxes and I made our way there with Creon and a small contingent from the monastery. When we arrived, we were escorted to a spot near the top of the steps, just below the great portico where the thrones for Deneth, Governor Wallace, and the Council of Elders now sat. 
 
    At the appointed hour, the nine leaders of Augustine stepped onto the portico and took their seats. The crowd had been buzzing with anticipation but as the final elder took her seat, silence fell over the mass of people who had gathered below. 
 
    “People of Augustine,” the wisp of a man with the baritone voice called out, “it is time for the city to rise again. Our day of destiny approaches as it was foretold. Will you rise and defend her?” 
 
    A great cheer went up from the crowd, but as I looked more closely, I could see more than a few unhappy faces.  
 
    “Will they go for it?” Lavinia asked, and I realized that she had been watching the crowd as well. “There’s not as many supporters as I thought there would be.” 
 
    “The only people we've met have been those that were willing to go to war,” I replied. “It was easy to believe that everyone supported the fight against Maderel.” 
 
    “But they just can’t hide away down here,” Lavinia remarked. “Maderel will find that door.” 
 
    “I know,” I said as I looked back towards the dais where one of the elders was now reciting a long to-do list of items still to be completed. “But it’s going to be hard to convince them. The spells have worked perfectly well for the last few centuries.”  
 
    “Some soldiers we’ve met are still convinced that the battle should take place in the tunnel,” Maruk added. “Lure them in and then slaughter them.” 
 
    “That puts the whole city at risk,” I replied, appalled at the thought of deliberately opening the doors. “Do they really think Maderel won’t realize he’s being led into a trap?” 
 
    “I suggested it should only be considered as a last-ditch strategy, but I’m afraid I didn’t win any friends with that,” Maruk mused. 
 
    “The good news is that General Barcus is all in favor of facing Maderel on the surface,” Lavinia noted. “And whatever he says, goes. At least, as far as the military is concerned. The rest of them, well, who knows?” 
 
    The elder finally finished and Deneth stood up. She approached the edge of the portico and looked down at the sea of people. 
 
    “I will start by telling you that the final prophecy is in motion,” Deneth stated and a gasp went up from the crowd. 
 
    “The Shadow Foxes have brought the Shodra to Augustine,” she continued, “I know many of you have your doubts about the prophecy, about the stories of the Shodra, and even the idea of returning to the surface. It has been so long and we have managed to create this wonderful place. It’s only natural that you would begin to fear the outside world, to want to remain here in this place of warmth and safety.” 
 
    I saw quite a few people nod in agreement.  
 
    “But that warmth and safety is only an illusion,” she added. “It doesn’t matter if we choose to confront them on the surface or hide in our cave, the manipulators who now approach our city will find us. Make no mistake, it is Theira who has shown me this. And whether you want to or not, you will fight a war. At least let us confront them as the brave warriors we are, not cowering like some mole rat in its lair.” 
 
    Another shout went up from the crowd, and it looked as if Deneth had swayed quite a few of those who still had doubts.  
 
    “Why must it be war?” a voice called out. 
 
    I looked around and spotted a middle-aged man making his way up the stairs towards the portico. He carried himself with easy self-assurance despite the fact that he was missing his right leg from the knee down. I had to suppress a giggle when I saw the wooden pegleg he wore instead. 
 
    “Who is this?” Aerin hissed. 
 
    “His name is Pepin Dyer,” Yvaine replied with a strong note of disapproval. “The elder that proposed we talk to Maderel during that first council session? That’s her son, and he definitely has his own plans to continue the family’s political dynasty.” 
 
    “There won’t be any place to continue the dynasty if they don’t fight,” Cat pointed out. 
 
    Pepin had finally made it to the portico, and Deneth managed to cede the speaker’s position to him with more grace and dignity than I would have given him. I caught the smirk he gave her before he turned to face the crowd, a look of pride and determination on his face. 
 
    “We have only the words of strangers from the beyond that these mages have some sort of evil intent,” Pepin declared. “And they have openly admitted that they stole the Shodra from the mages who follow them. Stole them after they were paid for retrieving the Shodra and returning them to the Mage Academy where they could be protected from illicit use by elementalists.” 
 
    I could feel the people staring at us now and more than a few of those stares were downright hostile. 
 
    “Are we to believe that Theira would send a vision to a pack of thieves and grave robbers?” Pepin demanded. 
 
    The crowd murmured, and I felt a red flush stain my cheeks. I glanced at the other Shadow Foxes and saw most of them looked as angry at the disparagement as I did, though Imogen looked amused and Cat looked surprised. 
 
    “And that’s what they are,” Pepin continued. “By their own admission. It’s not just the Shodra that they’ve stolen. They call themselves a guild, yet they have killed indiscriminately, all for the purpose of stealing items of value from their rightful owners.” 
 
    I grabbed Lavinia’s arm as she started to move towards Pepin to keep her from leaping onto the portico and demonstrating an indiscriminate kill. I noticed Maruk had one beefy arm wrapped around Dehn’s shoulders while the halfling looked like he was about to start frothing at the mouth. 
 
    “That doesn’t change the fact the mages have been spotted and will no doubt begin their journey towards Augustine,” Deneth cut in. 
 
    “Let them come,” Pepin replied. “As we let this guild come. At least give this Maderel a chance to explain his version.” 
 
    “Why?” I cried out angrily. “Why do you want to let him speak? He’ll kill every living thing in this city to get to the Shodra, and even if you just turn them over, he’ll still kill you.” 
 
    “So you say,” Pepin snarled. “But I have no reason to believe you. We should let Maderel speak.” 
 
    “Let Maderel speak,” someone called from the crowd. Several others took up the cry, and I noticed Pepin’s mother was positively beaming at her son. 
 
    “General Barcus,” Deneth called out loudly.  
 
    The crowd noise dipped to a murmur again as a tall man in camouflage with the unmistakable ramrod look of a career soldier separated himself from a group near ours and strode to the portico. 
 
    “What say you, General Barcus?” Deneth asked. “Do we meet these approaching mages on the surface or down here?” 
 
    “Whether we attack or talk, we need to meet them on the surface,” Barcus replied.  
 
    The murmuring went up again, but Pepin appeared unperturbed by the general’s pronouncement. 
 
    “Then we shall meet them on the surface,” Pepin replied. “And we shall talk to Maderel and offer our hand in friendship.” 
 
    I saw General Barcus wince but most people were too far away to have seen it. The crowd was cheering Pepin’s name now, and he was basking in their adulation. Deneth still appeared serene, though I saw her give Barcus a small nod. He drew himself up and returned to his spot among the other military leaders. 
 
    “This is suicide,” Yvaine hissed. 
 
    “Maybe not,” I replied. “Let them talk to Maderel and see what he is for themselves.” 
 
    “But he can be very convincing,” Lena protested. 
 
    “He wants the Shodra,” I said. “I don’t think he’s going to want to spend much time in discussions with Pepin when he realizes how close they are.” 
 
    “Besides,” Lavinia said as she looked toward Barcus, “General Barcus will position his soldiers as if they were going to war, no matter what Pepin says.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right,” Aerin remarked as she glanced back at the crowd. “Or Augustine could be lost for good this time.” 
 
    “Not as long as we’re here,” Dehn declared. “I’m not letting this panty-waisted mage take me down!” 
 
    “That’s the spirit,” Imogen laughed. 
 
    “We have a lot of work still to do,” I sighed. “I vote we slip out and start getting ready.” 
 
    “Barcus sent some extra weapons to the monastery along with ours,” Lavinia replied. “And Lena’s already replenished her own supplies.” 
 
    “Then let’s go,” I said.  
 
    Creon seemed to sense what we were doing, and he and the other monks formed a loose circle around us that slowly wound its way down the steps and back to the street. Another speaker had taken over and was vowing support for whatever the esteemed leaders of Augustine determined was the best approach.  
 
    No one paid much attention to our departure, and through it was slow going, most people were willing to move out of the way of the gray monks. The crowd was enormous and stretched even further than I had realized. Creon somehow remained calm through it all, and he even stopped and chatted with many of the citizens as he made his way through the crowd. Still, it was with a sense of relief that I finally spotted the walls that enclosed Sherburg. 
 
    Imogen and Cat left us at the gate and returned to the recon groups. Imogen promised to send word as soon as the next alert arrived from the section currently on the surface. Both ladona and elf seemed anxious to check on how well their attempts to slow down the mage army were working, and I couldn’t blame them. Everyone was on edge and waiting for an army to arrive on the doorstep was the very definition of a stressful day. 
 
    Yvaine left as well with two monks she recruited to help with translating some of the documents she wanted to review in the city file room. She was convinced that there was a link to the old port, but she hadn’t been able to find it yet. City officials insisted that all the old tunnels had been sealed but Yvaine wanted a back door, either to send in a sneak attack or to save the population, depending on how well things were going on the surface.  
 
    Life at the monastery, on the other hand, continued on much as it had every day since the monastery had been built. Monks worked in the gardens and in the library. Others tended to the basics, like cleaning the floors or dusting the furniture. The choir practiced, and Malik was hard at work in the kitchen. You would never know that Augustine’s fate was being decided just a short distance away. 
 
    “I must meet with my brethren,” Creon said when we were inside the welcoming halls of the main building once again.  
 
    “We have some preparations to make,” I replied. “We’ll talk later?” 
 
    “That would be perfect,” Creon agreed. “Don’t worry, my friends. Augustine will do what is right.” 
 
    “I hope so,” Lavinia muttered as the Abbott glided down the hallway towards the chapel. 
 
    “I’m going to the herbalists to pick up a few more items,” Lena called out as she followed after Creon. 
 
    “And I need to talk to some of the healers,” Aerin mused as she wandered down another hallway. “I want to make sure they understand what to do with head wounds.” 
 
    “Let’s go see what Barcus sent,” Dehn practically trilled. “Where do you suppose those monks put the new stuff he sent over?” 
 
    “If we can find Avain or Glenn we could ask them,” Lavinia replied. 
 
    “Check the kitchen,” I suggested. “They spend a lot of time with Merlin in there.” 
 
    Lavinia and Dehn turned their steps towards the refectory while the rest of us retreated to our rooms. There wasn’t much preparation that I needed to make beyond steadying my nerves. Deneth had shown me how mana flowed and how it worked with the elements, but I still felt uncertain about my own abilities. I had learned a lot from the High Mage, and it wasn’t bragging to say that being a manipulator had come easily to me, but I’d never gone up against anyone as powerful as Maderel. And I knew, in my heart, that when Maderel arrived, it would come down to the two of us. 
 
    I was pacing the small confines of my room when I heard a quiet tap on the door. I opened it absent mindedly as I did a mental checklist of the spells Deneth had shown me. 
 
    “Hi,” Emeline greeted me nervously. 
 
    “Hi,” I replied in surprise. “Everything okay?” 
 
    “Sure, I guess,” she said. “I’ve just never thought about having to go to war before. Is it always this scary?” 
 
    “I’ve never been to war before either,” I remarked. “But yes, I think it’s always scary.” 
 
    “It’s just… what if we lose?” she asked as she twisted her hair in her fingers. 
 
    “We won’t lose,” I assured her. “We can’t lose.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said, and I could see she was trying to calm her nerves. 
 
    “Why don’t you come in?” I invited. “You look like you need company.” 
 
    “Thanks,” she replied. “I definitely need to be with someone.” 
 
    “Well, I could help with that as well,” I teased as she stepped into the room. 
 
    “Oh,” she remarked as she realized what she had said and a blush blossomed on her cheeks.  
 
    “It’s okay,” I said. “We can do whatever you want. Trust me, it’s not unusual when you’re facing the challenge of a lifetime to try to relieve the stress with some good old-fashioned sex.” 
 
    “You know an awful lot about this for someone who’s never been to war,” Emeline noted. 
 
    “I read a lot,” I replied.  
 
    “Maybe I should read some of your books,” Emeline said with a grin.  
 
    The panthera pulled her shirt off then, giving me a perfect view of her very round and very pert breasts. I grinned and swept her into my arms, locking my lips onto hers. She growled as I explored her mouth with my tongue and then I tossed her lightly onto the bed. I pounced on top of her, and she pulled my lips to hers again as she rubbed herself against me.  
 
    It was my turn to growl as she undid my pants and pushed them off my hips. She grabbed my dick in one hand and began to stroke it while her tongue flicked along the edges of my ear.  
 
    “Take me,” she demanded. “I need this. Now.” 
 
    “Your wish is my command,” I replied. 
 
    She spread her legs wide, and I plunged in between, hard and deep into her warm and very wet vagina. She growled again and raised her hips to meet me. I found my rhythm and drove against her while she ground below me, begging for more. 
 
    Her tail flicked over my back, and I could feel the soft fur trace along my spine. I shuddered as it caressed my waist and I nearly lost control when it trailed in between my legs and tickled my balls. Emeline giggled when she felt me jerk at the touch but then I was back into the tempo and the feel of her tail along my body only fueled the fire I felt. 
 
    I was deep inside the panthera when I felt her body start to tighten around my penis. I pressed down harder, picking up the pace as she started to growl, low and deep. And then her whole body began to shake with the force, and she dug her nails into my back. 
 
    “Now,” she begged. “Oh, please, Gabriel! Now, now, now!” 
 
    I let out a long stream as she reached her climax and I could feel her own juices mixing with mine. I plunged in as far as I could go and held her on my shaft until the last spasm passed, and she fell back onto the bed with a contented sigh and satisfied purr. 
 
    “I love it when you fuck me,” she murmured. “I shouldn’t have waited so long.” 
 
    “It had to be when you were ready,” I replied. “And you knew when you were ready.” 
 
    “We’re so lucky,” she sighed. “To have you as our leader. You do so much for us.” 
 
    “I try,” I laughed.  
 
    “Let’s go again,” she said. “I need to catch up with the other ladies.” 
 
    “You too?” I teased. “Everyone wants a child.” 
 
    “Not a child,” she corrected. “Your child.” 
 
    “Well, we should get back to work then,” I replied.  
 
    She smiled and then drew me back to her. She sucked deep, lingering kisses from me while she rolled me slowly onto my back. She spread herself across my body, her tongue busy with my torso while her hands found my balls. My own hands found her breasts, and I squeezed just enough to draw another growl. 
 
    She worked slowly this time, exploring every inch of my body while I admired the sleekness of her shape and ran my fingers over every spot I could reach. She liked the sensation of being stroked, and I gradually started to match the rhythm of my drive with the pace of my caress. She started to twitch as the double sensation threatened to push her over the edge.  
 
    I started to pound faster and she pulled every inch of me deep inside of her. She grabbed my torso to steady herself as the force of my drives nearly shook her off, and her whole body bounced with my strength. When she came the second time, she arched backwards, tossing her hair in a long stream along her back and sending up a guttural howl that vibrated through me.  
 
    “Oh, fuck me!” she cried out as she squeezed her legs against me. 
 
    I climaxed into her again as her nails dragged across my abs, leaving long red scratches. She felt like she was about to explode, and then her body finally spasmed one last time and she fell on top of me, drained but purring louder than I’d ever heard her before.  
 
    “Maybe we should go to war more often,” she murmured. 
 
    I laughed and hugged her against me. She smiled at me and then laid her head against my chest. 
 
    “I like listening to your heartbeat,” she said as I played with the silky strands of her hair. 
 
    “And I like listening to you purr,” I replied as my hands moved to her back and began to caress her again. 
 
    I played with her the rest of the morning, testing each and every inch of skin and even finding a few fun things to do with that tail. We ventured out for a late bite of lunch, long after everyone else had eaten. We were both starving, but at least the nervous energy was gone. Emeline left me, to clean up and make her own final preparations, and I returned to my room, to let the soothing energy of the monastery wash over me one last time before Maderel arrived. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    The manipulator army was slowed considerably as they crossed the steppes. Between the booby traps and the unbound mana, the army had barely made it beyond the furthest tour point by noon. Scouts counted one hundred manipulators in the group as well as elementalists and healers, and Imogen confirmed that Maderel was part of the group. 
 
    Cat was slightly injured along with two other soldiers when the manipulators finally launched an attack against one of the recon groups. After that, the scouts pulled back and watched from a distance. Maderel’s group made it to the same caves where the Shadow Foxes had rested and settled in for the night.  
 
    The mage army set out early the next morning, only this time they were better prepared. They scoured for traps as they moved across the steppes and quickly removed any they found. They also had healed themselves, and more importantly, they had developed a shield against the mana. Kesta sent a note describing it as a bubble that surrounded the entire group. It wasn’t perfect, but it managed to keep out most of the unbound mana.  
 
    Deneth and General Barcus sent word that they were heading to the surface, and we quickly donned protective suits and moved to join them. Someone had even created a small pack of the special fabric for Merlin to hide in until it was time for battle, and he ducked inside with his frogskin and a bag of marbles. 
 
     Creon walked us to the gate and gave each of us a hug. There was a misty look in his eyes as he looked us over, like a father preparing to send his kids off to college. 
 
    “I’ll see all of you again soon,” the Abbott insisted as the gate opened, and we stepped into the street. 
 
    “Pray to Theira for us,” Aerin added quickly. “I haven’t had a chance to say my own.” 
 
    “I will have the entire order say prayers,” Creon agreed as he patted Merlin on his head. 
 
    The gate closed, and we joined the flow of similarly clad people heading towards the tunnel. Barcus had called up everyone who could fight, and the streets were lined with the few who were remaining behind. They waved and cheered, and a few sang songs, but there were a lot of tears and scared faces as well. 
 
    A command post had been set up near the entrance to the tunnel and as each person reported in, they were quickly dispatched to their assigned group. Barcus had made sure that the Shadow Foxes would remain together, and we began the long trudge up the tunnel with Deneth and her own small group of manipulators. Deneth was the only person I saw who wasn’t wearing one of the protective suits, though her own crimson robes glowed with a similar spell. 
 
    “Any updates?” Maruk asked as he tested his shields. 
 
    “Two hours at most,” Deneth sighed. “They’ve been moving more quickly as they draw closer to Augustine.” 
 
    “They know they're close,” I noted. “And Maderel is impatient to retrieve the Shodra.” 
 
    “Are they really going to try to negotiate with him?” Dehn asked with a note of disgust. 
 
    “Pepin Dyer is already on the surface, surrounded by his sycophants,” Deneth replied. “He’s also set up that stage he proposed at the town hall so he can properly greet Maderel when he arrives. Pepin, of course, will be the speaker for Augustine.” 
 
    “Maderel will love that,” Yvaine remarked. 
 
    “I’ll take wagers on how long Maderel will listen to that idiot before he simply kills him,” Lavinia snorted. 
 
    “He can be surprisingly patient,” I mused. 
 
    “You just said he was impatient to find the Shodra,” Cat pointed out.  
 
    “Yes, but he’s also very aware of the optics,” Yvaine said. “He doesn’t want to be the mage who found Augustine and then destroyed it for real. He’ll wait until he has something that approaches a reasonable excuse before he strikes.” 
 
    “Like the Augustine army attacking first,” Imogen agreed. 
 
    “Or their refusal to be reasonable and turn over magical items belonging to the Academy,” I added. 
 
    “Considering it was the ancestors of the Academy who destroyed their city, I can’t believe they would even tolerate peaceful discussion,” Lavinia huffed. 
 
    “Then why don’t we just attack him first?” Lena asked. 
 
    “General Barcus would love to do that,” Deneth replied. “But the counsel decreed that communication would be our primary goal.” 
 
    “Well, it’s not like those mages haven’t figured out that someone’s here,” Emeline sighed. “I wonder what the people in Vima must have thought when they saw all those people heading into the steppes?” 
 
    “As long as someone paid the bill, I don’t imagine they gave it much thought,” Maruk mused. 
 
    “Maybe they just destroyed Vima…” I muttered. I knew what Maderel was capable of, and the blasted landscape of Augustine was evidence enough to know the lengths they would go to in order to win. 
 
    As we neared the surface, we stopped to don our masks, and I gave Merlin a quick chin scratch before he buried himself in the pouch. Deneth had her own unique mask, a simple cloth that draped over her nose and covered her mouth and chin, but left her eyes and ears fully exposed.  
 
    The sun was just nearing its zenith as we finally stepped onto dirt and soil. Despite the mage sun in the city below, it was still nearly blinding to step onto the surface again. I paused for a second while my eyes adjusted but the flow of people pushed me onward. Still blinking at the sudden brightness, I stumbled after Deneth, who strode across the rubble-strewn terrain as easily as if she were crossing the vast marble floor of the Great Hall.  
 
    Pepin’s stage had been placed near the remnants of the western gate, complete with chairs, pennants and a tapestry of the city’s coat of arms. I glanced at Lavinia as we saw what the politician had put in place, and she shook her head in disgust. 
 
    “Deneth,” I whispered as we approached the stand. “Who did the council finally decide to put up there?” 
 
    “Pepin, of course,” Deneth replied. “A handful of his cronies, his mother, Governor Wallace, and myself.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s going to be a safe position once the fighting starts,” I noted. 
 
    “It won’t be,” she agreed. “I’ve already informed General Barcus that my first mission will be to see to their safety once the fighting begins. That means you and the other mages will have to fight without my guidance, at least initially.” 
 
    “We’ll be ready,” I assured her. “Still, it seems silly to waste someone of your strength and abilities on such a mission.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” she said with a mysterious smile. “Though I wouldn’t count me out of the first strike entirely.” 
 
    Several people were gathering on the stand, all dressed in camouflage but Pepin was easy to spot with his wooden leg. Even without seeing his face, I could tell that he was excited. No doubt he had spent his night dreaming of the glory that would be his if he could save Augustine without fighting a battle. He probably also pictured himself overseeing the rebuilding of Augustine, with a helpful hand from Maderel and his manipulators.  
 
    Deneth gave my arm a reassuring squeeze and then strode over to the stage. When Pepin saw what Deneth wore, he quickly removed his headgear. Deneth shook her head in disapproval and pointed towards the cloth that covered her own nose and mouth, which only seemed to make Pepin angry. His face turned red, and he was snarling as he made a reply. I thought he was going to strike Deneth but his mother tugged at his arm, and he recovered himself. 
 
    “We should go to our posts,” Imogen said. 
 
    I nodded in agreement and turned to face the Shadow Foxes. It was hard to believe that I hadn’t known this ragtag bunch of treasure seekers my entire life, though I realized that wasn’t exactly true. I had known them for my entire life as a manipulator, and that was really the only life that mattered now. 
 
    “Just like always,” I said with a smile. “We never do take the easy assignments.” 
 
    “We’re Shadow Foxes,” Aerin replied with a lift of her chin. “We don’t need easy.” 
 
    “I’ll see each of you at the end,” I added. “And I don’t want to see any gaping holes, head wounds, oozing pus, or any other signs of injury.” 
 
    “Better tell Aerin to stick close to Dehn then,” Lavinia replied. 
 
    “Hey,” Dehn protested, “I only get those wounds because the rest of you weenies are too afraid to lead the charge.” 
 
    “Or too smart,” Maruk mused. 
 
    “Be careful, Shadow Foxes,” I added in a more serious tone. “I don’t know what I’d do if I lost any of you.” 
 
    “You won’t lose us,” Yvaine assured me. “And we won’t lose you.”   
 
    I clasped hands with each Shadow Fox as they left for their assignments. Lavinia joined a row of archers hidden behind a section of the old city wall. Yvaine descended upon General Barcus and his officers at a position near the now sealed tunnel door. Lena and Emeline were absorbed by Deneth’s mages, while Dehn ran towards the soldiers who would be the front line. Imogen and Cat rejoined one of the scouting groups, and Maruk, Aerin, and I took up a spot behind Pepin’s stage.  
 
    Pepin had originally wanted me to be on the stage as well, no doubt so he could hand me over to Maderel, but Deneth had won that argument at least. I was at a spot behind and just to the side of the stage, where I could see and hear the entire exchange. Barcus had suggested a post where I would be hidden from Maderel’s view, but I pointed out that Maderel would probably find me no matter how well I concealed myself. I wanted to see him and hear him for myself. 
 
    We didn’t have a long wait. A great dust cloud appeared on the horizon, and then a black mass that moved across the land like one of those two-headed snakes. As it drew closer, I could pick out individuals. They marched steadily forward, and when I opened my mana, I could see the bubble they had created to protect themselves. It was clever, I had to give Maderel credit for that, and I’m not sure I could have pulled it off on my own. As it was, I saw that each of the manipulators in Maderel’s army was helping to maintain it.  
 
    The disadvantage was obvious. As soon as any sort of fighting started, the mages would have to drop the shield, exposing the group to the unbound mana. Maderel was just as aware of that fact, which meant that he intended to end this fight as quickly as he could. 
 
    When the front lines of Maderel’s army were barely an end-zone’s length away from the stage, they finally came to a halt. I glanced towards the stage and saw Pepin throw his arms wide in welcome. The only thing missing from this whole odd scene was the high school band playing a Sousa march. 
 
    “Welcome, travelers,” Pepin declared. “Welcome to the great city of Augustine.” 
 
    No one said anything right away, and I wondered if Maderel would send someone else forward to speak. But then the mass of black spread apart, and Maderel finally stepped forward. I thought there might be a few more gray hairs, but he appeared otherwise much the same. Like Deneth, he seemed unafflicted by the unbound mana, and I saw his gaze fasten on her for a heartbeat before he turned to Pepin. 
 
    “We are honored to be here,” Maderel replied, “though I see only ruin rather than a city.” 
 
    Pepin’s smile faltered for a moment. His mother, seated behind him, gave him a nudge with her foot. 
 
    “What you see is the remnants of the old city,” Pepin replied. “But we have rebuilt our home, and we are proud to once again share it with the world.” 
 
    “This is insanity…” I muttered. 
 
    Maderel looked over the people on the stage then slowly peered around the rubble. I know he was checking for auras and planning his own attack. His eyes rested on me for a moment, and then he turned his attention to the stage once again. 
 
    “But we cannot be the first to have made the crossing,” Maderel said with a smile that looked more like the bared teeth of a wolf. 
 
    “No, you are not,” Pepin admitted. “But you are the first group of your size. Truly, it is a sign that the world desires to be one with us again. A desire we reciprocate. To bury the sins of the past.” 
 
    “That would explain all the traps that were set,” Maderel replied sarcastically. 
 
    “Security measures only,” Pepin assured him quickly. “Military minds think of nothing more. But the people have decided that they wish to talk with you, and I am here to do their bidding.” 
 
    “There is very little need for talk,” Maderel declared. “I am here to retrieve what was stolen from me and to arrest those responsible. If you choose to aid me, then I will leave this place as I found it. If you resist me, then I will destroy whatever pitiful remains of Augustine exist.” 
 
    I could hear some hidden soldiers nearby shift slightly as they prepared their weapons. 
 
    “There is no need for violence,” Pepin said quickly. “We wish to be your brethren again.” 
 
    “You have many manipulators in your party,” Maderel noted as he looked at Deneth. “Perhaps I should make my offer to them.” 
 
    “And what offer is that?” Deneth finally spoke.  
 
    I could almost hear Pepin gnashing his teeth. 
 
    “I am here to retrieve the Shodra and I do so to benefit all manipulators,” Maderel replied. “I can use their power not only to protect us but to help us regain our proper place in the world.” 
 
    “And what is our proper place?” Deneth asked. 
 
    “As leaders, creators, even rulers,” Maderel declared. “We have been marked as manipulators by the gods, and we must use our gifts for the benefit of the world.” 
 
    “You speak well, Maderel,” Deneth replied. “But I have been warned by Theira. I know your true plan, and there is no benefit to the world in what you intend.” 
 
    “Oh, you’ve spoken to Theira,” Maderel mocked. “I know another who claimed to have spoken to Theira. But you’ve already met him, haven’t you?” 
 
    “I have,” Deneth said with a shrug. “He spoke the truth.” 
 
    “And did you tell him the rest of your vision?” Maderel demanded. 
 
    Deneth looked startled, but she said nothing. 
 
    “Gabriel,” Maderel called out and turned his piercing gaze on me. 
 
    I stepped forward, my curiosity winning out. 
 
    “Ask this manipulator about the new god,” Maderel instructed. “Ask what Theira told her.” 
 
    I glanced towards Deneth who had recovered her serene air. 
 
    “There will be a new god,” Deneth declared. “A god of magic. It falls to the one who controls the Shodra.” 
 
    “She means you, Gabriel,” Maderel added, and I felt the truth of his statement surge through my mana. “I sensed the possibility in you and so has she. You could be our leader, Gabriel. The one to free the manipulators from the fear and anger that imprisons us. All you need is someone to guide you.” 
 
    “That would be you,” I suggested when I finally found my voice. 
 
    “I know what you think of me,” Maderel replied as his tone shifted from anger to sadness. “You were lucky. Stranded in another world where you were safe. Imagine if you had been here in Evreas, where your very existence was considered a crime. I have done what I did to save the lives of those who would otherwise have been victims of infanticide.” 
 
    I shook my head and looked towards Deneth. 
 
    “Gabriel,” Maderel continued. “You know I’ve protected you from your own carelessness, and I have never done anything that would ever harm you or your friends. I can teach you what you need to know. The new way of being a manipulator. A new way for a new god.” 
 
    Maderel’s words were twisting through my head, and I could see images of a bright, shiny future where manipulators roamed the streets freely. There were great cities filled with happy people and countrysides where farmers produced an endless bounty of food. Even Augustine rose again, standing proudly above the plains, its banner waving in the wind from the ocean. 
 
    Deneth called my name. Her voice sounded worried and fear was in her eyes. But she seemed very far away, and her voice was little more than a whisper.  
 
    Maderel was still talking, creating image after image of the perfect world. It was so tempting. It was the world I wanted, and I could see it so clearly. The Shadow Foxes gathered in the guildhall, the children, my children, running past us as they darted into the backyard to play. Imogen and Cat were there too, the newest members of our guild, and Dehn introduced us to his girlfriend and soon to be wife.  
 
    And then it all shattered. A flash filled my vision and all I could see was the shattered remains of the Tower in Ovrista. Meteorites pummeled the city while flames engulfed the buildings. People tried to escape the destruction, only to find their routes blocked by rubble and fire. The guildhall of the Shadow Foxes was gone, obliterated by an army of mages very much like the one that stood on this plain. 
 
    “Gabriel,” Theira’s soothing voice called out, “I have shown you what will happen if Maderel has the Shodra. You must resist his spell. For the sake of all Evreas, you must fight.” 
 
    I was back in Augustine, and every eye was turned towards me. Deneth looked concerned, Pepin uncertain, and Maderel smugly fierce. 
 
    “It won’t work,” I called out to Maderel. “Whatever spell you’re casting, it won’t work. Theira showed me your true intentions, and I know you want the destruction of the world.” 
 
    “Then I shall kill you,” Maderel growled, “and claim the Shodra for myself. I shall be the new god.” 
 
    Maderel threw up his hand as did the rest of his army, but before he could launch his attack, a crackling mana shield went up in front of the stage. It was like the one I used, but this one was larger and more powerful. Bolts of lightning shot forth and struck several of the mages. One bolt even dared to arc towards Maderel, but he cast it aside before it could strike.  
 
    The Augustine army leapt into action, as did the mage army. Maderel’s first strike was aimed straight at Deneth, and the shield she’d thrown up around the stage. Maderel’s own mages threw up a shield around their leader, deflecting most of the arrows that were fired. Three of Lavinia’s arrows somehow made it inside just before the shield went up and three mages dropped to the ground, unmoving. 
 
    I heard Dehn’s battle cry at almost the same moment and several of the soldiers charged forward, with Dehn in the lead. They were met by a small group of elementalists who had sided with Maderel. The soldiers found themselves fighting against fireballs and a golem, but they kept moving forward. Augustine’s own elementalists joined the fray, and I caught a glimpse of Emeline as she launched a series of fireball attacks. 
 
    I launched my own attack against the shield that protected Maderel as he worked his next spell. The collision of my mana against the shield boomed across the field and for a moment, the shield was visible to the naked eye. Several of the archers took advantage and launched another array of arrows as the cracks became visible. I ducked as I heard several whiz by my head and then several of the mages howled in pain as the projectiles found their mark. 
 
    Maderel paid no attention to the rest of his army. He was focused on Deneth, and he let loose another spell. I could see that Yvaine and several soldiers had darted forward and were trying to move Pepin, Governor Wallace and the rest of the civilians out of the way while Deneth held her shield in place. But Maderel’s next spell slammed into Deneth’s shield and a crackling sound filled the air. Maderel’s spell reminded me of green slime. It spread across the surface of Deneth’s shield and then slowly started to dissolve it. I could see Deneth was sweating with the effort to maintain the shield but the civilians were moving too slowly. She would lose the shield before they were safely away. 
 
    “Maruk!” I called out as I attacked the mage army’s shield again. “Help Yvaine before Deneth loses the shield. Carry those people out of here if you have to.” 
 
    Maruk didn’t respond, he simply took off running towards the frightened group. Several of the mages took aim at him, but he had his shields up in time and their spells bounced harmlessly off the duranium. I saw him scoop up Pepin’s mother and another elderly woman and high tail it towards a sheltered spot that General Barcus was using as a command post. 
 
    Deneth’s shield collapsed and Maderel sent a fireball straight at the High Mage. I threw up my own shield around Deneth and Maderel’s mage fire set it ablaze. Yvaine and another soldier grabbed the High Mage and pulled her away from the flames, but a thick black smoke began to seep across the area, and I saw more than one mage and soldier start coughing. 
 
    There was a wet thwack behind me, and I turned around to see Aerin take another swing at a small golem that had come up behind us. Merlin was in his black hound form, and he dodged around the golem, keeping it off balance while Aerin swung her mace. She was taking large chunks out of the creature, but it would simply reform every time, a little smaller but still as dangerous.  
 
    I glanced around the rest of the field of battle and realized that many of the troops faced the same problem. They were battling creatures that wouldn’t simply die after a hard blow. Even if they somehow managed to destroy one, and the golem’s total destruction was what was required, they would be worn down from the effort. The mage army, on the other hand, would have no such problems.  
 
    I needed to get to Maderel.  
 
    I climbed atop a nearby section of collapsed wall that was still fairly flat. With my mana open, I studied the mage shield until I found an opening and launched my own attack. A fireball sizzled past the mage shield and exploded inside. Water mages with the group quickly extinguished the flames but not before several mages went down.  
 
    I saw Maderel quickly scan the battlefield and stop when he spotted my position atop the wall. He said something to the mage closest to him and then strode towards me, his black robe billowing behind him like a pair of wings. Several archers and mages took shots at him, but their attacks were all deflected.  
 
    Maderel looked like he was simply out for a stroll on the promenade. His hair was still perfectly coiffed and not a drop of sweat dared appear on his brow. He saved his most impressive feat for the wall. Rather than climbing like a mere mortal, he somehow levitated to the top.  
 
    “I’m sorry it’s come to this,” Maderel remarked in a bored tone as he stepped onto the wall just a few feet from me. 
 
    “I can’t let you destroy this place,” I replied as I drew my mana blade. 
 
    “It doesn’t have to be that way,” Maderel replied calmly as he looked at my blade. “We could work together on creating a new world. With you as the God of Magic, we could unify manipulators and elementalists.” 
 
    “That’s not what you want,” I pointed out. “You want to destroy elementalists.” 
 
    “Only if they couldn’t be brought into the new order of magic,” Maderel shrugged. “But if you are the God of Magic, then that becomes unnecessary. All mages will be able to use the new, one magic. Their elimination becomes… pointless.” 
 
    “Unless they stand against your new order,” I noted. 
 
    “Every empire is built on blood,” Maderel remarked. “Just look at the field around us.” 
 
    I had slipped towards the side while we talked and took up a fighting position that Lavinia and Dehn had taught me. All I needed was to draw him a little closer and I could end this all. 
 
    “Nice little toy you have there,” Maderel said with a smirk. “Do you really think you’re the first manipulator to create such a weapon?” 
 
    Maderel drew a bladeless hilt from his own belt and held it high enough for me to inspect. I stepped back reflexively and watched as he poured his mana into the blade. The weapon glowed with a bright blue light, but what he held was a sword, not a knife. 
 
    “Shit,” I heard myself say involuntarily. 
 
    “Now, will you surrender or must I kill you?” Maderel asked as he took a quick swipe at my head. 
 
    I ducked and rolled just in time, but I felt the sword bite into my left shoulder and the wrenching pain nearly knocked me off my feet. I scrambled backwards, carefully watching both Maderel and his weapon with my mana. Maderel made another lunge, and I backed up again. I could see now how he expanded his blade’s length and I realized that I could do the same thing, but better, if I added some elemental magic to my weapon. 
 
    I poured my mana into the sword as well as the bracelet around my wrist. The bracelet warmed, and I could see it start to glow even through the fabric of the suit. Maderel spotted the glow as well, and I saw him hesitate for a moment.  
 
    And then my knife was a sword, a brilliant silver thing that looked like one of the great weapons of legend, say Excalibur or maybe the sword Perseus used to slay Medusa. It felt right to hold this beam in my hand, even more so than the knife blade had. 
 
    Maderel charged forward, his own blade moving in a flurry of strikes so fast that it was almost impossible to track them. I fended the blows as Yvaine had instructed me to do during our training sessions, but two still managed to find my flesh, and I felt blood start to trickle down my chest.  
 
    I finally managed to pin his sword with my own, and we were locked face-to-face. He was breathing as hard as I was and he snarled at me as we both strained against each other. I was so intent on his face that I nearly missed the movement just above him.  
 
    Maderel, though, had sensed it. In a blind rage, he pushed away from me and swung at the great black hawk that was dropping from the sky. Merlin squawked and tried to pull up but Maderel’s sword struck home. The puca tumbled from the sky and landed on the rubble, a still and silent bundle of feathers. 
 
    “No!” I cried out as Maderel stepped towards the small body. 
 
    “No one likes pucas,” Maderel hissed as he raised his sword for a decapitating blow.  
 
    I charged towards him like a fullback plowing through the defensive line. I managed to square my shoulders and drive them into his ribs just as he turned to face me, and I had a moment of satisfaction when I heard him hit the concrete and release a small ‘oof’. 
 
    Maderel wasn’t one to stay down long, and in one motion he rose to his feet and landed a brutal front kick into my ribs that sent me backward and opened up a space between us. He assumed a defensive stance, and we circled each other, swords at the ready, looking for an opportunity to strike. His came first when my attention was caught by a series of loud explosions off to my right, and he lunged forward, sword raised for the killing blow.     
 
    It was my turn to kick as I dropped to my butt per Lavinia’s training and connected my foot to his knee. I heard a satisfying crunch and a flicker of pain darted across Maderel’s face. To his credit, he didn’t go down. I drove my blade upwards but Maderel caught it against his own. I used the impasse to slither backward across the concrete and scramble to my feet.  
 
    Maderel pressed forward, aiming towards my own legs, but the blow to his knee had slowed him down considerably. I stepped away, parried his strike, and then swept my own blade in a quick strike towards his torso. He spun to avoid the blow, but I managed to leave a seared line of burnt flesh across his arm. Blood splattered to the ground, and Maderel’s eyes burned red with rage. 
 
    We were circling each other again. Sweat trickled into my eyes, and I fought the urge to try to wipe them dry.  
 
    “It doesn’t have to end this way,” Maderel insisted as he made a quick strike that I just managed to block. 
 
    “You shouldn’t have followed us,” I replied. “You know Theira sent us.” 
 
    “Do you really believe that Theira sent you because she was concerned about us mere mortals?” Maderel hissed. “Do you expect her to welcome you into the pantheon of gods?” 
 
    “You’re the one who would destroy the world,” I declared as I tried to plunge my blade into an opening near Maderel’s waist, but he shifted quickly to block me, and we found ourselves locked together.  
 
    “Consider this,” Maderel snapped. “I could have taught you to master all magic. I could have made you a god. The person who showed you those images is the goddess you would have replaced.” 
 
    “So now you claim you won’t destroy the world,” I protested as he pushed away and I fought the urge to start laughing. 
 
    “With me by your side, we could have had whatever world you wanted to create,” Maderel replied. “Instead, you and the rest of the Shadow Foxes will be dead, and it will be the world I want to create.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t count on that,” I growled. 
 
    We each made our share of feints, and then Maderel stepped onto a loose block of stone. On any other day, he probably would have leapt nimbly aside, but his knee wasn’t responding like it should. 
 
    The stone beneath Maderel’s feet started to slip away, and his weakened knee buckled. He raised his arms to steady himself against the sudden loss of balance, and that was all I needed. I moved in, faster than I had ever moved before. I drove my sword straight between the ribs and then pulled upwards. Maderel had a brief moment where he tried to lower his own sword into my back, and I felt the tip singe my skin, but then the fire left his eyes, and his mana flickered out. The hilt dropped harmlessly to the concrete and clattered against the hard stone.  
 
    I pulled my sword back out, and Maderel’s corpse dropped slowly to the ground. I raised my sword again, remembering the way Maderel had tried to decapitate Merlin, but I heard someone call my name, over and over again in an urgent voice. I stepped away from Maderel and turned my eyes towards the battlefield.  
 
    “Gabriel!” the voice called again, and I realized it was Aerin.  
 
    The elf scrambled to the top of the wall and ran towards me, ducking as a fireball whizzed past her. She grabbed me with both arms, and I heard the chimes that signalled the flow of her mana. I felt the golden glow of her healing energy spread through me, and the itchy sensation of skin starting to knit itself back together. 
 
    “Merlin,” I choked out when I could speak again. “Check Merlin.” 
 
    Aerin spotted the limp form that lay deathly still on the cold concrete. She ran towards him as I threw up a mana shield to protect her from a barrage of mage spells. I saw the puca’s wings flutter briefly when she touched him but nothing else. 
 
    “I need to get him away from here,” Aerin yelled as the sound of an explosion roared across the steppes. “This unbound mana is making it really hard to help him.” 
 
    “Go on,” I ordered. “Take him to Doctor Laifa or Doctor Hin. We can finish things up here.”  
 
    Aerin climbed slowly back down the wall, trying to carry Merlin with one hand while she inched along. I stayed on the edge of the parapet, fending off a sudden volley of fireballs and mini tornados. Once she was on the ground, she sprinted towards the back of the battle line.  
 
    Maderel was dead, but the battle was far from over. 
 
    I saw Imogen and Cat both move forward to fight off a pair of mages who started to chase after the healer, while Lavinia fired off a barrage of arrows that were quickly redirected by a burst of wind. 
 
    I tried to find the other Shadow Foxes, and I picked out Maruk’s giant form as he shielded a group of Augustine mages locked in a fierce battle with some of Maderel’s elementalists. Yvaine was there as well, trying to buy the mages time to launch their attacks while she kept the elementalists busy.  
 
    Dehn and a group of soldiers were pinned down by a fire mage, and though the archers tried to give them some support, it was clear that they were in for a long, hard battle. More bodies than I could count already littered the field, and I still couldn’t see either Lena or Emeline. 
 
    As I scoured the field for signs of the elf and panthera, I spotted a manipulator preparing to attack Lavinia’s archers. I tossed a mana shield around the ladona and her group just as the mage released his spell. The lightning bolt he sent towards them glanced off my shield and smashed into a nearby concrete block, sending up a cloud of dust that left the archers blinded. My shield barely held, and I could see the mage was preparing another strike. 
 
    I reached out for his mana, shutting down his follow up attack. But the reprieve was only temporary. I felt someone grab my own mana, and the shield I’d erected quickly dissolved. Luckily, the archers had pulled back and the second bolt smashed into rock rather than flesh. 
 
    I ducked as a fireball rocketed towards me. I struggled to grab hold of my mana and finally found a way around my unseen opponent by feeding what mana I could still control into the bracelet. I could feel the other manipulator struggling to keep their grip and I pushed back as hard as I could. Finally, I felt the tension disappear, and my mana spread through me once more. 
 
    I gasped for breath and then risked a peek over the edge of the building. The field was covered in smoke and fumes, and flames flickered among the ruins. The battle was spreading through the rest of the rubble, making it difficult to see everything that was happening. 
 
    One thing was clear though, we were losing.  
 
    There was only one way I could end this madness. I needed a way to shut down all of Maderel’s mages at the same time, rather than trying to pick them off one by one. I needed the Shodra, and that meant I had to find Deneth and somehow get a message to someone who could bring them to the surface. It was a huge risk, bringing the relics out into the open, but it was the only way I could be sure we would win. 
 
    I spotted a flash of crimson in the middle of a group of camouflaged soldiers, moving towards a group of Augustinian manipulators. No one seemed focused on me anymore, so I scrambled from my rooftop perch and ran after them, dodging an assortment of missiles as I did.  
 
    “Deneth!” I called out as I neared the group. 
 
    The High Mage raised a shield around her party long enough to protect them from a smoking, oozing green blob, then dropped it so two of the mages could send their own fireballs sizzling towards their foe. 
 
    “Deneth,” I gasped as I slid to a halt next to her. “I need the Shodra. Is there someone you trust to bring them to the surface?” 
 
    Deneth had another shield up just in time, and I could see the fine sheen of sweat on her brow as she struggled to hold her spell against a fierce attack. 
 
    “You underestimate me,” the High Mage finally replied with a hint of a smile. “And Theira.” 
 
    “You have the Shodra?” I asked in surprise. “Here?” 
 
    “Theira warned me that they would be needed,” she said as a fireball passed over our heads and smashed into the remnants of an old column. “Quickly, the recon maps show there’s a sheltered spot nearby where we can protect you while you work.” 
 
    Our little group of mages and soldiers hustled through the old streets, with Deneth and I calling out warnings and directions to everyone else. The real danger was that there was no way to identify who was a friend and who was a foe without making visual contact. There was no longer any sort of line of battle, just different groups hunting each other as they moved through what was left of the old city. 
 
    Deneth’s sheltered spot was little more than a gap between a crumbling wall and a pile of debris. Deneth and I stood with our backs against the wall while the rest of our group formed a circle around us. From some hidden pocket in her voluminous robe, Deneth produced the pouch that I had used to hide the Shodra during our journey. 
 
    “Any tips?” I asked as I took the pouch from her hands.  
 
    “Open yourself to them,” she said thoughtfully. “But remember, you’re in control. You musn’t let yourself get drawn into their power. If you start to feel that you are being led rather than leading, it’s time to pull back.” 
 
    “Got it,” I replied.  
 
    I pulled the Shodra from the pouch and set them carefully on the ground in front of me. I sent a bit of mana into the Shodra as a test and felt an instantaneous response. Energy suddenly flowed through the Shodra, and I felt its tendrils start to snake into my mana. I let go and studied the relics for a moment.  
 
    Murillo’s book had mentioned that there was a specific pattern the Shodra needed to be placed in to manage them successfully. I hoped that I remembered the instructions correctly, and set the candle at true north, the knife at south, the gemstone at east and the chalice at west. When each item was in its designated spot, I stepped into the center of the relics and the Shodra vertex. 
 
     If my first link with the Shodra was energy, this was energy squared. It flooded my body before I could so much as lift a finger, and I felt as if I were being cut off from my own body and my own mana. I struggled against the tide until I remembered Lain’s story about creating the air bubble to float to shore. I pictured a bubble around myself and slowly the power retreated.  
 
    I could still feel it, but it wasn’t flowing through me. As an experiment, I envisioned a nearby pile of rubble turning to dust. I could see an arc of white light reach out towards the pile, and then everything crumbled away.  
 
    I used the Shodra then to try to find the other people that were moving through the city. I suddenly saw where each and every person stood, and as I probed further, I could see their mana and their auras. I knew in less than a second which ones were on our side and which supported Maderel.  
 
    I risked opening myself a bit more to the Shodra. It felt like a wave that threatened to pull me under, but I kept focused on my targets and bent the power to my will. I grabbed the mana of every opponent and sent a surge of energy back through it. I saw their mana expand for a moment and then explode in a shower of pure energy. 
 
    Screams of agony went up as Maderel’s army collapsed, their mana scattered to the winds. I felt my nerves catch fire as I turned and twisted the Shodra, playing with the power. I could see the life-sucking spell that held this land hostage, and with one simple thought, I erased it from the land. I called forth life and felt the earth respond. 
 
    Even as I cast these spells, I was vaguely aware that I was being drawn deeper into the Shodra. I plunged into the power, savoring the feel and the taste of it. It was a chance to remake this world into a utopia. My utopia. All I had to do was let myself become a part of it. 
 
    But then, from some distant place, I could hear someone calling my name and I recognized Deneth’s voice. 
 
    “Let go,” Deneth instructed. 
 
    The power of the Shodra had penetrated my bubble, and I realized it was taking control of my mana again. I called up every last ounce of strength I had, but still the Shodra pulled me tighter. For a moment, I was tempted simply to give in and let the Shodra take me, to lose myself in the awesome power that I could feel coursing through my veins. It was a glorious feeling, to have such an intimate knowledge of every living thing in the universe. 
 
    Deneth’s voice was calling again, and I lifted my gaze from the Shodra long enough to peer around me. I thought about the Shadow Foxes, and the children I had yet to see. I wanted to be a part of their life, more than anything.  
 
    “I will not die today,” I swore as I grasped my mana and slowly forced the power of the Shodra out of my body.  
 
    “Gabriel?” I heard Deneth whisper. 
 
     She sounded worried, and I wondered if I had missed one of Maderel’s mages. And then, everything went black. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    My next coherent thought was that I was gently rocking back and forth. Which made absolutely no sense, since I was supposed to be in the middle of a battlefield, facing down Maderel’s army. I had some vague memory of Deneth standing over me, and Aerin filling me with her healing power. Though that had been earlier in the battle, and I definitely hadn’t been lying on the ground when she wrapped me in her magic. 
 
    I managed to open my eyes, but that didn’t help much. It was dark, wherever I was, though I could pick out wood planking on the floors and walls, and a bunk across from me. I looked down and realized I was on a bunk as well, but definitely not one in the monastery. And there was that swaying motion again. 
 
    I realized I was on a ship and I sat bolt upright. I created a mage light and examined the room more closely. It was small, just big enough for the two bunks and a folding table currently latched in place against the wall. There was a small pile of gear tucked in one corner, and I could see my own pack as well as one that I recognized as Cat’s. 
 
    I swung my legs over the side of the bunk, took a deep breath, and stood up. I managed to stay upright, though I still felt unsteady on my feet. I took another deep breath and then tottered towards the door. I pulled it open slowly and peeked outside. There was just a short hallway with doors and a ladder leading up. Nothing that told me what ship I was on or where we were going.  
 
    I heard Lavinia’s laugh from the upper deck and Aerin’s voice saying something about how halflings make poor sailors. Wherever we were, we clearly were not in danger. I looked at the ladder and decided I had to at least try. There wasn’t anyone watching so if I landed on my butt back on the deck, I could scurry back to my bunk and wait for someone to come check on me. 
 
    Harsh sunlight greeted me as I popped my head through the hatch. A swift breeze ruffled my hair, and I could smell the tang of salt water. I heard Maruk’s familiar rumble as he chastised someone for stealing some dried cherries, and then a black hawk I thought I would never see again flew from the deck to the mast.  
 
    Merlin was okay, and as I looked around the deck, I realized the rest of the Shadow Foxes were as well. They were all there, sitting in a circle of deck chairs while the ship’s sailors went about their business. 
 
    “Gabriel!” Lena cried out when she spotted me climbing slowly from the hatch. 
 
    The Foxes were quickly on their feet and heading towards me. Maruk made it first and lifted me gently to the deck. He led me to the circle where Dehn was already setting up an extra deck chair. Merlin swept down from the mast and landed on my shoulder in his cat form. He snuggled under my chin, his purr going at full blast. 
 
    “What, you were so anxious to see us you couldn’t be bothered to put on shoes?” Lavinia teased as I dropped into the chair. 
 
    I looked down and realized I was still barefoot. At least I had on a shirt and shorts or it could have been a lot worse. 
 
    “Give the man a break,” Imogen replied. “He’s probably still fuzzy from all that sleep he’s been getting.” 
 
    “How long have I been asleep?” I asked as I looked around the deck of the ship. 
 
    “A week,” Aerin replied as she peered at my aura. “Well, you look okay.” 
 
    “A week?” I gasped as her answer finally made it into the depths of my brain. “How is that possible?” 
 
    “What’s the last thing you remember?” Lena asked gently. 
 
    “Deneth had the Shodra,” I replied as I tried to sort through my memories. “Theira told her we would need them to defeat Maderel. I was able to use them, and I think I destroyed Maderel’s mages.” 
 
    “You did,” Dehn declared. “It was pretty cool. They all sort of shimmered and then exploded in a big burst of light. Wasn’t much in the way of blood and guts though, which was sort of disappointing.” 
 
    “I, on the other hand, was quite impressed with how clean it all was,” Maruk sniffed. “I actually managed to save that shirt.” 
 
    “Weren’t no souvenirs,” Dehn pointed out. 
 
    “Except those stupid rocks you picked up,” Emeline replied. “I don’t know why you think those are some sort of leftover mage bits--” 
 
    “People!” Imogen cut in. “I don’t think Gabriel cares about your shirt or your souvenirs.” 
 
    “Do you remember anything else after that?” Lavinia prodded. 
 
    “No,” I admitted. “Everything’s just black.” 
 
    “You collapsed,” Aerin explained. “Deneth was worried that you had lost yourself to the Shodra. But their healers are really good, and between me, Deneth, and the entire second floor department for thaumaturgical healing, we were able to keep you alive. You’ve been asleep this whole time.” 
 
    “Oh,” was all I could say. “What about the battle? Did we win?” 
 
    “After that bit of magic you pulled with the Shodra, I think win is an understatement,” Yvaine replied. “You not only wiped out Maderel’s army, but you somehow cleansed the land.” 
 
    “You should have seen the plants that were starting to grow,” Lena added. “I managed to take a few samples, but Deneth promised to send more. The going theory is that you bound all the unbound magic that had poisoned the land.” 
 
    “As long as she doesn’t send any more of that stinkweed,” Yvaine complained. “It took me three days to get that smell out of my hair.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Lena tried to assure Yvaine, “I’ve figured out why that batch exploded.” 
 
    “I’d still rather not deal with stinkweed in the guildhall,” Aerin added. “That stuff is obnoxious--” 
 
    “But what about Augustine?” I interrupted. 
 
    “The people of Augustine are working to rebuild the city on the surface,” Cat replied. “General Barcus had everyone organized into work crews and shifts. They already cleared a lot of the rubble by the time we left.” 
 
    “And where did this boat come from?” I asked. 
 
    “The Augustine Navy,” Emeline replied. 
 
    “The… what?” I said. 
 
    “Not all the ships in the port were destroyed,” Imogen explained. “And when the city moved underground, they hid a handful of the ships that were still in good condition, in case they needed to defend against pirates or such. This one was part of the Navy, and the city sent it and the other ships to deliver official proclamations about the return of the city.” 
 
    “Along with a whole lot of runners,” Dehn added. “They’ve already been in touch with Vima and some nearby cities. A lot of people have already made the trip across the steppes to Augustine, including a delegation of Vima businessmen hoping to arrange special tours.” 
 
    “Told ya,” Aerin smirked. 
 
    “I’m glad I was able to do that,” I replied, “though I would have liked to say goodbye to everyone.” 
 
    “Sorry about that,” Lavinia said. “But the city officials were anxious to send out their proclamations. If we hadn’t hitched a ride with this ship, we would have been there who knows how much longer, either waiting for you to wake up so we could start walking or waiting for another ship to arrive that would be willing to take us.” 
 
    “Take us where?” I asked. 
 
    “Home,” Lavinia replied. “To Ovrista.” 
 
    “I like the sound of that,” I admitted. 
 
    The Shadow Foxes exchanged several glances then, and I saw Emeline blush as she suddenly found the ropes piled on the deck to be extremely interesting.  
 
    “Okay, what?” I demanded. 
 
    Maruk coughed and studied one of his boots while Dehn simply scowled at everyone. Cat was grinning, clearly waiting to see who would talk first. I suspected he had a wager with Aerin, who was also watching the other Foxes very closely. 
 
    “There’s more news,” Imogen remarked as she looked first at Emeline and then at Lena. 
 
    “Somebody just tell me,” I insisted. 
 
    “I’m pregnant,” Lena replied happily. “And so is Emeline.” 
 
    I nearly toppled out of the chair, but Maruk steadied me. 
 
    “That’s wonderful news!” I exclaimed. 
 
    “And we’ve invited Imogen and Cat to join the Shadow Foxes,” Lavinia added. 
 
    “It’s perfect,” I declared.  
 
    And it was. I was surrounded by good friends, had a home that I could call my own, and a flock of children on the way. And, of course, there was the adventure. We had saved the fucking world.  
 
    What more could I ask for? 
 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
    Twenty years can go by in a heartbeat. It still amazes me to think about how much time has gone by since the Battle of Augustine, as it’s now called. Those first days back in Ovrista were rough, since many people refused to believe that Maderel had been a manipulator and that he had planned to use the Shodra to destroy the world. But as the details of the battle emerged, even the most ardent of Maderel’s supporters fell silent. 
 
    Six months after our return, the Academy approached me and asked if I would serve as the next Arch Mage. I agreed, under certain conditions. First, I would continue to be a member of the Shadow Foxes. Second, the ban on manipulator magic would be lifted and manipulators allowed to attend. Third, the school would be renamed the Evreas School of Magic. Finally, I insisted on a redesign of the Tower, which now has a golden glow that welcomes every type of mage within its walls. Oh, and I eliminated the tax on mages living in the city.  
 
    The Shadow Foxes became the guild that everyone wanted to hire, and we went on to have many more adventures together. We also became the family I knew we would. Lavinia, Aerin, Yvaine, Emeline, Lena, and Imogen became more than just my lovers, they became my wives as well. Between them, I sired more than twenty kids, my youngest a two-year-old that Imogen recently gave me, and she’s already talking about bearing me another in the next few months. I’m proud to say that all of my children have magical skills, and I taught them how to master both manipulator and elemental magic.   
 
    Maruk, Dehn, and Cat are my brothers, and I know I can count on them for anything. We’ve helped each other out of a few barroom scrapes over the years along with a few other adventures that were strictly for the guys. All of my kids love them, and they took on the role of doting uncles with abandon, a part I’ve been happy to play as well for Dehn and Cat, and hopefully soon for Maruk as well. 
 
    The Original Shadow Foxes, as our newer members refer to us, have mostly retired from adventuring now, leaving those long and arduous treks mostly to the next generation. We all had enough gold from our own adventuring, and Aerin’s wise investments, to allow our retirement to be occupied by our passions rather than any concern for money.  
 
    Maruk, for example, operates a successful import company specializing in rare antiques, teas, and finery, supplied by his cousins Sulla and Urim. He also runs a small restaurant on the side that showcases the world’s great chefs. It was his passion for fine food that led him to the discovery of another orc, a woman named Brunhilda, who shared his love of all things civilized. Their wedding is set for next weekend, after two years of planning, and we all hope they have a child soon.   
 
    Lavinia became my first wife, and we took our vows together just two weeks before my first son was born. We named him named Artho in honor of Lavinia’s father, and he’s probably the most powerful mage I’ve seen in a long time. Lavinia discovered that she loved children, despite her own harsh upbringing, and in between handing out ass-whoopings at the martial arts academy she and Imogen founded, we had six more children who challenge their mother constantly. Despite her complaints about her “wild” children, I know she wouldn’t have it any other way, and she showers them, and my other children I’ve had with my other wives, with an almost endless amount of love and affection that I never would have expected from the once angry archer. 
 
    Emeline returned to the revamped School of Magic to earn the title of Master. She also helped me develop the new curriculum, in between delivering three children, two rambunctious boys named Emilo and Ernao who love to climb, and a daughter named Elly who loves to sail. In later years, she became an instructor at the school, and her classes in cartography and combining elemental magic quickly became the most popular classes we offer. 
 
    And then there was Aerin, who set up a nonprofit company that helps pregnant women who have no other access to medical care. She’s never offered me any more information about Marv’s story, but she is as devoted to the cause as she is to our two sons and two daughters. They all inherited their mother’s understanding of money, and our oldest, a boy named Tasca, now manages the accounts for the guild.  
 
    Lena still spends most of her time at the guildhall buried in her lab. Our twin daughters, Molly and Polly, often join her. They share their mother’s love of color, and it’s not uncommon to find all three of them strolling through town with rainbow-striped hair. Lena and I had one other child, a boy named Kieran, who spent most of his childhood hiding from his sisters and their strange potions. Kieran, Molly, and Polly are favorites among the new generation of Shadow Foxes, who rely on their strange concoctions every time they head out, despite the imminent threat of orange hair or green skin. 
 
    Yvaine resumed her duties as Marchioness of Constello, which she quickly parlayed into a role as a roving diplomat for Ovrista and the School of Magic. The beautiful Marchioness gave me four children. Our oldest child, a beautiful girl named Cecelia who looks very much like her mother, largely runs the family estate while Yvaine is off brokering another peace treaty or trade agreement somewhere. The second, a boy named Cedric, is a stout adventurer and budding swordsman who trained heavily with his mother, Imogen, Lavinia, and Maruk. Our third child, another boy named Alex, enjoyed the magical arts and antiquing, and he became quite the lore master. Our youngest child, another daughter named Gabriella, who looks more like me, spends most of her time in the library, reading books and dreaming about visiting not just other countries, but other worlds. Yvaine loves the diplomatic world for many reasons, but if you ask her, she’ll tell you that her favorite moment was when she strode through the streets of Maraz in the most revealing dress she could find, untouchable thanks to her diplomatic status.  
 
    Imogen was the last of the Shadow Foxes to become my wife. We danced around each other for a few months after Lavinia gave me my first son, and then Imogen finally asked for her chance to bear me a child. Our first bout of lovemaking was incredibly passionate, and she continued to visit me every night for more of my seed until it was obvious that her belly was swollen with my child. Then we married a few months after, and she gave birth to a boy, Hector. He takes after his mother and is far more quiet and watchful than his siblings. Imogen gave me three more children: Gela, Yuo, and Stara, and the trio are wonderful comedians and tricksters, even though Stara is only two years old. The once-thief spends much of her time helping Lavinia, both with the school and the children. 
 
    Cat often accompanies Yvaine on her trips, serving as a combination bodyguard, confidante and aide. He has a cool head, something that has turned out to be not that common on the world political stage. He’s also sired his own share of children with various aristocratic women, though he hasn’t yet taken a wife. Yvaine hinted that threats from his family were largely to blame for that. Mothers and children alike all adore him, though, and they’ve formed their own family group, even if it is without the blessing of the old elvish families.  
 
    Dehn married his lady love, Alicia, and bought a pub. It was a small operation to start with, but with Alicia in charge of the funds and Dehn bringing in the trade, they’ve turned it into the place to be any night of the week. Dehn’s three sons are all old enough to help out on the really busy nights, though they inherited their father’s quick temper, so that can be a dicey proposition. Mostly, Alicia handles just about everything, from managing the books to selecting the wrestlers for the weekend mud wrestling tournaments. Dehn spends most of his days in the bar, regaling the customers with tales of his time on the road. Turns out, Dehn’s a good story teller, and the bar is always packed with people who come to hear him spin a yarn.  
 
    Those children I conceived during our great Shodra adventure are grown now, and most of the rest will soon be joining the ranks of adulthood as well. Artho is preparing to travel to Augustine to study the Shodra with Deneth, a rare honor reserved for only the most adept mages. The others will scatter as well to continue their own training, even in lands far beyond Augustine. 
 
    I saw Theira again, not long after I had taken up the role of Arch Mage. Artho was only a few months old, and it was my turn to watch him while Lavinia put in some time on the archery range. He had fallen asleep in my arms, and I watched him as he drowsed, soaking in the feel and scent of him. Merlin was curled up nearby, basking in a ray of sunlight. 
 
     “You look happy,” Theira said, which startled me.  
 
    I nearly dropped Artho and Merlin sprang to his feet in alarm. Artho, however, slept through it all. 
 
    “I am,” I replied as I eyed the goddess. She still looked like she had wandered in from Paris fashion week, but then gods and goddesses don’t really age or show any signs of wear and tear. 
 
    “He’s quite handsome,” Theira remarked as she looked at my son.  
 
    “He’s also very loud,” I laughed. “And he already disobeys his mother.” 
 
    “Well, you can’t really expect one so young to stop throwing his peas on command,” Theira pointed out. 
 
    “Perhaps you can explain that to Lavinia,” I replied. 
 
    “I doubt she’d listen to me,” Theira sighed. “She’s never been very impressed with me.” 
 
    “Er, well,” I hedged, uncertain if Theira found that insulting. 
 
    “It’s alright, Gabriel,” Theira laughed. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.” 
 
    “It’s good to see you,” I said with a smile. “I wasn’t sure if I would ever see you again.” 
 
    “I suspect you know why I’m here,” she sighed as she held out a finger to Artho. He instantly grabbed it in his own tiny fist without ever waking up. 
 
    “The new god,” I replied quietly. “You said only the new god could use the Shodra.” 
 
    “I did,” she agreed. “You could join the pantheon, become the God of Magic.” 
 
    Of course I was tempted. Who wouldn’t be? I had felt the promise of the Shodra, and a small part of me tingled at the idea of holding that kind of power again. To know that I could shape not only this world, but many worlds in whatever way I wanted, was more enticing than any offer I had ever received. 
 
    It would have been easy to say yes, but as I held my firstborn in my arms, I knew there was something else I wanted to do even more. I wanted to raise my children, to see the people they would become.  
 
    “Maybe one day,” I told the Goddess of Luck, “but on one condition.” 
 
    “Oh?” Theira smiled at me. 
 
    “I don’t want you to step down,” I said. “I want to rule with you, and I want you to give me children, just like my other wives have.” 
 
    The goddess paused for a moment, and then a smile slowly spread across her face. 
 
    “I never thought anyone would ask that of me,” she admitted. “I had always hoped someone would.” 
 
    “I am asking you now,” I laughed. 
 
    “Now, now?” She raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “When I’m done here,” I said as I gestured to the room. “Don’t gods live forever?” 
 
    “We do,” she laughed. “So there is time, and yes, I will give you children. As many as you want.” 
 
    “I want a lot,” I laughed. 
 
    “I will hold you to that, Gabriel Vega,” she said, and then she was gone, in a soft silver light.  
 
    Someday, when I’m older, and my children have all had their children, I’ll take the goddess up on the deal, rule beside her, and give her the children that I knew she had always wanted.  
 
      
 
    The end.  
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 End Notes 
 
    Hey guys! You made it to the final book in the series! Thanks for coming with me on this journey. I hoped you love reading about Gabriel and the Shadow Foxes as much as I loved writing about them. Please leave me a review and let me know you liked the series. 
 
      
 
    So here is the deal: Amazon doesn’t update readers when an author comes out with a new book… UNLESS you follow that author on the store. Click here to go to my author page, and then click on the “FOLLOW” button on the left side. 
 
      
 
    You should also join my Facebook Fan page or follow my Facebook Author page. If you don’t follow me on Amazon or join my Facebook page, you’ll never get alerted when my next book is out. So do it now! 
 
      
 
    This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. 
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