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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Broken walls reached to the sky, their jagged outline softened in places by vines that twisted among themselves and grasped the slowly eroding structures for purchase.

      The ruined city of Tolan Half-Elven encircled the mountain, a shadow of its former self.

      Untold riches and long-hidden secrets lay in its depths, and adventurers sought their fortunes both in its remains and beneath them. Sometimes, they stayed with the coveted treasure, their bones part of the landscape and chewed on by rats in the dark.

      Mercenaries also delved into the mountain and ignored the legends that said a dragon had burst out of its depths and shattered it in two. The beast was reputed to have brought the demise of Tolan’s kingdom and the death of the half-elf king, but it had long since disappeared and there were doubts as to whether it had existed at all.

      Weren’t dragons what mothers scared their little children with to keep them in line?

      Now, the ruins of this once-glorious city lay in a wide circle at the mountain’s foot, home to the monsters who’d appropriated it when its creators had fled. Orcs and hobgoblins laid claim to large territories among the shattered walls and disputed borders in short, fierce skirmishes. Goblins and bugbears vied for space or lived in uneasy cohabitation and preyed on the small creatures that abounded amidst the vegetation that slowly reclaimed the ruins.

      In an area of newly-shot grass and tough-leaved bushes, several rabbits browsed cautiously. The musky smell of dug-up earth clawed at the senses.

      A small deer grazed nearby and its large ears twitched, alert for the slightest hint of danger. The overgrown cobbles of the street beyond were empty and the tumbled walls around their makeshift “glade” provided shelter from the cool spring breeze.

      It was a brief time of peace—one that exploded with shouts and roars and the clank of overfilled treasure sacks being dragged at speed out of a building across the street.

      “You’re not here to dance with ’em, you idiots. Now, run!” roared an older man, his silver hair drawn into a short braid that protruded from beneath a gleaming helm.

      An arrow bounced off the side of his headgear and he flinched, then ducked as he raised a shield to block the three bolts that followed. All thunked into his protective barrier and he scowled with the knowledge that he’d have to pull them out later.

      Those with him obeyed and dragged several bulky sacks from the building and into the street. Several men raised their heads to get their bearings before they scrambled over the walls and scared the deer.

      It bolted and the rabbits vanished into their warren, but the mercenaries didn’t notice. A young woman was the last out of the building and her dark hair whipped around her while she clutched several scrolls to her chest.

      “Sorry, Claude!” she yelled and jinked to one side in time to avoid the two spears that followed her out the door.

      “You’re sorry?” the helmed mercenary roared. “Sorry? Who woke them?”

      Kaylin Knight grimaced but didn’t stop running. She’d hear all about her misdemeanor later once they’d reached the shelter of the Final Rest.

      She bounded over the low wall behind which the deer had grazed, heard the roar of their pursuers, and amended her assessment hastily.

      If they made it to the Rest. The fortified inn and best defensive location seemed a long way off in that moment.

      A gauntleted fist closed around her upper arm and Claude stepped alongside her. He steadied her as he hauled her through a half-collapsed doorway and into another grass-floored room with a ceiling full of sky.

      “You’re sorry?” he asked and Kaylin glanced over her shoulder.

      Amidst roars of outrage and fury, several large humanoids had barreled out of the building in pursuit. Shaggy and built like small ogres, they were dressed in crude leather armor. They roared louder when they discovered it was still daylight and the sun hurt their eyes.

      Their bestial features reminded her of something that was a blend of orc and bear, especially when they were enraged—and that’s certainly what they were now. The sunlight made them even angrier but they hadn’t given up.

      She wrinkled her nose as their stench wafted after the fleeing mercenaries.

      “The spell worked, didn’t it?” she argued and their company leader rolled his eyes.

      “Right up until you stuck your hand up the witchdoctor’s butt!” He pulled her forward.

      “I did not!” Kaylin protested as they leapt another pile of rubble in tandem. The carts were a short distance ahead and the rest of the company was busy loading their sacks of pilfered treasure into the back.

      “It was his pouch!” She resisted the urge to wave the scrolls at him in case she lost her hold on them.

      “Like that’s any better,” Claude snapped but she wasn’t finished.

      “I need the magic,” she insisted. “Knowledge doesn’t grow on trees around here. Well, not this knowledge.”

      They reached the wagon and skidded to a halt. Before he could reply, one of the mercenaries trotted forward and pried the scrolls gently out of her arms.

      “You’re gonna need your hands for this.” He nodded at the pissed-off creatures behind them when she tried to pull them away. “I’ll put these under the driver’s seat.”

      Reassured, she relinquished them into his hands but didn’t miss the pat Claude laid on the man’s shoulder. She wasn’t that difficult to deal with, dammit!

      “You need to keep that drakeling of yours under control.” Their leader growled his irritation. “I don’t care how much he thinks he’s a dragon!”

      The drakeling in question chose that moment to swoop in and twittered in alarm as he alighted on the wagon near the reins.

      “And now he thinks he can drive a wagon!” Claude added.

      Kaylin turned to look in the direction the creature had come from and his warning rattled through her head.

      “They’re coming! A horde of them!” he sent and reinforced the message with a picture of twenty of the large, shaggy humanoids racing through the ruins after them.

      “He was worried I was being crushed!” she retorted in defense of her dragon.

      “You were being crushed,” one of the other mercenaries retorted sharply as he helped to load another chest into the back of the wagon.

      Several of the team laughed.

      “Well, you wouldn’t have been if you’d stuck to the plan,” Claude rumbled and positioned himself in front of her. He held his blade in one hand and pushed her back with the other.

      Angry bellows bounced off the surrounding walls and she was sure the ruckus could be heard even from as far away as the Rest. “At least they’ll be ready to open the gates,” she stated as the first bugbear lurched into the street behind them.

      “We’ve got to get to the Rest first,” Claude all but snarled as several mercenaries filled the space between them and the oncoming monsters. “Honestly, what in all the hairy hells was your lizard thinking?”

      “That a flame up the skirt was the best way to get their shaman to get off me?” Kaylin suggested and swiped a hand across the air in front of her so the mercenaries were hidden behind a newly-sprouted wall that still displayed the expected signs of disuse and disrepair.

      She hoped their adversaries didn’t know the area well enough to remember the wall didn’t exist. After a glance behind them to see the mercenaries still struggling to get their treasure into the wagons, she looked around for something that might distract their angry pursuers.

      It took her a few heartbeats to see the potential in a nearby row of pillars and focus her next spell. This one would be a little more difficult—not least because she needed to maintain light contact with her wall illusion to maintain it.

      “Sholarna evek,” she murmured as her hands moved through the motions of a slightly more complex illusion.

      “Damn, girl,” the team leader murmured as the pillars shuddered, then rippled into the forms of several mercs, including Claude and herself.

      A carefully directed series of fire and lightning orbs assisted the illusion and the bugbears turned toward the columns with cries of rage. The captain shifted his arm and slid it around her waist to steady her as he pulled her back.

      “That book was a good investment,” he muttered.

      “How do you think I got that many of them to fall asleep?” she retorted as Wivre flew into the pillars. “Elven techniques help to extend what a usually useless spell can do.”

      Her hands continued to move as she spoke, and the pillar mercenaries began to retaliate. That was harder to coordinate and for a few moments, she was lost in the spell. It was effort well-spent, though, and the dragonette’s presence helped to strengthen it.

      She hoped Wivre didn’t take on more than he could chew. He might be a real albeit somewhat malnourished and stunted dragon and not the drakeling he appeared to be, but he was still fairly young and could still be hurt. It was something he tended to forget in the heat of battle.

      Claude tapped her on the shoulder.

      “Can you focus enough to get aboard?” he asked, “or do I need to lift you?”

      Kaylin glanced at the wagon.

      “I can manage,” she told him, scrambled up the step, and slid through the driver’s space.

      The other mercenaries clambered aboard the wagons and their leader made one quick check before he snapped the harness.

      “Get ’em rolling!” he called. “Her magic won’t last forever.”

      He shook the reins again and the horses broke into a trot, then a canter. Behind them, the second wagon followed and the rumble of hooves and wheels echoed off the walls as they bolted to the safety of the Final Rest.
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        * * *

      

      Seconds later, a clatter was followed by a soft rumble as one of the pillars gave way under the bugbears’ ferocious attacks. The building it had supported collapsed. That would have been a good thing if the structure hadn’t collapsed against a second, which promptly tumbled into the road ahead of the fleeing wagons.

      “Dammit, girl!” Claude swore. “Couldn’t you have chosen a stronger pillar?”

      Kaylin didn’t bother to reply. She pushed to her feet and bounded into the rear of the wagon as the horses skidded to a halt.

      “Erma! Hadrik! Crovard!” the leader bellowed. “You’re up! I want this road cleared before they get out of the mess they’re in.”

      The three mercenaries were the strongest in the team. Erma, with her dark-blond hair and sun-coppered skin was the strongest female among them.

      She wielded a hammer and shield and was matched in size and strength only by two men. Hadrik was a swarthy southerner with dark curly hair and deep blue eyes, and Crovard’s brown hair was laced with gold chain and tucked in a tight braid that kept it off his shoulders.

      Erma’s hammer was tucked in its hanger as she raced to the rubble and hefted the first piece, the two men not far behind. Soon, the three of them threw chunks of rock into the nearby ruins as if they didn’t weigh a thing.

      Three other mercenaries joined them to shift the smaller pieces and clear the way for the stronger mercs to work.

      Kaylin reached the back of the rearmost wagon as Claude’s voice rang out again.

      “Denir, Elliot, Enshaw! Stay with her and don’t let her get killed.”

      She scowled. There was only one “her” he could be referring to and she wasn’t that careless. If she hadn’t been busy finding a vantage point on one of the high points of a nearby wall, she’d have taken the time to argue.

      The three mercenaries who had been designated as her protection hurried after her but drew the line at climbing. They arrayed themselves around the base of the wall she’d chosen and drew their blades.

      When she looked toward the main body of the collapse, Kaylin realized Claude wasn’t finished.

      “Cavill, Agarda, and Fiddler! Covering fire!” he yelled and the company’s two access specialists and lead hunter scrambled into the nearby ruins to look for vantage points the same way she had done.

      They didn’t go alone, though. Several more of the company’s fighters accompanied them and took position on the ground below their chosen perches. The three archers drew their bows and sighted on the dust haze that hovered over the area where the pillars had been located.

      It didn’t take long for the first bugbear to emerge. His black fur had turned gray but his face was full of fury as he scanned his surroundings.

      “He doesn’t look happy,” Wivre commented and gave Kaylin a closer view of the bugbear’s cut and bleeding face.

      “No, he doesn’t,” she agreed and summoned a flurry of colored lights in the remains of a building adjacent to where the enemy stood.

      He growled, hefted the heavy cleaver he carried, and shook himself. Dust flew off his armor and he trotted toward the lights and moved more cautiously than she wanted.

      “They know mages,” the dragon observed.

      “Now tell me something I didn’t know,” she snapped in return.

      “Most of them survived?” he replied and she groaned.

      She peered over the edge of her perch and whistled softly to draw the attention of one of the mercenaries below. Elliot looked at her with a frown.

      “What is it?”

      “Wivre says most of them survived.”

      “And how would he know that?”

      Kaylin glared at him.

      “He’s much closer than you are,” she responded sharply and shifted higher so she could get a better look at what was going on with the bugbears.

      Unfortunately, the little dragon was right. The pillar’s collapse had brought down the outer edges of the building and the remaining pillars had been enough to stop the rest of the structure from collapsing around their heads.

      It was enough to make her consider studying the more powerful forms of her fire and lightning orbs. Those would undoubtedly have been enough to bring the roof down on them. The thought was tempting but she still didn’t want to spend the casting time and effort on the more violent spells when she could cast something more subtle and almost as effective.

      She snorted softly at herself. Illusions didn’t kill her enemies and stop them from getting to her friends. She merely liked them, but she would have to consider the more damaging forms of spellcraft if she was serious about keeping her company alive.

      With those thoughts pushed to the back of her mind, she went to work.

      The sparkling lights hadn’t fooled the bugbear warrior for long and he emerged from the ruins again with his cleaver in hand and a snarl on his face. He barked something to the group that now appeared from the dust.

      “Oh, oh,” Wivre murmured and his brilliant red form sank lower behind the rocks on the edge of his vantage point. “He’s telling the others to ignore the ‘pretty sparkles’ that the enemy is using to trick them.”

      Another voice roared through the city. “Tricks won’t save you, mage! I’ll have your drakeling for a snack and use you for the main!”

      Snickers greeted the declaration and at least one warrior made suggestive movements as they scanned the surrounding ruins. Kaylin scowled.

      Oh, he thought so, did he? It seems Wivre hasn’t roasted him enough.

      She swallowed her anger and resisted the urge to tell the dragonette to finish the job he’d started as she glanced at the mercenaries who tried to clear the road. They wouldn’t complete the task before the bugbears realized where they were.

      Her mind raced as she tried to think what to do next.

      Claude had followed her example and found himself a vantage point from which to observe their foe. He might not be as agile as her, but he didn’t let that stop him from climbing to the heights to survey the battlefield himself. It didn’t take him long to come to the same conclusion.

      He took mere moments to study the bugbears coming out of the ruins.

      Kaylin threw another set of sparkling lights to illustrate the problem Wivre had translated for her. She noted with satisfaction that the mercenary captain glanced toward the colored sparkles and observed the bugbears do the same.

      This time, none of them moved toward the intended distraction, and Claude nodded and raised a thumb to signal he’d seen it. She waited, not surprised when a series of whistles was followed by several hand gestures that pushed all the mercenaries forward.

      Two remained with each wagon while the other half-dozen continued past them. At another whistle, they split into two groups of three and each one moved wide to harry the bugbears’ flanks.

      The mercenary leader shifted restlessly and she felt a pang of sympathy.

      He was used to leading from the front and wouldn’t find it easy to simply sit and watch—even if he could direct the battle. She noticed that he didn’t try to direct her, though. He merely relied on her to do her best to help.

      It was his version of training. While she could do with a little less training under pressure, she was sure he would merely ask who had started the trouble in the first place.

      She returned her attention to the battle. The bugbears moved forward cautiously and turned their heads from side to side as they scanned the ruins. One glanced toward the three mercs moving on their left, and Kaylin wove a spell hastily to create another illusory wall between her teammates and the monsters.

      That might have worked better if a bugbear hadn’t stared directly at the place where the wall appeared. He blinked, rubbed his eyes, and stared harder at the spot. Given that unlucky coincidence, she wasn’t surprised when he shouted in alarm and stabbed a finger toward the three mercs who snuck up on them.

      Kaylin stood and spun a fire orb toward it. “Avark ka’arnal.”

      The projectile reached its target, spiraled around it, and brushed close enough to set the bugbear’s fur alight. He dropped the ax he carried and began to beat at his smoldering hide. The two closest shaggy warriors ignored him and focused instead on the apparent wall, their beady eyes narrowed.

      She turned her attention to the second group of mercs, who now inched closer  to a position slightly behind the bugbears. When she noticed this, she rolled her eyes, fairly certain Claude hadn’t meant for them to put the monsters between them and the wagons. How would they retreat from that position?

      Still, it didn’t matter what predicament they’d put themselves in. She would try to help them out of it. Quickly, she cast the spell they needed to cloak them from the bugbears’ sight, then realized what they were trying to do.

      “Of all the bone-headed, troll-witted, trolls-assed idiots.” She hissed in disbelief as the three flitted slowly from pillar to wall to pillar and their leader raised a loaded crossbow as they came within range. “Oh…he isn’t really…”

      But the mercenary really was and he rose from behind his cover to fire at the bugbear caster. A rock turned beneath his foot and the arrow buzzed past the witchdoctor and made him turn with a shout of alarm.

      At least her teammates had the good sense to run.

      They bolted through the ruins with several angry warriors in furious pursuit. The spellcaster didn’t bother. He roared a single guttural word and a ball of fire leapt after the fleeing mercs.

      It wasn’t the same as her fire orb but a fully-fledged destructive burning mass, capable of exploding in a fiery blast that would annihilate anyone in its radius. She held her breath as the three mercs separated and raced in three different directions.

      The fireball continued in a straight line before it exploded in a burst of flame and heat.

      One of the pursuing bugbears didn’t manage to avoid the backblast in time and vanished with a howl of pain and burst of smoke. Another veered away, his fur alight. The others fell prone and one twisted to shake a fist in protest at the witchdoctor.

      He ignored them and moved his hand in a gesture to launch a bolt of lightning toward another of the mercs.

      Kaylin tried a new spell. It wasn’t designed to conceal her friends but to confuse the caster. She needed a powerful spell that would ignite the still-smoking remains of the witchdoctor’s loincloth at best or confuse at worst. She pushed more energy into the embers and at least stopped his casting since he had to thrust his hands into his clothes to rip the burning piece off.

      Oh…she did not need to see what was underneath. Other movements caught her eye and—thank the gods—her attention.

      Two bugbears cornered one of the mercenaries. She blurred his form and ignited a burst of sparkles in front of a monster’s face. As he clutched his snout, the man dove to one side and narrowly ducked under the swing of the other bugbear’s blade.

      He scrambled to regain his footing, threw himself behind another pillar, and bolted to join one of his friends. Together, the two of them began a steady retreat toward the wagons while they fought as a unit to enhance their chances.

      It worked well until one of the bugbears sheathed his blade in favor of a short bow. The first arrow thunked into a shield but the second pierced the mercenary’s shoulder and his sword slipped from his fingers.

      “Don’t you dare fall down on me!” his friend shouted and shoved him in the direction of the wagons. “Run!”

      He flung his shield aside, grasped his companion by his collar with one hand, and used his sword to deflect the attacks from their opponents. The bugbear archer raised his bow again and Kaylin threw a dazzling spell into his face.

      When he shrieked, she was reminded of the very good reason why bugbears preferred to be active at night. Her next dazzling spell flared brightly enough to cast shadows when it appeared in the faces of the two warriors who harried the mercenaries.

      As the creatures fell back and rubbed their eyes with the backs of their hands, her teammates managed to retreat far enough for others to intervene.

      She heaved a brief sigh of relief as the pursuing bugbears were met, engaged, and eliminated with brutal efficiency, and the injured man was helped into one of the wagons.

      “We can deal with it later!” he cried and looked behind them. “I’ve had worse.” He pointed frantically. “And there’s worse coming!”

      The man beside him looked around and immediately recognized the danger. With a curse, he wrenched himself around and all but fell off the back of the wagon to sprint toward the closest knot of fighting. Kaylin glanced beyond the conveyances to see how much progress had been made in clearing the road.

      It still wasn’t enough, she acknowledged grimly.

      She focused on the battle in time to dazzle another cluster of bugbears and change Brachnal’s face to look like a hyena with its tongue hanging out. When the monster lowered his sword to point and laugh, the mercenary drove his blade through the bugbear’s gut and wrenched it sideways as he danced away from the attack.

      The creature shrieked, fell, and clutched his stomach, but the merc had already turned to engage the next opponent. Another roar and a bolt of lightning sizzled toward the two and made both bugbear and mercenary alike dive aside to avoid it.

      Rock shattered and shards spewed to injure everyone nearby. One of the creatures fell when a piece of stone pierced his eye, and a mercenary dropped to one knee as another shard sliced into his leg.

      Her teammate was hauled to his feet and pulled back to where another of his comrades caught hold of him and hauled him in the direction of the wagons. The witchdoctor launched another lightning bolt toward them and both mercs dove to avoid it.

      Kaylin watched the spellcaster move his hands and knew neither man stood a chance of escaping the blast radius of the fireball to come. He grounded his staff and she realized she’d made a mistake. Whatever he was casting this time, it was much bigger than a fireball.

      Now, she wished she’d taken the staff as well as the scrolls because it looked extraordinary. Wisps of smoke rose from its haft and swirled upward in streamers of curling gray. These grew thicker and twined about each other as the witchdoctor readied it for his purposes.

      Dark specks floated inside the smoke as though it drew its power from some infernal, ever-burning flame. Cinders? It was an odd thought and she shifted to study the witchdoctor better, her eyes narrowed in concentration.

      His one hand grasped the staff but he raised the other as if preparing to guide the magic. She frowned but was distracted from trying to decipher the gesture by movement in the ruins behind him.

      “Are there more?” she whispered, cast a wide-eyed glance at Claude, and wondered if he saw what she did.

      From his hasty look in return, he had—and wondered what she would do about it.

      That’s okay, Claude. I wonder the same thing. In all honesty, there was no way the magic she had could deal with so many bugbears all at once. The witchdoctor’s magic could, though.

      Kaylin held that thought. His magic could undoubtedly deal with that many opponents at once. All she had to do was to get him to use it the way she wanted him to—or maybe close to how she wanted him to.

      She snickered and used one of the spells she’d used in her duel against Sylvester. This time, however, she added a little of the magic she’d learned from the elven book since then.

      It was less one simple spell and more three simple spells rolled into one—which was where the elven book came in. In that, she’d found the gestures and verbal components she needed to link the castings to one release command.

      This meant they would all activate together, which was exactly what she needed them to do. The spell that would make the witchdoctor do what she needed took a few heartbeats to attach to the target and she wanted him too distracted to notice.

      He looked powerful enough to shake it off if he was alerted to it. She needed him to be worried about something else for a short while.

      Her hands raced as she brought the sparkling lights and dazzling spell together before she combined those with a more powerful version of the confusion spell that had given her enough time to defeat Sylvester. Perhaps a little sooner than she would like, she stood and sighted on the bugbear caster.

      “Estreva.” As she spoke, she thrust her hands in his direction.

      A single bolt of white light surged from her palms and the witchdoctor glanced in her direction. He roared in anger and raised the staff, but her bolt flew fast and true and he was too focused on deflecting it to retaliate.

      She knew that wouldn’t last long and considered getting down from her vantage point, but she needed to see what happened next. The smoke that wreathed the staff flowed faster and multi-colored ribbons of gray speckled with flecks of black became thicker and stretched like tentacles or the thin petals of a strange flower.

      Kaylin didn’t like the look of it and her fists clenched and body tensed as she waited for some sign that the hidden spell had taken effect. He focused on the bolt, his staff lifted to block its path, but made no effort to move out of the way.

      Her spell struck the staff and a brief movement of the witchdoctor’s hand directed the tentacles to engulf it. The bolt exploded and a brilliant flare of color burst in an impossibly bright cloud before his face.

      The smoky tendrils rose to shield his eyes and lashed from side to side as he gestured with his fingers. The bugbear warriors had gasped at the explosion of color but they began to laugh as their leader dispersed the lights, and the smoke shielding his face dissipated.

      Kaylin hoped the smoke hadn’t also blocked the effects of her other spell but she had to wait to know for sure.

      He closed his eyes and his body swayed unsteadily. When he stumbled a little to his right, then to his left, the closest bugbears stretched their hands out to steady him. His response was immediate when the first one touched him and she exhaled a sigh of relief.

      As the warrior’s fingers closed around his arm, he transferred his staff to his other hand and punched the monster on the side of the head. This elicited a bellow of reproach, but he roared in reply and leaned into his comrade’s face.

      The warrior stumbled back a few steps and confusion and anger warred on his face. His leader ignored him and looked around, and his face split into a maniacal grin. Laughter cackled out of his throat and he tossed the staff over his shoulder.

      While his warriors stared at him, the witchdoctor clutched his stomach and his body convulsed as though he was about to throw up. He straightened with a screech and belched fire to set the closest bugbear’s hair and fur alight.

      The monster screamed and pitched forward. His face melted from the force of a second belch before the spellcaster spun away. He belched again and roared with pain when fire licked out of his nostrils and more flame erupted from his mouth.

      The mercenaries forgotten, his dark eyes focused on the closest of his warriors.

      One shouted in alarm and fell prone as flame seared through the space he’d occupied moments before. Another dove to one side and shoved a comrade out of the way of another gout of flame.

      “They say he’s gone mad!” Wivre told Kaylin and translated the comments he could hear from the enemies closest to him. “One is protesting that the spell was more than colored lights.”

      She wished she knew which monster had said that because he showed too much awareness and needed to be killed. Before she could pass that on, however, one of the mercenaries charged with removing the rubble shouted, ‘“All clear,” and Claude whistled for the company to regroup.

      With at least a few more seconds before she had to bolt, she stared at the chaos she’d caused among the bugbears. Having heard the warning, the warriors had turned on the witchdoctor.

      One had locked his arms around his leader’s legs and another dove forward to help him. A third and a fourth one tackled him, wrapped their arms around his waist, and toppled him sideways while they tried to force his mouth shut.

      He landed heavily and more of the bugbears piled on top of him. Some tried to pin his body to the dirt and others tried to gain a firm hold of his head. He shrieked and gibbered and interspersed his prattle with belches of flame and mad cackles of laughter.

      “Girl!” Claude’s imperative call reached Kaylin from below and she realized the rest of the company had reached the wagons and all stared at her perch. “Don’t make me leave you behind!”

      “Oh, crap.” The young mage descended hastily and bounded lightly from her perch to a wall top and onto another piece of flooring before she tumbled gracefully to land smoothly. She rolled to her feet, took two long strides, and leapt onto the wagon to take her place beside the mercenary leader.

      Wivre swooped close a few moments later, settled lightly on her shoulder, and rubbed his muzzle against her face.

      Claude shook his head and clucked to the horses to coax them into a trot. Once he had them moving, he turned to look at her.

      “What did you do?” he asked.

      She smiled and stretched luxuriously before she replied. “A confusion spell,” she told him but didn’t take the time to explain the elven enhancements she’d used to weave three spells into one and extend the basic enchantment used for befuddling a mind.

      That was more information than the captain needed to know—at least until she knew him well enough to be sure of how he’d take it. She glanced at him and saw he was waiting for her to continue so she forced a smile and shrugged.

      “When you’re as angry as he was, you’re open to manipulation. With a little magical push, he became a hammer.”

      Claude gave her a startled glance and started to laugh.

      “A hammer?” a bewildered mercenary asked from the back of the cart.

      The leader glanced over his shoulder at the wounded man behind them.

      “To a hammer,” he chuckled, “everyone looks like a nail!”
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      The wagons rolled up to the gates of the Final Rest as the goblins began to stir in the evening.

      At the wall, the guards had seen them coming and the heavy double gates creaked open when they approached. Kaylin relaxed as they passed under the ramparts and heaved a sigh of relief to find herself safely home again.

      The inn was a small fortress, a tiny bastion that provided sanctuary to adventurers from many origins, and she had made it her home when she’d been exiled from Waypoint four months earlier.

      She smiled as the rest of the company shouted their gratitude to the guards.

      While the men and women on the walls might not appreciate the thanks, they deserved them all the same. The inn was their anchor point—the only home many of them had—and they had adopted it as their base of operations ever since Claude had assumed the leadership of the company.

      Their previous leader had taken them across many lands and never stopped long enough for them to have a home, but he had made it clear they’d stay in the Valley, at least for the foreseeable future.

      “This is where the commissions are,” he’d told them one night after their return to the Rest. “We don’t need to go to war when there are ruins to delve and monsters to fight. We can stay here until we decide differently.”

      Those words had given them a reason to relax and many had used their coin to move into individual rooms, some on Kaylin’s floor—including Claude. Others still preferred to share their quarters, and their leader had rented the largest room on the floor as a barracks room for those who didn’t want to spend coin on a private space of their own.

      Clay, the innkeeper, had grumbled that it had been his best room, but the captain had asked what good having a best room was when it was so rarely occupied, and the man had helped him to transform it. Company dues went toward its hire—and the cost of feeding the company—but what was left beyond that could be spent as they wished.

      Not that there was anywhere else to spend it.

      That was something Claude had promised to rectify as soon as they had a little extra under their belt. He chivvied the crew into unloading the wagons and they carried the chests into the suite he’d rented as the company’s strongroom.

      Having seen the sigils on Kaylin’s chest, he’d ordered her to put similar ones on the door.

      “If they’re good enough for Shacklemund’s, they’ll be good enough for us,” he’d told her when she’d worried about them not being powerful enough. “But don’t go dying on us until we’ve been able to train someone else on how to open them.”

      That someone had yet to arrive.

      “Get cleaned up,” he ordered as soon as the last chest was stowed and he’d doled out ten gold pieces to each of them. “I’ll catch you in the taproom.”

      She took the time to wash and oil Wivre. The little dragon had complained about itchy patches on his back and he needed those attended to. They emerged from the tub cubicle as the first of their comrades entered.

      “Nice work on giving that mage indigestion!” one called as she left.

      “Yup, bugbear burps are the best!” another shouted after her.

      “And then there are bugbear farts!” another added and all three laughed.

      Kaylin blushed but smiled as she headed to her room.

      By the time she’d oiled Wivre and stowed her newly acquired scrolls, it was time for dinner. She trotted downstairs to inhale the smell of roast pork in the air and discovered the celebrations already underway.

      Some of her comrades had gone straight to the bar once they had been paid. Others were just arriving and shouted for Clay’s best ale as they entered. She shook her head at all the hubbub.

      “There’s no need to order tonight,” the innkeeper told her. “Claude’s got the ovens working double-time with whatever I had to roast. You’ll hunt for me tomorrow, I think.”

      “We appreciate it.” Kaylin chuckled and picked up the dark ale he poured for her before she moved to her usual table. This one was set close to the corner and not far from the fire. Claude was already there and occupied the far side. He nodded to her as she slid in opposite him and returned to his ledgers.

      How she had become his typical conversation companion, she didn’t know.

      She wanted to ask him how well they’d done but she didn’t want to interrupt whatever he was working on. He rarely celebrated like the others and preferred to make sure the Dragon’s Claws’ books were in order, something it had taken him over a week to achieve when he’d first taken on the responsibility.

      Lonne had been good at finding adventure and contracts but her ability to track the company’s liquidity hadn’t been quite so well developed.

      He had inherited a mess in more ways than one, including a tab at the Final Rest that had made the young mage wince. Fortunately, Clay had understood—especially when Claude had handed him the lion’s share of their earnings from the lich.

      Somewhat snidely, she wondered if the previous leader’s negligent attitude with regard to debt might be why the mercenaries had moved around so much. She found it difficult to feel charitable toward someone who had intended to use her as monster bait.

      The rest of the company gathered at the tables around them. Most carried one tankard while some carried two or more. A couple had badgered the kitchen for bread to tide them over while they waited for their meal and Hanne had been glad to comply.

      Exhilaration at their success rode strongly through the company and their high spirits drew the attention of the other patrons at the inn. Some wanted to know what had put the Claws in such good moods and the stories began.

      “We found some bugbears,” the first replied.

      “A whole lair of em,” a second man added.

      “And they had a mess of treasure,” the third explained.

      “So when they were sleeping, we slid in and lifted their goods.” The first man sounded smug.

      That last statement was met with disbelief by one of the other mercenaries. Kaylin thought his name was Belch…Berk…or maybe Belk? “What? Without waking them?” he questioned.

      “Without so much as disturbing their dreams,” the Claw assured his listeners. “We simply lifted their hoard and slid out.”

      “Uh-huh.” That statement was loaded with disbelief. “So…what’s with the guys needing ice-weed and deathbeater, then? Those bears didn’t stay asleep,” Belk pointed out.

      “So, the girl there…” Her teammate jerked a thumb in Kaylin’s direction.

      She lowered her head and shook it ruefully. Trust everyone to remember that part of the story. She wanted to point out that the girl had put the bugbears to sleep in the first place but didn’t. The quieter she was, the sooner they’d forget she was there.

      A soft snort drew her attention from across the table and she glanced up. Claude smirked as he returned to his ledger.

      The story proceeded with enthusiasm.

      “Not only had she put her hand up the witchdoctor’s loin cloth,” her teammate continued. “But she’d yanked things she should never have touched. Then, she sicced her drakeling on the bugbear with the scrolls and had him deliberately roast his delicate bits.” He took a sip. “It was horrible,” he finished. “The smell alone made every man there, bugbear or human, check to make sure his jewels were safe.” The somber tone of the retelling of the witchdoctor’s plight made the others laugh.

      Kaylin stared in disbelief and he noticed her fixed gaze. She received a wink and a broad grin as she closed her mouth to hide her shock.

      Wivre stirred on her shoulder. “I think his memory’s faulty,” the little dragon observed. “There is no way you had to tell me what I needed to burn. Most males of the species get distracted when those are roasted.”

      She smothered a chuckle and was about to point out the number of empty pint glasses in front of the man when the kitchen doors opened. Clay and Hanne appeared bearing two large platters. Chloe followed with a tureen of gravy and hops, and the kitchen boy at the rear struggled to balance a pile of plates.

      The chatter slowed and someone from another company called, “What was it I had to do to join?”

      That earned him a scowl and a punch in the arm from his leader and good-natured laughter. Calls to have “what they’re having” rose from different corners of the inn and Hanne and Clay retreated to the kitchen, sweating but smiling broadly.

      Kaylin couldn’t blame them. The inn would make a small fortune and it was all thanks to the Claws’ success. She wondered if that was something Claude would point out or if it was merely a normal part of the inn’s ecology.

      Chloe took drink orders and tried to divide her time evenly between the Dragon’s Claws and the other patrons in the inn, and the boasts continued.

      “You should have seen Agarda,” someone crowed. “Twenty paces and an arrow through the eye!”

      “That’s nothing,” Cavill boasted. “I put one through a gap no wider than my hand, pierced his throat, and put him down before he could make a sound.”

      Denir snorted. “If you knew how to run a sword as well as you’re runnin’ your mouth, you could have been down where the real fightin’ was instead of hidin’ in the walls like an oversized roach.”

      “And how many did you get?” Cavill challenged.

      “Let’s see, now. There was the one who came after Elliot when he was getting Enshaw off the field…and the one who followed him. Then I think it was Loren and me who took down the tusker tryin’ to protect the witchdoctor’s left side.”

      Denir looked at Loren for confirmation, but the female fighter was deep in conversation with a girl from one of the other mercenary crews and she ignored him. He shrugged and was about to add more when someone interrupted him.

      “A witchdoctor?” another mercenary asked.

      “Well, yes. Who else d’you think would have scrolls on them?” Denir retorted.

      This was met with a groan and the inevitable follow-up question. “How did you defeat that?”

      “A damn good mage,” he replied and waved a hand in Kaylin’s direction.

      She blushed at the attention and wished she could hide under the table as the mercenary continued.

      “You see, it seems she’d gotten a few ideas from the roasting her drakeling had given him before and realized ball-bags weren’t the only thing she could set alight.” Denir lowered his voice and leaned forward as he continued conspiratorially. “She wove a spell she created on the very spot—”

      He was cut short. “She did not!”

      Kaylin was glad of the interruption. Maybe it would put the man off his stride and he’d fall asleep in his food. The thought of sleep was tempting. It would only need to be a little spell.

      She glanced at Claude and caught the mercenary captain scrutinizing her a little closer than she wanted. Unfortunately, she was fairly sure he’d disapprove of her casting spells on other members of the company. Instead, she raised her eyebrows and gestured at the tale-teller by stabbing her finger in the loudmouth’s direction.

      The mercenary leader smirked. “Leave him to it,” he told her softly. “It’ll build the company’s reputation and leave folks guessing as to what’s real and what’s not.”

      “But—” she whispered in protest and he shook his head.

      “Leave it,” he ordered. “You’d best watch and learn.”

      Kaylin sighed in irritation. She wasn’t sure she wanted to hear what the company said about her.

      How in all the world was she meant to live up to that?

      A moment later, it dawned on her that this was exactly what Claude wanted her to work out. She needed to know what the rest of the crew said about her so she could answer the claim when asked about it—and decide what she wanted to live up to.

      It also struck her that she’d never heard them talk about Bardin in the same way—or wink at him or even include him—but they talked to her. She noticed the glance Denir threw at her and the storyteller grinned when he caught her attention.

      “Indigestion,” he told his audience succinctly. “She gave that bugbear a stomach ache that should have led to the roaring shits. Except this is our mage—a Dragon’s Claw mage—so she made him shoot fireballs out of his ass and belch fire from the other end.”

      Kaylin smirked. It might not be exactly how it had happened but it wasn’t very far off.

      Taking her smirk as encouragement, the merc continued.

      “Between belching fire like a volcano with the hiccups, she made him bark and scamper around on all fours like some old hound-dog with a roaring case of the flaming shits. His tribe didn’t know what to do with him and this one—” Again, he jerked a thumb at her. “This one is laughing fit to spit. She laughed so hard we had to carry her to the wagon. Talk about immature.”

      He gave her a sorrowful look and shook his head.

      What the hell? She hadn’t needed anyone to help her off the wall and onto the wagon. Right…learning.

      “I never want to piss her off. Can you imagine? I wouldn’t be able to sit for a week without burning a hole in some unfortunate chair—and we all know what Clay thinks of that kind of thing.”

      Murmurs of agreement met that piece of wisdom and Kaylin huddled in her seat and almost wished the floor would open up and swallow her. Laughter followed the man’s claims before one of his audience sighed.

      “Well, I’ve about had it up to here with your tall tales but I could do with another round.”

      “Me, too,” Denir exclaimed. “After that last one, my throat’s dry.”

      “After that last one, you’ll be lucky if it doesn’t get cut.”

      Snickers followed and Kaylin’s face flamed. She would never.

      “Eat,” Claude told her, “and drink your ale. It’ll make the stories easier to bear.”

      She decided that was good advice and lifted her mug. Wivre took advantage of her full hands to hook a slice of meat off her plate, tear a chunk off, and scarf it before she could protest. She sighed and forked two more slices onto the little dragon’s empty plate.

      He burbled happily and crouched over the pile.

      The inn door opened and a group of mercenaries filed in. Their dark-blue uniforms caught her eye as the team claimed a group of tables not far from the Claws. Hoping there wouldn’t be any trouble, she drained her mug and was surprised to have it replaced a short time later by the storyteller himself.

      “We can’t have our favorite mage running out of the good shtuff,” Denir slurred, pulled a seat beside her, and filched a piece of meat off her plate after he placed the new mug next to her old one.

      She glared at him.

      Although tempted to elbow him in the ribs, that didn’t seem to be the right response after being provided with a mug of good, dark ale. It should have worried her that he knew what she drank but it didn’t. Instead, it made her kind of happy.

      “So…” he said after she’d drunk half of it. “You wanna illustrate?”

      “What?” she asked. She had considered going to bed since the ale combined with the meat and potatoes had begun to make her sleepy.

      “Pictures,” Denir repeated and gestured at the newcomers. “They wanna hear the shtory.”

      She looked over his shoulder. “No.”

      “Yeah,” he reassured her, “but there’sh no bard. I’sh gonna have to tell it all again mysel’.” He leaned on her and breathed a waft of ale as he spoke. Her nose scrunched in distaste. “It’d be better if there was picturesh.”

      Not sure what to say, Kaylin simply drained her mug, only to find it replaced immediately. Being appreciated in the group was an uncomfortable feeling. She frowned at the next mug and wondered if drinking was the right solution to embarrassment.

      It might be…but it shouldn’t be.

      “I should go sleep,” she demurred and Denir gave her a disappointed look.

      “Jusht one illu…ill…picture?” he pleaded, placed a hand on her shoulder, and shook her gently.

      When she rolled her eyes, Claude snickered. She glared at him and her eyes promised retribution but his mental armor was too good. Or he wasn’t concerned about false threats from the Claw’s young mage.

      She regarded Denir steadily. “One,” she told him firmly and he grinned and slid out of his seat.

      Kaylin followed him, surprised when he grasped her hand and led her to one of the tables located in the center of the taproom. His audience followed and Claude pushed from his seat to trail them.

      “You better tell it straight,” he called and Denir spun unsteadily to look at him. She wasn’t sure what the leader was up to. He had left the company’s books behind, something she’d never have believed possible.

      “’Course, I will!” the mercenary said. “But you hasta…” He swayed. “Hashta whistle in the right places.”

      To Kaylin’s surprise, Claude chuckled, propped one boot on a chair, and signaled him to continue. The man needed no further encouragement but scrambled onto the table, ignored Clay’s disapproving look, and dragged Kaylin up after him.

      “Dammit.” She hissed a sharp breath in protest. A few of the others at the table chuckled at her bright red cheeks.

      The rest of the company approached and settled at the tables around them. Denir began his story.

      “So we tracked the tribe to its lair and sent the scouts in—”

      He was interrupted almost immediately.

      “That’s not it.”

      “Is, too!”

      “Is no—”

      “How many bugbears were there?” someone in blue called.

      “There were fifty of ’em,” he answered proudly and ignored the snorts from the other patrons. “Fifty, all sittin’ around their fire like they didn’t have a care in the world. ’Cept the witchdoctor. He was up on a throne of bones, bein’ brought food by the rest like they was slaves. Behind him, the treasure lay all in a heap. We figured they’d just taken it or it’d have been stowed better before we got there, so we crept up right close.”

      “And got speared for yer trouble,” someone suggested.

      “And told our mage here to make it so we wasn’t seen,” the merc retorted and earned Kaylin several surprised glances, “so she put ’em to sleep.”

      “She did not,” the argumentative patron called and the merc nudged her in the ribs.

      “Show ’em,” he ordered and she fought to focus on the spell.

      Show them? she wondered, fixed her gaze on the heckler, and nodded.

      The patron looked alarmed. “What?” he demanded. “What are you going to do?” He turned to the people seated on either side of him. “Why is she smiling like that?”

      The Dragon’s Claw mercenaries who were close to him moved away.

      “What?” The man’s voice rose in alarm and her smirk grew into a full-bodied smile.

      Before he could rise out of his seat, she’d woven a sleep spell for only him.

      “Hey!” he protested. “What are y—”

      He slumped over the table and his head hit the wood top with a thump before a snore rose from him.

      The patrons laughed and applauded the example.

      “He’s no bugbear,” someone argued and ducked behind a friend when she turned her focus toward them.

      “Show ’em what the bugbears looked like,” Denir pressed and she frowned.

      What the— Her ale-addled brain brought the scene to mind where the mercenaries snuck through the sleeping monsters and carried the trunks past them, and her fingers worked to follow her intent. Experience wasn’t hard to draw from and again, she felt the gentle pressure of the magic as it altered the movements of her hand.

      It was easier to yield to the manipulations of her fingers when she was drunk. Logic, on the other hand, was harder to capture, and the bugbears on the screen looked larger and hairier than she remembered.

      Emotion, however, had Kaylin stumped. She was torn between fatigue and laughter. Seeing the bugbears curl quietly on the floor had been so unexpected she didn’t know how she felt.

      Relief, she decided. Relief that they slept and my friends were able to move safely through them.

      A soft hum of admiration came in response to her casting and she opened her eyes. She stared in astonishment at the sight of her crew moving the chests between the snoring bugbears. As soon as her concentration slipped, the picture wavered and the bugbears transformed into large dogs and the mercenaries into goblins.

      She frowned, strengthened her focus on the image, and things returned to how she intended. The audience roared with laughter.

      “That’s not how we did it,” Denir protested. “I mean…Elliot was more like…”

      He rose from his seat and swayed unsteadily before he tiptoed across the room, making girlish squeals whenever he pretended to come close to a bugbear. Soon, the man he was mimicking pushed to his feet as well.

      “That was you,” Elliot slurred, “and this was you when you saw the girl going after the scrolls.”

      Kaylin almost lost the picture a second time when his expression transformed into one of terrified horror and the soldier began to make cutting gestures as though trying to signal her to stop.

      She couldn’t help herself. She brought the images down to ground level so the two were tiptoeing through a cavern full of sprawled furry forms.

      Their eyes widened and then widened some more when she put herself in the picture, creeping up on the sleeping witchdoctor. Movement at the edge of her image made it hard to keep the pictures still as Claude joined the participants and more of the Dragon’s Claws left their seats.

      Improvisational taproom drunk acting…it might become a favored entertainment if any of those watching remembered any of this in the morning.

      It was difficult to coordinate everything around the Claws, particularly when their leader directed the mercenaries to take the chests she’d placed behind the spellcaster. He gestured at the illusionary Kaylin who crept up on the witchdoctor and she made sure her image ignored him exactly as she had done.

      Claude’s gestures became more emphatic and his face angrier, and he’d begun to signal the others to retrieve the remaining chests and leave. Kaylin-in-the-picture continued her sneak approach on the sleeping spellcaster as the Claws’ leader waved his arms at her to stop and was utterly ignored.

      The young mage reached into the pouch draped around the bugbear’s waist as the monster sniffed and twisted restlessly. Kaylin displayed herself as so intent on the pouch and the scrolls that she couldn’t get out of his way when he rolled—at which point, Wivre swooped in.

      The audience gasped, then roared with laughter as the drakeling dove and chittered over the witchdoctor’s prone body, then squawked in fear and lunged at his kilt. They laughed even harder when she showed the caster waking with a screech of alarm while she snatched the scrolls and bolted to the door.

      Claude roared the same imprecations she remembered hearing as she’d fled the waking bugbears and the other mercenaries joined him.

      The chase looked much more dangerous from this angle, but when the mercs stopped and pretended to either be the stone pillars Kaylin had magicked to look like them or the bugbears distracted by the deception, she obliged by overlaying their physical forms with the appropriate illusions.

      Their drunken antics soon had the patrons crying with amusement as Denir resumed the tale again.

      This time, her pictures were accompanied by some over-enthusiastic renditions of what happened but were a little wobblier as the effects of fatigue and the many ales made themselves felt.

      To illustrate where she’d perched during the battle, she clambered onto another table and exaggerated the movements needed to cast the spells she’d used to protect her friends. The “battle” flowed from side to side across the taproom floor and she swayed as it moved.

      She stood on the table and let her body lean and shift as she tried to track what everyone was doing. At one point, she took a step back and her foot missed the edge. She would have fallen if someone hadn’t had the presence of mind to cup their hands under her heel and give her a slight boost onto the surface again.

      Kaylin gave them a startled glance and looked into the handsome face of another mercenary who wore the dark-blue tabard, and he winked at her.

      Before she could thank him, Denir snatched her belt, pulled her away, and addressed the audience.

      “Things were looking bad for us when Kaylin here sucker-punched the witchdoctor with one of the worst cases of indigestion I’ve ever seen!”

      She brought up her flaming-assed, fire-spewing bugbear mage and the Claws scattered and left it to take center stage. Laughter followed, then more calls for ale, and she let the image fade as she scrambled off the table to return to her corner and catch her breath.
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        * * *

      

      Some time later, Kaylin managed to reach her table. Denir called for another round and half the company accompanied him to the bar. None of them looked at her and she exhaled a soft sigh of relief.

      She stared into the fire and listened absently as some of the Rest’s guests took their leave and others found a quiet space under a table.

      Almost by reflex rather than conscious thought, one wiped a little ale up before they laid their head on the floor. As the inn settled around her, she let her mind drift and thought about the events of the last few days.

      The sounds of the inn faded and she relaxed slowly. Moments later, she recalled the scrolls she’d taken from the witchdoctor’s pouch. She still had them with her and had shoved them into Wivre’s satchel.

      Speaking of whom, she hadn’t heard from him for a while. She looked around for the little dragon and her heart raced with alarm when she didn’t see him. The tension subsided into a soft chuckle when she registered the weight of the satchel hanging over her shoulder.

      While she’d been fire-gazing, the little dragon had crawled onto his portable hoard and tucked his snout under his tail. A soft snore greeted her as she lifted the flap and she smiled. Wivre was cute when he was asleep.

      He had nudged the scrolls to one end of the satchel and nestled into the coins he’d amassed slowly. His wings and paws quivered as though he dreamed of chasing prey but his eyes didn’t open.

      Kaylin glanced around the inn but no one paid her any attention. Most people had left and those who remained drifted rapidly to sleep. Chloe and her father moved quietly among the tables and stepped over the feet protruding from beneath them to clear the cups and plates scattered on top.

      Neither of them looked in her direction.

      Satisfied that she was unobserved, she leaned back in her seat, drew the scroll out, and unrolled it carefully. She thought about taking it to her room but couldn’t be bothered to move away from the warmth of the fire.

      It seemed pointless since she was relaxed and the sound of the flames was comforting.

      Her curiosity pushed her to examine the markings on the scroll and her heart skipped a beat when she saw it was written in elvish script. At first, it didn’t make much sense until she recognized one of the symbols. Admittedly, she’d last seen it overshadowed by vines in the Academy’s garden but it was the same.

      So, if that means growth…

      She should have taken it to her room. For one thing, her best pencils were there. The one she had in the bag was merely a stub. For another thing, if she went upstairs, she could spread the scroll on her desk and wouldn’t have to worry about anyone looking over her shoulder and interrupting.

      If she did go upstairs, however, she might simply succumb and crawl into bed. Then where would she be with working out what she’d stolen?

      Kaylin recognized another symbol, this one from her notes but also from the walls in the Teaching Room. Her fingers itched to pull the journal out from beside the sleeping dragonette and lay it on the table.

      To do this right, she needed to copy the scroll into her journal and make the translation under the elvish until she was sure she had it right.

      Her mouth felt a little dry and she thought about asking Chloe for a mug of water, but she noticed another symbol she recognized before she could, then another.

      She scribbled both into her journal hastily, placed the scroll beside it, and concealed its contents behind the curl of her arm. Another symbol seemed to shimmer and she was sure she saw it give a little wriggle.

      When her hands twitched, she put the pencil down and moved them as the symbol indicated. That helped her to see how the next symbol fitted in and how both linked with the elvish words for “leaf,” “dew,” “mist” and “rain.” “Fertile” revealed itself on the page and she rolled her finger.

      “Oh,” she murmured and surprised herself with a yawn.

      Now she knew what this scroll reminded her of.

      It contained many symbols from the wall in the garden—the one Magister Lorama’s students had been so excited to see. She also remembered leaving them to it. None of her classes had required her to have a knowledge of plant spells.

      Kaylin sighed and stared at the scroll. The more she focused on it, the more she recognized symbols from the wall in the garden. They weren’t exactly the same but they were undoubtedly something to do with nature.

      All of them involved nature magic.

      For a guy who liked fire and lightning so much, he held these kinda close. She frowned, disappointed but also a little curious. The bugbear caster hadn’t seemed like the type to have much interest in spells.

      Maybe he’d had other plans for these.

      The fact they were scrolls to do with nature magic would explain why she had so much difficulty deciphering this one. She hadn’t paid as much attention to these symbols as she had to others, which meant many of those associated with it were hard for her to understand. It almost made her wish she had paid more attention to that area of magic.

      “Well, looking back where your ass has been with regret and all that,” she muttered. She smacked her lips and scowled. The dry feeling wasn’t a comfortable sensation.

      She looked around in the hopes she could catch Clay or Chloe’s eye, but neither of them was nearby. Impatient, she twisted a little in her seat and looked to see if the innkeeper was behind the bar, then realized someone else seemed to have noticed her.

      He was an older man, bear-like in appearance, with thick, hairy arms, dense silvery brows, and a long silvery beard. Even with her ale-colored senses, he seemed familiar. He also studied her over the bowl of the pipe he was smoking with a thoughtful expression on his face.

      When he saw he had her attention, he raised his gaze to meet hers. She stared at him and when he winked at her, several sparks flew from his lashes.

      Kaylin’s eyes widened and she covered the scroll with her arm in case the sparks drifted in her direction as she started the sequence of gestures she needed to blur her form. If he caught what she was doing, he gave no sign but continued to stare at her for a moment longer before he pushed to his feet and slid out from behind the table.

      Her hand stopped but the mage paid her no attention as he ambled slowly from the common room and took his pipe with him. Not sure what she’d encountered, she watched him go and stared at the door as it closed behind him.

      She caught the fleeting impression of stars and a draft of cold air blew around her ankles before the door thunked shut. The breeze vanished with the stars and the warmth of the fire returned.

      Kaylin frowned and shook her head as thunder rumbled outside.

      “I don’t suppose I can simply chalk that up to too much drink and excitement, can I?” she grumbled and coins clinked in the satchel at her waist.

      Startled, she glanced down and met Wivre’s sleepy gaze.

      “What?” he asked, the word full of drowsy curiosity.

      She lowered a hand to his back and stroked his supple hide to soothe him.

      The little dragon stretched, turned several times, and settled into the coins again. When she stopped stroking, he pressed against her fingers until she started again.

      “Well? What?” he persisted, rested his chin on his forepaws, and closed his eyes.

      Kaylin continued with her caresses.

      “Nothing,” she muttered. “At least, not yet.”
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      When Kaylin woke, the sun that streamed through her window made her grimace. “Ugh. Too much glare!” She whimpered and shielded her face with her arm to block some of the offending light.

      Wivre landed on her chest and nudged her chin with his nose.

      “It’s still not too late for bacon!” he urged when she grunted.

      “Get. Off.” She opened one eye to spear him with a glare.

      “But I’m hungry!” the little dragon insisted and pushed her gently with his head.

      “Ugh.” She pushed the blankets off and struggled upright. “Seriously?”

      “Your stomach might not like you this morning but mine is empty,” he complained.

      Kaylin closed her eyes again and slumped against the wall as she sat on her bed. Her head ached with a dull throb and her mouth felt like an ogre had thrown up in it. On top of that, Wivre was right. Her stomach wasn’t happy.

      The little dragon pranced on her lap. “So? Bacon?”

      Her stomach lurched and she opened both eyes to glare at the little dragon.

      “Are you gonna get off my legs so I can use them?” She honestly tried to snap but it came out as a rasped request.

      Wivre flitted to one side, settled on the blankets, and fixed her with a hopeful look. She stood and glanced at her desk. Her journal lay open where she’d left it, and the scrolls she’d taken from the witchdoctor lay open beside them.

      “Do you know if the others are awake yet?” She yawned, stretched her arms, and used one of her hands to cover her mouth.

      He gave her the equivalent of a draconic shrug before he caught a whiff of her breath and made a face before he replied.“How would I know? I’ve been stuck in here waiting for you.”

      “I don’t know. Probably by using your hearing to listen for people talking.” She raised a brow at him but he ignored her.

      So much for logic. Kaylin shrugged into a clean tunic and threw her old one at him. He hopped to one side and gave it a look of distaste, then watched it for a few seconds more in case it decided to attack him.

      “You could do with a bath,” he commented and wrinkled his nose as he returned his attention to her. “You smell of old ale.”

      “How do you know it’s me and not the tunic?” she challenged.

      With another disgusted glance at the garment, Wivre hopped away from it. She smoothed her clothes and picked up the journal and his satchel. He flew to her shoulder and wound down her arm to sink onto his hoard while she held open the flap.

      “So?” he asked and poked his head out of the bag.

      Kaylin scratched along his eye ridges. “Fine…fine. Let’s go find breakfast.”

      Again, her stomach lurched but she knew she’d feel better once she’d eaten and had something to drink.

      She hoped. Gods, she hoped she would feel better.

      The taproom was occupied when she arrived but most of those present were either snoring or nursed a pint mug and clutched their heads. She sympathized. When she glanced toward the innkeeper, her gaze swept over a young man in the dark-blue robes of a wizard.

      He was reading and she thought he looked familiar although for the life of her, she couldn’t remember why. As if he sensed her gaze, he looked up and gave her a fleeting smile before he refocused on his book.

      Clay greeted her with a grin.

      “Another one for breakfast?” he boomed and his voice made her wince.

      “And a pint,” she told him firmly. At least, it sounded very firm to her ears.

      “Hair of the dog?” he asked and she shook her head. “Tea? Water?”

      Kaylin nodded in agreement. “Whatever works best.”

      He winked. “Gotcha.”

      She wandered to her corner near the fire, slid behind the table, and propped herself in the corner. Fortunately, no one else seemed inclined to talk, not even Wivre, although the little dragon climbed out of the satchel and settled in his usual place on the table.

      Even looking around felt like too much effort so she closed her eyes.

      After all the trouble they’d caused, the scrolls hadn’t been of any use to her. Their plant-based magic simply didn’t look helpful.

      Why did no one speak of the trials of finding new magic in the tales? In the stories, the magic-user always found the spell of whatever-the-hell-they-needed-most and the heroes were saved. In her life, it was more likely the magic she found was helpful to almost everyone else but her.

      Maybe if she’d been a farmer or dedicated to helping farmers she might have found some value. For a moment, that didn’t seem like such a bad idea but she shook her head.

      Something was far more appealing about discovering the secrets of the library in the mountain.

      Who was the Dragon Queen? Was she Wivre’s mother? And why would she have stored an entire library in her horde? Were they written in gold or something?

      The inn door slammed open to admit a swirl of warm air with flurries of dust. The voices that followed made her head ache and she propped her elbows on the table and rested her hands against her temples. The soft thunk as Clay set several mugs in front of her made her open her eyes.

      “I’d drink the tea first.” He pointed to the one on her left before he gestured to those in the center and on her right in turn. “Then the water, then the ale—and you owe me another copper.”

      Kaylin retrieved the coin and placed it in his outstretched palm.

      “Your bacon’s coming,” he added, pocketed the payment, and moved on to see what the new arrivals wanted.

      She picked the tea up, sipped it cautiously, and winced at the raucous orders being placed for lunch and more ale—considerably more ale. Her stomach lurched at the idea and she decided she’d leave as soon as the two of them were finished eating. She took another sip of tea and ignored Wivre’s curious sniffs.

      “You know that’s not food, don’t you?” the little dragon asked and regarded the tea and the ale warily.

      With a shrug, she nodded. “Yes, but it’s making me feel better.”

      He looped his tail around his forepaws. “Well, if it means I won’t have to listen to you losing your breakfast, I suppose it will do.”

      Rather than respond, she simply rolled her eyes and continued to sip slowly. By the time Clay arrived with their breakfast, her stomach felt better and her head had stopped thumping. Wivre growled happily, pounced on his plate, and settled over the bacon as he feasted.

      “That is…” the innkeeper began and frowned in disapproval. The tiny dragon tore into a slice of bacon and Clay sighed in disgust as he walked away.

      Kaylin snickered.

      “It’s better if you don’t watch,” she managed to croak at him. A few patrons close to her snickered.

      “It would be better if you taught the little monster some manners,” Clay retorted over his shoulder.

      She smirked but made a point of not looking at what Wivre was doing to his breakfast. Some days, he forgot to even try to be civilized.

      As if he’s ever civilized. She used her bread to wrap her bacon and mop the grease up. By the time she’d finished and drained the tea, water, and ale, the little dragon was done and looked disappointedly at her empty plate.

      “You didn’t even leave the fat,” he grumbled.

      “I was hungry,” Kaylin replied, although it wasn’t strictly true. She stood and slid the pouch strap over her shoulder. “Let’s get out of here.”

      Wivre hopped onto her shoulder and wanting to avoid her comrades, she headed to the rear door leading to the central courtyard.

      “Do you still think I need a bath?” she asked.

      “No,” he replied and added, “Where are we going?”

      “I don’t know. But…” She sighed and waved a hand through the air. “Away from everyone else.”

      The dragon settled across her shoulders and let his tail drape over her front as she walked through the stables. Rather than approach the gate, she turned left and moved along the inside of the walls to an area of the compound she hadn’t explored yet.

      Once they’d crossed a turning circle and parking area for wagons, she reached a waist-high stone wall and stopped.

      “Well, who’da thought?” she murmured and studied the headstones and niche-marked walls that made neat lines on the other side of the barrier.

      Both their heads looked to the left and the right. “It’s a graveyard,” Wivre observed.

      Kaylin nodded her agreement and walked around the edge of the space until she found a gap in the wall. Both the barrier and gate had an unfinished feel to them and she had the impression it was a work in progress, something the visiting mercenaries paid attention to when they had time.

      Or when they remember.

      She stepped through the gap, struck by the orderliness of the graves and their markers. No weeds grew in the yard and the names were still clear. The walls she’d noticed contained plain stone urns, and the name of their occupant was inscribed on the ledge beneath. Some of the containers had an inscription as well as a name but she didn’t stop to read them.

      Instead, she walked through the area and was surprised to find a stone bench set in the corner of a paved square. It was overhung by a gnarled old tree, stunted in height with twisted branches. Both the square and tree were bordered by a raised garden bed.

      Newly-emerged foliage covered it with a silvery-green film, and the carefully pruned stems of something taller showed tiny shoots. It smelled of plants and old green moss.

      It needs more trees, Kaylin thought as she settled on the bench beneath the old tree. Something to balance this one.

      She didn’t know why except that it felt right. Nor did she know what type of tree would suit so she added it to the list of things to ask about later. As she shifted slightly on the solid stone, she was glad this area of the inn’s compound remained quiet.

      Raised voices and the occasional clatter of pans could still be heard from the kitchen but this space was mostly deserted, which suited her.

      “You’re gloomy today,” Wivre observed and climbed off her shoulder to worm his way into the satchel again.

      Coins clinked as he wriggled beneath the flap and settled onto his hoard. She felt the weight in the bag shift as his tail disappeared. He shifted a little more before he sighed in contentment.

      Kaylin resisted the urge to peek in on him and let the bottom of the satchel rest on the bench beside her to take some of the weight of the dragonette and his growing mess of coins.

      While he tolerated some of it being left in their chest upstairs, he still liked having as much of it with them as she could carry.

      She wondered how long it would be before he began to ask her about their next expedition. Even though their share of the bugbears’ hoard had made him happy, she knew it wouldn’t satisfy him for long.

      Like any dragon, he wanted a bigger bed of coins—and more treasure besides. She wondered how long it would be before he began to ask for items as well as coins and gems.

      A while longer, she decided and stroked the outside of the satchel absently.

      Although she knew how he felt. She’d barely acquired a few new scrolls of elven magic and she already tried to think when they could go to find more.

      And then what will I do with them? she wondered and stared out across the graves.

      It didn’t take long for her thoughts to shift.

      There are so many. She studied the neat rows and closely spaced plots. How long has the Rest been here? It hadn’t existed for the entire time since the tragedy. So many. The thought repeated itself as her gaze roved the cemetery. Is this where I’ll end up?

      That worried her. She wanted more.

      As much fun as drinking the profits of another big raid might be, there must be better things she could do with what she made. She didn’t want her time in the Doom to end with her becoming merely another headstone there, as peaceful as it was.

      What would Goss think of her if she did that?

      She remembered her words to him the last time she’d seen him.

      Make something more of yourself. Don’t let this sacrifice be wasted.

      But it had been wasted. The extra security measures used in Shacklemund’s vault had seen to that. Each coin and every little item had all been marked with a tracking charm. How could they have possibly known that?

      We couldn’t, she thought ruefully, glad the Chevaliers had seen fit to intervene and exhaled a breath in relief. They’d all been extremely fortunate.

      And it was good fortune she would not waste.

      Now that she’d arrived at the Doom, the responsibility lay on her to do what she’d advised Goss to do. It was up to her to make something of herself and to not waste the time she had or the chances she’d been given.

      When she returned to Waypoint and saw her crew again, she wanted them to be proud of her. She wanted her achievements to match theirs because she was utterly certain they wouldn’t waste the chance she’d bought them.

      They wouldn’t want to let her down.

      Well, the least she could do was pay them the same courtesy. She had to do something with her opportunity with the Claws and make the most of her time in the Doom. She wanted her crew to be proud to know her, exactly as she was sure she’d be proud to know them.

      She sighed and let her thoughts run as she stared into the distance and saw nothing between her and the clouds. She was still seated there when a burly figure wandered through the gap in the wall and caught her attention.

      Kaylin recognized the old mage from the night before—and, she recalled now, who had been on the wall when she’d first arrived—but he didn’t say anything. Aside from a glance in her direction, he seemed to ignore her.

      He crossed the graveyard, followed the cobbled path from the gate to the square, and finally came to lean against the tree beside her. At first, she thought she had taken his usual place but he remained silent and drew his pipe out.

      With a click of his thick fingers, he produced a spark, raised the pipe to his lips, and began to smoke quietly. It was a little disconcerting and she wondered if she should be worried. If it had been Bardin, she would have been worried, but he had been very different.

      Apart from the fact that he had resembled a twig and this guy looked more like an old oak, Bardin had looked at her in a very different way.

      This man certainly didn’t look at her like that.

      Maybe like she was some kind of irritating bug or an insect that deserved study, but not like he stripped her out of her tunic and breeches with the intention of using what was beneath. No, this man was…well, he didn’t make her feel like she should hide in her room and never come out.

      He wanted something, though. She considered that when she saw him glance at her. It was like he’d wanted to talk to her but didn’t know how to get the conversation started.

      “Is there something I can do for you?” she asked and shifted back a little so she could look at him without putting a crick in her neck.

      One of his eyebrows jerked in surprise and he turned to look at her and shifted slightly but still leaned against the tree.

      “It’s more about what I might be able to do for you,” he rumbled. His deep voice reminded her of the thunder she’d heard the night before.

      Kaylin refused to be impressed.

      “You’ve had since last night,” she observed drily, “and that’s the best you can come up with?”

      The mage chuckled and the sound rolled across the square and rebounded off the graveyard’s walls. A chill breeze whisked around them and reminded her of winter on the Rim. She shivered and glanced sharply at the man’s face.

      He met her gaze and for a moment, she’d have sworn she saw energy spark in the depth of his dark-blue eyes.

      “You’re bold, I’ll give you that,” he told her and nodded, the pipe clenched between his teeth. “Not many who know me would be so flippant.”

      “Then I suppose it must help that I don’t know you,” she observed and shrugged. “Although maybe you could tell me if I have to guess what you can do for me, as you so eloquently put it.” She regarded him with open curiosity and a slight challenge. “Is there a tale to go with your name? Should I perhaps be impressed when I hear it?”

      The mage’s jaw dropped momentarily and he had to clutch his pipe to stop it from falling.

      “Well…” he began and juggled the hot bowl, “I don’t see why you wouldn’t know who I am.”

      Kaylin stared at him and waited while he settled the pipe in his mouth again.

      When she didn’t say anything, he glowered at her. “You should know who I am,” he declared and his thick silvery brows scrunched together in a scowl, “given where you’ve come from. Especially since those stiff old pricks at the Academy still can’t beat my theorems on meteorological projection.”

      “I… Maybe those classes were for more advanced students,” she admitted. “I wouldn’t know. They didn’t let me get through the first year.”

      This time, the pipe only slipped a little and, after a few furious puffs, the mage’s startled look of disbelief settled into one that might have been respect.

      It seemed impossible and she didn’t quite dare to believe it. That makes no sense.

      The wizard’s deep voice interrupted her thoughts.

      “Well,” he admitted gruffly, “you might not have heard about me but I have certainly heard about you—and the kind of work you do for Crozier’s crew.”

      He took a few more puffs on his pipe, his face thoughtful. She waited and gave him time to gather his thoughts.

      “Now, while I don’t go in for all that finicky magic”—he wiggled his fingers for a moment—“I certainly know it takes skill and a very cool head to use it in the situations where you put it to work.”

      Again, Kaylin caught a faint hint of admiration in his face—and respect, she acknowledged silently. Before she could think of a response, the mage continued and extended his hand.

      “The name’s Gevitter—Gevitter Vutensturm—and I am a storm mage of some repute.” He paused to let that sink in for a moment, then added, “I am also a man who has been around long enough to have connections with many of the mages who operate out of the Final Rest, not to mention most of the companies and other groups who use it.”

      Kaylin felt Wivre stir in the satchel as she shook the man’s hand and stifled a smile when the little dragon poked his head out from under the flap. The mage continued as if nothing had changed.

      “I caught a glimpse of that scroll you were reading last night. You didn’t seem too impressed with it, but it has something to do with the magic of the Ancients and might be of value to someone interested in such things—if you didn’t have a use for it.”

      Kaylin wondered if by Ancients he meant elves, or if he thought it was some other ancient race—or even an older human civilization.

      “I could take that scroll off your hands if you wanted.” He paused, regarded her contemplatively, and said, “I could also plug you into the market of magical knowledge in these parts if you’d like.”

      He can what? Her heart skipped a beat. While it alarmed her that she could have been so closely observed, she was also excited by the idea that there might be other ways to acquire the knowledge she wanted.

      She was still wary, though. Firstly, he hadn’t told how much he thought the scrolls were worth—and she had no idea on her own. That would change once she had access to the magical market but until then, she’d be at the mercy of his integrity.

      It was encouraging that he looked like he might have some. She studied him carefully before she answered.

      “Let me think about it.”

      A faint smile quirked his lips and he pushed away from the tree and tamped his pipe.

      “Well, don’t take too long,” he warned. “You never know what tasty scrap of ancient knowledge is around and a piece might slip through your fingers if you don’t seize the moment to trade for it.”

      With that, he turned and walked quietly out of the square and through the graveyard. She watched him go but he didn’t look back.
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      Kaylin continued to think over Gevitter’s offer the next day. It was tempting but did she want to give up the scrolls she had? She didn’t know what she might be exchanging them for but she wouldn’t know unless she took the risk.

      While she could understand the need to step out of her comfort zone, she didn’t know if that was a risk she was willing to take. The scrolls she had for some kind of magic in exchange? She wandered into the inn, ordered breakfast, and sat in her usual place. The rest of the company drifted in slowly, as did the inn’s other guests.

      She recognized mercenaries and adventurers from half a dozen companies, all clustered in their respective groups. Across the room, she saw a familiar face.

      His tousled brown hair topped a tanned face and overshadowed dark-brown eyes. Again, he was reading a book and as he had done the last time she saw him, he glanced up and smiled briefly at her.

      “Who is that?” she murmured as Wivre settled onto the table beside her.

      “I do not know who,” the little dragon replied, “but I do know what. He is a mage with the High Blades.”

      “And who exactly are they when they are at home?” she asked. “He seems…rich.”

      “I don’t know where their home is, but they base themselves out of Waypoint and are one of the better-known mercenary companies there.” He cocked his head. “How do you not know this?”

      “I didn’t occupy the same space as the better-known anythings,” she answered, although that wasn’t strictly true.

      She had occupied a space she shared with criminals and some of them had been very well known. That wasn’t something she wanted to share with Wivre, though, at least not at breakfast where too many were there to overhear.

      “What is it?” He had noticed there were things she wasn’t saying.

      “If he’s from one of the better-known companies, he’s probably an Academy graduate.” Kaylin wrinkled her nose. “He probably has his britches wound so tight, he squeaks when he talks.”

      “He’s not wearing any britches,” Wivre pointed out and she rested her forehead in her hands.

      After a moment, she raised her head and explained, “I meant he’ll be too much of a snob to want to associate with the likes of us.”

      “How many times do I have to tell you not to judge someone—or something—on their looks,” the little dragon chided. “I’m a little small for my species.”

      “That’s not what I was suggesting—” Kaylin began as Claude bustled into the room.

      The grizzled mercenary leader paused at the foot of the stairs and surveyed the gathered mercenaries. His mouth twitched in what might have been approval when he noticed they were all seated at adjacent tables.

      She understood why he was pleased. In the weeks since their previous leader’s demise, he had worked hard to weld the Claws into a family instead of the disparate pack they’d been when he’d inherited them.

      Lonne had worked on a system of division and favoritism to ensure no one rose to a position where they could challenge her, and it had shown. Now, the crew was almost a team and swiftly becoming a family. A dysfunctional family, of course, but her crew had also been both a family and dysfunctional.

      Hell, weren’t normal families usually dysfunctional? From the stories she’d heard, the richer ones were the most dysfunctional of all.

      Kaylin sighed. They had begun to remind her of the crew she’d left in Waypoint. Her thoughts drifted and she wondered how they were getting on.

      She realized she hadn’t written and tried to remember if Clay had any paper in his stores. It might be time to write, especially now that she had something positive to share about her situation.

      Claude clapped sharply and drew the attention of the team as well as some of the others in the room. He ignored everyone who didn’t wear the Claw’s black tabard.

      “Now I know many of you want to head back to Waypoint,” he stated and his gaze traveled over his people and met their eyes as it passed.

      Her eyes grew round and she realized she hadn’t kept track of what the company’s plans were regarding their return to the city—and she’d known they would return sooner or later.

      She’d merely been too involved in her personal quest to pay attention to what they were planning and when.

      Not that it mattered. If what Delaine had said was true, she couldn’t return to the city until mid-Winter at the earliest, and the Claws would have to leave well before then. She sighed and drew the attention of Denir, Cavill, and Elliot from the next table.

      Cavill cast her a pitying look. “Poor little ExO,” he mocked but gently. “I guess you’ll have to sit this one out.”

      Denir smacked the man across the side of the head. “Nice way to remind the girl she’s not welcome,” he snapped.

      Kaylin forced a smile and waved them away. She tried to remember when the term ExO had first been used for her, but couldn’t. Short for Exiled One, it might not be the most creative of terms but they were fighters, not bards. Besides, it fit her, even if they rarely used it now.

      “I’ll be fine,” she told them. “There’s more than enough mischief I can get up to on my own.”

      Denir snorted as he pointed to those around him at his table. “That’s what we’re afraid of.” He turned to Claude. “What bright spark thought it was a good idea to leave the ExO unsupervised?” he asked.

      The leader gave him a short-lived grimace. “Why? Are you volunteering to stay behind?”

      For a minute, she was afraid the mercenary would take him up on the suggestion but alarm flashed across his face.

      “No. Not a hope in all the hells,” he answered hastily. “I’ve got plans—”

      “A girl.” Cavill coughed.

      Denir reddened but didn’t deny it. Claude shook his head and glanced at Kaylin.

      “I suppose you’ll have to supervise yourself,” he told her and frowned slightly. “I take it you won’t upset Clay too much.”

      That brought snickers from the team and she regarded them all with a mockingly superior expression. “I promise to not upset Clay,” she began, paused for a moment, and raised her thumb and forefinger spread apart by maybe an inch. “Too much.”

      That brought soft laughter from the others and a worried look from their leader.

      “So when?” Denir asked to bring the mercenary captain back to the most important question.

      “Well, we can’t go yet,” Claude replied and their smiles turned to frowns. He met them squarely and added, “We’ve got unfinished business.”

      With her immediate future set, she leaned back in her seat. Chloe wound between the tables and deposited her and Wivre’s breakfast in front of them before she moved on to do the same for several others. Kaylin was the only one who started eating, though. The rest were far too interested in what their captain had to say next.

      “As many of you know,” he told them. “We have outstanding business.”

      Several of the gathered mercs groaned.

      “Not that,” Cavill protested and Claude fixed him with a gimlet stare.

      “Exactly that,” he told the man before he raised his head to take in the rest of the company. “We have a contract for alchemicals and it’s the right time of year to collect on it.” More groans greeted his words and he nodded. “As you are aware, this one will be something of a doozy.”

      Several of the mercenaries exchanged glances and she noticed a small element of dread creep in.

      “You have to be kidding,” Fiddler protested, and Kaylin wondered what could cause the hunter to look so shocked. “You know she had no—”

      “I know.” Claude raised his hand. “But if we want to pull this company out of the hole it’s dug itself into, we need to salvage its reputation—then build a better one.”

      This was met with reluctant agreement. As Kaylin had learned, the previous commander had sometimes made promises the company couldn’t keep. It looked like he was putting a stop to that.

      “And that means we need to fill all the outstanding contracts,” he finished firmly.

      Again, the mercenaries exchanged glances but this time, their faces wore the grim looks of soldiers coming to terms with their fates. Whatever this contract involved, it was enough to make even hardened mercs flinch.

      “You mean it,” Denir stated, his face a little paler than before and the food on his plate untouched.

      “Are you sure?” someone asked from one of the other tables.

      “You can’t build a reputation if the company’s dead.” The mutter was of indistinct origin.

      “You’re not serious,” Elliot protested. “That contract?”

      Claude caught his eye and nodded gravely before his gaze skimmed the others. “Yes,” he declared, “I’m talking about the snake contract.”
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      Kaylin listened as the Claws’ corner of the room devolved into a morass of curses. Fists thumped tables, mercenaries leaned back in their seats and looked at the rafters with defeated sighs, and the mood in the room lowered.

      “Of all the fucking, goblin-raddled, troll-titted, ogre-assed ideas,” Denir cursed, his voice soft. He glanced resentfully at Claude, then glared at his breakfast, stabbed a piece of bacon, and cut it savagely with his knife.

      The young mage could only wonder what was going on. From the way the mercenaries acted, Claude had presented them with a death sentence.

      He wouldn’t do that—would he?

      When she glanced at Wivre, the little dragon was too busy licking the bacon grease off his plate to pay her any attention. She took a moment to look at the closest tables.

      Denir swore between mouthfuls—and occasionally during them. Elliot and Cavill stared at nothing and ate with mechanical efficiency. Fiddler had ordered something from the top shelf of the bar and a second breakfast. Hadrik followed the hunter’s example but two pints of ale stood in front of him.

      Looking at them, she got the impression they’d ordered their final meal.

      Claude returned from the kitchen with a plate heaped with bacon, potatoes, and carrots.

      He moved to his table and caught her worried expression when he slipped into the seat opposite her. Wivre looked up as the captain arrived but his gaze was drawn quickly to the mercenary’s plate.

      He gave the dragonette a quick smile and forked a piece of bacon onto his plate. The little dragon growled happily and his tail flicked from side to side.

      “Can we keep him?” he asked. “He’s got manners.”

      Kaylin smirked and decided she wouldn’t share the little dragon’s comment with the mercenary. She wasn’t sure how the man would take it. Instead, she waited as he settled into his seat. Clay appeared and set a large mug of steaming dark tea in front of him.

      Claude caught her eye. “As much as I’d like to drown myself in an ale,” he told her. “There’s too much to be done.”

      “The snake business?” she asked and he nodded.

      She waited for him to explain but when he focused on his food instead, she had to ask. “What is the snake business?”

      “So you heard Lonne took a contract for some alchemicals, right?” he began.

      Kaylin nodded, continued with her breakfast, and saved a piece of bacon from Wivre’s questing claw. The little dragon stole a different one but she ignored him.

      “Well, you saw what she was like. The biggest reason she took the contract was that it paid half the fee up front. I don’t think she had any intention to fulfill it.” He sighed. “Hence what I said about reputation. That wasn’t the first time she’d pulled a deception like that, but we were the only ones willing and they are desperate.”

      He picked up another chunk of potato, ate it, and washed it down with a swirl of tea before he continued.

      “So the Claws now have this little problem with reputation, but you know alchemists. They’re connected to mages, and that includes those assholes at the Academy, who have far more pull than they should. We could default on the contract, of course, but if the magisters are involved, the least they’ll want is the advance of the contract fee repaid and they’ll probably have some kind of fine for defaulting as well.”

      He looked around, then shrugged. “We don’t have enough to pay either the advance or a fine. If we fill this contract, we won’t need to—and we’ll make a fine profit to boot.”

      “For those who survive,” Denir muttered and Claude glared at him. He turned to her again. “The thing is, the funds were supposed to buy ‘specialist equipment’ for dealing with the…” He glanced around the inn and leaned closer. She mirrored him. “The basilisks.”

      “The what?” she asked as Wivre’s alarmed cry echoed through her skull.

      “Basilisks? Is he out of his tiny little human mind?”

      Kaylin gaped at the captain. While she didn’t know exactly what a basilisk was, she knew from the company’s reaction that it was a formidable foe. He ignored her reaction and continued.

      “I do know Lonne didn’t buy the equipment but kept a large portion of that advance for herself—although what she did with it, I don’t know because she didn’t have that much in her personal belongings. Whatever it was, she divided the rest among the company as a bonus and I think that was as far as she intended to go. She had no fear, that one.”

      This time, she pulled the bacon piece away before Wivre could grab it and gave him a glare that promised retribution if he kept up his efforts to steal her food.

      Claude grimaced. “She had no common sense either.” He paused and his eyes took on a faraway look as he thought.

      Kaylin remained silent and let him think as he took another forkful of potato and bacon and chewed.

      “If this company wants to have any kind of future, we have to run things above board—and we’re starting from behind. Lonne did us no favors.” None of the nearby mercenaries had anything to say to that and he sighed. “If we don’t do this job, we set ourselves up for problems when we return to Waypoint.”

      Soft snorts came from tables around them but no one interrupted.

      “Not only would we have the alchemist to deal with—and possibly the magisters—but we’d have problems getting any contracts, especially once it was known how close we’re sailing to the wind.”

      Claude glanced around and made sure the other mercenary companies were far enough away to not have overheard that last comment. He relaxed slightly when he saw a solid wall of his people seated in the intervening chairs.

      “I see why you like it here,” he told her and she refrained from pointing out that his usual seat across from her said something about his preferences too.

      “It’s peaceful,” she agreed.

      He nodded and took time to eat a few more mouthfuls of his meal. “My point is,” he stated after another sip of tea. “My point is that we need to prove we are under different management than before and that, when we take a contract, we get it done.”

      “No matter how suicidal it is,” someone behind Denir commented.

      Aside from a small frown, the captain ignored the muttered complaint. “If we don’t do this, we’ll never be trusted enough to be offered the better contracts.” He glared at the mercenaries around him. “Those that aren’t as likely to get us killed.”

      That caught their attention and some of them relaxed a little. There were even some reluctant nods. Claude noticed them, lost a fraction of his tension, and picked his meal and mug up as he stood.

      “Thanks for the chat,” Kaylin told him and he gave her a grim smile.

      “Now you know what the snake business is.”

      “No, I don’t,” she replied and he stopped before he turned, studied her, and sat again. She added, “I know it’s got something to do with alchemical ingredients and basilisks but not what or even why this is a good time of the year to do it.”

      “That’s a fair point,” he agreed and added another slice of bacon to Wivre’s now empty plate.

      The little dragon pounced on it and growled happily. Kaylin swatted his tail aside when it lashed close to her face and the captain smiled.

      “You got a good one, there,” he commented and the dragonette preened before he settled onto his haunches and attacked the bacon.

      Claude winced and turned to her. “We need to collect the basilisk eggs,” he told her succinctly.

      Kaylin frowned. “So what makes it the suicide run everyone thinks it is?”

      “Because the beasts all nest in one place,” Denir told her sourly. “One is bad enough, but this mission requires us to go into a cavern full of giant, venomous snakes with the temper of a troll that’s had its head crapped on by a dire wolf and its nuts roasted by a drakeling.”

      She looked from Denir to Claude and caught the mercenary captain’s solemn nod. “That about sums it up,” he confirmed.

      “And they’re smart, too,” the other mercenary added morosely. “Incredibly, unbelievably smart.”

      “Not to mention that they can turn you to stone with a look.” Fiddler had moved closer to join them. The woman slipped into the seat next to Claude, put her plate on the table beside him, and drained her drink in a single long swallow. She signaled to the bar and gestured that she wanted whatever the captain was drinking and shuffled heavily beside him. “That’s gonna take some preparation to avoid.”

      “We’ll manage,” he told her, and she thumped a hand on the table and turned to face him.

      “That’s just it, Claude. We won’t! If you don’t find a solution around that little problem, we’ll be encased in stone and turned into snake food before we have time to blink. Exactly how will we get around that?”

      “She has a point,” Denir added. “It’s not like we’re gonna be able to get in close enough to slip a blindfold around their beady little eyes—and that’s even if we could keep the damned thing on.”

      Anger marred the man’s face, and Kaylin saw the emotion reflected on the faces of the other mercenaries close by—anger and fear. Claude looked concerned but also determined.

      “We don’t have a choice,” he told them. “It’s our survival either way. If the company isn’t trusted to fulfill its commissions, it won’t be around to see winter. I will do my best to find a solution before we head out.”

      From the looks he received in response, none of the mercenaries held much hope that he’d succeed. While she understood what he was saying, she didn’t understand why he’d chosen this particular contract to stick to or why he didn’t go back to the alchemist and come clean about what Lonne had done—maybe take a moment to ask advice.

      As her gaze traveled over the faces of those nearby, she realized some of them were close to mutiny and that it might not be refusal to complete the contract that killed the company but desertion.

      “Look,” she said and drew all eyes. “If Claude says he’ll do something, he’ll get it done. There’s a way to protect you from the basilisks’ stare and he’ll find it. He wouldn’t ask you to do something you would simply fail, now would he?”

      They were strong words given that she didn’t know if there was a solution or if Claude could find it even if it did exist. Her words made an impact, though, and she saw angry replies die before they were spoken. She saw something else too—hope.

      It wasn’t what she’d thought she would see. She’d expected confidence and maybe a renewed willingness to give their leader a chance, but hope? Where had that come from?

      The answer came when Elliot slapped the table. “There you go,” he stated. “The mage says there’s a solution.”

      “Yeah, listen to the mage,” another mercenary rumbled.

      “Basilisks are part magic,” a third added, “and if there’s one thing mages know, it’s magic.”

      “Now, you’ve done it.” Wivre didn’t sound impressed.

      “And I thought you weren’t listening,” she replied.

      “What? And miss a chance to hear you make a bigger mistake than Claude has?” the dragon taunted. “Not a hope.”

      “Thanks,” Kaylin snapped mentally. “Thanks a lot.”

      “Basilisk pieces are important,” another mercenary stated in belief. “Of course, a mage would know how to find the answer to their stares. I don’t know why Lonne didn’t ask the alchemist before she left.”

      “How do you know she didn’t?” another challenged morosely. “That woman always had a plan.”

      “Yes, most of them bad and expensive on men,” one retorted. “She probably had no intention to get the eggs and didn’t bother to find out what the answer was.”

      Murmurs of angry agreement rose and Denir looked from her to Claude.

      “Then it’s settled,” he stated. “We wait for the girl to source the solution and fetch the eggs.”

      “I’m happy with that,” Cavill agreed and more comments rose in assent.

      Kaylin thought about telling them she was as lost as he was, but when she looked around, all eyes were on her and tentative hope rose in each face. What could she say? No?

      “Agreed,” Fiddler slurred and raised her glass in a salute to Kaylin. “Mages know how to deal with this kind of thing. We’ll let the mage handle it.” She gave her a wobbly smile and downed the entire drink in a single swallow.

      Claude winced before the mercenary who stood closest to the woman took the glass from her hand and Fiddler passed out. The captain caught her and eased her into her chair, lowered her head to the table, and propped it on her arms.

      He turned to his mage with a hopeful stare. “Well, girl?” he asked. “What do you say? Do you care to try to solve this problem for us?”

      Kaylin’s face flushed. “I’ll see what I can do,” she agreed and wished she had a glass of whatever Fiddler had been drinking.
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      Breakfast broke up and the mercenaries headed to their quarters to see what preparations they had to make.

      A few minutes later, Claude roared behind Kaylin, “Dammit, Denir! You’ve had enough time to get that armor repaired!”

      She left them to it and hurried up the stairs. Although she wracked her brain, she didn’t remember seeing anything in the books and scrolls she and Wivre had collected that might help. He flitted from the table to her shoulder and twisted down her arm to the satchel.

      He thumped onto the coins and she grunted at the sudden additional weight. She’d reached the second landing when a soft snore whistled out of the bag. Smiling despite her concerns, she hurried to their room and hung the bag gently over its hook.

      The little dragon’s tail quivered and she tucked it carefully into the satchel. He had eaten himself into slumber and she was glad she didn’t need him for what she had to do next. At least she didn’t think she needed him.

      Leaving him to sleep, she went to her chest and began a long, slow search through her collection. She had to work carefully since the books were old and their pages seemed to be held together by little more than ink and magic. The last thing she wanted was to damage them before she’d had a chance to transcribe them.

      Her first task was to locate and set aside those she’d already had time to transcribe. That done, she started on the pile she had yet to open, hoping to find a diagram. Surely, if someone discussed basilisks, there’d be a picture.

      Or not, she thought a couple of hours later and wished she could ask Wivre what the elves had called the monster. By lunchtime, she was ready to admit defeat. If this was a problem for mages, she had to face the fact that she had only one solution.

      She glanced at the scrolls on her desk.

      “I wonder what the chances are that Gevitter will be at lunch,” she muttered.

      Coins clinked and rattled and Wivre’s head emerged from the bag.

      “The man has to eat sometime,” the little dragon told her and blinked slowly. “Did someone mention lunch?”

      Kaylin sighed and stowed the books in the chest but left the scroll she’d studied on the desk. The dragonette shook himself and coins jangled. He ignored them, pulled himself out of the satchel, and flitted to sit next to the scroll.

      “Will you take him up on his offer of trade?” he asked. “What makes you think you can find the information on your own?”

      “I don’t,” she answered, “but I think if these basilisks make their home in the Doom and if they’re as much a matter for mages as everyone says, then a mage who’s been around as long as Gevitter has is bound to know of them and maybe even how to deal with them.”

      “What makes you think he does know?” he asked her. “He doesn’t strike me as a monster hunter.”

      “And yet he has contacts in the magic ‘underground,’” she told him. “Ingredients would be one way to do that.”

      “And so would information,” the little dragon retorted. “How do you know he’s not merely a very good information broker.”

      “I think he’s much more than that,” Kaylin told him. “Exactly what, I’m not sure but I am sure he either knows what I need to know or where to find it.”

      “See?” Wivre pressed his point. “An information broker.”

      Kaylin frowned at him before she picked the scroll up. “Well, whatever he is, do you think one scroll will be enough?”

      “He’s already interested in it,” he replied, “so I think there’s a good chance. But how will you find him?”

      She thought for a moment. “I merely assumed he’d have to eat sometime. Besides, if he’s as good an information broker as you say he is, he’ll have ways to know when someone’s looking for him.”

      “Clay would know how to get in touch with him,” Wivre suggested and she nodded.

      “I’d imagine Clay can get in touch with almost anyone he needs,” she agreed as the little dragon alighted on her shoulder.

      “And he has bacon,” Wivre reminded her.

      “It’s lunchtime,” she replied. “He might only have mutton.”

      “Or rabbit.” Hunger wound through Wivre’s thoughts. “Or venison…”

      Kaylin’s stomach mumbled to her at the thought. “Why don’t we go downstairs and see?”

      “With any luck, your mage will be there,” he answered as she picked the satchel up and closed the door behind them.

      He wasn’t, unfortunately. A scan of the taproom revealed that much as soon as she reached it. Clay noticed her searching glance.

      “Lunch?” he asked. “We have venison stew.”

      Wivre trilled happily and half-spread his wings. She smiled at the innkeeper.

      “Two bowls, please,” she replied and jerked a thumb at the dragonette. “Make his heavy on the meat and gravy.”

      “And don’t tell Hanne,” Clay replied. “I can imagine what she’d say if she knew we were feeding her precious stew to a drakeling.”

      “Are you telling me she hasn’t already worked it out?” Kaylin teased and he leaned forward and beckoned her to come closer.

      Instead of speaking about what Hanne did and didn’t know, however, he broached another subject.

      “Who are you looking for?” he asked and kept his voice soft.

      “Gevitter,” she told him after a small pause. “Is he around?”

      “I’ll see what I can discover,” he told her, “but he left the inn this morning with a pack so I’m not sure when he’ll be back.”

      Her face fell. The older mage had told her that time could be a problem. She hadn’t thought it was anything more than sales talk.

      “Oh.” She didn’t know how long Claude would wait to make the run on the basilisk’s nest or even how long he had. At the time, she hadn’t asked him how long it would be before the creatures’ eggs hatched but if they were only laying now, perhaps there was still time.

      Clay gave her a reassuring smile and straightened to take a mug from under the counter.

      “Ale?” he asked but she shook her head.

      It was tempting but she couldn’t afford to have her day made hazy with alcohol. It was bad enough that she still felt sluggish from the previous night’s study and the morning spent in her room, poring through her books.

      “What do we do now?” Wivre asked as she wandered to their table and sat.

      Kaylin tapped the scroll. “Now?” she asked. “Well, I don’t know but I guess I have a free afternoon to study and I need a little help with my elvish.”

      He sighed dramatically. “Fine, I will tutor you in elvish,” he grumbled, “but it will cost you a gold.”

      “It would be cheap at double the price,” she told him and his eyes widened.

      “Next time, I will charge you three gold,” he retorted and she smiled.

      “And I’ll start charging you for all the bacon you take from my plate in the morning.”

      “You wouldn’t.” He hissed.

      “Try me,” she countered.

      “Perhaps a little help between friends is not too much to ask.”

      “A little help…and a little bacon?” she teased.
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      She had hoped to see Gevitter in the evening, but Clay had caught her eye when she descended for the meal. He shook his head.

      “No sign yet,” he told her, then gestured to the slowly filling taproom, “but you can ask some of the others. Maybe they know something I don’t.”

      “Thank you.” Kaylin did as he’d suggested but none of the other mercenaries had seen the mage, and some were curious enough about why she wanted to talk to him to make her uneasy.

      “What do you want him for?” one asked and his eyes took on a conspiratorial gleam. “Got some juicy treasure you’re wantin’ to go after, hey? Come on, you can tell old Jori.”

      “It’s my business,” she told him shortly, “and my business is not for sharing.”

      She sent a meaningful glance to where Claude sat in his corner, his apparent attention on his books as deceptive as the night.

      Jori followed her glance and thought he understood.

      “Oh, you don’t want the boss ta know?” He tapped the side of his nose with one long finger. “Jori won’t be tellin, then.”

      Kaylin wondered what he would be telling and who but nodded appreciatively and moved on to the next table. Chloe caught her eye as she approached one occupied by the dark-blue of High Blades’ tabards. The young mage sat among them, a curious look on his face.

      Not sure why he should be interested in her, Kaylin moved past them to take her usual place amongst the others.

      “Any luck?” Denir asked and there could be only one thing he meant.

      She shook her head. “I’m waiting for someone to get back to me,” she told him. “Hopefully, it won’t take too long.”

      “It had better not,” Claude interjected from his corner. “They only nest for a couple of weeks.”

      Well, at least that answered one of her questions. She nodded. “I understand,” she answered. “I don’t expect this to take long.”

      That brought quiet smiles and a pleased nod from him. He followed it with a stern look. “Tell me as soon as you have news,” he ordered.

      “I will,” she assured him and settled to her meal.

      That night, she retired early and studied while she could. The tension hanging over the company as they waited for her to find the solution added enormous pressure to her efforts.

      When she descended early the next morning, she was disappointed by Clay’s news that he hadn’t heard any word of the storm mage’s whereabouts.

      Wivre picked up her mood and divided his time between giving her anxious looks and looking worriedly around the taproom as he ate his bacon. Again, she avoided ale in favor of more of Claude’s tea. She now almost preferred it.

      For a moment, she was tempted to take the little dragon into the ruins on a salvage trip like they’d started with but she decided another day with the books wasn’t an opportunity she could refuse.

      Lunchtime yielded the same results and she exchanged glances with Wivre.

      “Don’t give up,” the little dragon encouraged her. “These things take time.”

      Kaylin resisted the urge to yell that they didn’t have time, that the clock was ticking and Claude was as likely to lead them on a suicide run as he was to not return to Waypoint with the mission incomplete. Except he needed the contracts to carry the team over winter. Their funds must be very low by now.

      She ate but didn’t taste her food and returned to her room. At her desk again, she ignored Wivre’s grumbles and pushed the little dragon to teach her more of the elvish she found in the books.

      Her spirits were bolstered by the discovery of a history of the city. They fell when she learned it was a history of when the city still stood and the mysteries it referred to were even older.

      “Ugh!” she muttered but he was intrigued.

      “Do you know what this means?” he demanded. “There could be treasures even older than the city hidden in the ruins.”

      “Yes, but it’s not what we’re looking for right now,” she told him tartly.

      “Maybe it mentions ancient monsters, too,” he wheedled when he saw her about to put the book to one side. “Don’t you want to find out?”

      In the end, Kaylin gave in to the little dragon and they spent a pleasant afternoon learning the history of Tolan’s Death—or Tolan’s City as it had been known. They went down to the evening meal in much better spirits than they’d been in coming up from lunch.

      “No sign, yet,” Clay told them glumly. “That’s the trouble with a lone mage. He’s got no ties we can track.”

      Her eyebrows rose. “You mean he doesn’t work for any of the companies?”

      “He’s done work for any and all of them at some point,” the innkeeper told her, “but mostly, he’s his own man and follows whatever takes his fancy.”

      “Do you know what he’s doing here?” Kaylin asked.

      Clay looked around the room at everyone there and probably also saw remembered faces from the past. “The same as everyone else, I suspect—following his own interests.”

      His tone told her he had nothing more to say on the matter and Kaylin continued toward her table in the corner. She looked around the taproom and wondered what was missing and was halfway there when she registered the total lack of dark-blue tabards in the inn.

      “I wonder where they are,” she said to no one in particular.

      “Looking for your boyfriend?” one of the nearby mercs teased.

      Kaylin frowned and turned to him. “What boyfriend?”

      He blushed. “You know, the one who saved you from a nasty tumble that night you got back from the bugbears.” At her blank look, he continued. “The boy with the brown hair?” He studied her for a reaction, then added, “Blue tabard? Ring any bells?” When she still didn’t reply, he shook his head. “He’s been staring at you all week and waiting for you to notice him? No?”

      He sighed with exasperation when she continued to stare, then shrugged and turned to his friend. “You were right. She’s completely oblivious,” he conceded and dug in his coin purse.

      “And what would you have said if I’d had a clue?” Kaylin asked.

      “I’d have told you the boy’s company had headed out to fill a contract and you were plum out of luck.” The mercenary smiled.

      She glared at him and he chuckled and nudged his companion.

      “Maybe she’s not so oblivious after all,” he suggested.

      “And pigs can fly,” his friend retorted and took the coins. “I tell ya, she’s wedded to magic.”

      “I’m…not wedded to magic,” she protested. “I like guys just fine.”

      “Nope,” the man who had put the coins in his pocket continued. “You are a prime example of a mage who doesn’t know that you are infected with curiosity.”

      “Am not,” she replied, but all she got in response was more harassment. They meant no harm but were they right?

      Wivre snickered. Kaylin shook her head and strode to her table.

      “What was that all about?” she asked the little dragon.

      The image of the young Academy mage formed in her mind.

      “I think they mean him,” the little dragon explained, “and they’re right. He has watched you all week. I don’t think he means you any harm, though.”

      “Are you sure?” She slid into her seat. “Because we have enough on our plate without having to deal with some spoiled Academy brat on a vendetta from the magisters.”

      “How do you know he’s spoiled?” he asked. “He might be a perfectly decent person. You did make friends at the Academy, didn’t you?”

      She flushed. The little dragon was right. She had made friends at the Academy and the thought made her wonder how they had fared since her departure. Had the magisters taken steps to get rid of them too?

      Kaylin considered that for a moment. “I hope they didn’t get into any trouble because of me,” she told him.

      “If they did, it wasn’t anything you could have prevented,” he reassured her. “They would have been in trouble no matter what you did—and it was their choice to continue their association with you after it became hazardous.”

      “So, it’s their fault?” She considered the logic with a scowl.

      “That’s not what I meant,” he hastened to explain. “But you have a terrible habit of taking the blame for others’ choices on yourself. Sometimes, it’s not simply one thing—not only you or them. Sometimes, a conflagration forms and cannot be avoided.”

      “That doesn’t make me feel much better,” she told him. “And for the record, I am not wedded to magic. I like boys just fine.”

      Their meals arrived and the little dragon didn’t answer but settled instead to gnaw on the meaty bone that had been put before him. Kaylin focused on her generous serving and took time to sip the ale that came with it.

      Wivre sniffed it and wrinkled his nose. “You should try the mulled wine,” he complained.

      “I could order you some,” she offered but he snorted and returned to his meal.

      After another moment of silence, Kaylin exhaled a long breath before she pursed her lips. “So do you have any ideas of what to do if he doesn’t come?” she asked.

      “For the basilisks?” the little dragon asked.

      “What else would I be thinking of?” she snapped as her face reddened.

      He gave her a contemplative look. “You could try putting them to sleep,” he suggested. “You know, like the bugbears.”

      “I suppose I could,” she agreed. “I’d have to change the experience and intent slightly and I’m not sure if the spell will translate from hairy to scaly very easily. What kind of variation would that take?”

      “I don’t know,” Wivre admitted. “Perhaps we could go and test some spells on the local snake population.”

      She stared speculatively at him. “I could always try it on you.”

      He mantled, half-spread his wings, and hissed at her.

      A familiar deep chuckle interrupted the two of them. The dragonette turned a baleful look on the newcomer.

      “You were looking for me?” the storm mage asked and settled onto the seat opposite her. He made a swift gesture in the air and she frowned while she tried to work out what he’d done.

      “I’ve merely given us some privacy,” he said when he saw her expression. “I assume what you have to say is private and you do want to discuss it without being overheard by prying ears?”

      Kaylin caught Wivre’s slight nod and relaxed. When he noticed the exchange, Gevitter frowned slightly and his expression turned thoughtful as he studied the little dragon. She shifted uncomfortably and after another long, careful look at her companion, the storm mage glanced at her.

      “It’s rather fortuitous that you should be looking for me,” he told her, “because I happen to know a wilderness druid who’d be interested in that scroll of yours.” He pulled his pipe out and tapped the bowl gently on the table before he focused on her.  “Your business does involve the scroll, does it not?”

      She inclined her chin in assent. “It does,” she conceded and the mage stilled, the pipe seemingly forgotten in his hands.

      “In that case,” he acknowledged, “I may have a market for your scroll and, if you’re willing to trade, we can talk. You are willing to trade, are you not?”

      “I might be,” she replied and tried to remain a little aloof. “Provided you have a spell to help me deal with a basilisk situation.”

      Gevitter’s silvery brows rose. “A basilisk situation, eh?” he asked. “You’re not speaking about that ridiculous contract Lonne Irenus took for the Dragon’s Claws, are you?”

      “I could be,” she said cautiously.

      “Well, either you are or you aren’t,” the mage retorted impatiently.

      “Then, yes. I promised them I’d try to find a way to make it not such a suicide run,” she admitted. “So, the scroll?”

      He snorted. “That’s not how this works, girl,” he told her and hastened to explain. “You are asking for two things in exchange for one.”

      “What do you mean?” she asked irritably.

      “No one talks to my human that way,” Wivre growled and he sounded so annoyed that she glanced sharply toward him. Small wisps of smoke rose from the corners of his mouth. “Say the word and I’ll light that beard and see if he has anything to say to that.”

      Kaylin suppressed a smirk and laid a hand gently on his shoulder and curled her fingers over the edge of his wing.

      “How about we don’t?” she suggested before she returned her attention to the mage.

      To her discomfort, he watched them with another thoughtful look—as though he suspected that Wivre might not be the drakeling he appeared to be.

      We can’t have that. She hoped the little dragon didn’t do anything else to rouse the mage’s suspicions. The last thing she wanted to have to do was negotiate the mage’s silence as to her companion’s true nature.

      “I only want one thing,” she stated and added simply, “A way to deal with the basilisks.”

      “Do you know exactly how you intend to deal with them?” Gevitter asked as he scraped the bowl of his pipe out and placed his tobacco pouch on the table beside it.

      “No,” Kaylin admitted and watched as he extracted the tobacco and packed it into the pipe bowl.

      “So, you want me to not only tell you how to deal with the snake kings,” he said and raised one large finger, “but you then want me to provide the means to do that.” He raised a second finger. “Two things.”

      “Oh,” she muttered as she considered this. The mage made a good point and she honestly couldn’t dispute it.

      Gevitter watched her mull it over and studied her over the bowl of his pipe as he lit it. He drew on it and his blue eyes gleamed in a way that made her nervous. Finally, he heaved a sigh and exhaled a plume of smoke.

      “Where is the scroll?” he asked.

      After a moment of hesitation, Kaylin took it from Wivre’s satchel and set it reluctantly on the table.

      He nodded. “May I look at it?” he asked.

      “I don’t trust the hairy one with the stinky smoke,” Wivre snarled, his comment thankfully confined to her head even if his more vocal growl was not.

      Again, the mage gave the dragonette a thoughtful look. She looked from one to the other and pushed the scroll slowly across the table.

      “We have to,” she told the little dragon. “We need to know how to deal with the basilisks.”

      Kaylin watched while Gevitter unrolled the scroll carefully and his face sharpened in concentration as he read its contents. She sat tensely and pressed her lips together to stop herself from telling him what she’d managed to decipher.

      Wivre trembled under her hand and she squeezed his shoulder gently, hoping the little dragon would be patient for a little longer. She didn’t want to try to restrain him with one hand and she didn’t want to lose the negotiation.

      After a few tense moments, the man clamped his pipe between his teeth and returned the scroll carefully to its case. Instead of passing it to her again, however, he tucked it inside his tunic.

      She opened her mouth to protest but before she could say anything, the wizard spoke.

      “While it is not strictly a magical solution, I have heard of a hobgoblin cohort known to craft and trade in exceptionally well-crafted and exotic weapons, including—”

      He held a hand up as she was about to exclaim that she didn’t see what weapons of any kind had to do with her predicament.

      “Including,” he went on, “basilisk-fang daggers. I suggest that any group capable of regularly providing such items would have the means to get close to the beasts without being slaughtered.”

      “But how?” she asked, and the mage shrugged.

      “That I do not know, but they might be willing to share their techniques for the right price.”

      “And?” Kaylin wasn’t sure whether she should believe that was all the mage could offer.

      “And I can put you and your company in peaceful communications with the cohort in question so your leaders can orchestrate an arrangement with the group for the information you need.”

      “We need to talk to Claude,” she told him when she realized the discussion had taken a direction to where the Claws’ leader needed to be present.

      Gevitter’s eyes twinkled with amusement. “That would be wise,” he agreed and raised his head.

      It was as though the mercenary had waited for the signal because he soon appeared and took the seat beside her in the time it took for the old mage to smile a greeting.

      “You have news?” Claude asked her like the other man wasn’t there.

      She swallowed and indicated the mage. “Storm Mage Gevitter knows of a hobgoblin clan that may have the secret to approaching the snake kings unharmed,” she stated and the captain turned slightly to include the mage in their discussion.

      “And the price of this information?” he asked.

      Gevitter indicated Kaylin. “Your mage has already made that trade but I’m afraid all I can do is give you the introduction and some advice on the approach.”

      “For instance?” The captain frowned slightly.

      “For instance, when you go to meet them, you must try to avoid battle beforehand and ensure that your weapons are sheathed when you arrive.”

      “Why?” he asked. “Surely knowing we can protect ourselves will show them we’re no easy quarry?”

      The old man inclined his head. “This is true,” he admitted, “but while arriving with blood on your blades may impress the goblinoids, it sets them in the mood for a challenge, not business, and I assume you would prefer business.”

      “I see what you mean.” Claude thought for a moment. “Is there anything else you can tell us?”

      “I know very little about the tribe,” Gevitter admitted, “save that they are businessmen and bladesmiths without peer and that if they can maintain a reliable supply of basilisk fangs, they can no doubt advise you on the approach you will need to take to deal with the snakes.”

      “Agreed,” the captain stated, “and you can negotiate an introduction?”

      “That is all I can accomplish,” the mage told him. “I found them set up in the Bladesmith’s Plaza of Tolan’s City. Do you know it?”

      Claude shook his head.

      “I will bring a map when I return with the details of the meeting,” the storm mage told him. “It is logical that they chose it. Many of the surviving structures were used in the manufacture of weapons. If there were a place more suited to that cohort, I do not know where it is.”

      The mercenary leader nodded thoughtfully. “How long?” he asked.

      “Three days at the most,” Gevitter replied.

      “And for the price of a meal, will you share what you know of the way there and back?”

      “Does that offer include wine?” the storm mage inquired.

      “Two glasses, with a third negotiable,” Claude replied. “Is the trade acceptable?”

      The old man smiled and raised a hand to signal the innkeeper. “I thought you’d never ask.”
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      Three days later, the Dragon’s Claws moved swiftly through the ruins of Tolan’s City while Kaylin muffled the sound of their passage as best she could. She also blurred their forms with a shroud of magic.

      Claude had forbidden any discussion so they moved without speaking. Fiddler, Cavill, and Agarda scouted ahead and tried to identify any danger before they walked into it. Their leader kept them moving and insisted that she stay in the middle.

      “But I can scout as well as the others,” the girl had insisted.

      “It’s not your responsibility,” he’d told her. “You will move in the center of the troop.”

      She thought about arguing but one look at his face warned against it.

      He’d shared the mage’s advice and Gevitter’s words with the others—arriving with blood on your blades may impress the goblinoids, but it sets them in a mood for a challenge, not business.

      Those words now guided their steps as they wound carefully past goblin camps and sleeping orcs. No one had wanted to challenge an entire cohort of hobgoblins and as they traveled, the desire to do so became even less.

      Not only because a cohort would be hard to defeat but because the battle would draw attention from the squads and patrols of other humanoids they passed.

      If they all attacked at once, the company would have no chance to win and an excellent chance that they would all be killed—in painful ways, no doubt.

      “It’s like they’ve all come to trade,” Agarda whispered when she returned with Cavill and Fiddler as soon as they were within a half-mile of the plaza. “I’ve counted four different tribes on this side of the plaza alone.”

      “And there’s smoke from another two closer to the mountain,” Cavill added with a finger pointing to the northeast.

      “We’ve got orcs a block to the left,” Fiddler continued. “One group stands at least twenty strong but I wouldn’t put it past them to have twice that many. I couldn’t see the whole encampment and it looked semi-permanent.”

      Claude tugged on his lower lip. “Any idea what kind of fortifications?”

      “Walls and archers on ledges above looking out.” The woman shrugged. “I’d say the main approaches were trapped to the hells and back.”

      Their leader glanced at Cavill and the man nodded. “I agree,” he said, “and we’ve got bugbears two blocks down on the right—a sizeable den if I’m any judge, but I can’t be sure without trying to get inside. That is well-fortified and looks like it might be a permanent camp.”

      “For trade?” Claude asked and the man nodded.

      “If it weren’t, we’d be wading through blood. Those boys don’t play nicely with anyone,” he stated bluntly.

      “My money would be on the hobgoblins,” Fiddler muttered. “They’re more organized.”

      “And to occupy the plaza long enough to establish a business and a trade point means they’re a force to be reckoned with as well,” the captain concluded. He glanced at the young mage. “It makes me wish you knew something that could mask our scent.”

      Kaylin stared at him and saw his worry mirrored in the faces of the company’s thieves and hunters. She wondered if there was a spell for dulling their scent or blurring it—or something—and made a note to look into the possibility. After all, she could blur their presence.

      Claude shook her. “Snap out of it, Kaylin. You either know one right now or you don’t.” He glanced at the scouts after she shook her head. “Did you find a way in?” he asked them.

      “That wasn’t hard,” Cavill told him, “but to reach it, we’ll have to move through a half-mile of their territory and I’m sure they’ll be watching.”

      “How sure?” the captain asked.

      “I counted two patrols of four and half a dozen archers’ nests,” the mercenary replied and looked at the other scouts for confirmation.

      They nodded.

      “Do you think we’ll get through without being attacked?”

      Cavill shrugged. “Well, we don’t have blood on our blades…”

      Claude grunted and looked around at the troop. “Keep ’em sheathed until I say so.” He gave Kaylin a hard stare. “And no magic unless I order it. You understand?”

      “What about the spells we’re under now?” she asked and he frowned and thought hard.

      Finally, he turned to Agarda. “Did you get a feel for where the edge of their territory is?” he asked.

      “About there, sir.” The woman pointed at where two roads met in a junction. “After that, not many other humanoids are moving around.” She pointed covertly at two other locations. “Two nests are positioned to watch that intersection, and I’d say it’s within bowshot of a hob’s war bow.” She ran her tongue around the inside of her mouth. “They might be disgusting humanoids but they aren’t pushovers.”

      Claude nodded and glanced at Kaylin. “You hear that?”

      “Yes,” she replied.

      “Drop those spells when we reach that intersection. I don’t want them to think we’re sneaking up.” He ran a hard gaze over the company. “Stay in formation and do what I say. If we go in there like raiders, we’ll be treated like raiders. We want to look strong but we want them to stop long enough to ask what we want.” He gave them one more pointed look. “You got me?”

      “Yes, sir!” they replied in muffled affirmation and he gave them all a long stare.

      “Very good,” he said at last as he gestured them forward with his chin. “Move out.”

      They reached the intersection unhindered and moved through.

      “How far is the plaza?” Claude asked after he’d signaled the scouts to go in.

      “Half a mile straight ahead, but we need to take a right and then a left to reach the entrance,” Agarda replied. “Also, we’re being watched.”

      “So that’s what the itching between my shoulder blades means,” Cavill retorted sarcastically. “I have a target on my back.”

      “Enough!” the captain ordered. “I want the three of you five yards out front and no farther.”

      “Token scouts?” the woman asked with a hint of irony in her voice.

      “Still alive when we get there,” Claude retorted and the scouts chuckled.

      They positioned themselves a little ahead of the troop and kept their blades sheathed and their bows slung. Kaylin wished she could walk with them, not because she was bored but because she thought she’d be of more use because she couldn’t use her magic.

      Their leader had forbidden both, however. “Kaylin, up here,” he ordered. “This is as much your trade as it is ours.”

      She moved beside him as he marched the troop around the half-repaired walls of the buildings that had surrounded the plaza. Had Tolan’s people had an entire plaza dedicated to weapons? It didn’t seem quite real but she got the impression it had been.

      “I need to find more texts on what this history was like,” she muttered.

      “Or a tour guide,” Wivre suggested.

      “You’re sooo funny.”

      “All you’d need to do is find the right elf.”

      She didn’t grace that suggestion with an answer since she’d never seen an elf—or even a half-elf—and had only ever heard of them in stories. If they still existed, it hadn’t been in Waypoint as far as she knew.

      “Heads up,” Claude murmured and Kaylin looked at the arched entry into the plaza.

      It had either stood the test of time or the hobgoblins were better masons than she thought possible. Or they knew better masons, maybe. She studied their surroundings as they entered.

      The road ran directly into a wide cobbled area, in the center of which had once stood an ornate fountain. Now, the empty basin formed the foundations of a pedestal on which stood a large, ramshackle throne.

      A solid center was surrounded by a “pond” of broken metal, and rubble formed a solid path from the base to the throne itself. To the right of the throne stood an anvil and to the left, a blazing brazier some two feet across. It was set atop a metal frame that appeared to be embedded in the cobbles below.

      Kaylin followed the captain’s gaze and noted the various shop fronts and forges located around the plaza’s perimeter.

      Sloping roofs of hide covered the second floor but didn’t quite conceal the sleeping quarters there, and the remains of the area’s outer walls stood like ramparts beyond them. Claude called the scouts back and kept an eye on the upper levels as he led the way beneath the arch.

      “Keep your weapons secured,” he ordered firmly and the instruction was passed back as the mercenaries lowered their hands to their hilts.

      All movement in the square ceased and the hobgoblins watched them pass. Some resumed their discussions while others returned to their tasks and conversations. She was interested to note the absence of children.

      The plaza had all the appearance of a permanent camp but she got the feeling it wasn’t and that the hobgoblins kept their families someplace else. All she could see were warriors, most of which were male.

      They were all armored. The older, more scarred hobgoblins wore heavy leather and half-plate or scale, while the younger-looking ones tended toward lighter leathers, chainmail, or metal reinforced leather.

      She also noticed the looks many of the Claws tried to hide. It seemed they didn’t think much of the species.

      As the troop moved closer to the center of the square, a dozen large hobgoblins in heavy plate trotted forward to interpose themselves between the mercenaries and the “throne.” A female, as heavily armored and as scarred as the oldest of the males, emerged from a reinforced door and walked regally to the fountain.

      Her iron-shod boots crunched over the rubble when she stepped onto the lowest level. Metal rattled and the impact of each step shook the structure as she climbed the stairs to take her place on the throne itself.

      The sound of ironwork faded slowly as she settled onto the seat and more hobgoblin warriors emerged from the buildings around the plaza’s edge.

      Kaylin noted the hobgobliness’s dress, the polished armor she wore, the shield on her back, and the curved blade at her side.

      Its jet-black hilt protruded from a scabbard of scaled leather and she wore a second, smaller scabbard at her other hip. The handle of a basilisk-fang dagger protruded from it.

      She wasn’t the only one to notice the hobgoblin warriors or the change that ran through their surroundings. The Claws glanced at Claude, then turned slightly outward to face the approaching creatures.

      "This may have been a mistake,” Wivre stated, clambered out of the satchel, and positioned himself on her shoulder.

      “Whatever would make you think that?” she asked.

      “You don’t think it was a bad idea?” the little dragon challenged, wound his tail around her upper arm on one side, and dug his claws into her leather-covered shoulder on the other.

      “I don’t think we had much of a choice,” Kaylin reminded him and he settled on his stomach, his head raised and watchful.

      Wivre didn’t have a response for that or even time to think of one. Claude signaled for her to stay where she was, stepped forward, and bowed to the enthroned hobgoblin.

      “Commander Kruna,” he acknowledged.

      She surveyed the mercenaries with a lazy eye and lounged in a show of disdain. Anger surged in Kaylin at her display and she had to remind herself that leadership was as much about theater as anything else. She drew a breath, held it, and forced herself to look away from the hobgoblin leader and toward the warriors around them.

      A dull boom echoed across the courtyard and the mercenaries tensed, their hands clenched over their hilts as they looked toward the sound. The archway had closed behind them. The troop looked from the closed exit to their captain and the hobgobliness shifted on her throne.

      “Dragon’s Claws,” she stated indifferently. “Why are you here?”

      “We seek information,” Claude told her, “and we were told you were the most likely source.”

      “Oh?” She regarded him curiously. “Continue.”

      “We have heard that you craft fine blades from basilisk fangs,” he said and she scowled and made a gesture as if urging him to get to the point. The captain met her gaze. “We need a way to approach the basilisks and leave without losing our lives,” he stated bluntly.

      Soft laughter rumbled through the gathered warriors but ceased when the hobgobliness raised her fist to shoulder height. Her gaze strayed to one side of the plaza before it settled on Claude again.

      Kaylin glanced in the same direction and noticed a single iron-bound gate set into the wall between two shops. Two hobgoblin warriors stood on the walls above it to guard it, their attention directed mostly outward. One of them glanced briefly toward the throne, but he seemed more interested in something else happening outside the walls.

      She wondered what it was for a moment but shrugged her curiosity away. They were guards and other tribes were outside the plaza’s makeshift walls. What wasn’t there to be worried about?

      Rather than focus on something she couldn’t even see, she returned her attention to the negotiations. Instead of arguing, the hobgoblin’s leader seemed eager to discuss what he needed to know and the price of such knowledge.

      When the young mage looked at her, the hobgobliness glanced toward the iron-bound door again before she returned her full attention to the mercenaries before her.

      “While it is true that we possess multiple ways of getting things from beasts, including the basilisks, such knowledge has come at a high price to our warriors and I feel some compensation is in order.”

      “Agreed,” Claude assured her, “but it is a question of price. While the lives of your kinsmen are valuable and their deaths should be honored, we have not come to intrude on such private matters.”

      “No,” she reminded him. “You have come for the knowledge their lives were lost to gain.”

      He waited and Kaylin wondered if that was because the leader had more to say or if it was because he didn’t wish to be drawn into memorializing warriors he had not known.

      As if on cue, the hobgobliness descended one step from the throne and her gaze straying to the outer door as she did so. When she looked back, it was to take a closer look at Claude and openly assess him as a swordmaster might assess a potential trainee.

      The captain stiffened and brushed his hand over the hilt of his sword before he lowered it past it. The movement drew the hobgoblin’s attention to the blade and she froze for a second before she descended the last two levels of the throne with sudden speed and interest.

      She came to a halt in front of the mercenary and flicked a hand toward the weapon he wore.

      “I must confess to being curious,” she stated, “as to what secrets lie locked in that blade.”

      He drew back and rested his hand on the hilt. The hobgoblin read the reluctance in his expression and her lips parted in a humorless grin.

      “The knowledge of how to walk among the snake kings comes at a cost. A human value might be ten thousand gold,” she declared and her gaze fixed greedily on the sword hilt with its inset gems. “But for the opportunity to be able to unravel the secrets of that blade, it could be substantially less.”

      “And would the blade be returned?” he asked and licked his lips.

      She laughed and turned so the mercenary could take in the myriad broken weapons that filled the base of the fountain.

      “Each weapon’s remains join those that came before,” the hobgobliness informed him. “Is the blade of sentimental value?”

      “It was my father’s,” he told her stiffly. “And his father’s before him,” he added.

      She tilted her head and studied the sheath as if she could see through it to the weapon beneath.

      “Exactly how far back does your family’s possession of it go?” she asked.

      Claude shrugged. “I do not know,” he admitted heavily, “but it has been in my family for generations.”

      It was only half a lie. Kaylin had asked after the blade herself and he had told her when it had been commissioned, who the bladesmith was, and how long it had taken them to craft it. The truth was that it had been in his family a long time and was almost priceless.

      And his family wasn’t low-born and poor.

      She was tempted to say the hobgobliness didn’t know what she was asking but the greed on the female’s face told her otherwise.

      “To use my craft to unravel and then ravage the secrets from steel that fine and that old,” the hobgobliness all but purred, “I would give you the knowledge you seek for less than half the price—say, three thousand?”

      Some of the tension left the mercenaries in ill-disguised sighs of relief. Ten thousand would have destroyed the entire season’s profits and she doubted the remainder of the alchemist’s fee would have made up for it, but three thousand seemed acceptable.

      How much were they paid to start with?

      Claude hung his head and she almost felt sorry for him. When the mercenary captain straightened and met the hobgoblin’s gaze, however, his expression was firm. “I think we can come to an agreement,” he said finally in a voice that was not quite even.

      The hobgobliness started to smile but froze when a horn sounded from behind the iron-bound gate. Drums rumbled in its wake and her smile vanished entirely in a look of near panic. Her shock kept her motionless for a few seconds, time enough for those beyond the gate to get closer.

      She turned to the captain but the gate crashed open before she could speak.

      He pivoted to face it at the same time their host did and the company moved into more defensive stances. The creatures around them raised their heads, their eyes alert like dogs sensing a fight. Many moved forward as a large hobgoblin male marched through the gate with a large squad of warriors at his back.

      “What is the meaning of this, Mother?” he roared and stopped in front of the company while the rest of his warriors came through the gate and drew their weapons at the sight of the human mercenaries in their midst.

      “Stand down!” Claude commanded when the mercenaries moved to draw their blades.
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      Kaylin looked from the Claws to the newly arrived hobgoblins and knew they were in trouble. She edged closer to the captain and tried to choose a spell that would give the company half a chance at survival.

      The hobgobliness ignored them and stalked toward the warrior with outrage visible in every line.

      “The first one who pulls a blade I’ll kill myself,” Claude warned softly as the female snarled at the newly arrived commander.

      Despite her defiance, Kaylin noted that her shoulders were hunched and her head slightly bowed even though she met the male’s eye. He divided his attention between the hobgobliness and the human mercenaries.

      Cavill grasped his blade, only to have Agarda smack her hand over his to stop him from drawing it.

      “You’ll kill us all,” the scout told him and her gaze flicked in four specific directions.

      The young mage looked at all four points, aware that Cavill did the same. She had no doubt that he also saw the archers who’d pushed the canvas flaps of their first-floor shelters back. Around them, the hobgoblins who’d watched the negotiations had also drawn their weapons and now stood ready to attack despite their outwardly relaxed positions.

      “There’s no way we can fight our way out of this,” Hadrik muttered and received several soft murmurs of assent in response.

      Kaylin knew he was right and it did nothing to ease her fear. She could only hope the hobgoblins were good enough businessmen to see the advantage of keeping the company alive.

      “And no way we can reach the gates either,” another mercenary observed and the company glanced to where they’d entered.

      More archers knelt in perches above the arch and hobgoblins armed with heavy blades stood alongside and below them. It wouldn’t have been so bad if they hadn’t looked like they not only knew how to use the weapons but wanted an excuse to do so.

      “And there’s no way they’ll negotiate us out, even if we try,” Elliot noted. He nodded at Claude. “We’d best let the old man handle it.”

      “Are you kidding?” Cavill asked in barely muffled protest. “The old man’s the reason we’re this deep in it to start with.”

      “Oh, that is certainly not good.” Wivre’s mental comment made Kaylin glance at the dragon.

      “What isn’t?” she asked.

      “Well, young Kruzar there is angry that his mother would even entertain the thought of bargaining with humans.”

      “What? Why?”

      “It seems he—”

      “Wait! You can understand them?”

      “Well, yes,” the little dragon informed her. “They’re speaking goblinoid. I heard a lot of that while I was under the mountain.”

      “And you couldn’t have mentioned this sooner?” she demanded, angry with him for holding out on them. “You know, such as when you heard we were walking into a hobgoblin lair?”

      “I could have,” Wivre conceded, “but no one asked me, which means you didn’t ask me. It’s not like the others know I’m a dragon.”

      “We shouldn’t—ugh!” Kaylin caught hold of her temper and pulled it under control. “Fine. Well, the least you can do is let us know what they’re saying.”

      “You only had to ask,” the dragonette reminded her smugly.

      “And?” she pressed and jerked her head toward where the older hobgoblin waved her hands in a heated discussion with the male. Choking Wivre in anger wasn’t an option—at the moment.

      “Fine!” he grumbled. “But don’t you think Claude will want to hear this as well?”

      Not willing to admit the dragon had a point, Kaylin took a few slow steps closer to the captain, aware that her movements were tracked by the closest hobgoblins who watched her with interest.

      Closer than she’d been before, she could see the male more clearly. He was bigger than most of the others around them at almost six feet in height, while the average warrior was built like a well-muscled barrel and five-and-a-half feet tall at most.

      She stopped beside the mercenary leader and nudged him. Wivre spoke to her before she could say anything.

      “He’s furious that humans are—and I quote—befouling his camp,” he explained, “and she insists he interrupted some delicate negotiations in which she was about to demand tribute from some humans stupid enough to intrude on their territory.”

      The mage nudged Claude again and drew an irritated glance from the mercenary leader. “What is it?” he snapped but kept his voice low.

      “He’s angry to see human mercenaries in the camp,” she began and he raised his eyebrows.

      “And you know this how?”

      Kaylin thought fast, then shrugged. “A useful spell I picked up,” she told him.

      “Go on,” he responded, and she chose to interpret that as an instruction to continue interpreting what the hobgoblins were saying.

      “She’s making excuses and telling him she was demanding tribute after capturing us on the edge of their territory.”

      “And he’s buying it?” Claude asked, his eyes wide. He lowered his voice. “We’re still armed, for gods’ sakes.”

      “He’s not only buying it,” Wivre told her, “but he wants to know more. He says he needs something to cheer himself up given the day he’s had.”

      She quickly relayed the dragon’s answer, only for the captain to ask, “What kind of day?”

      “It seems he hates humans in general but today, he was out on an arms delivery to a group of bugbears but his customers couldn’t pay because ‘some humans’ robbed them using magic.”

      “Uh-oh,” Kaylin responded, relayed the story to Claude, and forestalled his questions by pretending she had to listen to the rest.

      “The bugbears insisted they would make good on their delivery and promised they would pay him. When he refused as they should have known he would, they attacked.”

      The captain gave a non-committal grunt when she told him the story, but his gaze grew wary as he listened and he studied the hobgoblins more closely.

      “His mother—that female is his mother, by the way,” Wivre continued. “His mother asked why he didn’t simply kill them, and he says while he did kill some, many were injured and not much of a threat despite their size and usual strength.”

      He paused and listened to the male hobgoblin snarl through another sentence.

      “He says it was not entirely the bugbear’s fault that they allowed their defeat to cloud their judgment. After all, even he might have been convinced to do something stupid if he had lost his tribe’s wealth to a horde of filthy humans.”

      Claude’s face shifted to a complete blank when she relayed that, but the little dragon had not finished.

      “He also said it was not fair to punish them for their lapse in judgment when they all know how crazy a human can make any decent goblinoid or bugbear—and because the bugbears’ inability to pay was the humans’ fault to start with.”

      The hobgoblin jabbed his sword in the mercenaries’ direction.

      “What’s he saying now?” the captain asked, his voice tight with worry.

      “He’s suggesting they take it out of our hides,” Kaylin relayed softly, “given that we’re likely to double-cross them anyway and shouldn’t be given the chance.”

      He tensed and his hand hovered over his sword hilt, but the hobgoblin commander merely sneered at him, turned to his mother, and raised his voice in another tirade.

      “Kruzar—the leader of that new group—says he’d like to see our hides used as scabbards and our innards used to quench the newly-forged blades to go in them. He says we deserve death, that every human should die, and that our lair should be reduced to rubble.”

      “The Rest?” Claude asked hoarsely.

      She nodded. “Yes. He says such a wretched hive for the verminous creatures shouldn’t be allowed to stand and that it should be erased from the city and all memory cleansed.”

      His hand closed over his hilt and his arm tensed as though he was about to draw it.

      “Wait!” she whispered hurriedly. “Kruna—the mother—says she likes her idea better. They must make us pay a tribute so painful that every human who hears it will think twice about trespass.”

      The male hobgoblin disagreed and rumbled an alternative that made his mother purse her lips.

      “He says why not exact the tribute, let us go, and kill us when we think they’ll let us get away with our trespass."

      “I don’t like the sound of that,” Claude replied quietly when she’d shared it, glanced around, and moved his gaze slowly from one group of warriors to the next.

      They were ringed in by heavily armored hobgoblins who looked more than ready to take them apart. It was a fight they couldn’t win. Their best hope of escape was to pay whatever Kruna asked and hope they could escape whatever trap they laid.

      “She has convinced him to let her handle you,” Wivre interrupted, “although her words were to let her handle the ‘ugly creatures.’”

      “And he agreed?” the captain asked when she told him.

      Kaylin nodded.

      “Well, that’s something…” He breathed a sigh of relief and schooled his face to blankness as the female hobgoblin approached.

      This time, there was no sign of welcome on her face.

      “We accept your offer,” she told them and continued before any of them could react. “Your lives for your tribute.” She indicated the chest they had brought, then the mercenaries themselves. “That chest and the wealth you carry.”

      Shock and dismay ran through the company and they looked at Claude.

      He gave them a curt nod to indicate that they should obey and reluctantly, they moved their hands from their sword hilts to their belt pouches. The two who carried the chest marched forward and placed it at the hobgobliness’s feet, their faces set in scowls.

      Kruzar smirked at their obvious reluctance and Kaylin wished she could wipe the expression off his face. His mother turned to Claude and flicked a hand toward his sword.

      “That blade was part of the agreed price,” she told him coldly, “unless you’d prefer to quench the next one we craft.”

      The captain swallowed and glanced at a forge and anvil. Several chuckles issued from the hobgoblins and he drew the blade carefully and balanced it across his palms before he moved forward to rest it reverently on the chest.

      He straightened, took the coin pouch from his belt, and dropped it in front of the chest, then turned to his men.

      “One at a time,” he ordered, his expression stern. “Pay the tribute. I’d like to keep your ugly mugs around for a little while longer.”

      “Yeah,” Cavill grumbled. “Good cannon fodder is so hard to find.”

      He was the first to step up and drop his coin pouch beside their leader’s and the others followed. Their faces made it very plain exactly what they thought of the idea. Kaylin joined the line.

      “You won’t give my hoard up, will you?” Wivre asked anxiously.

      “No, but stay out of the satchel. One jangle and I won’t be able to stop them taking it all.”

      His tail lashed at the thought and his small snarl as she dropped her coin pouch made the hobgobliness laugh.

      “Be glad we don’t ask for your hide, little one,” she told him. “It’s such a pretty red.”

      He snarled again and the young mage clamped her hand around his snout before he could do anything more. She didn’t want to think what might happen to the little dragon if he bit the gnarled finger that touched his scales.

      “Don’t you bite me!” she sent. “We can deal with your anger later.”

      The hobgobliness removed her hand and her gaze had already drifted to the next mercenary in the tribute line.

      Kaylin moved quietly to stand next to Claude. He watched the two hobgoblin leaders and his gaze flicked over the warriors massed around them, his face pale. Now and then, his gaze would drift to his blade and his mouth would tighten but he didn’t stop to stare.

      She guessed he’d mourn it later and wondered how the company would salvage the situation.

      Without the basilisk eggs, they wouldn’t be able to return to Waypoint without losing their reputation. If they didn’t return, they wouldn’t be able to pick up the contracts they needed to dig themselves out of the financial mess defaulting would result in.

      Her heart heavy, she watched as the last of the Claws dropped their savings onto the pile. Hadrik looked like he’d bitten into something sour and the taste was still with him. Honestly, she couldn’t blame him but what choice did they have?

      “Can we leave now?” Claude asked once the man had rejoined their ranks. The hobgoblin female gave him an expansive smile.

      She glanced over her shoulder at her son. “I think you must,” she replied and returned her attention to the captain, then looked beyond him to the gates.

      At a snap of her hand, they were opened and the path through the archway cleared as if an order had been given.

      “With our lives,” Claude pressed, “and unharmed?”

      “That was the bargain,” the hobgobliness assured him and inclined her head. “Do you wish to change it?”

      He made a show of glancing at the warriors around them and shook his head.

      “No, the bargain is good as it stands.”

      That reply drew hoots of mockery from the ranks and another sneer from the commander who’d interrupted the initial negotiations. Kruna didn’t give anyone a chance to gainsay it.

      “Then go in peace,” she told him, “for surely that is better than remaining here in pieces.”

      The captain lowered his head and with one final glance at his blade, he turned and led the Dragon’s Claws out of the plaza. No one spoke while the hobgoblins shouted and jeered them to the exit, their mirth evident on their faces.

      All bar one, Kaylin noted, as she passed through the arch. Her gaze settled on a cloaked and hooded figure who stood in the shadow of the wall. From his size and shape, she assumed it was another hobgoblin, except this one didn’t seem to be mocking them with the rest.

      Despite not being able to see his face, she didn’t think he was amused at all.
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      “I take it this means we don’t have to hide so much,” Cavill snarked as they reached the third intersection from the camp. “We can fight now, right? Get a little blood on our blades?”

      “If you think we can take on all the humanoids we saw coming in,” Hadrik snapped, “you’re utterly insane. Besides, we don’t know how far the hobs’ territory extends.”

      “We’re not out of it yet,” Fiddler warned. “I’d advise against getting into a fight until we’re well clear.”

      “Define ‘well clear,’” Cavill challenged but Claude stepped in quickly.

      “When we reach the Rest,” he stated in a tone that made it an order. “Kaylin will blur our presence and muffle the sound of our movement, and Wivre will fly overwatch. We stay together in case of ambush.”

      The soft grumbles that had risen at the mention of her name muted into quiet alarm.

      “You don’t think they’ll let us go?” Cavill hissed a breath.

      “I’m saying our business negotiation turned to tribute payment in the blink of an eye and I don’t know what they’ll do next,” the captain replied. “Keep moving.”

      He set the example and the pace and moved quickly while Kaylin cast the spells they needed to mute all sight and sound of their passage. From the glances in her direction, she got the feeling the others didn’t like her much—as if the way things had gone was her fault.

      She tried to think of an explanation that said this wasn’t the case and couldn’t. It had been her idea to go to the hobgoblins in the first place.

      As if they’d ever give away a secret like that, she scolded herself, or trade it. What was I thinking?

      She marched forward a few more steps while she added, And what was Gevitter thinking, sending us in there when he probably knew what they’d do?

      That idea didn’t sit right.

      Apart from the fact the old mage had told her of a potential solution, she somehow doubted that he had anything to gain from losing potential customers—or a source for more scrolls to trade.

      Or would he?

      The sensible part of her mind told her the storm mage hadn’t intentionally set her up for failure, but the more cynical part of her mind reminded her what had happened at the Academy.

      But that’s not how it is out here, she reminded herself.

      That wouldn’t stop the rest of the company blaming her for what had happened, though. She had been the source of the information and their downfall, however inadvertently.

      I should have seen this coming, she muttered internally and kicked herself for having not been able to prevent the disaster. Not only had the company lost its trade stake but everyone had lost what personal savings they’d carried.

      Except Wivre, she amended and wondered what the rest of the company would say if they knew—especially because of the risk she’d taken by not adding it to the hobgoblins’ hoard.

      “We have company.” Wivre dropped that unwelcome news into her head as they crossed another intersection and reached what Fiddler said was the area where the hobgoblin territory ended.

      She tapped Claude on the arm. “Wivre says we have company.”

      He uttered a short whistle and signaled the company to take defensive positions in the partial cover of three walls, using the narrow confines of an ancient alley to narrow the approach. Rabbits streaked away from their booted feet and bounded through gaps in the stonework or dove down holes for cover.

      “Now what?” he demanded and reached for his sword. His hand closed over empty air and he cursed again. “Dammit!”

      “Here, sir.” Hadrik extended another blade hilt-first toward his leader. “It’s not as fine, but…”

      The captain accepted it. “It wasn’t only a fine blade,” he snapped. “It was my father’s and his father’s before him.”

      His words struck Kaylin like a blow and she couldn’t help but feel they were directed at her. He didn’t glance at her but instead, tested the new weapon and nodded to Hadrik.

      “This will do. Thank you.” He glanced at the company. “Take cover. We’ll try to avoid a fight.” He gestured toward the gap. “Let them pass if they want to. It’ll give us an idea of their direction and numbers. We’ll try to find a way around them if we can.”

      Cavill curled his lip but hunkered down in the partial shadow provided by the wall.

      The young mage crouched beside Claude, not sure how welcome her presence was given his comment about the sword. It seemed he blamed her for the disaster as much as the others did.

      “Make sure we’re covered,” he instructed in a low voice. “I don’t want another fight today.”

      Someone snorted as though to point out that they hadn’t been in a fight that day, but he ignored them. He turned his attention to the street at the alley’s end and leaned against the wall beside which he was crouched.

      Unfortunately, it was an opportunity to learn about leadership while being stuck in the middle of undesired action.

      Kaylin cast a spell and followed his gaze. Wivre stayed aloft and out of sight, and she hoped the little dragon didn’t start something where she couldn’t help him. She glanced around to see if she could discover where he’d gone, but her attention was caught by a flash of movement.

      A stocky figure in a dark cloak darted past the alley mouth and along the street. She tensed but it continued. Before she could relax, however, it stopped. She drew a breath and held it as the figure—a hobgoblin?—moved to the shelter of a wall and surveyed the street.

      That he was looking for something was obvious, and she tensed and wished she could see if others had followed him. Was he alone or the scout for a much larger force? Was he…

      Her thoughts trailed off when he raised his head and sniffed the air like a wolf scenting for prey. Beside her, Claude crouched as still as stone. The figure turned and began to walk slowly down the street.

      Every few feet, he stopped and surveyed the ruins around him while he sniffed the air. His steps brought him slowly toward the company’s hiding place. Kaylin wove a second spell over the first, this time to strengthen the illusion of emptiness over the space the mercenaries occupied.

      Remembering how it had looked when they’d stepped inside the three-walled space, she drew that experience into her spell and added her desire for their strange pursuer to see nothing and hear nothing.

      He raised his head and trotted down the alley to stop in the doorway and go no further. With a frown at the seemingly empty space, he threw his hood back to reveal the dark-green skin and amber eyes of a hobgoblin.

      Kaylin heard the others shift behind her and the surreptitious scrape of weapons clearing scabbards and willed the illusion to hold. The warrior’s gaze darted over the area, and he backed away and shrugged the cloak far enough back that they could see the black leather armor and chainmail corselet he wore.

      A scar ran across his right cheek and another clipped the left side of his forehead, but he looked younger than the two who commanded the Blademonger camp. With another sniff in their direction, he gave their hiding place a brief grimace of satisfaction and drew one of the blades hanging at his waist.

      He balanced the crosspiece between his index and middle finger and extended the blade, point down, to make sure they got a good look at it.

      “That’s Crozier’s!” Cavill snarled in fury and his brief surge forward halted when Agarda grabbed his arm.

      “Wait—”

      “The bastard came to taunt us.” Hadrik growled belligerently and stepped forward.

      Cavill joined him, as did Elliot, Tryptus, and Enshaw. The five of them lunged out of hiding before Claude could order them to hold their positions. Seemingly undaunted, the hobgoblin held his ground, parried Cavill’s hasty thrust, and twisted out of Hadrik’s grasp when the mercenary tried to grab him.

      To Kaylin’s surprise, he didn’t try to escape but held the mercenaries at bay and used the captain’s blade to defend himself. She also noticed that he didn’t return the attack but deflected the incoming thrusts and slashes with ease, swept Cavill’s legs out from under him, and drove an elbow into Elliot’s gut as he twisted out of the path of their blades.

      The fallen mercenary rolled to his feet, and Elliot turned around the blow but grunted at the impact. Claude rose but kept his sword sheathed and drew his dagger instead. As the rest of the company surged after him, the mage let the illusion fall.

      “Move!” the captain shouted as the first five mercenaries closed around the hobgoblin, but the warrior spun out of the line of his charge.

      He pivoted to avoid Hadrik’s blade but had run himself into a corner. Tryptus stepped into his path before he could escape and Hadrik moved to stand shoulder to shoulder with his colleague.

      “You’re not going anywhere.” He snarled a challenge.

      “Except maybe to the hells where you belong!” Cavill snapped and lunged forward.

      Metal rang against metal and the mercenary’s blade was knocked aside as Claude slid past Elliot and parried the strike at the same time as the hobgoblin turned Elliot’s blade. That left him open and the mercenary captain wrapped his hand over the corselet’s neckline and shook him.

      “He’s yours, Crozier,” Cavill conceded.

      Hadrik raised his blade and leveled the point with the hobgoblin’s throat.

      The others gathered around as their quarry froze. The creature said nothing in his defense and his gaze tracked from one angry face to the next, then looked past them to the others.

      Kaylin moved closer and studied the street and ruins around them. They were empty and it looked like the hobgoblin was alone.

      “This makes no sense,” she stated when she finally found her voice in all the confusion.

      Claude glanced over his shoulder. “What sense is there to make?”

      “Well…why would he take the sword his chieftain so clearly wanted and put it and himself at risk simply to mock us? He doesn’t look that stupid.”

      Understanding flashed through the captain’s eyes and his fist tightened over the edge of the hobgoblin’s armor.

      “Is this some kind of trick?” he demanded and glared at the warrior. “Did your leader change her mind about our ‘tribute?’”

      With furtive glances at the blades that hovered not far from his throat and the dagger in Claude’s hand, the hobgoblin shook his head.

      “Then what?” he demanded.

      “It is a gift,” he replied in a steady voice and met the man’s gaze. “A pledge of good faith.”

      “Good faith?” The leader released the armor and took his blade from the mercenary who’d retrieved it.

      The hobgoblin remained rock-steady, as did the blades at his throat.

      Claude took a step back and inspected his weapon. From where she stood, Kaylin judged it to be in the same condition it had been in when he’d laid it on the chest. He grunted in acknowledgment and slid it into its scabbard.

      “Good faith?” he asked and pushed his men’s blades aside gently.

      He lowered his chin in assent and his gaze noticed Wivre as the dragon descended beside her. “I can help you with the basilisks,” he explained, “but I thought you wouldn’t trust me after how my commander had treated you.”

      Claude pursed his lips and seemed about to refuse.

      The young mage placed her hand on his arm. “Let’s hear him out,” she suggested but her words were met by a chorus of groans.

      “Let’s not,” Cavill snapped. “He’ll merely betray us like the rest.”

      Agreement echoed through the company, but the captain gave her a thoughtful look and refocused on the hobgoblin. Again, the warrior waited, his face calm as though having them decide his fate was something to be expected and accepted.

      “Go on,” Claude instructed.

      “I am known as Rahl,” he told them, “and I am one of the scouts and hunters for the cohort.” His expression clouded momentarily but he continued. “I know the trick by which the cohort gathers the materials it needs for the basilisk-fang daggers.” He paused, his focus on their faces. “That is what you came to trade for, is it not?”

      The captain took a step back and glanced around them before he signaled the warrior to follow him into the defensive space he’d chosen before. He beckoned her over his shoulder, “Kaylin, if you would.”

      She nodded and waited for the rest of the company to file after him, all grumbling about the dirty hobgoblin before she reconstructed the illusion that had shielded them before. By the time she was finished, the captain was seated on one of the larger pieces of rubble and Rahl had settled on his knees before him.

      “Tell me how,” Claude instructed, “so we can decide if you speak the truth.”

      The hobgoblin stilled as though the suggestion that he’d do otherwise was an insult, but he soon brought his reaction under control and began his explanation.

      “It is like smoking bees for honey,” he stated, “save that the smoke is different and works on basilisks.” He looked around and noticed that he now held the mercenaries’ attention. “The ingredients are easily gathered and I can show you several sources for them—safe sources, where you are not likely to meet members of the cohort.”

      “And?” the captain pressed.

      “I can also show you the amount you will need since administering the smoke is trickier than it sounds.”

      One of the mercenaries snorted.

      Cavill, Kaylin thought, and Rahl confirmed her guess with a glance in the mercenary’s direction.

      “It is,” the hobgoblin insisted. “The right amount of smoke can leave a basilisk sleeping while you pry the loose fangs from its mouth—and they must be loose, or it will take too long to free more than one.” He paused and looked around to make sure his audience was paying attention. When he saw that most were listening, he went on. “If you use too much, you kill them,” he finished.

      “That doesn’t sound too bad.” This time, Cavill garnered raised eyebrows from the hobgoblin and a scowl from his captain.

      “Killing them?” Rahl asked in mild tones.

      “Well, yes,” the mercenary agreed. “We’d have more time with a dead snake than a living one.”

      “So you would think,” the warrior answered easily, “save that when a basilisk dies, the throes of its death can damage its fangs. And it would certainly destroy the eggs you seek.”

      That silenced them. Some jaws dropped in surprise, then snapped shut hastily as everyone finally looked at Claude, who focused on the hobgoblin.

      “How do you know what we seek?” the captain demanded.

      “You are not the only mercenaries in the Valley,” Rahl replied, “and not everyone who talks around a campfire is aware of being observed. Some of your rivals call your quest Claude’s folly.” He frowned and looked at the captain. “Claude…that is your name, I believe?”

      “It is,” he confirmed. “I don’t suppose you’ll tell us the correct dosage?”

      The creature gave him a lopsided grin. “Beyond that not being very wise of me,” he replied, “it is also beyond my ability.”

      Sounds of disbelief followed, but the captain held a hand up and they soon subsided.

      “Why?”

      “Because each hunt is different. There is no way to know how many snakes will be found in each nest, or their size and weight.” He paused. “Gender, too, plays a part in resistance.”

      He looked at those who surrounded them as they talked and asked, “Do any of you know how to sex a basilisk?”

      Kaylin noted that “no” was the common answer although occasionally, one would add something like, “That’s not been a skill I ever needed to learn—you?” They exchanged glances and shook their heads before the company focused on the hobgoblin and Claude again.

      She had to admit that it hadn’t been in any of her classes before she was booted out of school. Perhaps it might have been on a quiz in one of the higher grades.

      “I can tell you what to look for but I cannot gauge what dose of smoke an unseen nest will need,” Rahl told them. “For that, I need to be present.”

      “You want us to take you with us,” Claude concluded and the warrior nodded.

      The mercenary captain frowned and tapped the sword at his waist. “If this was a gift and show of good faith,” he stated slowly, “what do you seek in return for your help?”

      “To join the company.” The simple reply was met by stunned silence that almost instantly erupted into a tumult of protest and hissed curses among the group.

      It was so rapid and heated that Kalyin barely caught the comments much less who had spoken under their breaths—or even those who didn’t.

      “Claude, he can’t!”

      “Are you serious?”

      “That’s not possible!”

      “A hob in the Dragon’s Claws? Lonne would turn in her grave.”

      “You’re assuming she has one,” someone else quipped.

      “Well, she’s dead, isn’t she? You know what I mean.”

      Listening to them, Kaylin tried to think of another company that had a hobgoblin in its full-time employ—or even one that had ever sought to join one. It wasn’t like she had decades of experience but she liked to keep her ears open whenever she was eating.

      She knew of goblins who’d hired on as scouts and an orc who had acted as a guide, but those had been temporary arrangements, over as soon as their jobs were done.

      There’d also been the temporary alliances that sometimes formed in the ruins where small bands of goblins or orcs had sided with humans in order to face a larger force or even a more fearsome monster, but those were rare and none of them lasted longer than the encounter itself.

      To the best of her knowledge, there were no companies with permanent non-human members with the exception of those that had dwarves, and even they were very few and far between. She looked at Claude, glad she didn’t have to make this decision.

      The mercenary captain regarded the hobgoblin with frank curiosity.“And what will your cohort think of this arrangement?” he asked and Rahl’s expression went blank.

      “I am already dead to my people,” he replied and gestured to the man’s sword. “Taking a blade, save through direct challenge and the death of its owner, is rewarded with a long and very painful death.” He raised his gaze and held the captain’s. “This holds even more true for taking the commander’s blade,” he added as he pointed to the south. “I dropped suggestions that they needed to go that way but even if they did, we need to be gone before they come looking”—he pointed toward the ground—“this way.”

      He paused and watched Claude think it over, his fierce amber eyes gleaming almost gold. “It seems I need you and you need me,” he added when the man didn’t answer.
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      “You can’t seriously be considering this,” Cavill protested. “It’s a hobgoblin, for pity’s sake!”

      Claude held his hand up and the man subsided. The warrior in question remained silent but his amber gaze didn’t waver from the mercenary leader’s face.

      “It’s a hob, sir.” Hadrik tried to sound like the calm voice of reason. “You can’t trust them as far as you can throw them.”

      “You’d get a blade through the gut if you tried to throw one,” Elliot observed.

      “Exactly!” Hadrik replied and pointed at his teammate in agreement. “They can’t be trusted—ever!”

      “And we don’t fill the commission for the basilisk eggs if we don’t take him,” Fiddler observed from the sidelines. “He’s right. We do need him.”

      “And he needs us!” Hadrik spat in disgust.

      “Because he brought the captain’s sword back,” Denir observed. “Something he didn’t have to do.”

      “Just like he didn’t have to give us the answer to the basilisks,” Fiddler agreed.

      “Good point,” Denir noted, then frowned. “If stealing a blade is punishable by death, what does selling cohort secrets get you?”

      “I’m not sure I want to know,” Enshaw replied when Rahl did not answer.

      “Something more than a hot sword through the gut?” Cavill ventured but the hobgoblin didn’t even look at him.

      Through it all, Claude sat silently, his gaze fixed somewhere beyond the surrounding walls. They knew when he was close to a decision because he sighed as he turned to look at them.

      Somewhere in the distance, Kaylin heard a rock pound down the side of the mountain, far from them but possibly still cause for concern. She agreed with Rahl that they needed to relocate as soon as possible.

      “I’m inclined to let him stay,” he stated, “but I need your agreement on this.”

      “You’re out of your mind—” Cavill’s protest kicked off a heated debate on the value of completing the commission as opposed to failing it, which reinforced the knowledge that they did need Rahl if they were to avoid the consequences of not completing it.

      She stayed out of it, focused on the illusion, and added another layer of silence to dampen the sound of their voices when the argument grew more heated.

      It was the small things she did that she thought were rarely appreciated. However, having a group to belong to outweighed this when she considered it. Well, at least she understood Rahl’s desire despite the differences between the species.

      The captain was asked to spell out what would happen if they failed to collect the eggs. When he’d finished, she was asked if she truly knew no spell that would do what the hobgoblin said his tactics could accomplish.

      Much as she wished she could produce a solution, she didn’t have one and had to admit it. The company now understood that they were in worse straits than any of them had realized.

      Claude explained the backlash they could expect from the markets that were their best source of work to turn a profit, then explained the state of the company’s coffers. At this point, Denir turned to Rahl.

      “Are you sure you want to join this company?” he asked and for once, it didn’t look like he was asking someone beneath him. “I mean…” He shrugged. “It might be a very short-lived tenure.”

      That brought a flash of amusement to the hobgoblin’s face. “I have made the offer,” he stated. “It is up to you what you make of it.”

      To Kaylin’s surprise, it was Cavill who caved first. “Fine,” he said and glared defiance at Hadrik. “If he can make sure we fill the basilisk egg commission and live to deliver it, he can live.”

      “And join the company?” Claude asked to clarify the agreement, “since that is what is required.”

      “Yes,” the mercenary conceded with a shrug. “If that’s what it takes. We can always kill him later.”

      Kaylin stared at the man in horror and Claude shook his head ruefully. Before either of them could say anything, Hadrik spoke.

      “I can live with that,” he stated. “Probation. We let him live as long as he helps us get done what we need to do.”

      More affirmations followed and the captain relaxed. When it looked like the company had reached a consensus, he surveyed their faces. “So?” he asked. “Do we let the hobgoblin join the Dragon’s Claws?”

      “On the condition that he helps us to fill the basilisk egg commission, at which point we agree to revisit it,” Cavill replied and the others murmured in agreement.

      Claude turned to Rahl. “Will that answer suffice for you?”

      The hobgoblin nodded and extended his hand to seal the arrangement. “It will suffice,” he stated, “and I will pray for a favorable outcome when this question is asked again. When do you wish to leave to fetch the eggs?”

      The mercenary leader looked at the rest of the company. “Within the week,” he replied. “Do you know of a nest?”

      Rahl frowned thoughtfully. “I know of one possible location that will work within the week.”

      His gaze traveled to where Fiddler lounged against one of the walls. “I could give you the location if you wish to scout it.”

      “Or you could guide me,” she replied.

      Both of them looked at Claude.

      “That depends on what else we need from him,” the captain replied and rose stiffly to his feet with a groan. “Are there any ingredients that can be collected on the way to the inn?”

      “Tonight?” Hadrik’s eyes widened.

      “Tonight.” He nodded. “We’ve lost too much time over this and the sooner it’s completed, the better.”

      They looked toward Rahl.

      “We will need moss for filters,” he stated and pushed to his feet to stand beside the captain. “There are some growing in a basement half a mile over. And some of the fungi for the smoke, which grows hidden beneath the vines. I believe we pass a suitable cluster on the way.” He glanced toward the sky and noted the sinking sun. “How long before sunset do you need to be behind the walls?”

      Claude followed his glance. “Before full dark,” he replied.

      “And you will lead the way back?”

      The captain pursed his lips, “Unless you know a swifter path?”

      Rahl shook his head. “Direct us, and I will direct your people to the collection points I know of on the way.” He hesitated. “If that is acceptable?”

      From the looks on the faces of some of the company, it was not acceptable to take orders from a hobgoblin but Claude ignored them.

      “If it gets the job done faster, it is acceptable,” he replied and his expression dared any of the group to disagree.

      When no one did, he signaled them to form up. “Move out!” he ordered, “And for pity’s sake, do as the hobgoblin instructs. I don’t want to have to knock sense into anyone’s heads.”

      “For a hobgoblin,” Cavill grumbled and Hadrik glared at him.

      “This was your idea,” he reminded the man.

      “Next time—”

      “There won’t be a next time.”

      “Kaylin, get that useless drakeling aloft,” Claude ordered. “I want some warning if we have company.”

      “I notice he isn’t sending out the so-called human scouts,” the dragon snarked and took flight before she could give him the order.

      The mercenary captain watched him go. “I swear the little beast understands me.”

      “You’d better hope not,” she quipped, hoping to divert his curiosity. “You called him useless.”

      Hadrik snickered. “Yes, if he understands, you’ll be lucky if he doesn’t crap on your head given some of the things you’ve said about him.”

      “I’d watch out too if I were you,” Claude retorted. “I didn’t threaten to use him as a footstool.”

      “And then try to,” Cavill added and Kaylin recalled the incident as he made motions to remind them of the witchdoctor’s flaming balls.

      She lowered her head and hoped Wivre wasn’t close enough to hear them. The last thing she needed was one small dragon to decide he had a few scores to settle.

      “Does the inn have a forge?” Rahl asked.

      “Why do you ask?” Elliot asked brusquely, his face suspicious.

      “We will need smokers,” the hobgoblin replied, “and those are traditionally made of metal. Unless you have a merchant nearby who sells them?”

      “No.” the man replied and reddened slightly at his mistake. “Do you have plans?”

      “All we need are some hollow metal balls or boxes perforated with holes,” Rahl replied. “Why? Are you a smith?”

      “I’ve had some experience,” Elliot admitted.

      “Enough for this?”

      The mercenary shrugged. “I can craft simple boxes and make the perforations.”

      “Then we only need the metal,” Claude added shortly. “I believe there are facilities adjacent to the inn.”

      Hadrik snorted. “You mean the Blacksmith’s Folly?”

      The captain frowned at him. “I mean the forge and anvil that stand idle outside the walls.”

      “Blacksmith’s Folly,” Denir confirmed.

      “Some say it’s cursed,” Enshaw added.

      “Cursed?” Rahl asked.

      “Because every smith who’s tried to build it has been killed or had some other misfortune befall him before he can complete it,” Denir explained. “It will make an interesting saga one day.”

      “Kaylin, I need the same spells as before,” Claude instructed.

      She concentrated on muffling the sound of the company’s passage and blurring its members from view. It wasn’t easy as Rahl sent them every which way. His curt orders cut through her concentration as he directed the mercenaries with military precision.

      “The orange moss, untouched by slime,” he snapped and pointed to an open square where a house had once stood. “The basement to the left. If it glows purple, don’t touch it.”

      Fiddler complied when no one else did and returned with the moss. It gleamed slightly.

      “I said untouched,” the hobgoblin declared bluntly. “It looks like fur, not this.”

      He tossed the offending sample into the ruins. “Let the rabbits have it. Now go. Find another.”

      She went, but not before she darted a glance at Claude.

      “Go,” he confirmed as Rahl turned to Elliot.

      “You will need metal,” the hobgoblin pointed to a semi-intact doorway. “I remember seeing something there, although I cannot remember what. You will need eight of your human pounds.”

      The man tapped Cavill on the arm.

      “What? You’re afraid of the dark?” his teammate teased.

      “You should go with him,” Rahl interrupted and wiped the smile from his face. “He cannot bring the metal as well as the other items we need.”

      “Which are?” Cavill asked sourly.

      “There are trochi in the room.” The warrior nodded as if to confirm an answer in his mind. “Find two pounds of them—or forty stems.”

      Although the mercenary bristled at the abrupt order, a glance at the captain made him think twice about arguing.

      Claude continued to lead them through the ruins and paused only to let those sent on gathering errands return. As soon as they’d shown their finds to Rahl, he pushed them on. By the time they arrived at the Rest’s main gate, the company was burdened by the items they’d found.

      “Upstairs,” he ordered shortly and the mercenaries followed him to the company common room, where the hobgoblin made them deposit their collection in orderly piles.

      “What now?” their leader asked.

      “We need to cut these into small pieces,” the creature stated and pointed to a pile of leaves he’d made them gather from a group of orange-stemmed bushes.

      Claude set Fiddler and Cavill to the task, then turned to Rahl.

      “Keep going with the preparations. I’ll let Clay know you’re with us and have him send food. That way, we won’t have to stop.”

      “Ask him about smokers,” their newest teammate instructed. “We won’t have to delay as long if he knows where we can source them.”

      The captain inclined his head before he gave the rest of the company a stern look. “Do as he says. I want this over and done with as soon as we can manage it.”

      “Elliot, Kaylin, find enough cloth to make a mask for everyone here. You will need two layers.” The hobgoblin seemed determined to waste no time.

      She complied and caught Elliot by the arm when he hesitated. “There should be some in stores,” she told him.

      “And fetch needle and thread,” Rahl called as they reached the door.

      “Gotcha,” she replied and dragged the mercenary into the corridor with her.

      “Who does he think he is, giving us orders like that?” Elliot grumbled. “Anyone would think he’s in charge or something.” Kaylin refrained from pointing out that technically, the hobgoblin was in charge, but he wasn’t finished. “Before too long, he’ll expect us to polish his boots and clean his armor. I know how these guys operate.”

      Somehow, she doubted it would come to that but she didn’t stop to argue and simply pulled him behind her as they approached the supplies store.

      “Face masks?” Clay wanted to know. “What do you need those for?”

      When Elliot opened his mouth to answer, she elbowed him in the ribs hard enough to drive the air from his lungs.

      “We can’t say right now,” she told the innkeeper cheerfully, “but we’ll let you know when we do.”

      He looked sideways at the mercenary, who rubbed his side and averted his gaze. “Like that is it?” he asked with a smile, found the cloth they needed, and hesitated a moment before he turned to another pile and held needles and thread up. “You’ll want these if you have to sew through several layers.”

      Kaylin nodded, paid him what he asked, and held her hand out. “I’ll need a receipt,” she stated, “for the company records.”

      “Right you are.” He took a pencil out, licked the end, and filled out a slip of paper. “Let me know if there’s anything else I can do.”

      “You can bet on it,” she responded.

      As she turned, the innkeeper continued, “And tell Claude I’ll take a week’s rent off his bill if he’s willing to share any crafting I might put in stores.”

      “I will,” she promised and dragged Elliot and his hands full of supplies after her.

      The common room was a hive of industry when they returned. Even Claude had been put to work and the stone on stone sound sent a twinge through her shoulders as he ground the fungi to a paste in a mortar and pestle. A soft, creamy aroma clung to the air. It had an odd softness to it but she couldn’t work out what it reminded her of.

      Claude gave them a bemused look as they entered with her hand still grasping Elliot’s shoulder but said nothing.

      “The cloth?” Rahl asked, and Kaylin hefted it with her free hand in reply.

      The hobgoblin pointed to where two chairs stood before a table on which the orange moss had been laid. “I’ve drawn the shape for the cloth.” He indicated Kaylin with one clawed finger. “You will cut the pattern precisely and lay it along the bench.”

      His finger moved to Elliot. “And you will lay a one-inch-thick layer of orange moss on each piece. You,” he continued and pointed at Enshaw, who waited to one side, “will lay the second piece of cloth over the top, then you will call me and I will show you how it needs to be sewn.” He glanced at the mercenary leader. “All your people will need to be involved in the stitching or the masks will not be completed by morning.”

      Claude inclined his head in acknowledgment.

      “The cohort discovered that warriors who had to rely on their own stitching to avoid the smoke’s effect produced a better mask,” the warrior added.  Work paused as the mercenaries looked at him. “It is true,” he confirmed when he saw their expressions. “We lost fewer warriors when they had to ensure the quality of their masks.”

      The moment of silence was broken. “What exactly is the effect of this smoke?” Fiddler asked.

      Rahl turned to her. “On a hobgoblin?”

      “Well…yes.”

      He nodded and considered it for a moment. “It makes the eyes sting and the nose run,” he began matter-of-factly. “It also causes the skin to itch, but that is only its touch. The effects are much worse if it is inhaled.”

      “And?” the hunter pressed.

      “If a hobgoblin breathes it in,” he told her, “he begins to choke. Shortly after, his body convulses and yellow froth boils from his mouth and nose, then he falls unconscious. This is a mercy as the convulsions become strong enough to break bones and his lungs bleed so he chokes to death on his blood.”

      “And a…a human?” Cavill asked shakily.

      “You are not as strong as a goblinoid,” Rahl told him with a shrug. “I imagine the effects would be the same but that you would die faster.”

      Kaylin exchanged looks with Elliot and Enshaw before she looked at the shape she was cutting in the cloth.

      “And will the masks be enough,” she asked, “for a human?”

      “If you pack it with enough moss that it molds to your face and if the stitching holds…yes, it should be sufficient,” he replied.

      “Should?” She couldn’t blame Elliot for sounding so alarmed.

      “Yes,” the hobgoblin assured him. “Is the first one complete?” Elliot gaped at him and he raised an eyebrow. “Then you need to get to work.”

      Kaylin passed the man the first cut piece and a small wad of the uncut cloth.

      “If you use that as a template, we can get more cut sooner.”

      “I’ll take the next one,” Enshaw told her.

      They worked together and she listened to Rahl’s curt instructions to the others as she kept her small team on task.

      By the time the three of them had begun to divide the pile of moss between the laid-out masks, the rest of the company were waiting. Claude made them dig out more needles and went downstairs to get enough for everyone to have one.

      “The food will be ready soon,” he announced when he returned and his assurance was met with relief.

      Kaylin continued with her stitching but tensed when Rahl looked over her shoulders. The hobgoblin gave an approving grunt.

      “Add more moss when you reach here with the stitching.” He tapped the appropriate point with his finger.

      She nodded as he moved on.

      A moment later, his voice reached her. “You need to shorten the spacing,” he told Elliot, “or you won’t have any moss by the time you reach the nest. It’s not a race to line the edges with thread but rather to ensure the edges stay closed. You need to go around it again.”

      The man’s lip curled in a combination of frustration and anger. Resentment clouded his features and he started to raise his head but Kaylin intervened. “What does the moss do?” she asked.

      Rahl answered quickly. “It neutralizes the smoke’s effects.” He turned away from the mercenary. “It contains some type of antidote.” She could hear the shrug in his voice.

      “Will we make some of that as well?” She noticed more than a few ears listening to her conversation.

      “We have never had it stay down long enough to work,” the hobgoblin replied. “And if we cannot get it to work for hobgoblins, what makes you think it would have the time to work on a human?”

      “It’s a different beast entirely,” she told him and frowned. “Why are you trying to get someone to eat the cure if the poison is inhaled? Wouldn’t it be better to inhale the cure also?”

      “I…” He scratched his chin. She thought it a rather human response. “We had not thought of that,” he admitted.

      “I bet you hadn’t,” someone muttered. “Stupid beasts.”

      Kaylin snapped her head around to see who’d spoken but she couldn’t work it out. The mercenaries sat in clusters, each bent over their mask as Rahl circulated among them.

      There was a collective sigh of relief when their supper arrived and the smell of the food made her stomach rumble.

      Claude gave them enough time to eat before work resumed.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Wivre dug into Kaylin’s satchel as she went to the room where everyone was working. The day started with Rahl’s snapped orders to send the company back to its sewing. Only five of the masks had passed muster and they were gathered around the hobgoblin as he gave them bundles of the materials needed to create the smokers’ fuel.

      “Did you get it?” he asked when Claude arrived.

      The captain nodded. “No one claims the forge outside the walls,” he told them, “and we have Clay’s permission to use it.”

      “That is good—” the warrior started but the captain hadn’t finished.

      “Clay said if we broke it, we would discover how expensive living here could be,” he warned.

      Rahl’s eyes widened but he narrowed them when he glanced at Elliot. “Then we will not break it.” He gestured to the mercenary to join him. “How long will it take you to craft the boxes?”

      He retrieved several pieces of parchment on which he’d drawn simple diagrams of a small box with loops for attaching rope.

      “For throwing,” he’d explained when they’d asked.

      Elliot nodded.

      “We need three of them, each with a lid that can be fastened,” Rahl instructed. “Five if the time allows.”

      “Have you located a nest?” Claude asked him, as much to interrupt the mercenary before he could say something bound to be annoying as for any other reason.

      “I have the nest location,” Rahl replied, then glanced at where Fiddler added more moss to her mask. “But your hunter has not completed her stitchery.”

      “I’ll do it,” Kaylin told him. “There is no danger of me working any less precisely on her mask than on my own.”

      She resisted the urge to add that she was human not hobgoblin and would not jeopardize her cohort’s lives in such a way, but he still studied her carefully before he gave her a curt nod.

      “I need to take Cavill with me,” Fiddler stated. She moved closer to stand in front of the hobgoblin but looked at Claude for permission.

      “I can do his mask too,” Kaylin stated firmly. “I have my spells and there are no new ones I can learn.”

      Rahl raised his eyebrows as he studied her but Claude nodded.

      “Do that,” he agreed and turned to Rahl, “Will you travel with them to show them the way?”

      The hobgoblin shook his head. “I must supervise the mixing of the fuel. I am sure your hunters are more than capable of following a simple map.”

      “They’d better be,” the captain answered before either of the two hunters could reply.

      Kaylin couldn’t help but notice how tense the group was. She saw resentful looks cast toward Rahl and heard a whispered, ”Who does he think he is?” That coupled with “Anyone would think Claude had died and put him in charge” was worrying.

      The mercs didn’t like him and every time he opened his mouth to give an order, he caused offense. Coming from a strict military lifestyle, he didn’t even realize he was doing it.

      From what she’d seen at the Blademonger’s camp, this was merely how hobgoblins communicated.

      They’d reminded her of some of the mercenary cohorts that had come through—those made up of men and women used to a soldier’s life. Blunt was the name of the game. Direct orders were delivered like a punch to the head with no offense taken and none given.

      It wasn’t the same for those who’d served in companies with a less direct way of doing things. As far as Rahl was concerned, he was communicating clearly. For the mercenaries not used to being given orders by a newcomer, it was offensive.

      Of course, it didn’t help that they viewed him as some kind of monster. Even those who might be prepared to see him as simply another merc didn’t like it when he told them what to do.

      “You are the Dragon’s Claws spellcaster?” The hobgoblin’s voice cut through her musing and she realized she’d been lost in her thoughts.

      “I am,” she replied.

      “Yet you know how to sew.” He watched her rework the stitches on Cavill’s mask.

      “It’s something I learned when I was younger.” She wondered what the ability to use needle and thread had to do with anything.

      “Do you understand what fire moss does?” he asked and she shook her head.

      “I’ve only now learned it exists.”

      “Your studies didn’t cover it?” he pushed and she frowned.

      “No, but not many wizards’ studies do.” She watched as he absorbed that piece of strangeness and waited for him to say whatever was on his mind.

      “Yet you are willing to learn?” he asked hopefully.

      “If it helps the company, then yes,” she replied and he relaxed.

      “This moss,” he told her and tapped the mask, “works better if spelled with a way to purify the air or strengthen the moss’s natural properties. Are you familiar with such spells?”

      Kaylin shook her head.

      She thought for a moment, her eyes unfocused. “There was a class that touched on cleansing water, though,” she added speculatively and her fingers twitched as she tried to determine which components could be changed to replace water with air. She chewed on her cheek and noticed a couple of the men watching them before she ignored their attention.

      Her mind drifted to the notes she’d taken on the plant spells. “I saw something meant to strengthen plant growth. Perhaps if it was focused from the whole plant to a particular quality…” She leaned against the wall behind her and her eyes took on a faraway look as she considered the idea.

      “If I were to explain to you how the plant works and what qualities needed to be made stronger,” Rahl said and interrupted her thoughts again, “would that help you?”

      “I…” Kaylin stopped, dug in the satchel, and pulled her journal out, disturbing Wivre from his slumber.

      The little dragon sat with a jaw-cracking yawn and coins jingled beneath him. The hobgoblin’s eyes widened.

      “How did you convince them to let you keep it?” he asked and reminded her of the demand for tribute.

      “I didn’t,” she replied and pretended to not see the glances from the nearest mercs. “I simply didn’t tell them I had it. After all, it’s not as if it looks like a coin purse.”

      Rahl bared his teeth in a hobgoblin smile. “No,” he agreed, “especially not with the spell book sticking out of it.”

      “Exactly.” She smirked.

      He peered at the satchel, and Wivre crouched and growled angrily at the unwelcome interest.

      The hobgoblin gave her a startled look and pointed at her satchel. “What is the matter with him?” he asked.

      “He thinks all that coin is his,” she explained, “and I don’t have the heart to tell him otherwise.”

      “What?” He lowered his voice to a whisper as he glanced around. “Like a dragon?”

      She blushed. “Don’t tell the others,” she pleaded. “They tease me about him enough as it is.”

      Rahl smiled. “Your secret is safe with me,” he assured her and lowered his gaze to Wivre. “Yours too, little wyrm.”

      The dragonette hissed at him.

      “We have to get rid of him,” Wivre snarled through Kaylin’s mind. “He knows.”

      “I’m very sure he doesn’t,” she reassured him. “He’s playing along so as to not offend you.”

      “I wouldn’t be too sure.” He shifted position and his adjustments made the coins tinkle in her bag. “There’s something I don’t like about him.”

      “You and everyone else in the company,” she told him testily. “Try to get along with him. He’s not hurting anyone.”

      The little dragon muttered darkly, “Yet…”

      He remained in the satchel and his eyes glared out of the darkness at the hobgoblin as Kaylin sat at the table and opened the book to a new page.

      “So, tell me about these plants,” she instructed, her attention on her journal. “And what you need me to get them to do to keep these guys safe.”

      Their discussions kept Rahl at the table with her, except for the moments when he directed Fiddler and Cavill to the location of the nest.

      “Don’t go inside,” the hobgoblin instructed them, “and don’t get too close.”

      “Why?” Cavill sneered. “Because we’ll get hurt?”

      “Oh, by the blade, no.” The warrior chuckled. “No, because it’s early in the nesting season and while the basilisks are protective of their nesting sites, they’re more likely to move to another location even if they do kill you. I’d have to find them all over again.”

      “Are you saying you’re the only one of your people who knows where the nest is?” Claude asked and Rahl paused.

      “Of course. A generous bounty is paid to the scouts who make such finds. I was on my way to report it but arrived in time to see your negotiations go sour instead. It was…educational."

      “It was?” From the tone of his voice, the captain didn’t know whether to take offense or not.

      “Yes. The cohort’s politics are always interesting to those of us who benefit or suffer because of changes within it.”

      “And such a change is coming?” Claude asked, suddenly alert.

      “Such a change has been coming for a while,” the hobgoblin informed him, “and you almost brought it to the tipping point.”

      “Almost?” he pressed, but Rahl had seen something in Kaylin’s journal and pointed to it. “What is that?”

      “That?” She reviewed the notes. “It’s a plant spell. I think this one’s supposed to bring out the flavor in carrots.”

      His brows furrowed. “And how’s that supposed to help with the masks?”

      “Well, you want the protective powers of the moss to be increased, do you not?”

      Hadrik came to a stop beside the table and dropped his mask so it landed in front of Kaylin.

      “Claude says I’m needed for overwatch on Elliot. I got to keep him safe while he turns out these smokers.”

      Rahl raised his head as though about to say something to the contrary, but the mercenary added, “Claude’s orders,” and the hobgoblin closed his mouth.

      Hadrik smirked as he turned away.

      Kaylin shook her head and returned to her notes. “What I’m thinking is if I adjust the somatic component for this…” She tapped at the flavor section of the spell and continued to read as she ran her finger down the words at the edge of the page. “And alter the intention so the curative properties of the moss form a physical barrier to the smoke as well as healing any damage done by it—”

      “Pfft,” one of the team interrupted from the other table. “You’d be better off making a spell that made these stick to our faces the whole time the smokers were working. Then we wouldn’t have to worry about being cured.”

      It was a good idea, and Kaylin pointed her finger at the speaker before she noted it for later. She returned to the idea of strengthening the curative properties of the moss, scribbled some notes in the margin of the carrot spell, and walked her fingers through the movement she thought would work best.

      The magic exerted a soft pressure on her fingers, shifted them to a better position, and buoyed her confidence. Rahl watched her, his head tilted to one side as her fingers moved almost of their own volition.

      “How do you do that?” he asked.

      She shrugged. “I don’t. It’s…” She looked around the room but most of the mercenaries were busy with their tasks. “It’s like the magic tells me what to do.”

      Instead of derision, he gave her a look full of curiosity. “But why would it do that?” he asked.

      The question made her smile and she shrugged. “I don’t know why it would do that. It simply does and I’m grateful.”

      “And this?” he asked and tapped the word “emotion.” “What does this have to do with anything?”

      “It’s the third magical dimension,” Kaylin replied. “I’m thinking of infusing it with a desire to breathe easily and remain safe from harm.” She frowned. “You ask a lot of questions,” she observed.

      Rahl raised his gaze momentarily from her journal. “That is why I am a scout,” he told her. “I ask questions and stay alive. It did not sit well with the cohort.”

      “Which one? The asking questions or staying alive?”

      That earned her a chuckle. “I ask many questions,” he conceded. “It is merely one of those things that makes me different among my people.”

      He sighed, studied her journal, and tapped the edge. “This logical dimension…” he began. “You cater to that by expecting the spell to work the same way if you change the carrot’s flavor traits with the moss’s medicinal properties?”

      “Yes,” Kaylin affirmed, surprised by his rapid grasp of the concept.

      Rahl caught the look on her face and frowned. “Have I said something wrong?” he asked.

      She shook her head and noted the way his attention returned immediately to her notes. “No,” she admitted, “but I didn’t expect you to be interested in…” She hesitated, looking for the right word, then gestured at her journal. “In any of this.”

      The hobgoblin shrugged and tapped the words in the margin.

      “Emotion, Logic, and Experience,” he murmured. “These are magic’s three dimensions?”

      Kaylin nodded, surprised that he’d made the connection so quickly and more surprised when she registered something else. “You can read?”

      Rahl looked at her and his amber eyes glittered gold with amusement.

      She blushed. “I…didn’t mean to be rude. It’s simply that it’s not a skill most warriors have,” she hurried to explain.

      Someone at the closest table snorted and made her blush more deeply.

      “And you can read common,” she added, “which means you’re more educated than most mercenaries I know.”

      “Thanks a lot.” The muttered rebellion came from the other table but she ignored them. She was sure the man was pulling her leg, if only to see her flustered. The hobgoblin glanced at them before he focused on the page again.

      “If I am honest, I am more adept at reading the rune tongue,” he admitted and smiled at her surprise. “It helps to survive the ruins where warnings are not written in the tongue of man or goblin.”

      “So you can read dwarvish as well?” Kaylin asked and wondered if dwarves had magic and if they recorded it in tomes. How does that compare to elven magic?

      “I can read enough to leave their ancient halls before I fall foul of their traps,” the hobgoblin told her. “Why do you ask?”

      “I wondered if they had libraries too,” she admitted and her face heated again as the mercenary at the other table snickered.

      “Given the level of their enchantments, I don’t see why not,” Rahl replied and also ignored the interruptions from the nearby table.

      “Did you ever see anything that might tell you where one was located?” she asked and a soft groan sounded nearby.

      “I don’t see how that helps us with our masks.” The not-so-subtle whisper carried a somewhat waspish undertone.

      Rahl slid a cautious glance sideways, then decided he’d answer the question anyway. “I saw evidence of a dwarven citadel located somewhere beneath the mountain,” he told her, “but I could not say exactly where.”

      “And an elven library?” The question was out before she could stop it, and the exasperated sigh from the nearby mercenaries made him smile.

      “No,” he told her kindly, then tapped the notes she’d made. “You have logic and emotion for your spell. What will you use for experience?”

      “The orphanage made us work in the garden so we would learn the value of plants,” she told him. “I can draw something from that.”

      “But moss is different than plants grown in civilization,” he stated. “What experience do you have with that?”

      “Outside putting it into masks?” she asked and he rolled his eyes and pushed his seat back.

      “Come,” he ordered. “I’ll show you some in its natural home and you can use that to inform your spell.”

      Kaylin glanced anxiously at Claude and the old mercenary sighed. “Denir, Agarda, go with them.”

      “I got a better idea, boss,” Agarda suggested. “How about we leave Denir to finish here and I take Crovard? He’s quieter and less likely to sing about it later.”

      “Hey!” Denir protested but not too strongly as he scratched his neck. “I resemble that remark.”

      “Too right you do,” she retorted, her gaze on Claude.

      The captain made a show of considering it but in the end, he nodded. “Fine. Keep them out of trouble and bring them back safely.” He fixed the woman with a hard stare. “Both of them.”

      She cocked her head. “We need him, Captain, and I agreed. I’ll bring them both back.”

      “Me too,” Crovard rumbled. “The company can do with someone who can read the warnings written on tunnel walls.”

      Kaylin raised her eyebrows, not sure she liked the fact their conversation had been followed so closely. Still, it didn’t matter. What was important was that neither mercenary wanted the hobgoblin dead and had given their word to bring him back safely.
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        * * *

      

      It wasn’t the only excursion taken so she could learn something to strengthen her spellcasting. Over the next two days, while Elliot created the smokers and Fiddler and Cavill scouted the areas the basilisks frequented, Rahl’s curiosity led to her identifying more areas where her knowledge was deficient.

      Instead of shying away from it, she talked to him to discover what she lacked and followed the hobgoblin’s guidance so she could fill the gap. She found she could speak easily to the young warrior and even discuss things the way she’d do so with another wizard.

      Whenever she did this, she noticed some of the mercenaries glance at them, their lips curled in distaste. Occasionally, Cavill or Elliot would roll their eyes and once, Hadrik sidled closer to her.

      “Maybe you shouldn’t spend so much time with that hob,” he suggested quietly while he kept a wary eye on Claude, who sat out of earshot. “It’s not safe.”

      Kaylin scowled as she turned to face him. “What do you mean by not safe?” she demanded in a whisper to match his tone.

      As she asked it, Rahl returned and the mercenary slipped away.

      “What—” she began but with his arrival, she realized she couldn’t ask why it wasn’t safe for her to spend as much time with the hobgoblin.

      His amber gaze twitched from her to Hadrik, and he quirked an eyebrow as if to ask her if she was okay. She responded with a smile.

      “What did you find?” she asked and he opened his hand to reveal a small pile of orange and green crystals.

      “We got the blend right,” he told her, “but I feel it lacks something.”

      “Does it burn?” she asked and he raised his eyebrows.

      “That is not something we can try in here,” he told her and they hurried outside, where he handed her a mask.

      “Let’s see how well your sticking spell works,” he suggested, and they began to test how well the crystals burned far enough from the inn’s walls that the wind couldn’t carry it back.

      “I could try infusing a spell for sleep into it,” Kaylin suggested and showed him what the spell looked like.

      “That,” Rahl told her, “is similar to what I have seen our enchanters do when we are mixing the vats.”

      They trialed it on a small batch and this time, he was satisfied.

      The sun was high in the afternoon sky.

      “We’re ready,” he told Claude several hours later as the smoker fuel slowly crystallized in the vats behind them.

      The mercenary captain stared at them for a moment. “Truly?” he asked and Rahl nodded.

      “As soon as that has cooled and been put in the smoker,” Kaylin replied and Claude broke into a broad smile of relief.

      “Thank the gods!” he said. “I’ll give the word that we move at first light.”
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        * * *

      

      Kaylin headed to the taproom as soon as the crystals had been packed carefully into the smokers and stored in the company’s common room. She needed a word with Gevitter.

      How could he have sent them into a trap? He’d said the Blademongers could be talked to and that they were traders, not that they hated humans and wanted to raze the inn.

      Speaking of which, maybe she should mention that to Clay. It might be a good thing to have some warning of how the humanoids felt. She should probably mention it to Claude too—over supper or after supper or something.

      Or something, she decided and ordered a meal at the bar.

      “Have you seen Gevitter?” she asked as the innkeeper turned to serve another arrival.

      “Not for a couple of days,” he answered over his shoulder. “I’ll let you know if I do.”

      He turned away before she could thank him, so she moved to her table, planning to go over the spells for the next day. She stopped short when she reached it and saw a familiar stocky shape in her usual seat.

      Rahl caught her gaze before she could move away.

      “I…” she began and looked over her shoulder.

      The warrior indicated the seat next to him. “I don’t mind if you sit here,” he told her and shifted his seat slightly as though to give her space.

      Kaylin hesitated, then decided the hob was probably as uncomfortable seated on his own as she had been—and he didn’t have a journal or a scroll to hide behind.

      It might be worse for him, she thought when she recalled the way the hobgoblins had interacted in the Blademongers’ camp. They’d moved like mercenaries who’d served together for years. It must be hard to suddenly be on your own.

      Because that’s exactly what he was. The other Dragon’s Claws might have allowed him to remain but even those who didn’t consider him a potential threat weren’t comfortable around him. He was very much on the outside and she knew what that was like.

      “Thank you,” she said and sat beside him. “Did you order?”

      “Yes,” he replied. “Claude made sure I knew the lay of the tunnel.”

      “Oh…good.” She wondered what she should say next and why she felt so awkward. It wasn’t like she was on a date or anything. She was merely sharing a meal with a friend.

      “So,” she began as Rahl said, “Were you planning on studying?”

      She blushed and shrugged. “I usually go over my notes at dinner. The others…” She gestured to where the other Dragon’s Claws mercs sat in scattered clusters. “They already have their groups.”

      Rahl followed her gaze. “So I see. How long have you been with them?”

      “Not long. Only a few weeks,” she replied.

      His eyebrows rose. “I thought it was longer. The captain treats you like one of the team.”

      “I am one of the team,” Kaylin told him. “Merely a very new one.”

      “Like me,” he replied, “but different.”

      “I suppose.” She shrugged. “I’m much younger than most of them and I didn’t finish my training. I was lucky they took me on at all.” She screwed her face up at the memory. “Well, to be honest, I wasn’t lucky. I thought I was hiring on as an apprentice but Lonne, the old leader, simply wanted cheap bait.”

      “Bait?” Rahl asked in surprise.

      “Yes.” Her laugh was short and humorless. “Someone she could throw in the path of angry monsters to slow them while she and the others escaped.”

      He stared at her as if not sure she was serious, then glanced at the other mercenaries. “And they were all right with this?”

      “Claude wasn’t, but they all went along with it. I don’t think Lonne gave them much choice.” She paused and decided to turn the tables. “What about you? Was it hard to leave your cohort?”

      What a stupid question! she berated herself as soon as she’d asked it, but he shook his head.

      “No, not hard,” he responded, his tone flat. “I never felt I belonged.”

      For a moment, Kaylin didn’t know what to say. Finally, she asked, “What do you mean?”

      Rahl regarded her warily, then sighed. “Unlike most of my kind, I found no satisfaction in dominating those who were designated enemies of the clan and I had no interest in merely following orders.” He shrugged and his eyes darkened. “I asked too many questions and looked too closely at things. It made the others uncomfortable.”

      “Is that why you were a scout?”

      He nodded. “It was the best way for me to avoid offending the others and it was good for me to spend time away from the cohort. It gave me time to think.” He gave her a slight smile. “And to find the answers to some of the questions I wanted to ask and knew I could not.”

      “But…don’t you miss it?” she asked and he shook his head.

      “I miss not having a home,” he explained, “but the cohort was never my home. Scouting gave me a good reason to not be there. I’d only returned to pick up supplies when your company arrived to negotiate and I was curious.”

      “So you stayed?”

      “I didn’t know Kruzar was due to arrive so soon,” he admitted, “or I’d have left earlier.”

      “You don’t get along?”

      At her question, another shadow crossed his face. “He doesn’t like me,” he stated, raised his head, and looked at her. “What about you? Where is your home?”

      The question caught Kaylin unawares. She thought of her crew, now being cared for and educated at Herder’s Gate. Although she missed them, their presence didn’t make the orphanage home. It hadn’t been that since Sister Sabine had died.

      The Rest? She thought about that for a moment, then shrugged.

      “What?” Rahl asked her. “You have no family worrying about you? No mother or father to write to?”

      The question brought a sudden pang of sadness but she pushed it away. “No,” she replied. “They died when I was little and I went to an orphanage…” She looked away for a moment. “I ran away from that as soon as I was able to.”

      “So, what?” The hobgoblin was puzzled. “Where did you live? Who taught you to be a mage?”

      “I lived wherever I could find shelter in Waypoint,” she explained. “For a long time, that was an abandoned inn with some friends—until a job went wrong.”

      “A job?” He looked genuinely curious.

      Kaylin blushed. “A robbery,” she admitted. “I was trying to get enough together that my crew didn’t have to stay on the street for the rest of their lives.” She thought back to that night. “I made a mistake.”

      “And you were caught?”

      She nodded.

      “But you’re here,” Rahl stated. “I thought humans had strict laws about theft.”

      “They do.” She snorted. “But we were young and I’d shown promise as a mage so they gave us a chance.”

      Rahl seemed surprised. “Oh?”

      “I had to learn to become a mage and my crew had to go somewhere they could be properly looked after.” She sighed.

      “Do you miss them?” he asked after a moment.

      “A little. My crew was the only family I had.”

      He inclined his head and studied her for a long moment. “Then why did you leave them?”

      Kaylin bit back the reply that she hadn’t been given a choice since that wasn’t entirely true.

      “It was the only way to keep them safe,” she replied and focused on him. “You said you were a scout, so your job was to find the basilisk nests. Aside from supplies, didn’t you also go to report what you found?”

      Rahl looked amused. “I should have reported that nest,” he admitted, “but I hadn’t decided if I wanted to.”

      “But didn’t they need to know?” she persisted.

      “Oh, of course they needed to know,” he admitted, “and I would have told them in time.”

      “But?”

      “Your company was there and in very dire straits. Your Captain Crozier seemed a culpable…no, a capable leader.”

      She snorted. At least he occasionally screws up his language choices. “So you thought you’d take your chances with us?”

      “I thought I would see if I had a chance at a better life with the company,” he answered. “With my attitude, my days among the cohort were numbered even without the company’s arrival.”

      Kaylin stared at him. “So you don’t plan to go back?”

      Rahl shook his head and they sat in silence for a minute.

      Finally, she asked, “So…you…uh, don’t feel any loyalty to them?” He met her gaze and his brow furrowed in thought.

      Since the hobgoblin appeared to consider the question seriously, she simply waited and watched his face. He remained silent, stared into the nearby fireplace for several long heartbeats, then sighed.

      “I won’t pretend I wish things had been different—either in me or in them,” he replied, his gaze locked wolf-like on the leaping flames, “but the truth is that they were never my people, not here…” He touched his fingers lightly to his forehead. “And not here.” His hand drifted from his forehead to a point over his heart. As he shifted his focus to her, he spoke in a soft tone. “Do you understand this?”

      Kaylin met his gaze and nodded. That was how it had been for her at Herder’s Gate, even before Sabine had passed, and it had certainly been the case for her at the Academy.

      She took a moment to let it sink in and understood all too well.

      He lowered his chin briefly in acknowledgment and they both sat in companionable silence and stared into the flames.
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        * * *

      

      A short while later, their reverie was interrupted by a presence at the table and she looked up. A familiar face returned her gaze.

      “I hope you don’t mind.” The young mage from the High Blades mercenary company indicated the chair opposite and sat without waiting for a reply.

      Kaylin noticed that he didn’t even look at Rahl—as if the hobgoblin didn’t exist. Her eyes narrowed.

      “I am Gunter Strake, mage for the High Blades company.”

      “I…” she began and glanced at her companion. The hobgoblin shrugged and his gaze shifted to Chloe as she arrived with their meals.

      “I’ll bring yours shortly,” the woman said to the mage. She gestured to Kaylin and Rahl. “So they don’t have to wait.”

      As if we would. Kaylin picked her cutlery up. “I hope you don’t mind,” she stated quietly as Chloe hurried away. She wasn’t sure how the mage warranted any special consideration from the waitress, but she wasn’t about to let her meal go cold on his account.

      Wivre climbed out of his satchel and after a baleful glare at the hobgoblin, he scrambled onto the table and crouched before the plate of beef bits Chloe had brought for him. He shifted his gaze from the mage to the hob, rumbled a small, savage growl, and lashed his tail briefly as he settled to his meal.

      Gunter regarded the little dragon with wide eyes and Rahl merely cupped his hands around the curve of his plate and drew it away from the dragonette’s feet. His top lip lifted in a small snarl.

      Wivre pretended to ignore them both. “Interesting company you’re keeping,” he sent to her.

      “You were sleeping,” she told him. “What else could I do?”

      He didn’t grace that with an answer and she returned her attention to the mage.

      “Why did you join the High Blades?” she asked as she cut her meat into smaller pieces and decided to test him a little. “Aren’t you an Academy graduate?”

      A faint flush colored his cheeks.

      “I am and the High Blades are one of the best companies there is,” he reminded her stiffly.

      When she realized she’d found a sensitive point, Kaylin smiled and decided she’d push a little further.

      “And?” she pressed and smiled sweetly before she took a mouthful of Hanne’s excellent cooking.

      “Well, I had to do something after one of Gaudin’s brats bought their appointment to the court position I’d applied for,” he admitted and his face turned an interesting shade of red.

      “If it helps, I think you chose the better path,” she said in an effort to assuage him. “It’s better to stay well away from anything she has an interest in.”

      She was aware of Rahl’s sudden intense interest but the hobgoblin said nothing. That didn’t mean he wouldn’t bombard her with questions later, though. She almost looked forward to it.

      “You might be right, there,” Gunter agreed.

      “So…you know Gaudin?” she asked and the mage’s face wrinkled with scorn.

      “Pfft. I know of her,” he responded dismissively. “She was never my magister.”

      From the way he said it, she couldn’t tell whether he was relieved or regretful about that. They both knew the advantages having Gaudin’s patronage could bring.

      Chloe returned and placed the mage’s plate in front of him.

      “There you go, sir. It’s good to eat in company,” she told him, and Kaylin couldn’t tell if the comment was meant to be a criticism of her manners or not.

      In the end, she decided it didn’t matter and continued to eat while the mage opposite her fussed with his cutlery before he focused on his meal. Beside him, Wivre grasped one of the larger chunks on his plate and tore a deliberately messy bite out of it. He allowed his teeth to show as he chewed and the sauce dripped down his chin.

      The young man paled, then turned his attention to Kaylin. Rahl glanced at the dragonette with a perfectly straight face and returned his attention to his food. For a moment, she wondered what passed through the hobgoblin’s mind.

      Gunter finished his mouthful and cleared his throat.

      “So…I’ve been meaning to ask,” he began, “but are you truly…” He let the question trail off but she could guess what he wanted to know.

      “Knight.” She managed to not roll her eyes and decided to answer his unspoken question. “Kaylin Knight,” she repeated firmly and met his gaze squarely. “And yes, I was removed from the Academy by Gaudin.”

      She paused and examined his face for any sign of revulsion. In many ways, he reminded her of Sylvester. While he seemed harmless enough—and he had been nice enough to save her from a nasty fall—that didn’t stop him from having the air of an aristocrat and she already knew what nobles were like.

      Of course, not every noble at the Academy had been like that—Nikolai and Mirielle, for example—but that didn’t help. After Sylvester, Tessa, and those like them, she couldn’t help but be cautious.

      Oddly enough, her reply made Gunter blush and he lowered his head.

      “I…I’m sorry,” he apologized. “I didn’t mean to intrude but my cousin at the Academy wrote of a recent scandal there. I had to check.” She wondered why but then he smiled. “Anyone who escapes one of Gaudin’s schemes is worth knowing.” He held a hand out. “I’m pleased to make your acquaintance, Kaylin Knight.”

      As she accepted his hand, a knot of mercenaries drifted past and moved toward the stairs. When they reached the door, Rahl pushed his plate away and cleared his throat. He indicated the mercenaries, Denir among them.

      “It’s getting late,” he told her and slid from behind the table, “and we have a big day tomorrow.”

      Kaylin glanced at him, then nodded. It was getting late and she needed to be on her toes if she wanted to be at her best in the morning. Rahl didn’t wait for her to make her mind up but followed the other mercenaries up the stairs.

      She scooped Wivre up from on top of his empty plate and rose quickly to her feet before she gave Gunter an awkward smile.

      “It was nice to meet you.” She nodded. “I’m sorry I can’t stay.”

      It sounded weird but it was the best she could do. She wanted to be at the top of her game when she faced the basilisks. If she wasn’t, she wouldn’t come back.

      Regretful of the fact that she’d had company and hadn’t taken the time to go over her journal, she hurried toward the stairs. It seemed odd to meet someone from the Academy all the way out there.

      Don’t be stupid. She rolled her eyes. It was bound to happen sooner or later.

      She glanced back as she reached the stairs and was surprised to see the young High Blades mage watching her depart. Resisting the urge to wave, she hurried out of the room.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      Kaylin yawned as she reached the courtyard in front of the inn. The gates stood closed but Claude was there and the company was forming up slowly. Rahl had already arrived, stood front and center, and drew grimaces from others as they joined the group.

      She could see their point. The hobgoblin looked far too alert and happy to be there—so happy she almost wanted to strangle him herself.

      Although she at least didn’t want to choke him for not being human.

      “Let’s move out,” Claude instructed when the last of them had arrived. “Fiddler, Cavill, take point. Rahl, take the lead.” He surveyed the company. “Kaylin, send that drakeling aloft and cover us as soon as we reach the buildings. I don’t want us to draw any attention.”

      He scanned the courtyard and descended to stand beside Rahl as the gates opened slowly. The hobgoblin was dressed in a black-and-white tabard like the rest of them, and Kaylin wondered where the captain had found one so fast.

      It was good to see their new teammate in the Claws uniform, even if not everyone else in the company thought so. She caught more than one look of distaste cast in the hob’s direction.

      She needed to tell him to not be so happy this early in the morning. It did him no favors. Late risers hated the morning and any humanoid with a smile would piss them off.

      This time, their early morning journey through the Doom was uninterrupted. Wivre warned Kaylin of two squads of goblins retiring for the day and Rahl guided the team around them and back on course with expert ease.

      The mercenaries moved grudgingly in silence while Kaylin’s spells muted the sound of their passage and blurred their images.

      Her illusion was made more effective by the early morning mist rising from the ruins but it had cleared when the hobgoblin raised his fist to signal them to stop and those in front joined him.

      “The nest lies only a short distance farther.” He pointed ahead. Fiddler and Cavill nodded in confirmation.

      “And do we have a path in?” the captain asked.

      The two scouts exchanged glances and Rahl looked from one to the other before he beckoned them into a huddle with Claude and drew a rough map on the ground. Kaylin and the other mercenaries closed around them, although Crovard, Enshaw, Agarda, and Hadrik took positions at the company’s four sides.

      “We usually come from this direction.” The hobgoblin tapped the map and looked at Fiddler. “What do you say?”

      “There is a greater cluster of statues on that path.” She pursed her lips and frowned in thought. “And the snakes seem to be more alert when they patrol that area.”

      “It is still the clearest path in,” Cavill added, “but…” He glanced at the hunter and gestured for her to direct the conversation.

      “But there is an alternate route here.” She pointed, turned her head, and glanced at Rahl. “We could try that way in.”

      “Did you see where the center of the nest was located?” he asked.

      “At the back toward the stage,” Cavill answered and drew a glance from Claude.

      “Stage?” the captain asked.

      The scout shrugged. “It looks like some kind of amphitheater. I guess they used to enjoy a good drama like the rest of us.”

      Kaylin stared at the rogue. Well, that was unexpected. Who knew he liked a play?

      Rahl glanced at the scratchy map. “Then the new route will work,” he told them. “Although we may need to use both paths when we leave.”

      “Are you suggesting they will wake up?” Fiddler asked with a worried glance at the hobgoblin.

      He shook his head, licked a finger, and held it up to test the wind. “No,” he concluded after a moment or two and wiped his finger on his leggings, “but we need to be prepared for the worst.”

      Fiddler stared at him, nodded abruptly, and looked at Claude. “Orders?”

      Rahl followed her gaze and stared intently at the captain with his amber eyes. The mercenary leader looked from one to the other and tapped the map.

      “We go in using the new route but we make sure everyone is prepared to take the old route out if they need it.” He called the company around and explained the layout of their target. “They’ve set their nest up on the far side from where we are,” he announced, “so we’ll circle the outside to here…”

      Kaylin studied the map so she had at least some idea of the way in.

      “And do we have to use the smoke?” Hadrik asked and glanced at Rahl before he focused on Claude. “These masks make it hard to breathe."

      The captain glanced at the hobgoblin, who shrugged. “It’s up to you,” he replied bluntly. “I can only advise you on what has worked in the past. The choice is yours to make.”

      “But?” the man pressed.

      “But I have not seen an expedition leave the nest once the basilisks have been woken.”

      “Never?” Claude asked.

      “Never,” Rahl confirmed. “You only need to look at the statues to see their fate.”

      “Statues?” Hadrik demanded and the mercenary leader looked at him.

      “On the way down,” he stated, “you’ll see numerous statues. Those used to be living creatures, each one caught in a basilisk’s gaze and turned to stone.” He glared at Hadrik. “We’ll use the smoke and masks. Make sure yours is fitted properly.”

      The mercenary didn’t bother to answer and instead, slipped his mask into place and adjusted the bands to make sure it stayed there. Kaylin smiled when his actions activated her sealing spell.

      “That should keep it on,” she told him as she slid hers over her head and onto her face. “I didn’t want to lose any of you because it fell off.”

      “But we will be able to get them off, right, mage?” he demanded and looked close to panic.

      She was tempted to continue to tease him but saw the fear in his eyes and decided against it, so she gave him a quick nod.

      They needed to get this job done, preferably before one of the basilisks decided to come out of the nest and take itself hunting.

      As Rahl led them around the rim of the nest, she fell into step beside him. The sight of it made her catch her breath. The original structure had been impressive and ledges descended in tiers overlooking a small, rounded semi-circle of cleared space.

      At the back of that was a raised stone dais. A crumbling wall stood at its back, covered with vines that seemed to hold it together, and the remnants of a ceiling hidden in clinging foliage provided shelter from the elements.

      Kaylin stared into the bowl to where the serpents moved together, twined necks in elaborate greetings, and wound carefully through the vegetation piled thickly on and around the stage. The curved bronze shells of the basilisks’ eggs were clearly visible and mottled in copper, yellow, and blue.

      Captivated by the sinuous grace and sheer size of the snakes, she watched them for a long moment in something close to awe. They were at least two horses long and raised their heads to twice the height of a man, and their sheer size and sense of innate power were more than a little daunting.

      The statues, however, were what sent the cold shiver down her spine. They lined the stairs that descended between the amphitheater’s tiers and dozens of orcs, goblins, and hobgoblins stood captured in stone. When she looked closer, she noticed several dwarves and a half-dozen or so humans, each one caught in varying poses of flight, defense, or terror.

      Rahl interrupted her trance-like focus. “We need to throw the smokers in now,” he instructed. “That way, the smoke will have taken effect before we enter the nest.”

      Claude grunted in assent, turned, and signaled the five mercenaries who carried the smokers to step forward.

      “Throw the first one from here,” the hobgoblin told them and stopped the mercenary before he could comply. He smiled and gestured to the lantern. “I suggest you light it first.”

      Chagrined, the man did as he was told. Rahl inspected the burner to make sure the heat had taken and was spreading through the crystals within.

      “Now,” he advised quietly. “Get it as close to the center of the nest as you can.”

      Everyone seemed to hold their breath as the smoker soared in a clean arc to land with a soft thump on one of the nests. Without prompting, the mercenaries all dropped into a crouch when their guide did.

      “Very good,” the hobgoblin acknowledged in a whisper and signaled that they should move into the edge of the ruins.

      Hisses echoed around the amphitheater’s basin but they reached cover without any of the serpents coming in pursuit. When she looked around at the others, Kaylin noticed they all had their masks pulled over their faces.

      “This way.” Rahl waved them forward so she moved up beside him.

      He wasn’t the only one with a healthy dose of curiosity. “Why do they turn them to stone?” she whispered. “How do they eat if everything they hunt is rock when they catch it?”

      He gave her an amused glance. “Their fangs are strong enough to punch through the rock their eyes create,” he explained, “and they only turn the outside of a creature to stone—the first quarter inch of their hides, if I remember correctly. The rest is still flesh and bone and so is edible.”

      “But…how?” she persisted.

      “Like the giant spiders in the caverns,” he explained. “They puncture through the stone encasing their prey and inject their victim with venom.”

      “I don’t see how venom makes them edible,” Kaylin protested as the hobgoblin inched to a second vantage point. He gestured to the company to stay back as the second thrower lobbed his smoker into the nesting area.

      This time, the hisses were louder and scale scraped over stone. The hobgoblin and the launcher dropped to the ledge on their bellies and stayed there until the sibilant challenge had died away.

      “That was close,” the mercenary murmured when they returned.

      “You were unlucky,” Rahl commiserated. “It turned at the wrong moment.”

      The man gave him a startled glance, then nodded.

      Rahl turned to Kaylin. “The venom is a strong corrosive,” he told her. “Like the acid in their stomachs but stronger since most of the work to break their prey down to nutrients is done inside the stone shell. They inject the shell, leave it for a few days for the venom to do its work, and then use their hollow tongues to drink the soup like a butterfly drinking nectar.”

      She winced at the thought.

      “Well, now I’ll never want to sleep,” Cavill grumbled.

      Fiddler laughed. “Don’t dream, Cav, and you’ll be fine.”

      “Bitch…”

      “Yup, and don’t you forget it,” she replied and a few hushed chuckles issued from those in earshot.

      Rahl beckoned the next thrower forward. This time, no hisses greeted the cast.

      “It was a good throw,” the hobgoblin assured the mercenary. “They are starting to become drowsy.”

      He slapped the man on the shoulder and led them farther around the bowl. Kaylin got the fleeting impression that he was enjoying his role as scout, tour guide, and natural historian.

      “The statues you see,” he explained and pointed to a handful of them, “are all that remains of the basilisks’ prey. In a few weeks, they’ll fall victim to the lingering effects of the acid and crumble to dust.”

      “That’s horrible,” Agarda murmured. “Can you imagine being frozen in place when the acid begins its work?”

      “Well, no one would hear you scream,” Denir quipped but his face was pale.

      The fourth smoker was thrown without incident and Rahl returned.

      “This is why it’s so important to use the smokers. The effects keep the eyes closed and the muscles relaxed so no one gets petrified during tooth—or egg—extraction,” he explained. “It also means the basilisk poison isn’t splashed to devour anything it touches.”

      He signaled to the man carrying the last smoker. “Are you ready?” he asked, and the mercenary nodded shakily.

      “They’re mostly asleep,” one of his teammates told him and they all crept forward to watch as the final smoker arced into the target.

      The basilisks no longer twined through the nests but instead, lay stretched between them or lightly coiled around a nest, eggs, or each other. It was almost like looking at a group of sleeping kittens, only sans the fur and with none of the cuteness.

      Rahl glanced at the group. “Are we ready?” he asked softly.

      Several snorts greeted him, followed by a couple of, “After you,” and at least one whispered, “Sure, lead the way.”

      His amber eyes danced in semi-mockery. “Then follow me,” he instructed, although Kaylin was sure she heard him mutter something less complimentary under his breath. She didn’t know what it was because she didn’t speak goblin, but it didn’t sound polite.

      Wivre came down to perch on her shoulder.

      “I’m not sure this is a good idea,” he grumbled.

      Kaylin snared him before he realized what she was doing and tucked him under her arm.

      “What are you doing?” he demanded as she whisked out a mask resembling a horse’s nose bag and slipped it over his head. “I won’t wear this. I don’t need it.”

      “No, but I need to know you are safe,” she told him. “And Rahl can’t be sure the smoke won’t affect you as much as it affects the basilisks.”

      He hissed at her, to the amusement of the closest mercenaries.

      “Please, Wivre,” she begged. “I need to know you’re safe.”

      “For you, then,” the little dragon grumbled, “and not because some random goblinoid thinks it’s a good idea.”

      Kaylin didn’t know what to say to that and she couldn’t understand what was upsetting the dragonette. Rahl wasn’t that bad and he was fairly good company all things considered.

      Oblivious to the little dragon’s opinion of him, the hobgoblin led the way down the stairs and to the first nest. He had to step over the tail of one of the sleeping basilisks and the crew froze. When the snake continued to sleep, Fiddler and Cavill followed.

      Erma and Tryptus were behind them and carried one of the chests of specially-lined boxes meant for the eggs. They set it down and began to line the boxes up between the nests. Rahl returned with the first egg. It was as big as a large soup tureen and he carried it gingerly between both hands.

      He took it to the closest box, settled it carefully inside, and buckled the lid closed.

      “Take care to not drop them,” he warned. “The fluid of an unborn basilisk is as potent as its venom and will burn through a man like acid.”

      Several mercenaries paused as they approached the eggs and gave the hob worried looks.

      “Not only that, but it stinks worse than an ogre’s armpit and is sharp enough to cut through the smell of the smoke and wake the serpents.”

      “Like smelling salts?” Agarda asked and received a puzzled look.

      “If that is something that wakes the unconscious,” Rahl replied, “and stirs them to attack, then yes.”

      They all stared at him and those about to collect eggs glanced at their intended targets with renewed concern.

      “We have a commission to fill,” Claude reminded them softly, “and the smoke won’t last forever. Get to work.”

      No one stopped to argue.

      Hadrik was the first mercenary to retrieve an egg and bring it to a box. He breathed an exaggerated sigh of relief and went back for another. Encouraged by his success, the others moved to the closest eggs and followed his example.

      The designated egg carriers put empty packs beside the boxes before each went to retrieve an egg as well. There were five packs in all, each with the space to carry six boxes. Rahl returned for a second egg and took a wider path around a sleeping basilisk’s head.

      Claude retrieved his first egg, then moved among the mercenaries, directed one to an empty box, and reached out to steady another when he stumbled over an obstacle hidden in the mounded grass. He pulled the man upright, patted him on the shoulder, and pointed him to another egg.

      Slowly, the boxes were filled, strapped, and stowed carefully in the packs. As soon as the first pack was ready, the captain directed its carrier and two escorts to proceed to the top of the amphitheater.

      “Wait for us in the first house on the right,” he told them. “You know it?”

      “With most of its walls intact?” one of them asked.

      “The one with the remains of a window box hanging beside the door,” Claude corrected and the man nodded. “I marked it.”

      “Wait there and stay quiet. If you hear us in trouble, stay at the top of the bowl and shoot what you can, understood?”

      The two escorts gave him a sour look. “Aye, sir.”

      Kaylin did her part and collected her first egg and stowed it carefully. The second one must have been recently laid because it was damp and a little slippery. It shifted in her grasp and she gasped and slid an arm hastily around it to stop it from falling.

      “Gently…” Rahl appeared beside her and steadied it before it could slide any further.

      She started, then relaxed as the hobgoblin took a cloth from a pouch and wiped the egg.

      “I didn’t think to warn you of that,” he muttered and looked around quickly.

      As she straightened, he made sure she had a firm grasp on it.

      “Have you got it?” he asked when she was standing.

      Kaylin tested her grip, found it firm, and nodded. Slowly, the hobgoblin released his hold on it and made sure she held it firmly before he stepped out of her path.

      “I’ll warn the others,” he said and moved to intercept Agarda as she approached the nest.

      Quietly, he told her of the dangers as she moved to the line of boxes. To her relief, there were only seven boxes to go and her egg was the last for the next carrier. He gave her a grateful grin.

      “I’ll be glad to get out of here,” he confided, packed the box in his pack, and secured the top.

      Claude snared two more mercenaries for escorts as they returned with their eggs.

      “You…and you, make sure he stays safe. We’ll join you shortly,” he instructed as the next carrier packed their eggs into his pack.

      Kaylin looked around and wondered if it was her imagination or if the smoke truly seemed thinner. She cast an anxious glance at the captain, who surveyed the area with a watchful eye. More than once, his gaze drifted to a sleeping basilisk and then to Rahl.

      The hobgoblin moved among the remaining mercenaries. He glanced at Claude, who raised his hand with four fingers extended. The creature nodded, scanned the nests again, and began to move toward the mercenaries farthest away.

      Two more men began the return journey with eggs cradled carefully in their arms. A third maneuvered around a sleeping basilisk’s tail and a fourth stumbled and landed awkwardly to avoid crushing an egg.

      Rahl moved toward him and slowed when he saw the man would be all right. He waited while the mercenary regained his feet and began the return journey. A fifth mercenary stooped to recover an egg and exclaimed in revulsion when his hands encountered the sticky coating of one newly laid.

      Kaylin drew a sharp breath as he lifted it and the egg turned in his hands. Rahl immediately hurried toward him but wouldn’t make it in time. It slipped from his grasp and fell into the nest with a thump.

      “Don’t touch it!” the hobgoblin called as the man stooped to retrieve it, and the mercenary hesitated.

      “Are you sure?” he asked and tilted his head from side to side as he examined the shell. “It looks perfectly intact to me.”

      “Trust me,” Rahl pleaded and closed the distance between them.

      The mercenary responded with a derisive snort.“As if…” He leaned forward to lift the egg from where it had landed.

      “No!” Rahl exclaimed and the shock came through his soft protest.

      As the word left his lips, the man began to scream. When he dropped it this time,  the egg cracked and the side where the man’s palm had rested burst open.

      He ignored it and shook his hands frantically as if that would be enough to replace the ruined flesh.

      “Damn it!” Claude muttered, scooped up the remaining boxes, and ran them to the mercenaries carrying the eggs. “Get these packed and get them to the top.” He turned and pointed at the waiting carrier. “Take what you’ve got and go!” He circled his hand over his head and repeated the command at the top of his lungs. “Go! Go! Go!”

      Kaylin looked for Rahl and was surprised to see him race toward the stricken mercenary. Beside the man, the closest basilisk had begun to stir and its eyes opened in gleaming yellow slits. Ignoring the mercenary captain’s orders, Kaylin ran toward the mercenary as well.

      The waving motion of his hands slowed and his panicked stamping come to a stop. A tell-tale gray veneer began to coat his limbs.

      “No…no no no!” She dragged in a rough breath.

      There had to be something she could do.
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        * * *

      

      Thinking fast, Kaylin cast a sprinkle of colored lights directly in front of the basilisk’s muzzle. Rahl had almost reached its other side and pulled another smoker from somewhere in his cloak. He had difficulty lighting it but didn’t slow his motions.

      The snake blinked and snapped at the fizzing lights in its face, and the hobgoblin managed to light his smoker and vaulted onto its back. As he began to run along its spine, she slid under the basilisk’s upraised snout and leapt toward the mercenary.

      She caught hold of the man, turned him, and began to drag him to where Claude was directing the rest of the company out of the bowl.

      “Here!” she shouted and the captain ran to her.

      He didn’t hesitate but threw the man over his shoulders and jogged to the stairs. The other mercenaries followed.

      “Come on!” one called but she turned and looked to where Rahl had managed to scramble up the basilisk’s neck and straddled its head.

      “Rahl!” she called urgently and took a few steps toward him.

      The hobgoblin didn’t answer. He was too busy trying to hold the smoker to the basilisk’s snout. His legs were locked around it and his heels were wedged under its eye ridges in an attempt to stay on.

      Not knowing what else to do, Kaylin began to conjure more colored lights. It was hard to do on the run and she fumbled the spell. She glanced up to see how her teammate was doing and saw the snake sag, finally overcome by the fumes he had forced into its face.

      He jumped clear, landed hard, and rolled clear clumsily. Behind him, the basilisk’s body convulsed and began to twist mindlessly. To her horror, it rippled over the nearby nest mound and the sounds of eggs cracking resonated around the basin.

      “Run!” His order brought her skidding to a halt.

      She glanced at him, preparing to turn and run to the stairs. To her surprise, he was stooped in a crouch.

      “Run!” he roared a second time and glanced at the other basilisks around them. “For the earth’s sake, run!”

      Behind him, the basilisk’s death throes had shattered more eggs and an acrid tang filled the air.

      Kaylin knew it wouldn’t be long before more of the snakes woke and she wondered why the hobgoblin wasn’t already on his feet and running. She moved tentatively toward him in case he was injured and noticed the tell-tale gray encasing his legs.

      “Rahl, you’re hurt!”

      He chuckled softly and forced himself to move farther from the dead basilisk.

      “I had my legs over its eyes,” he explained with a trace of wry humor and scowled at the twisting corpse. “Now, run!”

      “You heard him. Run!” Wivre’s small voice sounded urgently in her skull. “Get out of there.”

      A single glance confirmed that the last of the mercenaries had reached the top of the stairs.

      “Troll’s tits and asses!” she swore and bolted toward the fallen hob, ignoring the dragon’s protests in her head.

      “Come on!” she shouted and hauled one of Rahl’s arms over her shoulders. “Get. Up!”

      She’d half-carried, half-dragged him a few paces when the basilisk ahead of her stirred. With a low curse, she paused to look for a path around it and noticed that more of them had begun to move. Tails twitched, crests shuddered, and scales rattled and scraped.

      When she realized she wouldn’t reach the stairs let alone get up them, Kaylin looked around for an alternative. The stage loomed but offered her nothing more than something to put her back against…until she saw a dark square opening in the wall beside it.

      “This way.” She jerked her head to the right, dragged Rahl around, and pointed him at the hole. “There! See?”

      “You won’t… make it,” the hobgoblin wheezed. “Not with me.”

      “Yes. I. Will,” she argued.

      “They’ll see you,” he protested. “They will all see you!”

      He tried to pull out of her hold but she clamped his wrist over her shoulder and dragged him toward the gaping hole, hoping Claude would see what she was doing from the rim—and that the mercenary captain wouldn’t do something stupid like try to come down to save her.

      He wouldn’t dare, she told herself.

      “Get going,” Rahl instructed, “before they realize they aren’t the only things in the nest.”

      “How will they know that if they’re not looking at what’s in the nest?” she retorted. “They’re still sleepy. Hold still while I give them something else to look at.”

      Hoping her instruction was enough to make him keep his arm around her neck, she stopped and pivoted to face the edge of the bowl. Setting the illusion in the air above it was the easy part but she had to guess where to put it so it both drew them away from where she wanted to go and made them look away from her.

      Not only that, but she also had to decide exactly what to use to draw their attention. Somehow, she didn’t think flashy lights would be enough.

      She needed something that resembled prey and didn’t look too much like a mercenary mage or a hobgoblin. One of the nearby basilisks hissed softly and its form quivered. She panicked and her mind seized on the only other humanoid that came to mind—a bugbear.

      In seconds, the bugbear witchdoctor appeared and scampered around on all fours with fire shooting from his ass. As another basilisk shivered to wakefulness, she added sound to the illusion, drawing from her memory of the witchdoctor’s shrieks of pain as Wivre roasted his tender parts.

      Not sure that would be enough to hold their attention, she added an abrupt rumbling whoosh for each blast of flames and glanced around. It seemed to be working.

      Still groggy from the lingering smoke, the basilisk raised its muzzle skyward and didn’t notice when Kaylin swung Rahl around her and dragged him under its nose. It was hard to keep moving and maintain her concentration on the illusion, especially since Rahl couldn’t help her at first.

      They’d covered half the distance before he managed to get one leg to move. That helped but not much. In the sky above, the bugbear uttered another anguished burp of flame. Grass rustled to one side as another basilisk blinked and shook its head.

      A whoosh from the witchdoctor’s butt drew its attention skyward.

      “You won’t make it,” Wivre cried in alarm.

      “You aren’t helping, lizard butt,” Kaylin muttered.

      “What did you call me?”

      “Nothing…”

      “Run!” the little dragon screamed, and she heard the distinct scrape of scale over stone behind her.

      “It was a good attempt,” Rahl told her and tried to disentangle his arm from around her shoulder, “but you have to leave me.”

      “Not a chance!” she all but snarled and hastened her steps to bring them both to the ruined doorway.

      “It’s still after you!” Wivre yelled and she glanced back. “Run!”

      Before she could respond, the little dragon swooped over her head.

      “Run!” he screamed and came in low, his claws inches from the hobgoblin’s back.

      “Wivre!” Kaylin shouted, shocked that he’d attack Rahl at such a time, but she was wrong.

      With a lithe twist of his little body, Wivre slashed a familiar round bundle hanging from Rahl’s belt. Before she could stop him, the mask around his muzzle glowed with flame and was gone. A second blast lit the smoker clutched in his paws and he rose high enough to catch the basilisk’s attention.

      “No!” she screamed as the basilisk lunged at the little dragon, but Wivre knew exactly what he was doing.

      As the serpent opened its jaws, he performed a rapid flip and flung the smoking ball down its throat. He pulled out of the somersault as the basilisk closed its jaws with a snap and started to choke. As the dragonette glided to Kaylin’s feet, the big snake’s body spasmed.

      “Quick!” he screeched, “or it’ll crush us.”

      With his wings outspread, he bolted into the tunnel ahead of them, and Kaylin hurried after, dragging Rahl with her. He had regained some movement in his legs and by the time the passage ended in a steep set of stairs, he was able to lift his feet enough to make the climb.

      He still moved stiffly and the going was slow, but he moved faster than before.

      “That was very brave,” Kaylin told Wivre and stooped to help him up the stairs.

      Her hand brushed one of his wings and she felt the hard edge of stone. It gave a little under her touch but she scooped him from the floor and settled him on the hand that held Rahl’s arm in place.

      “Well, of course,” the dragonette replied, “If you got eaten, who would help me keep track of my hoard?”

      “Of course.” She chuckled and fought the growing fatigue in her legs as she struggled up the stairs.

      By the time they reached the top, Rahl had almost regained the use of his legs and Wivre was able to fold his wings against his spine since the petrification process reversed without a basilisk to complete it.

      “Which way, do you think?” she whispered when they emerged above the bowl.

      He flexed his wings as his head turned skyward.

      “I’ll find them.”
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      Wivre was true to his word. He flew around the edge of the bowl until he reached the mercenaries’ hiding place. They’d decided to give Kaylin a little more time before they headed toward the inn.

      And a good thing, too, the little dragon thought. Or that bugbear wouldn’t be the only one with roasted chestnuts.

      He winged to where Kaylin was helping Rahl through the ruins. The hobgoblin directed her along the fastest route to reach the meeting point. Wivre elevated to make sure the basilisks had remained in the bowl and was relieved to see the big snakes too busy searching the wreckage of their nests to hunt beyond them.

      How long that would last, he didn’t know.

      “They’ve decided to wait a little longer,” he informed the mage as he settled to perch on her shoulder.

      She smiled. “That’s good to know.”

      When she scratched gently along his eye ridges, he leaned into her caress and rumbled happily. Rahl watched with surprise.

      “I’ve never seen a drakeling that affectionate,” he remarked and added thoughtfully, “Or that brave.”

      Wivre froze but she continued to scratch so he decided he’d wait until they were alone before he suggested they murder the hobgoblin while he slept.

      “Smart, too,” the hob commented after a moment. “I wouldn’t have thought any drakeling would have worked out the importance of a smoker.”

      Wivre stiffened again. He knows!

      He dug his claws into Kaylin’s shoulder and tried to not show any sign of alarm. The hobgoblin must not suspect.

      She chuckled. “Of course he’s smart. Why do you think I chose him?”

      “I’ve always heard it was the drakeling that chose the handler,” he remarked and again, Wivre tensed.

      

      Rahl was right but the little dragon hadn’t expected a mere hobgoblin to know so much. He looped his tail possessively around Kaylin’s throat, crouched on her shoulder, and glared at him.

      The warrior noticed his look and laughed. “I don’t think he likes me much,” he commented.

      Well, aren’t you a clever hunk of hob, Wivre thought fiercely. He resisted the urge to lash his tail and snarl at the hobgoblin. And when I get the chance—

      He didn’t get to finish that thought as Agarda noticed them.

      

      “I see them!” she called and triggered a rush as the rest of the company moved toward the stairs. Her mouth opened in protest. “Not that way, you troll-titted idiots!” When she had their attention, she pointed to their left. “Through the ruins. They must have found another way out.”

      “It’s the only way they would have made it out,” Hadrik muttered morosely. “They’d have been snake bait otherwise.”

      He was among the first to greet Kaylin and Rahl as they came through the rear door of their shelter. “You made it!”

      The mercenaries crowded around them and no longer shied away from the hobgoblin but slapped his back as much as they did hers.

      “We thought we’d never see you again!” one called.

      “Trust you to be different,” another added and drew a few chuckles.

      She smiled at their greetings and looked for Claude.

      “That had to be the dumbest thing I’ve ever seen.” He shook his head as he circled his hand over it. “It’s time to move out, people.”

      Kaylin stared at him and caught the tiniest twitch of his lips as he looked at the two of them.

      “And one of the bravest,” he told the hobgoblin, “running up the back of a snake to rescue a man who almost got us all killed because he ignored you.”

      He glared at the mercenary in question and Kaylin noticed the bandages that swathed his hands and wrists. Her nose caught the distinctively sharp scent of a healing unguent and she wondered if it would be enough to restore the use of his acid-burned hands.

      Rahl shrugged. “I couldn’t exactly leave him behind,” he protested. “He’s one of the cohort.”

      “I would have,” Hadrik muttered. “That useless, stiff-necked turdlet almost cost us the commission.”

      Kaylin stared at him and Claude glared.

      “At least one of us stands by his comrades,” he snapped and glanced at her. “Two,” he amended and added, “I’ll need your usual tricks to help us get back to the Rest without incident.”

      “Done,” she confirmed.

      “I see you gave the old witchdoctor a workout,” the captain commented as he led them out of the ruin and into the street.

      She shook her head sheepishly. “It was all I could think of with the basilisks waking up. I needed something to hold their attention while Rahl and I got out of there.”

      “Well, it did that,” he assured her. He glanced at where the rest of the company walked with Rahl in their midst. “He’s as crazy as you are.”

      From the way he said it, he approved—albeit grudgingly—and she smiled. When she glanced over her shoulder, Denir walked alongside the hobgoblin and they conversed quietly. Hadrik and Elliot walked a few paces behind and for once, didn’t look like they wanted to put a sword in his back.

      “He saved one of their own,” Claude told her quietly. “That means much in a world where your best chance of survival is the man or woman next to you.”

      Kaylin nodded, drew a deep breath, and strengthened her control on the spell she used to keep them blurred.

      The next time she looked back, Rahl met her gaze. She smiled, happy to see him walking with company rather than alone, and he grinned in return.

      It was a brief flash of his teeth before his gaze flicked to the ruins beyond the company as though searching for danger. While it was good to be back with friends, they both knew how close they’d come to not coming back at all. It had been too close.

      Next time, we need to find an easier way to make friends, she decided.

      The company had fallen into a tired silence by the time they reached the Rest’s outer walls, but the mood lifted when the gates opened for them and they marched through.

      “Well, they didn’t get eaten!” someone remarked loudly from the walls.

      The comment was followed by rough laughter.

      “I thought they’d be snake bait for sure…” another responded with feigned petulance and soft chuckles rippled through the Dragon Claws. “Now I lost my bet.”

      “It was close!” one of the team called in response.

      “That doesn’t get me my money back!” the second man pointed out but his laughter confirmed he wasn’t terribly upset about it. “How close?”

      “Well, Rahl here got to ride one like a pony.”

      “Sure, he did because I can see him walking right there with you.”

      “He very nearly wasn’t!”

      “Now, that I’d believe.”

      “Let’s get everything upstairs,” Claude ordered, his tone low and rasping, “before someone gets the idea they want to try to scramble our take.”

      They complied without argument but grumbled when the captain made sure their equipment was stowed and locked away before he let them leave.

      “Children,” he muttered and waited while they filed out. He nodded to Kaylin as she was about to leave.

      “They’ll be celebrating tonight,” he told her. “No doubt they’ll want someone to illustrate a story.”

      “I’ll be there,” she assured him with a smile.

      Despite that, she almost left when she reached the taproom and was greeted by shouts and raised glasses.

      “To the craziest wizardess in the Doom!” She blushed at the praise and she lowered her head.

      The taproom was full and she noticed several dark-blue tabards amidst the Claws’ black-and-white, as well the green-and-red of another company. This was the busiest she’d seen it in a while.

      “The company’s paying,” Hadrik told her when she went to place her meal order at the counter. He caught her arm. “And Denir needs you. It seems some here don’t believe we went into the nest.”

      “What?” Kaylin demanded as someone thrust a mug of ale into her hand. “Of course we went into the nest.”

      Murmurs came from various corners of the room, some daring her to prove it. For a moment, she was tempted to get one of the basilisk eggs from where they’d been stored but fortunately thought of what might happen if someone got drunk enough to drop it.

      Yes, let’s not do that. She sighed. It’s safer to simply tell the story.

      “Before we begin,” Denir intoned from his place near the fire, “I’d like you all to raise your glasses to Kaylin…” He turned slightly and nodded to the hobgoblin. “And Rahl here.”

      Soft protest rose at the mention of the hobgoblin’s name but the Claws turned, clapped their hands to the hilts of their swords, and glared toward the noises. The storyteller hurried on. “Without whom, our company would be one member short today.”

      He flourished his hand toward the bandaged mercenary. The man hung his head and raised his arms obligingly. Denir raised his tankard.

      “Kaylin and Rahl!” he called and took a hearty sip while he waited for the answering shouts to die down. He moved his mug away from his lips and raised it again. “Rahl and Kaylin!”

      The Dragon’s Claws toasted their teammates enthusiastically.

      “To the basilisks!” Claude added. “Whose eggs will restore our honor.”

      “The basilisks!” the company shouted in reply.

      “May the hells take their scaley hearts,” Elliot muttered and glanced worriedly at his bandaged comrade.

      “To safe travels,” another added.

      “Travels where?” someone asked from the gathered mercenary companies.

      “To Waypoint!” the Claws responded in a full-throated roar and drained their tankards.

      “Waypoint!” the rest of the inn replied and another toast was drunk to the gateway to the Valley.

      Clay came from the bar and drew Claude aside.

      “It’s a fine night,” he stated. “Why don’t you eat under the stars?”

      Judging from his tone, Kaylin thought he was giving an order rather than a suggestion but Claude gave him a wry grin and cast a speculative glance at his troops.

      “It’ll be cheaper that way,” he replied.

      The innkeeper nodded sagely. “I expect so,” he answered, “and I’ll throw in a discount for the convenience of not having to order tables to replace those that would otherwise be broken.”

      She wondered what he meant by that but Claude nodded and smiled at his team.

      “They do seem a little rowdy,” he observed.

      “And they’re barely into their fourth round,” Clay reminded him.

      The captain reacted with raised eyebrows and Kaylin thought he looked a little alarmed. “How far away is the meal?”

      “I’ll carry it through so all they have to do is follow their noses,” the proprietor answered and Claude looked relieved.

      “I’d be much obliged.”

      The Dragon’s Claws followed the food out into the forecourt between the inn and the gates. Clay and Chloe had been busy and trestle tables stood in a row, lit by torches. Enough bench seats to accommodate the company had been placed on either side of them, and the mage wondered how long it had taken the innkeeper to arrange.

      The team settled to their food, shared banter over the meal, and asked one another what they planned to do when they reached Waypoint.

      Claude made it clear they wouldn’t be there for long but that didn’t dull the company’s excitement.

      It made Kaylin almost envious to hear them planning tavern crawls or what equipment they would upgrade and where. Some of the names they mentioned were familiar enough to make her ache with the realization of how much she missed the city and her friends.

      The discussion was interrupted when one of the High Blades approached to ask how they’d evaded the basilisks. Although Claude wouldn’t give them the secrets, he was willing for the company to tell them the story of the raid.

      Which was how Kaylin ended up on the roof of the inn’s porch with the rest of the company and most of the inn’s guests gathered below. She could see the different-colored tabards and several faces she almost recognized, as well as one familiar one.

      Gunter leaned against the wall near the gate and a faint smile played on his lips as he watched her illustrate Denir’s tale. It was a little after midnight, and her teammate sat on the roof and dangled his legs over the edge while she stood behind him as he related the story.

      “So to give the basilisks something worthwhile to wake up to,” he stated and waved drunkenly in her direction, “our girl here lights the sky up with her favorite show of all time—”

      A slow chant from the mercenaries gathered below interrupted him.

      “Bug. Bear. Bug. Bear. Bug. Bear. Bug. Bear.”

      It wavered and fell away when he raised his hand. “Yes,” he told them. “Guessing dancing lights would do nothing to draw their attention when prey threatened their nests, she conjured prey in the sky…then set it on fire.”

      “From what I heard, that wouldn’t be the first time!”

      “I thought it was her drakeling that did that.”

      Chuckling, Denir glanced at Kaylin.

      “You’d better set the record straight, girl.” He laughed. “Show them that furry old magician with his ass well and truly alight.”

      Kaylin caught a look of apprehension on Gunter’s face as she lifted her tankard and made a show of draining it, tossed the vessel over her shoulder, and raised her hands. His eyes narrowed with interest when she sketched the gestures she needed to conjure the basilisks and lift their heads slowly.

      When Kaylin conjured the bugbear witchdoctor, his eyes widened in surprise and he sputtered into laughter as the spellcaster scampered into being above the basilisks’ heads, his tail end shooting jets of flame behind him.

      She giggled at his reaction and brightened the effect as she let the basilisks sink from sight while drunken laughter and cheers echoed from the inn’s forecourt. With her energy focused on the bugbear, she conjured new antics for him and the flames grew larger until her audience wept tears of laughter.

      “Hey!” The shout reached her from the walls and it didn’t sound amused. “Put that out!”

      The bugbear wavered and turned to face the wall.

      “What?” Kaylin shouted.

      “I said cut the fireworks!” the voice shouted back. “What are you, deaf as well as dumb?”

      “Aw, let her have her fun,” the mercs below protested drunkenly.

      “I said, put it out,” the guard replied. “Before you have the beacons lighting all the way to Tulon’s Waypoint. Put it out now!”

      She glanced at Claude and he drew his finger across his throat in a signal for her to cut the display. Besides, the guards sounded serious. Much to the disappointment of those below, she ended the bugbear illusion in a shower of colored light.

      They cat-called and jeered their disappointment and she flopped onto the roof. The world was more than a little blurry around the edges and it felt like the awning swayed under her feet—an impossibility given that it was made of solid timber and slate.

      “Another round before bed,” Claude called and the jeers turned to cheers until he added, “And I do mean bed.”

      A shadow fell over Kaylin and she opened her eyes as Denir extended a hand.

      “Come on,” he told her. “It’d be better if we didn’t make Claude carry you down.”

      He had a point. She took his hand and let him help her off the roof. When she caught sight of Gunter, he smiled at her and waved as her teammate steered her to a bench beside the captain.

      For a nobleman, the High Blades mage didn’t seem so bad.
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        * * *

      

      Kaylin didn’t go straight to bed. Given that she wasn’t leaving with the rest of them, she assumed she didn’t need to—and besides, maybe Gunter would be up late too.

      To her disappointment, he wasn’t and she simply settled into her usual place and nursed another mug of the Rest’s finest dark ale. She wasn’t left on her own for long, however, since Rahl slid in beside her.

      She raised her head and blinked to try to clear the fuzziness from her eyes.

      “Hi.” She greeted him slowly, the words a little thick on her tongue. “How you doing?”

      “I am doing fine,” the hobgoblin replied and studied her with a slightly bemused expression. “Although you appear to be suffering the effects of many ales.”

      “That’s nothing to be sneezed at,” she told him, not sure whether she should be insulted by his observation or not. She prodded him in the chest. “What can I do for you?”

      He shook his head. “I came to thank you,” he told her seriously. “Without your intervention at the nest, I would not be here tonight.”

      “Nope,” she told him with a slight shake of her head. “You’d be snake soup.”

      He wrinkled his face in distaste. “Yes.”

      Kaylin placed a hand on his arm. “I couldn’t leave you behind. That would have been very wrong.”

      “You should have left me behind,” he told her gravely. “What you did could have ended very badly for both of us.”

      “And what you did…” She poked him, then looked at her finger in confusion for a moment before she looked up, the finger forgotten. “Could have ended badly for you.”

      The hobgoblin shrugged. “He is part of our cohort,” he explained. “What else was I supposed to do?”

      “Well, the rest of them were running away,” she pointed out.

      “You weren’t,” he replied and she froze suddenly and stared at him with a surprised look on her face.

      “I suppose not,” she conceded, “but what else was I supposed to do?”

      “Exactly,” Rahl responded. “And what you did created a debt between us. I owe you my life.”

      Kaylin shook her head and waved her hand at him in drunken negation. “Uh-uh. No way, Rahl. You—” She poked his chest again. “Don’t owe me anything.”

      He caught her hand and set it on the tabletop. “I do,” he told her solemnly, “and my life is yours.”

      She stared at him, let his words sink in, and tried to think of a way to refuse his pledge without causing offense.

      “How about…” she suggested and closed her hand around his forearm. “How about we simply be partners and look after each other, no matter where we are?”

      The hobgoblin smiled and laid his hand over hers. “Done,” he told her. “We will be partners and keep each other from harm.”

      “Good,” she agreed and swayed slightly in her seat, “because I could do with a good partner.” She moved closer to him and regarded him blearily. “I have a secret.”

      Rahl looked apprehensively at her. “That is not a surprise,” he told her. “Everyone has secrets.”

      “Maybe,” she responded, looked around, and leaned closer, “but this one is a very big secret. Thish one is impressive…no…” She thought a moment. “Important.”

      “Uh-huh…” he acknowledged warily.

      “And I might need your help since you can…can read elvish.”

      “Kaylin!” Wivre stirred and poked his head out of his satchel in protest. “No. We hardly—”

      She ignored him, patted his head, and lowered her voice to a whisper.

      “I’m lookin’ fer the library.”

      Rahl frowned at her in confusion. “Library?” he whispered because it seemed important to her that neither of them said it too loudly.

      Not that it would matter. Most of the mercenaries had gone to bed after the guards had ended her magical display. Many of those who hadn’t gone upstairs had collapsed under the tables in the inn’s taproom and were snoring.

      “The…the elf library,” she said furtively and clutched his arm. “Their magical library.”

      “I see.” He nodded sagely.

      Her eyes lit up. “Do you know it?”

      He shook his head sadly. “I know of many things,” he replied solemnly. “Beasts, both magical and mundane since that was my trade, and I know about which parts of a beast are best to harvest, and about alchemy and trap-making, but magic? That remains a mystery to me.”

      Kaylin sighed and blew a lock of hair out of her face as she leaned away from him a little. She picked her tankard up and peered into it.

      “Thatsh a pity,” she murmured and at first, he thought she was talking about the state of her ale but then she continued. “I was hoping you might know where it is.”

      Rahl raised his eyebrows.

      “Now there’s another secret I don’t have,” he replied and forestalled her disappointment when he raised his hand. “But it is common knowledge among the humanoid races that there is much magic in the mountain.”

      “No shit!” Wivre exclaimed and she lowered her gaze to stare at him, then shoved his head into the satchel and dropped the flap over the top. “Hey!”

      Oblivious to the little dragon’s commentary, the hobgoblin continued. “This is, in part, why many of the humanoid races avoid going into it.”

      “But why?” she asked. “There’s nothing wrong with a little magic.”

      He sighed and studied her carefully. “Perhaps not in the way humans use it,” he agreed, “or perhaps even in the way the elves used it. But among the goblins and hobgoblins, the bugbears, ogres, and the rest, magic is used only to kill and dominate.”

      Kaylin stared at him and his mouth pinched as he thought for a moment before he tried to explain.

      “It’s a tool used to punish and harm their people or others. Or it’s used by others to punish and dominate them. Never have I seen it used as you do.”

      She pouted and looked disappointed. “So, you won’t go into the mountain to help me look for it?” she whispered, her gaze fixed on his.

      Rahl shrugged and covered her hands with his. “While I am not eager to go into the mountain, I will do so for your sake.” He forestalled the excitement rising to her face when he added, “For your sake and your honor, I swear to walk with you through whatever danger you might face.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ELEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Despite her plans to sleep in, Kaylin was up early to see the rest of the company off. She didn’t want to admit it but she would miss them.

      “Stay out of trouble while I’m gone,” Claude told her gruffly. “I’m sorry you can’t come with us but that’s the way it is—and I want my mage waiting when I get back. I don’t need to try to find another one as good.”

      Kaylin blushed at his words.

      “Stay local, girl,” he told her, “or go out with someone you can trust.” He delivered this with a meaningful look at Rahl. “I want you both waiting for us when we get back. Understood?”

      They nodded quickly before he turned and strode toward the group that was ready and waiting.

      His words went a long way toward making her feel better and she climbed the walls to find a vantage point from which she could watch them leave. To her relief, nothing molested them as they proceeded to the edge of the Doom.

      She tried to follow their passage after they’d passed out of sight but knew it was both futile and foolish.

      “You need to get down now.” The guard’s gruff order interrupted her staring and she started. “Sorry.” He shrugged. “But them’s the rules.”

      “Thanks,” she told him before she descended to the forecourt without argument.

      The inn seemed quieter than usual, something she raised with Clay as she went in for breakfast.

      He grinned at her. “Everyone’s laying low after last night,” he told her. “Your guys certainly know how to throw a party.”

      Kaylin shook her head, then wished she hadn’t and put her hand on her forehead. “About that…” she said and grimaced and he grinned.

      “Hanne has a tea for that. I’ll add it to your bill.” He turned and walked to a shelf on the wall from which he retrieved a covered brown jar. “Not that you will enjoy it much.”

      Kaylin returned to her table, sat next to Rahl in companionable silence, and stared into the fire while she wished the pounding in her head would subside.

      “You should drink,” the hobgoblin advised when the clatter of pots and pans in the kitchen made her wince. “It will help.”

      “I think I did enough drinking last night,” she informed him and he snorted.

      “Water—or tea. Something without alcohol,” he advised. “Your body needs to recover.”

      “What are your plans for the day?” she asked, as much to change the subject as for something to talk about.

      “My weapons and armor need maintenance,” he told her. “I will be…” His brow wrinkled.“Is there somewhere quiet I can do that? I would like to be outside.”

      “There is a graveyard,” Kaylin suggested and he gave her a shocked look.

      “It seems disrespectful for a humanoid to clean and sharpen his weapons amongst the dead who similar weapons might have put into their graves.”

      “Oh…” She furrowed her brow as she searched for an alternative, but her head throbbed and her stomach roiled and she couldn’t think of anything that would help him.

      When he saw her pained look, Rahl slapped her on the shoulder.

      “I will find a place,” he assured her. “One that is both out of the way and that will not cause offense.”

      “I’m sorry,” she told him. “I didn’t think of what it would look like.”

      He grunted an acknowledgment, then asked, “And you? What will you do today?”

      Kaylin looked vaguely around the taproom. She hadn’t thought about what she’d do for the rest of the day, let alone how she’d fill her time while the others were away. While she could use the time to study the scrolls and tomes she’d found, she’d already worked through most of them.

      What she needed was something new but she’d promised Claude she wouldn’t stray too far from the inn while the Claws were in Waypoint—or on their way to and from it. She sighed.

      “I’ll think of something.”

      “I’m sure you will,” he agreed as Chloe set their breakfasts on the table before them.

      At the smell of bacon, the dragonette scrambled from his satchel in a jingle of coin. The sound made Rahl raise his eyebrows and look hastily at the bag. Kaylin put a finger to her lips to signal silence. The last thing she wanted was to have to put up with a dragon in a sulk, regardless of its size.

      Wivre crouched over his plate and ate with rapid bites while he rumbled a low, continuous growl at the hobgoblin. The sound went right through Kaylin’s head and she wrapped her hand around the tiny dragon’s snout, pulled it to draw his focus to her, and stooped so they were eye to eye.

      “Eat quietly,” she snapped. “He has his own breakfast and is not interested in yours.”

      Wivre’s eyes widened and she shook him gently.

      “Please.” Her hard gaze softened. “I have the mother of all headaches.”

      Rahl nudged the tea. “Drink this. It’ll help. And leave your poor drakeling alone. He’s only protecting his food.”

      “Protecting my food?” Wivre stopped, momentarily lost for words. “As if I’m some kind of beast?”

      He flicked his tail twice in irritation and moved off his bacon to crouch next to it and take a cautious bite.

      Kaylin flinched at the sound and he paused. When she didn’t shout at him—or growl—he continued but crunched as quietly as he could. He didn’t even look when the hobgoblin signaled the kitchen for a second cup of tea.

      “Let me check your weapons too,” Rahl suggested kindly. “Didn’t you say you needed to study your spells again?”

      She hadn’t but she nodded gratefully. Not only would her weapons be looked after better than she could manage herself, but the extra tasks would keep him out of her hair longer and give her time to think.

      His words had sparked an idea, however. She did need to improve her selection of spells and that meant she had to find another mage who might be willing to swap some of their knowledge for some of hers.

      What had Gevitter had said? There was some kind of trading network for mages. That, she decided, would be her focus while the Claws were away. It wasn’t like she needed to go out and forage.

      She had enough saved from the previous missions to see her through, and her room was paid up well into the next season. Besides, she could benefit if she made some connections and Claude would be glad to see her improving her knowledge.

      As she sipped her tea, she tried to work out how she should go about it.

      First, I need to meet some mages.

      Looking around, she realized she was in the best place for that. Everyone who came to the Doom came through the Rest.

      At least to start with, she mused when she recalled Gevitter.

      The tea settled her stomach and slowly, she began to eat. Rahl didn’t say anything but finished his breakfast in double-quick time, cleared his plate, and stood from the table.

      “Key,” he said and held his hand out.

      “What?”

      “I need your key if I am to work on your weapons,” he told her.

      “Oh,” Kaylin dug into her belt pouch, pulled it out, and handed it to him. The wards would deactivate as soon as he turned it in the lock.

      “What are you doing?” Wivre demanded in alarm. “My hoard is up there.”

      “It’ll be fine,” Kaylin assured him. “It’s guarded by magic, remember?”

      He subsided but she could sense that he wasn’t happy. It didn’t matter, though. Rahl could be trusted, no matter what the little dragon thought. He had pledged his life to her, for the gods’ sakes.

      She didn’t pass that on to Wivre. If he had missed the conversation, that was his problem—and probably a good thing. He didn’t need to know everything that went on between her and the hobgoblin.

      When she’d finished eating, she lifted her second cup of Hanne’s tea and propped her elbows on the table while she sipped it. She decided that if she spent any length of time in the taproom in the future, she’d better have her journal and something to study.

      Firstly, because it would let other mages know what she was and secondly, because she couldn’t bear the idea of waiting for long periods with nothing to do. Rahl returned and placed her key on the table.

      He carried her dagger and the short sword Claude insisted she have. Seeing it reminded her that she’d been told to practice with it as well. She sighed and acknowledged that she could ask Rahl to help her with that too. It would probably be safer than asking anyone else.

      Noting that as something else she could do, Kaylin scooped her key up and returned to her tea.

      “So,” Wivre began when the hobgoblin had left, “what are we doing today?”

      “I’ll go to my room to get my books and I’ll come back here to wait for a mage.”

      “The network?” He caught on fast.

      “If I can find it,” she agreed.

      “Oh, you’ll find it,” the little dragon assured her. “The trick will be getting them to admit you have found it.”

      She sighed. “That’s what I’m afraid of.”
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        * * *

      

      The first day of waiting passed uneventfully. The other mercenary companies came for breakfast and some went straight out into the ruins on commissions while others found a distant corner to plan an assault into the mountain.

      Kaylin wasn’t close enough to hear the details of that and she wished she was, but it wouldn’t do to pry. Instead, she sat in her corner and worked slowly through another elven text that seemed to have more to do with the plants to be found in the Valley’s forests than anything else.

      It was interesting from the point of view that she could soon put a name to some of the plants she’d seen around the Doom, but that was the limit of its usefulness. Still, she remembered that an entire wall had been dedicated to the field of study in the Academy’s basement.

      The memory of it made her flinch and she wondered if any of those lessons remained. Had the magisters managed to pry the secret from Mirielle or the knowledge of what was in the gardens from the other students?

      While she hoped not, she knew the kind of pressure the magisters could bring to bear and didn’t hold much hope. Had any of those she’d helped been allowed to remain to finish their studies?

      She forced her attention to the tome she’d chosen and stifled a heartfelt sigh. So many questions nagged at her and she had almost a little over two full seasons before she could see Captain Delaine again to have them answered.

      It was one of the longest days she’d ever had and she swore to be more careful about what text she chose for the next day’s wait. The only bright point was when Gunter asked if he could join her for supper.

      Rahl gave grudging permission and sat quietly as the two mages began to talk.

      “So why did you join the Claws?” Gunter asked. “Surely you had better options, being Academy-trained.”

      Kaylin stared at him. “I didn’t complete my first year,” she reminded him but decided at the last minute to not tell him the whole story. “And the Claws offered me a place.”

      “Of course—Gaudin,” he muttered and she responded with a shaky laugh.

      “Her methods are effective.” She changed the subject before he could think about possible questions. “What are the Blades like?”

      “Why?” he asked and his face sharpened with interest. “Are you thinking of joining?”

      “No.” Kaylin shook her head. “I like working with the Claws and I get a fair share of what we make.”

      “A share?” Gunter was astounded. “You mean you don’t make anything when the company isn’t paid?”

      Not that it was any of his business. “I put some aside for times like that,” she told him. “You?”

      “Oh, I don’t have to worry about that,” he told her smugly. “I get a wage.”

      “What happens if the company makes a good haul?” she asked.

      He shrugged. “I get the same wage but I still get it if they fail a commission. It’s safer that way.”

      She nodded and tried to not let him know what she thought of that. While she could see why he might feel that way, she was glad to be paid extra for the harder jobs.

      “What about magic?” she asked. “What’s your specialty?”

      It felt weird to ask this kind of thing but he didn’t act like he thought so.

      “Earth,” he told her. “It takes time to perfect but it’s the most useful kind to have when you’re under the mountain and need to make sure the tunnel you’re in won’t come down on you.”

      “What about the monsters?” Kaylin asked and recalled the lich and the undead with an inward shudder.

      He shrugged. “That’s what the fighters are for. With the correct enchantments on their weapons, they can deal with almost anything.”

      She wondered how long he’d been with the company and how many times he’d been under the mountain because she had her doubts. Rather than voice them, though, she asked him where the company had taken him and spent a pleasant evening listening to him talk about distant lands the High Blades had visited.

      When one of the warriors wearing the company tabard stopped at the table, she was almost sad.

      “We have a long day tomorrow, Gunter.”

      At his words, the young man colored and rose hurriedly from his seat.

      “I’ve got to go,” he stammered. “Nice talking to you, Kaylin.”

      “Same,” she replied and her gaze followed him as he headed up the stairs.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, she spoke to Clay.

      “Do you know if any mages are staying here at the moment?” she asked, sure that if anyone knew who was staying at the inn, it would be him.

      He raised his eyebrows. “Why? Are you looking for Gevitter?”

      Kaylin tried for a casual shrug but knew he’d see right through it.

      “I was looking for someone to trade magic with,” she told him. “Gevitter mentioned there were some who did that.”

      His eyes brightened but she couldn’t tell if it was with curiosity or because he found her entertaining. “None at the moment,” he told her, “but I’ll point out any newcomers if you like.” He paused. “You’ll have to make your own introductions, though, and I’ll thank you to keep my name out of it.”

      “Deal,” she told him and ordered her breakfast.

      She spoke as soon as Rahl joined her. “So Claude said I should find someone to teach me how to use my short sword,” she began when he sat at the table.

      Wivre uttered a derogatory huff and she laughed and poked the little dragon in the shoulder.

      “See? Even he knows how bad I am,” she told the hob.

      He regarded her with a solemn amber gaze. “The captain said I should assist you with that,” he told her. “I planned to raise it.” He smiled. “But since you have asked, I would be honored to help you improve your skills with the blade,” he assured her. “Don’t eat too much for breakfast.”

      Kaylin wondered what he meant but shrugged the advice away and ate her usual amount. Rahl said nothing but later, he was merciless in his instruction. Even though he insisted they practice with wooden blades, she was covered in bruises where he’d shown her the flaws in her defenses.

      “Will you study after lunch?” he asked when they returned to the taproom for the midday meal.

      “Yes.” She nodded, grateful for a valid reason to bow out of another rigorous session.

      “Then I shall continue to train until supper,” he told her.

      She wondered why he thought he needed her approval but didn’t broach it. It was probably tied into some weird hobgoblin concept to do with cohort or honor or life debts and she didn’t want to mess with it.

      After lunch, he went out to the practice yards and she went upstairs to study. She decided there was no point in setting up downstairs if there were no mages.

      That evening, the High Blades were conspicuously absent and she ate a quiet meal with Rahl and Wivre. The hobgoblin talked a little about the kinds of monsters that took shelter in the mountain and what he knew of them from hunting them—or being hunted by them—through the ruins. Kaylin shared what she’d learned from that day’s study.

      It didn’t seem like a fair exchange but he didn’t appear to mind.

      The days settled into a pattern after that—morning training with Rahl, afternoon study, and supper with Rahl—and with Gunter if the High Blades were at the inn. Each morning, she would look at Clay and he would shake his head.

      “No one new,” he’d say and she’d thank him and continue with her routine.

      One morning, he smiled and pointed unobtrusively at a woman dressed in traveling leathers with a pack on the bench beside her and a gnarled staff leaned against the wall. The mage’s arrival immediately threw her day into chaos.

      Kaylin smiled, thanked him, and moved to her usual table but throughout the meal, she studied the newcomer and wondered what she was reading as she sipped her tea. It didn’t take Rahl long to pick up on her interest.

      “Are we training this morning?” he asked quietly and flicked his gaze toward the wizardess.

      “Maybe later,” she hedged and he nodded.

      “I’ll be at your back,” he informed her and leaned back in his seat.

      Exactly what I need. She tried to think of a way to approach the woman.

      In the end, she decided on the direct approach and aware of Rahl shadowing her like some kind of bodyguard, she wandered to the newcomer’s table.

      “Good morning,” she said and cleared her throat slightly. She indicated the seat opposite the mage. “Is this seat taken?”

      “Is it too warm at the fire?” the woman asked and revealed that she’d seen where she had come from.

      “Something like that,” she agreed and slid into the chair. “I wondered if we could talk.”

      Inwardly, she cursed herself for being so awkward but the wizardess merely inclined her head.

      “What would you like to talk about?” she asked and a slight smile tugged at her lips.

      “I’m trying to expand my spell list,” she told her frankly and the woman’s smile faded.

      “I’m not taking apprentices,” she said curtly and frowned when Kaylin shook her head.

      “With all due respect, I’m not looking to become an apprentice,” she admitted. “I’m merely looking to learn new spells.” The woman’s frown grew deeper. “Or somewhere I could look to find my own,” she continued. “I’d be willing to trade.”

      Her last statement brought a quiet snort from the mage. “Trade,” she stated like she couldn’t quite believe what she’d heard.

      “Knowledge for knowledge or spell for spell,” she explained. She knew she was going about things the wrong way but had no idea what mistake she was making or how to fix it. Why hadn’t this information been taught before she left the school?

      “It’s an interesting concept,” the mage conceded, “but I’m afraid I have nothing to offer.”

      Kaylin stared at her, not quite able to mask her disbelief. The woman picked her book up and propped it in one hand while she lifted her tea with the other. She sipped calmly from her cup and looked at the younger mage.

      “Are you still here?” she asked pointedly and added, “I was certain you said you had matters to attend to.”

      She arched one eyebrow and gave her a look that suggested she should leave.

      “It’s time to go,” Wivre announced. “Now, I think. Now—yes, now—would be excellent timing.”

      Unnerved by the sudden alarm in the little dragon’s voice when the wizardess hadn’t done anything even slightly threatening, Kaylin rose.

      “Thank you for your time,” she said quietly. “If you think of anyth—”

      “I won’t,” the woman assured her and the smile returned. “Goodbye, dear.”

      She left and caught Clay’s sympathetic glance as she moved to the stairs with Rahl in tow.
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        * * *

      

      The next encounter went no better—and maybe even worse since the visiting mage suggested she buy him an ale before he told her he’d be more interested in trade of another kind. Kaylin had turned, hooked her arm through Rahl’s, and grasped Wivre by the snout, then walked away before either of them could respond.

      “You should have let me roast his chestnuts!” the little dragon exclaimed, mantled his wings, and hissed fiercely.

      “He insulted your honor.” Rahl growled. “And did not treat you with respect. For that, I would teach him a lesson.”

      Kaylin shook her head. “He’d never learn it and besides, I might need him later. You are not to hurt him. Either of you,” she added and glared as fiercely at Wivre as she did at the hobgoblin.

      Rahl glanced at the little dragon and raised his eyebrows, but the dragonette ignored him.

      She looked from one to the other and strode toward the practice yards.

      “Come on. I could do with more bruises.”

      “Isn’t your ego bruised enough?” Wivre quipped and flew away to perch on the gutter overlooking the training area.

      Kaylin glared and shook her wooden blade at him as she stepped into the ring.

      Rahl smacked her on the hip, shoulder, and head in quick succession.

      “Pay attention,” he ordered and poked her in the stomach for good measure.

      “Ow!”
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        * * *

      

      As the other companies returned, Kaylin tried talking to their mages. They either weren’t interested in her or the price they all wanted was for her to join their group. No one seemed to be part of any kind of trading network.

      “What are you trying to do?” Gunter asked after Kaylin had returned from a particularly blunt rebuttal. She was red-faced and he was in good spirits enough to notice.

      The High Blades had returned to the Rest after another successful hunt and he had the evening free. The company commander had designated the next day one of rest and the young mage was buoyed by the prospect.

      Now, he gazed curiously at her.

      Kaylin sighed in exasperation. “I’m trying to see if there’s a network of mages I can trade magical knowledge with,” she admitted in a low tone and was shocked when he snorted with laughter.

      “Why do you want to do something like that?” he asked and smiled as though he found the thought entertaining.

      She scowled at him and his smile faded.

      “Oh…you’re serious?” he asked and she rolled her eyes.

      “Don’t worry about it,” she told him.

      “Wait…” He leaned forward. “You are serious.”

      “Uh-huh.” She nodded.

      He was immediately contrite.

      “I’m sorry, Kay. I only… It’s not something I’ve ever thought about. All I have to do is send to my magister or the conglomerate’s central office and I’ve got everything I need.”

      “Central office?” Kaylin asked. “I thought you were only one guild.”

      “We are,” Gunter assured her, “but we’re successful because we don’t operate on our own. We’re part of a network of companies working in concert. It makes it easier to make sure we don’t operate at cross-purposes to anyone else—although being obligated to assist can have its downsides too.”

      “I bet it does,” Wivre sniped and she stroked his back ridge to quiet him.

      “I thought we were supposed to help each other anyway,” Kaylin said. “You know, brother cohorts and all that.”

      He shook his head. “I like your world,” he told her, “but that’s not always how it works.”

      “Well, I know that,” she retorted, “but I’d like to think the High Blades aren’t the kind of company to not help another group that was in difficulty.”

      The young man sobered. “Of course they would,” he assured her. “I can’t see them doing otherwise.”

      Slightly mollified, she picked her ale up and stared into the fire. It was obvious that he wasn’t part of any magical trading network but it also explained why some of the other company mages she’d approached had looked puzzled by the concept of sharing knowledge.

      If all the so-called more reputable companies were part of a network of their own, it was unlikely their mages would be connected to anything else—or interested in finding an alternate source to increase their skills and resources.

      She shrugged internally. It seemed lazy to her. How could they rely on someone else having all the answers when they worked through a ruin that might contain undiscovered knowledge? It didn’t make sense. She simply couldn’t understand why others weren’t as hungry for magical knowledge as she was.

      “So how do you go about altering your spells?” she asked and Gunter gave her a startled glance.

      “Doing what?” he asked.

      “Well…say, for instance, you need to alter something in one way but you only know how to alter it in another. How do you go about changing the spell you know so it does what you want?”

      He looked at her like she should somehow have known the answer. “I go see the conglomerate library. Someone’s bound to have wanted to do that before and it’ll be in the records. Every mage has to log anything new there.”

      “But what if you can’t?” Kaylin asked in frustration. “What would you do?”

      “Oh…well, I guess I could always take a look at the aspects I’m using…” he began.

      He described essentially the same logic as she’d used in the beginning but it was interesting to hear someone else work through it. She was surprised that once he got past the idea of such things not being “official,” Gunter had a flair for it.

      “It’s fun,” he admitted, “but I’m not sure I’d like to rely on it.”

      She smiled. “It’s better than having nothing, though,” she reminded him.

      “Now that I have to concede,” he agreed.
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        * * *

      

      “We’ll have to go into the mountain,” Kaylin told Wivre the next morning. He scrambled from his satchel and regarded her with a shocked expression.

      She lay on her bed and stared at the ceiling, reluctant to get up and face another day with no progress. The company had been gone for a little over a week and she still hadn’t managed to find a way into the mage network Gevitter said existed.

      “Why?” the little dragon asked and peered intently into her face.

      “Because it’s the only way I’ll find any clues about that damn library,” she grumbled. “No one here will help me.”

      “There might be someone at breakfast,” Wivre suggested, his tone wistful. “We could wait for them while we eat the bacon.”

      His stomach rumbled and he lowered his nose to touch hers and blinked his green eyes at her.

      Kaylin chuckled at the pathetic display and shoved him gently off her chest so she could sit.

      “Fine, we’ll do it your way,” she muttered. “We’ll go hunt you down some bacon and then we’ll see if there’s anyone we can follow into the mountain.”

      “You know they’ll love that,” the dragon replied sarcastically and flitted onto the end of the bed.

      “No, they won’t,” she told him, “but most of them will let us tag along for a fee as long as we don’t get underfoot.”

      “And some of them will try to follow us and take whatever we find out from under us,” the dragonette pointed out.

      She sighed because he made a good point, but the truth of it narrowed her options. “Well, we won’t ask those if we can go with them, will we?” she replied.

      “They’re usually the most paranoid and most likely to kill us for following too closely,” the little dragon persisted.

      “They have to see us first,” she retorted.

      “But not before bacon,” Wivre insisted and she had to smile.

      “No,” she assured him as her stomach rumbled as if in agreement. “Not before bacon.”

      She finished getting dressed, hurried to the taproom, and wondered if she should even bother to ask if any new mages had arrived since the previous night. In the end, she didn’t have to.

      “The storm mage is back,” Clay told her as she approached.

      Relief and anger surged through her. “Where?” she asked, and the innkeeper raised both brows.

      “Sorry,” she said hastily and blushed. “But I—”

      “He’ll be down for supper,” the innkeeper answered and ignored her apology. “He looked done in when he arrived.”

      “Thank you.” She turned away.

      “You’ll have your usual?” Clay asked.

      “Please,” she replied and added, “and a little extra for the drakeling.”

      Clay rolled his eyes. “You’ll make him fat at the rate you’re going,” he reproved and earned a disdainful glare and a snarl from the little dragon.

      That made them both laugh and Wivre subsided onto her shoulder.

      “I don’t find either of you funny.”

      “Aren’t you glad you don’t have to go into the mountain today?” she teased, and he snorted.

      “I’m glad the storm mage has given you a reason to not go on a suicide run if that’s what you mean.”

      Kaylin had no reply to that but was glad she’d thought to stow her journal in the satchel. It meant she could study her spells quietly in her usual corner and watch the inn’s patrons come and go.

      And watch for one in particular. After what had happened at the hobgoblin camp, she had a few choice words to say to him.

      Her pencil snapped as she drew a variant of one of the gestures she knew. After the run-in with the basilisks, she wanted to be able to shield her friends from more than merely being seen. Using the spell that conjured a shield against magic, she tried to determine if it could be made to shield against acid—or arrows, she thought when she recalled the pursuit through the ruins.

      She pulled her dagger out, sharpened her pencil, and stared at the page. When she saw Gevitter, she would give him a piece of her mind.

      “You seem tense.”

      Wivre’s disapproving hiss and Rahl’s voice interrupted her furious planning.

      “Gevitter’s back,” she snapped and glared toward the door.

      “And you’re still angry with him for what happened with the cohort,” the hobgoblin observed.

      “When I see him, I’ll—”

      He placed a hand on her arm and she stopped.

      “What?”

      “Are you sure that’s the best approach?” he asked gently.

      “I’m not afraid of upsetting him, if that’s what you mean,” she responded.

      Rahl flashed his teeth in a hobgoblin grin and shook his head. “I didn’t think you were,” he told her, “but taking a piece out of him, no matter how well-deserved, might not be your best approach.”

      “What do you mean?” she asked as Chloe set his breakfast in front of him.

      He gestured to the inn around them and the movement encompassed some of the mercenaries who shambled in and the mage who’d rebuffed her the night before.

      “Think about what you need and what you have learned,” he suggested, took his hand off her arm, and picked his cutlery up.

      Kaylin stared at him. Her first instinct was to say she didn’t need Gevitter for anything but she bit it back.

      The truth was that she did need him. He was the one who’d told her about the mage network to begin with and he was the only contact she’d made who was willing to talk to her about it. More than that, the mages she’d spoken to hadn’t been willing to trade with her.

      Some of them had been happy to discuss the fact that there was magic in the ruins or the mountain but they had clammed up when she’d suggested they pool their knowledge or trade it for more.

      Most, she realized—and kicked herself mentally for her foolishness in not having seen it before—had been willing to talk to her about her knowledge, but none of them had revealed what they knew.

      “Those selfish, narrow-minded sonsabitches,” she murmured. Rahl gave her a sideways glance and his amber eyes glittered gold with amusement.

      She was slightly offended by his response but the revelation made her acknowledge something else before she could deliver a sharp comment. Instead, she retrieved her journal. Two, maybe three, distinct groups of mages frequented the Rest.

      First, there were those who belonged to companies like the High Blades and relied on some kind of central repository for the spells they needed. Most of them either didn’t see the point of trying to develop their own spells without the company or conglomerate’s oversight or were too lazy to put in any effort to develop their individual skills and knowledge.

      Or too scared, she decided when she considered some of the reactions she’d had. This had never occurred to her since she’d learned her magic largely by looking for the answers herself. It was one advantage of not having someone to spoon-feed her, although maybe she’d have learned faster if she had that kind of input.

      Gunter, she noted, belonged to that group, even though he’d seemed interested in the idea.

      And then there’s the fact that whatever they discover or develop has to be given to the repository, she recalled. They don’t get paid a bonus for finding or designing it. It’s like…like the company owns them and they’re not allowed a life outside it.

      “That can’t be right,” she murmured and drew another glance from Rahl.

      Kaylin held a hand up to forestall any questions, made a note of the companies and mages she thought might fit in that group, and turned the page. He glanced at her notes, his eyes alight with curiosity.

      “I’ll explain later,” she told him and scanned the taproom. The last thing she wanted was for any of the mages—or the companies—to get wind of what she was doing.

      The second group of mages, she thought, are those who aren’t part of the conglomerate—or is it conglomerates?

      Having raised the question of whether there was more than one organization of companies, she flipped the page back and made a note to check, then returned to the second list.

      But they do have some kind of outside support, be it the Academy, a master, or some other teaching organization. They don’t have to work on their own.

      She added two small adventuring companies like the Dragon’s Claws and listed the names of their mages. Tapping a finger on the page, she thought hard before she wrote two more names—individual mages who didn’t appear to belong to a group but who’d both mentioned a magister’s patronage. They weren’t going it alone.

      For a long moment, Kaylin stared at the list but couldn’t think of anyone else who might fit. With a sigh, she turned to a fresh page and headed it Three.

      This was for casters like herself who had no patron or organization that could help them advance their skills. They had to scrounge through the ruins looking for any scraps of magical knowledge they could find or had to work things out for themselves.

      Despite the fact that she’d essentially been compelled to go to the Academy and had endured the corruption and bullying that was the norm rather than the exception, she counted herself lucky. She’d had enough time there to learn the basic principles of magic and had the ability to build on them. It made her even more grateful for the little breeze or pressure that guided her fingers whenever she tried something new.

      Is there a god of magic? Or a goddess?

      She had never considered the possibility before and the question surprised her. The idea was both intriguing and appealing, but the thought that such a deity might take enough of an interest to guide her personally made her laugh.

      Like I’m anywhere near good enough for that kind of intervention. If I was, the magisters would have paid me much more attention, right?

      The third page held only five names—hers, Gevitter’s, and three others, one of whom was the mage who’d rebuffed her the night before. As she studied them, she realized that she was one of two who’d been hired permanently.

      Kaylin wondered if that was by choice. Did the other mages like working on their own or was it that they preferred to not be tied down? She could understand both those sentiments and suspected that she might feel the same one day. But how did they manage to expand their skills?

      Because they most certainly had. From the little she’d seen or heard about them, all those on the list were more experienced casters than she was. How did they get that far?

      While her ignorance about how they accomplished it was a little disappointing, she found some encouragement in the fact that if they could do it, so could she.

      She frowned at the list and considered what she knew about them, which wasn’t as much as she’d like. Her nose wrinkled in thought, she turned to a fresh double-page. Working around the edge, she skipped Gevitter and wrote down the second name, then linked it to what she knew about them and when she’d seen them. The process was repeated for all four of them.

      An idea occurred to her as she completed the mages on the third list and started to work on those on the second page. The times she’d seen them at the inn varied but her instincts pushed her to keep looking.

      An inner prompting made her add Gevitter in the center of the page and she linked him to the company of a mercenary captain she’d seen him talking to. Next, she connected him to each of the mages she’d seen him talking to at each of the times she’d seen him.

      “Oh…” She exhaled a sharp breath. “Oh.”

      Rahl leaned closer to see what she was working on. “Interesting,” he noted.

      “Yes,” Kaylin agreed and tapped her pencil on the page.

      She’d known the storm mage was a connection to the magical trade but had never suspected that he might be the hub.

      The person at the center of helping independent mages improve their skills and knowledge. Her mind raced with the possible ramifications of this. For one thing, it made the elven library as important to him as it was to her. It meant she would have to be very careful who she spoke to about her interest in elven magic and how much she said to them.

      Logic dictated that if Gevitter were the hub, such knowledge would be prime trading material for him. He might seek to control how far and how much of it was shared. Not only that, but the other mages might seek to gain his favor by selling what she shared with them.

      From her experiences with them, they seemed selfish enough to give information away if there was an advantage to it. Kaylin sighed and acknowledged that Rahl was right. She would have to approach the storm mage differently.

      Still, it irked her that he was probably the most likely source for the information she needed, especially since she would have to find a way to keep whatever she learned alone to herself until she was ready to share it.

      He would be very tricky to deal with and she would have to be very careful about how she interacted with him.
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        * * *

      

      Rahl interrupted her study to drag her out to the practice yards. “The captain wants you to train,” he reminded her, “and you should not disappoint him.”

      “This is a hobgoblin obsession, isn’t it?” she grumbled and he chuckled.

      “In the cohort, we did our best to keep our commanders happy.”

      “I never said Claude had told me to train.”

      He responded to her attempt to find an excuse with a feral grin. “No, but you said you needed to and magic will not always be the best tool to save you,” he reminded her. “What would you do if something stopped you from casting a spell? You’d be more likely to stab yourself than your enemy at the moment—and that’s if you managed to get your blade out of its scabbard.”

      “Thanks,” she retorted. “Thanks a lot.”

      “He has a point,” Wivre stated and she turned her head to glare at the little dragon.

      “Since when did I ask for your opinion?” she demanded.

      The hobgoblin looked at them and frowned a little as if he tried to work out what had drawn the comment from her.

      “Fine.” she capitulated begrudgingly. “Let’s get this out of the way.”

      “I’m not sure you’re looking at this the right way,” he said and she scowled.

      “My sword work is not that bad,” she told him and he quirked an eyebrow. Moments later, he showed her exactly how bad it was.

      “You need to move your feet,” he instructed. “You’re not anchored to the ground. If you were, you’d be a much easier target to hit.”

      “But you didn’t hit me,” Kaylin protested. “You took my feet right out from under me, no sword involved.”

      “Exactly,” the hobgoblin told her. “There’s more to winning a fight than stabbing something with your blade.”

      “Well, I know that,” she snapped and recalled some of the brawls she’d had in the Waypoint streets.

      “Then use that knowledge,” the hobgoblin urged. “The fight is about using all your skills to survive and not only your sword.”

      “But you’re supposed to be teaching me how to use that better,” she wailed.

      “You should not use it in isolation,” he replied and brought his blade up. “Ready?”

      He didn’t wait for an answer but moved into the attack and slapped the flat of his sword on her knuckles, her shoulder, and the side of her head.

      “Too slow,” he taunted.

      “Agh!” Incensed by his cheating, Kaylin darted forward.

      Rahl sidestepped and batted her blade aside, but she pivoted and hooked a foot behind his ankle.

      Her smirk of anticipation vanished when he lifted his foot and brought his boot down on her shin, but not hard enough to do any permanent damage. She landed on her butt and stared at his sword. Despite this, a small smile appeared when she stopped her blade in front of his thigh.

      He looked down and grinned. “You’re getting better,” he told her, took his foot off her leg, and stepped back. “Again.”
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        * * *

      

      Kaylin changed and headed down to dinner several hours later. Rahl had moved from sparring to drills, pushed her to learn the movements, and then to try to work out how to cast with one hand while she parried with the other. It had been a long afternoon but the introduction of magic into the training had been both challenging and interesting.

      Tired, sweaty, and hungrier than she had been in a long time, she’d been glad to spend time in the inn’s bathhouse when it was over. Her head felt clearer, oddly enough, and she wondered if that had been the hobgoblin’s aim all along.

      She might be tired but she’d also had time for her head to work through the mage dilemma while busy with the drills. In all honesty, she didn’t know whether to thank him or curse him. The latter appealed, however, since she ached all over.

      The taproom was busy when she entered and she looked around in surprise. Several companies, the High Blades included, had taken up the end of the room farthest from the fire. Some were fresh in from the field and at least one looked newly arrived from Waypoint.

      Kaylin frowned. What company used dark-gray with yellow borders?

      After a moment, she shook her head and pushed the question aside. She couldn’t think of any and decided she could always ask Clay later. In the meantime, she only wanted to see one face. She surveyed the taproom and located him seated on the other side of the fire not far from her usual seat.

      “Remember,” Rahl rumbled in her ear. He placed a heavy hand on her shoulder and made her wince, not only from the weight of it but also because he thought she had to be reminded.

      A little irritated, she shrugged it off. “I remember,” she assured him and went to speak to Clay.

      “You know where he is,” the innkeeper observed. “Were I you, though, I’d give him time to eat first.”

      Kaylin glanced at the storm mage as Chloe delivered his meal. The grateful smile he gave the girl and the way he focused immediately on his food were enough to convince her to heed the warning and wait until he’d finished.

      “The usual?” Clay asked, and she nodded and continued to her table.

      To her surprise, Gunter was already seated there and he smiled warmly in welcome.

      “I assumed you’d want to sit here again,” he told her, “and since I was here early…”

      Rahl nodded to the mage, who didn’t seem to notice. His gaze was fixed on her face.

      “I hope you don’t mind,” he added, his expression and demeanor uncertain.

      “I don’t,” she told him hastily when she realized that he might have mistaken her distraction for disapproval. “But I’ll have to leave early. There’s someone I want to see.”

      He nodded. “How have things been? I saw you trying to learn how to cast while fighting.”

      Kaylin blushed and glanced at Rahl. “You saw that, huh?”

      Gunter grinned. “It was impressive. I don’t know many mages who can do that—or do it well.”

      “It merely takes practice,” Rahl interjected and added pointedly, “Considerable practice.”

      Her cheeks reddened even further and she grimaced at him. “How do you defend yourself?” she asked the other mage. “When you’re out in the field?”

      He shrugged. “The High Blades have enough fighters that it’s not something I have to worry about, I guess.”

      “Huh. It sounds like a good deal,” she replied but more to be polite than anything else.

      “It’s a very good deal,” Gunter assured her, his eyes bright with enthusiasm. “I get my components at a cut rate, access to the central library, and a regular wage, and if a job doesn’t work out, I still get paid.”

      Which Kaylin didn’t and she wondered why he went to such pains to point it out again.

      “You know—” he began and she raised a hand.

      “I’m happy with the Claws,” she told him. Her glance slid over the massed companies and she asked, “So what’s the occasion?”

      His expression turned a little wary. “Company business,” he told her apologetically. “I’m not supposed to talk about it.”

      “We can always talk magic,” she suggested as Chloe brought their food.

      The waitress laughed. “As long as you don’t try to demonstrate it inside,” she told them. “Floor shows are one thing, but anything else… Let’s say if you think Clay is protective over his tables, you should see what happens if someone launches a fireball inside.”

      “I would never.” She gaped in mock denial.

      “That’s what you say,” the girl responded with a chuckle and bustled off to the next table.

      Gunter stared at her and she shrugged.

      “I wouldn’t,” she assured him.

      “Only illusions of bugbears in distress,” he teased.

      “That fire isn’t real.” She mock-pouted and glanced at Gevitter as she picked her fork up.

      Her companion snickered and they fell silent as they ate. Wivre sat in the middle of the table and alternated baleful glares between Gunter and Rahl but she ignored him. She was allowed to have friends, dammit, and she hoped she didn’t have to explain that to the little dragon and that he would simply get over his current resentment.

      There was nothing he could do to stop it, of course, and she was honestly surprised at this kind of reaction.

      As they ate, Kaylin thought about how she would approach the storm mage. When she’d come down that morning, she’d known exactly what she intended to say and had a mental list of every grievance and accusation she wanted to level at him.

      Now, she had to try something different.

      As soon as she’d cleared her plate, she walked to the bar and asked Clay if he had any good tobacco in the stores.

      “How good?” he asked her and followed her glance to the storm mage. “Oh…I might have something that would suit.”

      Wivre stuck his head out of the satchel as she lowered her hand to her belt.

      “Don’t even think about it.” He hissed in warning.

      “I wouldn’t dream of it,” she reassured him. “I have enough for this.”

      “Well, don’t expect me to bail you out if you don’t.”

      “Sshh.”

      The dragon snorted and dropped ungraciously into the satchel.

      Clay returned from the storeroom. “Two gold,” he told her and Kaylin raised an eyebrow.

      Despite her doubts, she put the required coin on the counter, then added another. “And two ales.”

      The coins vanished as she stowed the tobacco in her belt pouch while the innkeeper pulled her two dark ales.

      “Good luck,” he said cheerfully as he put the ales on the counter.

      “Thanks.” With one in each hand, she turned away. She felt Rahl and Gunter watching her as she walked past their table to the storm mage.

      “I need a way into the network,” she told him, placed one of the ales before him, and took the tobacco from the pouch.

      She put it beside the ale, slid into the seat opposite, and picked her ale up.

      He raised an eyebrow, then retrieved his pipe. Kaylin sipped her drink and waited, glad to have some way to occupy her hands. It was hard to sit still while the wizard packed the tobacco into the pipe bowl and lit it.

      Neither of them spoke while Gevitter savored his first puff, then the mage nodded, looked her in the eye, and replied.

      “I can, of course, make some introductions,” he told her gruffly, “but a large part of who to approach is knowing what you’re looking for.” He chuckled softly. “I assume you don’t wish to continue with your basilisk fetish?”

      Anger flashed through her and her jaw tightened, but she held her tongue. To her surprise, the mage’s face softened.

      “I’m sorry,” he stated gruffly and met her gaze.

      Kaylin stared at him, unable to trust herself to speak for a moment.

      “I heard how your meeting went,” he added as if she’d demanded an explanation. “To be honest, I’m surprised you’re here.” He paused and took a few more puffs on the pipe. “With that said,” he admitted, “I also know why you’re here. The truth is you don’t have any other option. No one else has been willing to trade, have they?”

      Heat spread across her cheeks and down her throat and she lowered her head. The mage regarded her with solemn regret.

      “If I had to judge myself based on what I’d done for you so far, I’d be inclined to say I’ve made a poor showing of myself. The fact that you need me can therefore be the only reason you’re here and that doesn’t do much for trust, now does it?”

      She had no idea how to respond. He had made a perfect summary of the situation and she knew he’d read the truth of it in her face, so there was no point trying to deny it. More than that, though, she was caught off guard by the way he’d bluntly called his behavior into question. It was no doubt the closest thing she’d get to an apology and it was entirely unexpected. Uncertain as to how to proceed, she merely waited and regarded him warily until he sighed heavily.

      “To make amends,” he continued, “I’ll try to point you to something you do want with no collateral or down payment. So, tell me, what are you looking for?”

      The offer was so unexpected that, for a minute, Kaylin said nothing. The storm mage must have understood some of the turmoil he’d unleashed because he puffed quietly on his pipe and simply let her think.

      Since she didn’t want to reveal her true search, it would be difficult to ask for clues that might lead her directly toward it. What she needed was something that would put her in a position to discover more clues on her own.

      “I’ve noticed that the more I study elven, the more I’m able to create new illusions,” she began and his eyes glittered with amusement.

      “Somehow, I don’t think you’ve sought me out so you can create a bigger-butted bugbear,” he observed and she blushed.

      “I don’t only create illusions for entertainment,” she explained hastily.

      “No, you use them for distraction too,” he informed her and she wondered what else his informant had told him and who they were. Given that the only people she’d seen around the bugbear lair and the basilisk pit had been Dragon’s Claws and they’d left before he’d returned, it couldn’t be one of them.

      “And to conceal my company when it moves,” she told him defensively. “And to soften the sound of their footsteps.”

      “I understand,” he replied soothingly. “Now, tell me how I can help you.”

      “Well,” she began, “I find that sometimes, I have to bend an enchantment I know in order to produce a spell that will fit the situation, and that using the ancient tongue tends to help me do that. The magic seems to respond better for some reason.”

      “And?” he prodded and gestured for her to continue—or to maybe get to the point although he sounded surprisingly patient.

      “So, I’d to trade for some kind of ancient knowledge I could study to get a better insight into what I’m doing and improve on it.”

      “Are you sure you don’t simply want a new selection of spells to choose from?” the mage asked, “because I could locate a contact for that in a few days.”

      “A new selection of spells would be good,” Kaylin conceded, “but they wouldn’t help me understand how to tweak spells on the fly. I’d have to hope they fitted whatever situation I found myself in.”

      “But you’d have more to choose from,” Gevitter countered.

      She shook her head. “I need some old lore. I’ve found that understanding how the Ancients approached magic helps me to develop the magic I know. Having new spells won’t allow me to do that. Understanding how magic works or how it used to work will.”

      The storm mage frowned and took a couple more puffs at his pipe.

      “So,” she pressed, “can you help me or not?”

      His brows knotted into a ferocious frown and she drew a sharp breath. For an instant, lightning had crackled through his eyes and his beard had sparkled with short bursts of light.

      “I could…” he responded cautiously, “perhaps know of a way for you to get your hands on some elvish lore—if elvish is what you mean by ancient?”

      “Elvish would do,” Kaylin told him and tried to sound a little casual. She didn’t want him to see her desperation since that would leave her wide open and give him leverage should he choose to exercise it.

      His eyes lit with amusement and she had the feeling he could see right through her.

      “In a pinch? Or does it interest you?” he challenged and kept his voice low.

      She pretended to consider it and tried to ignore the fact that he watched her with a small smirk. Finally, she gave a heartfelt sigh.

      “I have to admit it interests me,” she told him and he nodded.

      “Enough for what might be a difficult search?” he asked.

      “Enough that I sought you out after the last advice you gave me,” she dared to remind him.

      The storm mage froze in mid-puff, then finished drawing the smoke into his lungs.

      “You’d have to go into the mountain,” he told her and forestalled her protest as he continued, “but not by the main door and not too deep.”

      Kaylin drew a breath. “And?” she pressed.

      He took another leisurely puff at his pipe and cocked an eyebrow. “Are you still interested?”

      His eyes twinkled and she knew she’d amused him. She made a pretense of reluctance, not because she thought she fooled him so much as because it made her feel she had some measure of control.

      “That depends on what it is,” she replied, “but it sounds like the kind of thing I might be looking for.”

      “Only might?” he asked and looked around. “I suppose we can do business on a ‘might.’”

      Gevitter took his pipe from his mouth, moved his free hand through a quick series of gestures, and muttered a string of semi-familiar elvish. She focused, unable to help herself, and caught the syllable for silence and another that might have meant seclusion. He noticed her watching and smiled.

      A second later, the spell completed and the surrounding noise vanished. “There,” he told her. “Now our business will be private, safe from both magic and mundane means of observance.”

      “Do you do that often?” she asked and recalled all the nights he’d supposedly been absent.

      He gave her a startled glance, smiled, and his cheeks colored a little. “I could answer that question,” he informed her, “but it would come with a price. Are you sure your curiosity is worth it?”

      Kaylin thought about it, mainly because it opened a wealth of interesting possibilities she hadn’t thought about, then shook her head. If the mage roamed the inn in secret, there was probably a way she could work it out. A spell for detecting such things, perhaps? She filed it as something she might think about later and focused on her companion.

      “The location I have in mind is in one of the eyries you see rising above Tolan’s City. It’s a good deal higher than where your explorations have already taken you, and—” He paused as her eyes narrowed.

      How does he know that? Again, it made her feel very vulnerable to realize that someone had learned so much about her and her activities without her noticing them.

      When she didn’t interrupt, he continued. “It might have once been one of the many watchtowers used to observe both the slopes above and the valley around. I’m sure you’ve seen them?”

      She nodded and waited for him to continue.

      “Like many of the semi-intact structures left behind, this one may be home to monsters. In fact, given the number of flying beasts in the area, I would say it would be surprising if it was not.”

      “Do you have any idea what kind of flying beasts might inhabit it?” Kaylin asked, not quite able to keep the sarcasm from her voice.

      “I assume you’ve encountered such beasts before?” Gevitter asked and she shook her head. The mage’s eyes twinkled. “So that would be something else you’d wish to exchange for?”

      “You don’t miss a chance, do you?” she demanded and he smiled.

      “That’s the nature of the business,” he told her. “You have to understand the value of the knowledge you have to offer. So…do you wish to trade for what kind of flying monster you might encounter?”

      Kaylin didn’t like it, a fact mirrored in her scowl. It wasn’t the kind of generous-hearted knowledge exchange she’d envisioned, even if she could see his point. In the end, she decided it was the kind of information she could garner from talking to the other mercenaries that frequented the keep.

      Most of them wouldn’t demand an exchange for information offered in a chance to brag—and she also had Rahl. The hobgoblin had lived in the ruins all his life. He was bound to know what kinds of creatures were likely to be found in the eyries.

      While she was almost sure of it, if the hobgoblin didn’t know, Wivre might. She shook her head firmly and gestured to the storm mage to continue.

      “I don’t think I’ll need that,” she told him and his smile widened.

      “You learn quickly,” he told her approvingly. “Now, the location I’m thinking of isn’t in the tower itself but somewhere beneath it.”

      “How far beneath?”

      “Not far,” Gevitter replied, “but the only way to reach it is through the tower. It’s some kind of sanctum and while it wasn’t originally connected to the tower, the channel leading into it is through a fissure in the rock at the structure’s top.”

      “How?” Kaylin asked as she tried to picture it in her mind.

      “Oh, the towers aren’t free-standing,” he told her. “Many of them were built into the cliffs rising above Tolan’s City, which is why some still exist today. The building might be crumbling but the cliffs stand as strong as ever.”

      “And the access point to the…”

      “Sanctum,” he repeated. “From what I can tell, the location was some kind of sanctum like those sometimes used by mages, priests, or other scholars. It’s why I’ve suggested it as a suitable gesture of penance for your…uh, mishap with the Blademongers.”

      She drew a long, slow breath. A scholar’s sanctum! It was more than she’d hoped for.

      “So…we need to climb a tower to reach some kind of chamber in the mountain,” she concluded.

      Gevitter nodded and took another puff on his pipe. “Yes. The only way down is up, I’m afraid, as illogical as that sounds.”

      Kaylin pursed her lips. “And you’re sure it’s a scholar’s sanctum,” she stated cautiously. Given their history, she thought it wise to clarify.

      His lips twitched. “What I said was that from what I can tell, the location was a sanctum of the kind used by scholars, mages, or priests.” He puffed again and perfect spheres of smoke drifted toward the ceiling. “Do you accept this as suitable compensation for the trouble you encountered with the last information I gave you?”

      She hesitated and made a show of considering it. While it wasn’t what she’d expected when he’d said he wanted to make up for what happened with the hobgoblins, if it led her to another clue to the missing library, it was more than enough.

      The mage continued to puff his pipe, but she thought he looked a little concerned—as if her acceptance meant something to him, although that didn’t make much sense. With a sigh, she decided to put him out of his misery.

      “Does it come with a map?”
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      “You want to go to one of the towers?” Rahl asked her when she told him what she had planned. “That’s ambitious for only one person.”

      “Well, I wouldn’t be only one if you came with me,” she pointed out.

      “It would still be dangerous.”

      Wivre snorted in her head and made her frown at the interruption.

      “More dangerous than going into the mountain?” she countered.

      “You planned to try to do that with one of the companies,” he pointed out. “Now, you’re talking about doing it with far lower numbers.”

      “As if we wouldn’t have done that anyway once we left our escort,” the dragonette noted scornfully.

      She scowled at him and he cocked his head defiantly.

      “With your original plan, help would not have been as far away,” Rahl added.

      “Are you sure you want to take him with us?” Wivre asked. “If you ask me, he’s not up to it.”

      “Not necessarily,” Kaylin argued mildly. “We could have been going in the opposite direction to them.” She didn’t mention that this was what she’d planned to do. The hobgoblin seemed rattled enough as it was.

      “We’d still have known which direction to head in,” Rahl insisted, “and had less distance to cover, even if we had to make sure our escort didn’t follow us.”

      “Well, at least he got that right,” Wivre sniped. “Maybe he’s not as stupid as he looks.”

      “And now we don’t need to,” she replied and tried to ignore the little dragon’s sniping.

      “It’s a pity we can do nothing about the ugly,” Wivre continued. “That hasta run bone-deep.”

      “Ssshhh!” Kaylin hissed and held a finger up in front of the dragon’s nose.

      He curled his lips in a quiet snarl and Rahl gave them both a puzzled look.

      “What’s wrong with this plan?” she asked as she turned to the hobgoblin again.

      “Well, we want to be here when the rest of the company returns,” he replied, then added, “And didn’t you promise Claude that you wouldn’t stray too far?”

      “See? Now he’s trying to hide behind the captain’s skirts,” Wivre mocked. “Honestly, Kaylin, you don’t need this guy.”

      “I do, and Claude doesn’t wear skirts,” she snapped and gave the little dragon a fierce glare.

      Rahl’s eyes widened and he looked from her to the dragonette.

      “See?” Wivre’s mental voice rose in pitch. “He’s looking at me again. He’s trouble!”

      Kaylin shook her head and remembered to keep her reply firmly in her mind.

      “He is not and we do need him—or do you want me to attempt the tower on my own?”

      “You wouldn’t be alone,” the dragonette retorted. “You’d have me.”

      “I think I need more,” she told him seriously.

      The hobgoblin shook his head. “You seem to have an interesting relationship with your drakeling,” he observed, which earned him another snarl from the dragonette.

      “I am not a drakeling!” he reminded her. “I am not some mere beast.”

      “Well, I know that,” she responded soothingly. She tried to stroke him but pulled her hand back when he growled at it. “You merely choose to look like that so no one decides you’re a conveniently sized source of spell components.”

      “Lucky for them,” the little dragon rumbled and sat tall on his haunches. “One day, I’ll be big enough for that to not matter.”

      “As soon as I can find you a safe place to do that,” Kaylin assured him. “Promise me you’ll wait until then.”

      “If I can,” he responded. “Growing’s not something I can exactly control, you know.”

      “I could always limit what you eat,” she suggested and he gave her a horrified look.

      “Not the bacon!”

      “I don’t know,” she teased. “Bacon comes from pigs and pigs can grow quite large, you know.”

      Wivre stared at her. “How big?”

      “The size of a small pony,” she told him and added, “Unless Clay’s been trading with someone whose pigs are bigger.”

      The little dragon’s eyes grew very round and he twisted his neck to inspect himself carefully. Rahl stared at them, and Kaylin realized that while he couldn’t hear them, he could probably tell when they were having a conversation.

      “He asked how big a slice bacon came in,” she explained, “and I told him it depends on where Clay got it from.”

      He grinned. “You’d have to ask him,” he answered, “but he’s got a fairly constant supply so maybe he trades with one of the local orc tribes.”

      Wivre’s head snapped around and he gave her a worried look. The hobgoblin’s smile faded.

      “Are you sure he can understand us?” he asked. “I’d have thought he’d be happy at the thought of a rasher of bacon that size.”

      The dragonette glanced at him, his little face full of so much scorn that he recoiled.

      “What did I say?” he asked, and Kaylin forced a chuckle.

      “I don’t know,” she answered. “Maybe he’s sick of being stuck inside.”

      Rahl sighed and looked from one of them to the other. “So the old wizard gave you a lead and you want to visit an eyrie.”

      “A tower,” she corrected, and he shrugged.

      “They are known as eyries by the cohorts, and not only because they are tall and high up.”

      “Monsters?” Kaylin asked.

      “Many monsters,” he confirmed.

      “Gevitter mentioned there would be some flying beasts as we ascended,” Kaylin told him, “but he didn’t know exactly what type. Do you?”

      Wivre snorted but they both ignored him.

      “It varies,” he said tentatively.

      “Well, of course he’d say that,” the little dragon sniped, his glare still focused on the hobgoblin. “He doesn’t know.”

      Unaware of the commentary, Rahl continued. “It depends on how far out the tower is.”

      “See? Ugly and stupid and making excuses already.”

      Kaylin sighed, clamped a hand around his snout, and shook it as she focused on the hobgoblin.

      “Did he say how many?” he asked while he regarded her and the dragonette with an expression of confusion

      “And now he’s trying to buy time so he doesn’t have to show how much he doesn’t know.”

      “Because the worst ones tend to live in—” Rahl stopped as Kaylin scooped Wivre off the table.

      “Can you excuse me for a moment?” she asked. “I’ll be back.”

      Surprise and curiosity warred on the hobgoblin’s face but he nodded. “I’ll go over the map you’ve drawn,” he told her, but he was already talking to her rapidly retreating back.

      The dragonette’s tail lashed with irritation and he looked like he might have taken flight if she hadn’t wedged him so firmly under her arm. Rahl picked his ale up, signaled Chloe for another, and ordered more food when she arrived. Who knew how long the girl would be?
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        * * *

      

      Kaylin carried Wivre out to the graveyard. She threaded between the stones to the quiet corner with its stone bench and gnarled tree, sat, and placed him beside her. With one hand clasped over the leading edge of a wing, she turned to face him.

      “Okay,” she said quietly, “you seem to have a problem with Rahl.”

      “No shit,” he retorted sarcastically. “What tipped you off?”

      She smiled and pretended to have to think about that. “Well,” she began, “it could be the way you look like you want to bite his face off every time you see him.”

      The little dragon wriggled under her grasp and settled into a crouch.

      “So?” he asked sulkily. “He is–”

      “Or it could be the way you constantly call him names and mock him,” she continued as the smile faded from her face. “You make some of the Claws look positively welcoming, you know?”

      “And?” Wivre challenged and his tail lashed from side to side. “It’s not like he doesn’t deserve it the way he’s always hanging around.”

      “You don’t think that’s because he wants a friend?” she asked.

      “He doesn’t need a friend,” he snapped, “and even if he does, why does it have to be you?”

      Kaylin sighed. “Did you ever think maybe I like having him as a friend?” she asked. “That it’s nice for me to have someone to talk to for a change?”

      “You mean instead of that mage?” he snarked.

      “Don’t you dare start on Gunter,” she snapped. “He’s another wizard and I don’t have many of them to talk to.”

      “Or make eyes at,” the little dragon pointed out.

      She blushed, irritated that she’d been caught off guard and couldn’t stop it. “I do not make eyes at him,” she argued. “I merely like having someone I can talk magic to.”

      “Sure, you do,” Wivre taunted and she rolled her eyes, determined to not be sidetracked from the matter at hand.

      “That’s not what we’re here to talk about,” she told him firmly. “We’re here to discuss your attitude to Rahl.”

      “I don’t see why that even needs to be raised,” he grumbled. “There’s nothing wrong with my attitude.”

      “There is when you’re being mean about a friend behind his back,” Kaylin retorted and cut him off when he drew breath to speak. “And it’s a real problem when you try to drive away not only a friend but someone whose help we need.”

      “We don’t need his help,” Wivre argued. “You need his help.”

      “You, me…” She shrugged. “Whether you can see it or not, we both need his help.”

      He tried to protest but she raised a finger admonishingly and he subsided.

      “Firstly, you might not have noticed, but I’m not very good at fighting.”

      “You are getting better, though.”

      “Exactly! And who is helping me get better?”

      “The hob,” he grumbled, “but that still doesn’t mean you need him.”

      “He knows the ruins,” Kaylin pointed out, “and he knows the mountain, and he doesn’t talk about our secrets but helps us work toward them.”

      “He doesn’t know my secret,” Wivre pointed out but added anxiously, “Does he?”

      She shook her head. “I don’t think so,” she reassured him, “and if he does, he’s not telling.”

      “We need to get rid of him if he does,” he stated bluntly and she shook her head firmly.

      “No,” she told him, “we need to acknowledge that he is a friend and that he’ll keep our secrets and even help us with the things that matter to us.”

      “Speak for yourself.” The little dragon still sounded petulant. “He hasn’t helped me.”

      Kaylin sighed. “Wivre, we need him. You might not like him for whatever reason, but you have to accept that he’s a friend and important to us.”

      “He’s important to you, you mean,” he retorted. “Look, you need to make a choice. It’s—”

      That was as far as he got before she cut him off hastily. “Wivre!” she snapped, then drew a breath and softened her tone. “I will never leave you or abandon you. Never. But if you create some kind of ridiculous feud and then try to force me to choose a side, you’d better know I won’t make that choice. I won’t put one of my friends over another. I’ll try to keep them both as friends.”

      “But—” the little dragon sputtered but she continued relentlessly.

      “And if you set yourself against Rahl—especially when he’s done nothing to harm you—then you are setting yourself against me.”

      “But—” The dragonette’s eyes narrowed and a wisp of smoke escaped his nostrils.

      She looked into his face and tried to hold his gaze. “It would be the same if Rahl tried to set himself against you,” she added softly, “even though he hasn’t.”

      “But he’s a hobgoblin,” Wivre snarled and more smoke escaped his muzzle.

      “And a friend,” Kaylin reminded him. “A good friend, Wivre, exactly like you, and I need you to treat him like one.”

      “I—” the dragon began, then exhaled sharply. Streamers of smoke accompanied it and he looked at her. “All right,” he agreed finally, “but he doesn’t get to share in my hoard.”

      “No,” Kaylin agreed and suppressed a smile.

      “And my portion is taken from the whole amount like it is now,” he added. “It doesn’t get any less.”

      “No, of course not,” she agreed, “but we have to divide things evenly.”

      More smoke escaped the little dragon’s nostrils. He huffed two smoke circlets that would have rivaled Gevitter’s, then acquiesced.

      “But not my hoard share,” he reiterated.

      “It’s sacred,” she assured him, “I promise you.”
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        * * *

      

      Rahl had ordered lunch by the time they returned. He’d even remembered a plate of meat scraps for Wivre. The little dragon darted a glance at Kaylin.

      “This is…a step in the right direction,” he admitted reluctantly.

      She smiled at him and the dragonette flitted from her shoulder to his plate. He didn’t even curl his lip at the hobgoblin, who looked from one to the other.

      “Is everything okay?” he asked.

      “I had to work something out,” she told him with a nod.

      He glanced at Wivre, then at her. Questions danced in his eyes but he didn’t ask them.

      “I looked at the map while you were gone,” he told her and changed the subject, “and getting to the tower shouldn’t be too difficult.”

      The little dragon stopped in mid-crunch and his tail twitched. He glanced at the hobgoblin, then angled his head to look at the map and the list Rahl had compiled while they’d been gone.

      A couple of items had been included that he was sure Kaylin wouldn’t have thought of. As much as he hated to admit it, he had to concede that she was right. They did need the hobgoblin.

      “I like it,” she responded approvingly, picked the list up, and stood from her chair. “Let me see what Clay has to say.”

      Rahl watched her go, then glanced at the little dragon. “I thought she’d want to change something.”

      Wivre set his foot on his plate and growled, and the hobgoblin shook his head.

      “I get you meat bits and you still don’t like me,” he said sadly. “I’m not sure what else I can do.”

      He thought about telling him he could donate to his hoard, then decided not to. Not only would he have to speak out loud, but he didn’t want the hobgoblin to know he had a hoard. He still hadn’t decided what he should do about it when Kaylin returned.
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        * * *

      

      “Clay says he’ll have it waiting by morning,” she told them with a broad smile.

      Rahl sighed. “We’re leaving in the morning.”

      Her smile faded and she glanced at him as uncertainty clouded her expression.

      “Is that…I forgot to ask you if that was okay. And if you were coming.”

      “I told you,” he reminded her, “that I would go with you into the mountain.” He shrugged and looked at the map. “We are still going into the mountain and I am still going with you.”

      “The sooner we’re gone, the sooner we can be back,” she told him brightly, “and I’d like to be here when the Claws return.”

      That brought a smile to Rahl’s face. “You’re hoping to return before the captain realizes you were gone,” he concluded and she blushed.

      “I…uh, I thought it would be better that way.” She didn’t for one moment think that Claude would approve of the excursion. If they could be back before the team returned, she’d be able to counter his reaction with the truth that they were fine and his worries therefore unfounded.

      The hobgoblin bared his teeth and nudged her plate toward her. “What time should I meet you here?” he asked as she started to eat.
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        * * *

      

      They met as the sun began to rise. Rahl said it was the best time to start since most of the night-hunters would have returned to their lairs and those who preferred low-light would think of returning.

      The taproom was busier than expected, with the High Blades having gathered for an early breakfast. Chloe and Hanne bustled to and from the kitchen and included the three Claws’ members in their food delivery as a matter of course.

      Kaylin watched as the company split into groups and their commander moved between them to brief each one. She looked for Gunter and didn’t see him until she’d almost finished eating and the High Blades were preparing to leave.

      He was in one of the first groups out the door, but he glanced back as he reached it and gave her a small wave as he left. She almost knocked her tankard over when she returned the gesture and glanced around in embarrassment, but no one seemed to notice.

      While she hated to admit it, that single small wave had lifted her spirits. When she looked at her companions, Wivre licked his plate with a single-minded purpose and Rahl stared into space. Neither of them appeared to have seen the exchange.

      Clay brought two full backpacks to the table as she finished her meal.

      “I assumed you’d want to move out as soon as you’d finished eating,” he said gruffly. He tapped the tops of the packs. “These have everything you need,” he added, then asked, “Do you have any idea when you plan to be back?”

      She looked at Rahl.

      “Three, maybe four days,” the hobgoblin replied, opened the pack closest to him, and checked the contents. “Thank you,” he said as he closed it again.

      Clay nodded and fixed a stern look on Kaylin. “Make sure you’re back on time. I don’t want to have to explain to Claude that you’ve gone and I don’t think you’re coming back. That man has enough worries on his plate.”

      “We’ll do our best,” she assured him.

      He gave her a dour look, then glanced at the packs. “See that you do,” he told her. “I’d hate to have to charge you extra.”

      She gaped in astonishment as he turned away and strode to the bar. Honestly, if she didn’t know better, she might have said he seemed worried about her.

      Rahl inspected the second pack, grunted in approval, and closed it. He looked up and noticed her empty plate. "Is it time to go?"

      The innkeeper’s odd behavior was pushed aside and she nodded. Wivre waited until she’d settled her pack on her back before he bounded on top of it.

      “This will cramp your style,” the little dragon observed. “You’ll have to travel on the ground like any other human.”

      “Maybe it’ll make me focus,” she told him as they left the inn and hurried through the courtyard and out the Rest’s rear gates.

      “Why this way?” Kaylin asked as Rahl lengthened his stride.

      He glanced at her and shrugged. “The Blades went out the front,” he told her gruffly. “More eyes will be on them and their exit. It would be best if our departure went unnoticed. How quickly do you want to reach the eyrie?”

      “Can we make it by tonight?” she asked.

      “If we travel quickly,” he agreed. “Can you blur us and mute the sound of our passing?”

      “I can,” she confirmed.

      “Even at a jog?” He sounded a little doubtful.

      “I’ve done it before,” she replied.

      “Good.” He broke into a jog and moved easily into the ruins as she hurried to cast the essential spells and keep up.

      “You’ve done it before,” Wivre reminded her mockingly and she gave him the mental finger.

      The dragon snickered and flicked himself off her pack and into flight.

      “I’ll watch from above,” he told her. “You relay to Rahl.”

      Kaylin nodded and matched her steps to the hobgoblin’s. It didn’t take long for her feet to fall into his ground-eating rhythm. Their route took them past the areas where she and Wivre had first foraged together and from there, their progress slowed.

      Rahl held his arm out and she dropped to a walk. Without saying a word, the hobgoblin led them into the shelter of one of the semi-intact ruins at the foot of the mountain. Moving quickly and quietly, he led them through the building and to a narrow exit out the back.

      He didn’t go straight out, though, but stopped and listened from the shelter of the doorway. When he caught Kaylin’s look of curiosity, he raised a finger to his lips. She pressed her lips together, crouched on the other side of the door, and tried to hear what had caught his attention.

      As she settled, he flicked a glance at her but quickly switched his attention to the street beyond. She couldn’t hear a thing. Wivre landed softly beside them and scuttled up her back to her shoulder. The hobgoblin flicked another glance at the little dragon but remained silent.

      “What did I miss?” Wivre asked.

      “Didn’t you see anything?” she asked him in surprise.

      “I saw a group of orcs jog past and down the street,” he answered. “They kept going for another block, heading to the outskirts.”

      Before she could pass that on, Rahl cocked his head and peered cautiously into the street. “It’s clear,” he rumbled and moved out of their shelter in a crouch.

      Kaylin exchanged glances with Wivre and followed.

      They moved more slowly after that as their guide held the pace to a quick walk. Occasionally, he would jog a short distance, then slow and approach a new corner or building with caution. His head moved constantly as he scanned their surroundings.

      She got the impression he was looking for something—or trying to see everything at once. At one point, he stooped to examine a patch of dirt between the cobbles in the street. He ran a finger through it, lifted it to his lips, and tasted it.

      Reflexively, she wrinkled her nose but he lifted his head, eased into a crouch, and moved toward an open patch of ground between four crumbling walls. He scanned the ground as he moved and glanced occasionally at the ruins around them.

      Kaylin followed and wondered what he was up to as he cast about the clearing.

      “A band of goblins passed through here,” he muttered. “Twenty, maybe thirty…” He picked a bone up, sniffed it, then scrutinized it closely before he tossed it aside. “They were in a hurry.”

      He straightened and looked around, then trotted into the next set of ruins and scrambled clumsily to where a remnant of the floor above created a small ledge. She moved into cover below him and her eyes and ears strained for the first hint of a threat.

      After a long moment, he descended, dropped the last few feet, and landed heavily in a crouch. He winced at the sound he made as Wivre swept in beside them.

      “Tell him he needs to be more careful,” the little dragon scolded. “There’s a squad of goblins three doors over, and I caught a whiff of bugbear not far from here.”

      “Bugbears and goblins,” Rahl murmured when she told him and glanced at the dragonette. “Did you see how many there were of each?”

      Wivre cocked his head and glanced at Kaylin.

      “How many goblins, Wivre?” she repeated and said it slowly, even though she knew he understood.

      He kept up the pretense, however. “Tell him I saw many—too many to count—and that they smelt different like they came from more than one family.”

      She relayed the answer quickly.

      “More than one tribe?” the hobgoblin asked and Wivre bounced on the spot.

      “That’s a yes.” Kaylin chuckled but immediately looked worried. “What do you want to do next?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, that’s a lot of humanoids,” she told him. “A large group of goblins, bugbears…and orcs too. I don’t remember seeing so many different groups in one morning before.”

      Rahl glanced at the sky. “It is almost afternoon,” he said and contradicted her, “but yes, many of them are on the move.”

      “Do we need to warn the Rest?” she asked.

      He frowned but shook his head. “I don’t think so,” he reassured her. “There are more than usual, but…”

      “But you’re not sure,” she concluded and he shrugged.

      “We’ll reach the mountain edge by dusk,” he informed her, “and it would be best if we found a secure campsite before full dark.”

      “At the edge of the city,” Kaylin repeated.

      “Yes. The towers did not only provide a view of the valley but were part of the inner wall to protect against the denizens of the upper slopes as well.”

      “Do you have somewhere in mind?” she asked and recalled that the hobgoblin had been a scout before he left his cohort.

      “It’s been a while since I camped there, but yes,” Rahl replied, “I have a site in mind.”

      He trotted forward and his head moved constantly as he scanned the ruins and led them into one of the tiers on the mountain’s lower slopes. He paused almost as soon as they moved into the next section and drew them into the shelter of an abandoned cottage.

      They hadn’t been there long before he cocked his head, darted across the street into another ruin and out again, and continued along the street. The mountain rose around them and the ruins through which they moved seemed more likely to have been destroyed by rockslides than time.

      Kaylin wondered how many people had been caught in their homes when the dragon supposedly burst free above them. How many had been crushed by the rocks dislodged by its escape?

      She shuddered to think about it and forced her mind to the ruins as they stood in the present.

      Rahl stopped and turned his head with sudden swiftness, and his nostrils flared. Before she could ask what it was, he jolted into a swift run and didn’t stop until they’d moved to the streets above. There, he brought them to a stop in the shelter of the first ruin while he crept back to inspect the area they’d left.

      She looked past him but to her, it seemed empty.

      When she opened her mouth to ask him what was going on, he raised a finger to his lips for silence and continued their journey. With a frown, she followed.

      “Wivre, what—” she began, only to have the dragon hush her. Well, that’s not comforting.

      Their responses made her wonder what they could see—or scent—that she could not, but she didn’t press the matter. Instead, she kept as wary an eye on their surroundings as she could while she continued to blur her and Rahl’s presence and mute the sound of their feet.

      When the hobgoblin dropped into a crouch, she followed but he only studied the ground, shook his head in disbelief, and continued. Knowing it would do no good to ask him what he’d seen, she rose to her feet when he did and followed as closely as she could.

      Something was going on in the old city, but she couldn’t tell what it was. Not knowing unsettled her because it meant she had no control over the situation. She hoped Wivre now understood exactly how much they needed the hobgoblin’s help. If he didn’t, she’d make sure he realized it when they camped and she asked Rahl what had put him so on edge during the day.

      Her train of thought was disrupted when he unslung his bow and fitted an arrow to the string. Half-drawing the bow, the hobgoblin sighted on the open edge overlooking the level below. He traversed the gap with careful sidesteps and didn’t ease the tension on the bow until they were safely past the overlook and moved between two sets of buildings again.

      Even then, he kept an eye on the sky above them for another few streets before he slung the bow and replaced the arrow in his quiver. They traveled upward and finally reached the base of a towering cliff that gave way to a long section of crumbling wall.

      Kaylin was about to ask if that was the end of the city when he drew two hand-axes and twisted into the shelter of a ruin. She hurried after him, surprised when Wivre dropped through the open ceiling and moved into cover behind them.

      “Sshh,” the dragonette told her, “and if you know a spell to hide our smell, now’s the time to use it.”

      She still hadn’t worked that one out, so she strengthened the two spells she already had in place. The hobgoblin had pressed himself close to the wall and she followed his example. A moment later, the earth shook slightly beneath her feet and several small stones dislodged themselves from their wall and clattered over them.

      Rahl drew a breath and held it and she did likewise.

      The shuffle of steps was now audible and each one coincided with a shudder of the earth. Wivre pressed against her calves and crowded as close to her feet as he dared. She resisted the urge to scoop him up, worried at what sound she might make.

      For a terrifyingly long moment, the footsteps paused, then moved on.

      It was a long time before Rahl released the breath he’d held and signaled for them to move out. This time, he kept as strong a watch on the wall as they walked as he did on the street around them. Once or twice, he even glanced back.

      They passed the base of another cliff section and a second segment of half-destroyed wall came into view. He led the way forward for several feet before he seized her bicep suddenly.

      “Run,” he ordered and jerked her forward.

      Wivre swept low over their heads and screeched a warning as they bolted past the buildings at the base of the wall, then past the wall itself. Kaylin caught sight of what might have been an ancient gatehouse now standing roofless to the sky. She didn’t stop to see if she was right.

      The little dragon swept over them again and shrieked as he barrel-rolled into a tight turn that took him into one of the larger ruins. Rahl sprinted after him with Kaylin on his heels.

      They vaulted a low barrier of fallen rubble and skidded into the shadows of an overhanging upper floor. Wivre waited for them in the semi-darkness and his small sides heaved. He looked relieved to see them and even accepted a pat from Rahl as the hobgoblin eased into cover.

      She huddled beside them, glad to feel the little dragon leaning against her, and rested her hand on his shoulder as they waited. Their breathing had returned to normal before the hobgoblin spoke.

      “I think it’s clear now,” he murmured, then sniffed the air.

      “Are you sure?” Kaylin asked him, wide-eyed.

      He shrugged. “No…well…almost sure—as sure as I can be.” It was the most uncertain she’d ever heard him. He gestured at a doorway set toward the back of the building. “We’ll try that way,” he told her and she nodded. If nothing else, it gave them a different direction to leave by and that had to be a good thing, right?

      She felt good about their choice of exits but a moment later, he froze in front of her. She almost ran into his back as he snatched his bow and an arrow. When she peered around him, she saw why.

      The huge forms of a large pack of bugbears surrounded the door and their dark eyes met her startled stare.
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      Rahl nocked an arrow, raised the bow, and released the arrow in a single fluid motion.

      Kaylin conjured several clouds of flashing lights in their adversaries’ faces and prepared to bolt past them while they were distracted.

      Wivre took flight.

      The bugbears didn’t flinch—not even when Rahl’s arrow slammed into its target and shattered its torso that immediately turned to dust. She froze and her next spell died on her fingertips as the rest of the bugbear crumbled slowly and its dust blew in the small breeze.

      “That’s…a statue?” she asked, approached the next one cautiously, and poked it with a finger.

      “It is now,” he replied.

      “A statue?” she asked and a giggle bubbled into her words.

      “It used to be a living being,” Rahl told her as Wivre swooped to pounce on the head of another statue.

      Dust puffed around him and the bugbear crumbled beneath him. With a delighted squeak, the little dragon spread his wings and flew to the next one. She chuckled at the dragonette’s antics but Rahl looked concerned.

      “They never range this close to the mountain and especially not during the nesting season,” he noted and his frown deepened. “Never.”

      “So this is why you’ve been seeing things on the move?” she asked.

      He glanced at her, then sighed. “Yes,” he agreed and gestured at the statues. “This would explain it. If the basilisks are active here, everything else has been forced to move as well. It’s only that they are usually guarding their eggs and things are much quieter at this time of year.”

      Kaylin looked around quickly and located Wivre where he had settled on top of a wall.

      “You weren’t to know,” she replied practically.

      “That’s kind of you,” Rahl stated, “but I feel foolish for not considering what the loss of their eggs would mean.”

      “We didn’t take them all,” she protested.

      “We took enough,” he responded, “and with the nest so thoroughly disturbed, they may have abandoned the rest.”

      He shook his head. “I feel foolish for not thinking of it earlier and not taking into consideration that they might still be irritated by the raid—or that, without eggs, they’d have no reason to settle in one place.” He ran a hand over his long, dark hair. “This will make things much worse for everyone living in the old city.”

      “What do you mean?” A sense of disquiet settled over her.

      Rahl gestured toward the remaining statues. “The balance is already disrupted,” he answered. “We should not see bugbears on these heights. They never venture this close to the mountain. It’s like they’re looking for new hunting grounds—or perhaps a new home.”

      “Well, that didn’t work out so well for them, did it?” she asked and he shook his head abruptly.

      “No, and more’s the pity.” He scratched the stubble on his jaw. “I wonder if this has anything to do with the bugbears talking about being robbed by humans.”

      “About that…” Kaylin began and he looked sharply at her. “The Claws may be the ones who did the robbing.”

      He raised an eyebrow at her. “How so?” he asked.

      “Well, we heard there was a bugbear lair with a couple of treasure chests,” she explained. “The thing was they’d taken to robbing caravans and one of the merchants visiting the Rest told Claude about how the best part of his stock had gone to a clan of blackmailing bugbears.”

      “Blackmailing?”

      “Yeah. They surrounded the caravan but instead of an all-out attack, they demanded tribute.”

      “Kruna must have gotten the idea from somewhere,” Rahl muttered, his expression thoughtful. “The question is how she knew about the tribute idea if it was Kruzar who’d been sent to make the trade.”

      Kaylin shrugged. “Either way, Kruzar’s story sounded like it was about the bugbear tribe we robbed. We snuck into their lair and—”

      “How?” he demanded. “There were so many of them.”

      She blushed, both a little sheepish and proud at the achievement. “I used a sleep spell on them,” she replied. “I put them to sleep and we snuck in and stole their treasure right out from under them.”

      “Literally.” He grinned as he remembered the stories he’d heard.

      To his amusement, Kaylin’s blush grew deeper. “I didn’t know he’d turn over,” she muttered.

      “Or that your drakeling was so protective,” Rahl observed. He shook his head and his amusement faded. “It was a bad idea.”

      “Why?” she asked, startled that he’d think so. “Mercenaries and adventurers have come to the city and the mountain for decades and there have always been clashes like this. Why does it matter now?”

      The hobgoblin moved between the bugbear corpses, careful to not brush against them. His expression was thoughtful as his gaze swept the sky.

      “It’s getting late,” he told her, “and we have to keep moving. I’ll explain on the way.”

      “Okay…” She had to jog to catch up as Wivre flew down to settle on her pack.

      “What happened to keeping overwatch?” she asked the little dragon.

      “I’ve been up there all day,” he replied and flicked a glance at Rahl. “Besides, I want to hear what he has to say. This is interesting.”

      The hobgoblin led them on at a swift pace, his gaze watchful as he kept to one side of the street.

      “Everything has a cycle,” he began and checked the ruins on either side of them before he continued. “Even Tulon’s Death. This place has been here for centuries and the cycle almost never changes.”

      “Like the seasons?” Kaylin frowned a little as she tried to translate what he was saying into practical terms.

      “Like the seasons,” he agreed, “save that these seasons last for years and take decades to cycle through. Their length is not set, though, so as predictable as they are, they cannot be used to mark the time or when the next part of the cycle will begin.”

      “But how is our attack on the bugbears a bad thing?” she pressed.

      “The goblinoids have lived in the old city for centuries,” Rahl explained. “They moved here as soon as they were sure the dragon was gone. The stone buildings provided better shelter than the hills and made it easier to mark out territories, and most of the mercenary groups who visited didn’t appear to notice them.”

      He glanced at her as though to make sure she was listening, then crossed the street and took a side road. She followed, still bewildered as to what the city’s history had to do with making the Claws’ attack a bad thing.

      Rahl kept moving and resumed his explanation.

      “Every few generations, the goblinoid populations would reach a point where territories would be crowded too close and fighting broke out to settle the question of who owned what stretch of ruin and could roam where, or there would be enough of a population for the mercenaries to notice.”

      “Like there is now,” Kaylin observed and he nodded.

      “Like there is now,” he agreed. “Most mercenaries don’t appear to notice the cycle, but the tribes who’ve been here since the city’s fall have it recorded in song and story.”

      “And records?” she asked and thought it would be interesting to learn more about the history since Tulon’s demise.

      “Such as they are,” he conceded. “We’re not much for bookwork, though, as you might have noticed.”

      She chuckled. “A little.”

      He grinned and bared his fangs momentarily before all humor disappeared from his face. “And now I’ve been part of bringing another such time about,” he grumbled and sounded angry at himself.

      “Not only you,” Kaylin reminded him.

      “No,” he agreed and gave her a sidelong glance. “Not only me.”
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        * * *

      

      It was almost full dark and the goblins had begun to stir as Rahl and Kaylin climbed to a ledge in the ruins.

      “Not here,” he told her and moved gingerly onto a crumbling section of wall.

      She followed and they crossed the section to climb another level.

      “Here.” He grunted and hauled himself up the last few feet to another ledge.

      The vines surrounding it seemed thicker than usual to her inexperienced eye, but it wasn’t until she’d looked at it closely that she saw the planks and ropes reinforcing the floor.

      “This is an actual camp,” she said half-accusingly.

      “I told you I spent as much time away from the cohort as I could,” Rahl replied. “I don’t see why you’re surprised.”

      “I guess I didn’t expect you to be so well set up, is all.”

      “This isn’t the only one of my retreats,” he told her.

      “But it’s so close to where we wanted to go.” Given how hard she usually had to work to circumvent or overcome difficulties, a part of her wanted to find the problem in this one. “It simply seems so convenient.”

      Amusement lit his face and he laid his hand over the bundle of twigs she’d pulled from her pack. “Back there,” he told her. “Not here where it will be seen.”

      With a slight frown, Kaylin moved to the back of the ledge, where a hollow had been carved out of the floor and surrounded by stone blocks. A sheet of metal covered the top to form a ceiling. She laid the twigs in a simple pattern, lit them, and was surprised to hear vines rustle from the front.

      When she turned to see what it was, a wall of vegetation curtained the entrance of their eyrie.

      “Even the glow can give us away,” Rahl informed her, “and we do not want to attract visitors tonight.”

      Or any other night, she agreed silently. She was glad he hadn’t banned the fire, though. It might be summer but it was still chilly after sunset, especially on the higher slopes of the mountain.

      The hobgoblin pulled a small pot out of his pack, poured a canteen of water into it, and added jerky, potatoes, and a few carrots to the mix. Salt and pepper followed, along with some spices.

      “Dinner,” he explained when he caught her look of surprise. “When you spend time on your own, you learn to make your own meals and I would rather not live on jerky.”

      The little dragon crept closer to the pot and his nostrils flared. “This is for all of us, right?” he asked and snuffled the air above the pot.

      Rahl laughed. “I would say this is not for drakelings,” he said, “but I want to be able to sleep knowing I won’t wake up alight.”

      Kaylin stared at him in shock. “He would never—” she began and tried to ignore the dragonette’s indignant, “I so would!” in her head.

      The hobgoblin didn’t wait for her to complete her protest. “He would,” the warrior stated and pointed at the little dragon. “Look at his face. That look says it all.”

      Wivre glanced at her and shock swept away the feral gleam in his eyes. “I—how does he know?”

      “You didn’t see your expression,” she told him. “It was very obvious.”

      Rahl smiled as he stirred the soup. “I believe you’re carrying the bread.” He gestured to her pack. “Clay did not stint on our rations.”

      “He didn’t stint on the price either,” she responded when she recalled how much the innkeeper had charged.

      He said nothing to that and merely finished his preparations and divided the meal between three bowls. Once he’d cleaned the pot, he added another canteen of water to it.

      “For the tea,” he explained when he caught her watching.

      “Tea?” Kaylin asked and he shrugged.

      “I like a warm drink in the evening. It helps to settle the stomach.”

      “It had better not make you sleep,” Wivre warned. “Normal sleep is fine, but anything deeper would mean you wouldn’t hear an intruder until after it attacked.”

      “I’m sure it won’t make you sleep,” she replied.

      The hobgoblin finished his soup, wiped the bowl, and added leaves to the boiling pot. She hurried to clean her bowl but Wivre sniffed suspiciously at the steam and wrinkled his lips.

      “You keep that away from me,” he stated and returned to licking his bowl clean.

      “No tea for him?” Rahl asked, reading the little dragon’s body language, and she shook her head.

      “I don’t think he likes the smell,” she confided in a faux whisper.

      Wivre ignored them and made himself a bed of vines in the corner behind the fire.

      “You take first watch,” he instructed her.

      Kaylin stared at him, then glanced at Rahl. “Fine. I’ll take first watch then.”

      The warrior gave her a surprised look. “I did not ask you to,” he stated and glanced at Wivre, “and it won’t be necessary. I have alarms I will set. If there is an intrusion, we will wake in time to counteract it.”

      “More tricks from your time as a scout?” she asked.

      “More tricks from my time spent making sure my time away from the cohort was undisturbed,” he replied.

      He finished his tea, cleaned both his bowl and pot, and stowed them in his pack. With that done, he spread his bedroll on the far side of the ledge and indicated a space in front of the fire.

      “You can sleep there,” he told her and settled onto his haunches to stare out at the city below.

      Kaylin positioned her bedding and went to sit beside him. He moved over to give her space, and she peered through the vines at the city laid out in panorama.

      The night wasn’t as dark as she’d expected and while the moon was out and shed a little light, it wasn’t truly needed. She could see shadows moving through the shattered buildings.

      Some were small and moved in large squads. Others were man-sized. They still moved in groups but their numbers were fewer.

      “Orcs and goblins,” Rahl explained and pointed out two groups. He moved his finger. “Trolls… I wonder who controls them.”

      She shivered. The one time she’d encountered trolls on her own, she’d run—and that had been without seeing them.

      Now, four of them formed a group as they hunted the ruins. Their path crossed where a squad of goblins had been and they raised their heads and sniffed the night air.

      “That’ll get messy,” her companion observed when he followed the direction of her gaze.

      “How so?” Kaylin asked.

      “Trolls are not fussy eaters,” he explained.

      “You mean they’ll eat the goblins?” Her voice rose in horror.

      “It is what they do,” Rahl informed her. “Hobgoblins, orcs, humans—anything that screams.” He shrugged. “Some say they are touched by demons and others that they were created by a dark god.”

      “And what do you think?” She watched the shadows move and fires light small sections of the ruins.

      “I think they are what they are. Maybe they think eating sentient prey will make them smarter,” he replied. “And maybe their eyesight is so bad that the only way they know if they’ve caught something is if it makes a noise.”

      She shivered, her attention on the movement and lights below. For some reason, she’d never thought the ruins were this active and wondered how she could have spent so much time in them and not noticed. How could she have missed what was all around her?

      Easy, she thought. It’s like you missed how things were at the Academy or among the thieves in Waypoint. You never truly looked at it.

      Kaylin wrinkled her nose in disgust. All those things might be obvious in hindsight or if you had a chance of a birds-eye view of the situation, but each of those situations had been different than how they first appeared.

      Like this city. She tracked the movement of different groups as they met or avoided each other. Some of them are trading, she realized and wondered that no mercenary group had caught on and tried to get in on the action. What treasures, she wondered, had been missed because humans thought of the goblinoids as little more than monsters?

      She turned slightly to squint through the sparse roof of vines to where the remains of a great tower were set high in the cliff wall above them. Rahl had been both right and wrong when he said the towers were used to look out over both the valley and the mountain’s lower slopes.

      From what she’d seen of her journey to this one, she was sure that while some towers looked both ways, the one they were headed to was made for only one thing—a watchtower for the Valley. With the cliff behind it, there was no way it could be used to look over the mountain unless it was looking within, and that seemed unlikely.

      Unless it’s not a watchtower at all. She considered the idea that it was attached to some larger space within. What if it’s a watchtower but for some organization that preferred to stay removed from the city? What if there were secrets of that kind in the Ancients’ time?

      It reminded her of what she’d been thinking about before—how the teaching of the Academy and the camaraderie of Waypoint’s thieves had been only one aspect of each of those things. Her expectations had been simply one of many of the realities both situations offered.

      For the Academy, the reality of success varied with the amount of favor curried with the magisters, and the same was true of the streets.

      I wonder what its reality is and who I’d have to curry favor with in order to gain success in the tower.

      The more she thought about it, the more she believed that the tower wouldn’t be all that it appeared or she expected. In many ways, she hoped that it—and the mysterious scholar’s chambers—would be more than she anticipated, and yet she feared it would not be.

      What if it’s less than what I expect? A cold wave of fear washed through her, fed by the knowledge that her past mistakes had brought horrifying consequences. She tried not to think of the way her raid on Shacklemund’s had ended in such great disaster when she’d expected it to be an outstanding success.

      That time, she’d been rescued by the Chevaliers and her crew had narrowly escaped death or bleak futures in a dungeon. But what if things went wrong now? Kaylin hugged her arms around her knees. This time, there were no Chevaliers.

      There wasn’t even a Claude or a mercenary group to haul her fat out of the fire. The Claws were still in Waypoint and the High Blades had gone elsewhere to fill another contract. Neither of them would be in a position to rescue her if things turned ugly. And what about Rahl and Wivre? They were her crew now and she had an obligation to them, although they would both probably try to deny it.

      She frowned at the tower and decided it looked like it was about to tear itself away from the mountainside, even though it realized its only hope was to cling there. It looked so precariously balanced that she wondered at the wisdom of climbing it.

      It was a long way to fall if its seemingly tenuous hold ever gave way. She studied it for a long moment, then decided it didn’t matter. She would try to climb it anyway.

      I’m headed up. Let’s hope I don’t come down again too quickly.
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      Nothing disturbed their sleep but they were confronted by a scowling mass of cloud when they woke. Rahl cocked his head, examined the roiling sky, and looked at her.

      “There will be storms today,” he told her and Kaylin rolled her eyes.

      “Do you know when?” she asked a little sarcastically.

      He gave her a bright-eyed stare. “Soon,” he replied enigmatically, and she could have sworn he was laughing at her.

      “Have it your way,” she muttered, shouldered her pack, and climbed down from their perch.

      He descended quickly and led them to a narrow gap in the wall that ran around the outside of the city. The cliffs were farther away than they looked.

      The higher they climbed, the steeper the slope became. While there were little dips and ripples, these were mostly shallow like a decorative afterthought in the continual upward grind. She scrambled after their guide and took comfort in the fact the hobgoblin seemed to find the going as tough as she did.

      Sunrise set the clouds ablaze with vivid reds and oranges and her heart lifted at the sight. Rahl gave the display a sour look.

      “It will be raining soon,” he told her and thunder rumbled overhead as if to prove his point.

      “Great…” She panted and stumbled forward.

      The ground was covered in loose rock interspersed by tussocky grass and occasional windswept bushes. Here and there, trees grew in twisted stands little taller than a man. Given that it was summer, they were covered in leaves and those now rustled harshly in the wind.

      Kaylin pulled her cloak’s hood over her head and draped the heavy garment over her shoulders and pack. She was surprised when Wivre landed on her shoulder, scurried down her chest, and wriggled under the cloak’s folds before he clawed onto her shoulder again and from there, onto her pack.

      It shifted and jerked as he made himself comfortable under the cloak.

      “The drakeling’s not stupid,” Rahl observed as he donned his cloak as well. He ran his gaze over the mountainside.

      “We might have to find shelter,” he muttered. “Keep an eye out for a cave in case we need it.”

      “Why would we need a cave?” Kaylin asked and glanced at the tower. “We’re almost there.”

      “It looks close,” Rahl agreed but gestured across the valley to where a solid gray wall advanced relentlessly toward them. “But the rain is closer.”

      “How bad can it be?” She didn’t want to question him—he knew far more about the ruins than she did, after all—but instinctively resisted anything that might delay reaching their destination. Now that she’d made her mind up to do this, come what may, she didn’t want to have time on her hands to consider it or the possible consequences.

      The hobgoblin didn’t answer but his lips twisted with wry humor. “We’ll find out soon,” he replied. “In maybe a half-hour.”

      Lightning flashed overhead and illuminated the slope and he glanced upward. Kaylin swore she saw him shrug before he resumed the climb.

      And it was now a climb, she realized as they scrambled around an upthrust of rock and along the base of another. The incline was as steep as any of the roofs she’d run up in Waypoint—steeper, in some parts—and when she looked back, the wall they’d passed through was small in the distance.

      She moved past the base of the outcrop and started up alongside it with her companion moving carefully ahead. The wind picked up and a sudden gust knocked her momentarily off-balance. She staggered sideways, found her footing, and pushed after the hobgoblin.

      Another gust of wind buffeted her, accompanied by a roar, and Rahl glanced over his shoulder. She looked for the source of the noise. It reminded her of Waypoint’s river in flood but she hadn’t seen a river anywhere near. With a frown, she pushed forward and placed one foot in front of the other.

      Her guide nodded, turned, and continued. Kaylin moved out from behind the rock and braced against the wind in the same way she could see him do. It still knocked her a little sideways but it didn’t slow her. More lightning flashed and between the sudden flare of light and the rumble that followed, the rain arrived.

      This was not the warm summer rain she’d occasionally experienced in the ruins, nor was it the gentle rain she’d been caught in so often in the orphanage’s gardens. This was a veritable deluge that arrived with a vengeance, its sole purpose being to wash the mountainside clean. That included clean of adventurers who’d ventured too high—or so it seemed to her.

      Worse, it was cold.

      Even protected by the folds of her cloak, she felt the ice of its origins. Rahl came to a fumbling stop, looked back, and moved into the shelter of another rock. Water streamed off his cloak, soaked through his breeches, and darkened the leather of his boots. He was waiting for her.

      She staggered forward and tried to reach him more quickly. His mouth moved and she realized that the roar of the rain was drowning him out.

      “What?” she shouted as soon as she was close.

      “We. Need. To get. To. Shelter!” he yelled in return and she could only nod.

      Together, they scrambled past the outcrop and scanned the mountainside for a cave, a ruin, or anywhere that would offer a safe haven. Neither thought of retreating to the ruined city below. It was too far and going back wasn’t an option either of them were prepared to take.

      Wivre remained silent, but Kaylin was sure she could feel the little dragon shivering beneath her cloak. They staggered up, moved closer to the bottom of the cliff, and hoped they’d find something. This time, Rahl didn’t move ahead but remained beside her as if he could shelter her from the wind simply by positioning himself between it and her.

      The lightning grew more frequent and the sound of thunder rolled through the unrelenting roar of the rain and deafened them to anything else sharing the mountainside. Water ran off their cloaks and down the back of their calves, soaked their already sodden trousers, and filled their boots as quickly as it ran out. The deluge was as unceasing as it was unexpected.

      She had reached the point where she thought they might be stuck in the storm until it ended when she noticed a dark space framed by a jumble of rocks. She caught Rahl’s arm and pulled it to get his attention.

      He turned to her with a scowl, then looked in the direction in which she pointed. With a brisk nod of agreement, he changed direction and they began the slog toward it. The closer they moved, the more obvious it became that they’d found a cave.

      Relief surged through Kaylin and she tried to hasten her steps, but her feet felt like lead and her legs as if they weighed a ton. The idea of getting out of the rain kept her going, however, and the thought of a campfire lent her strength. She struggled forward and he stumbled beside her.

      They reached the shelter and almost fell across its threshold. The cessation of wind and rain was almost overwhelming and she chuckled with relief. Rahl echoed the sound and together, they moved deeper into the darkness.

      It took them several steps before the smell hit them. The hobgoblin froze in mid-stride and began to reverse. She ran into his back and scowled as the bitter odor caught at the back of her throat.

      “What—” she began but he slapped a hand over her mouth.

      His attempt to silence her came too late and something stirred in the darkness ahead.

      “Khresthakhagh!” he rasped and she got the impression that he cursed more than merely her.

      His hand came away from her mouth as Wivre stirred under her cloak.

      “What’s that smell?” the little dragon demanded, as Rahl’s blades cleared their scabbards. “Did you walk into a—”

      A screeching growl broke the silence and even pierced the sound of distant thunder.

      “Light!” the hobgoblin ordered and she fumbled through the necessary gestures. This time, when she spoke, he didn’t try to muffle her voice.

      A small bright globe of light popped into existence two feet in front of him—and directly in front of a face full of teeth. More snarls echoed off the walls around them and what looked like a thick pile of grass stirred.

      He continued to reverse and used the back of his arm to push Kaylin back and keep her behind him. The snarls grew louder and the grass turned out to be fur. Three more heads rose out of the pile and three large furry bodies unwound from each other to stand behind the first.

      “What—” Kaylin asked.

      “Badgers.” He croaked the word. “Dire badgers!”

      The beasts were each about the size of a small pony, their stout bodies covered in thick, shaggy brown fur. Their honey-colored cheeks matched the single stripe running down the center of their faces.

      “There are only four of them—” she began but he picked up the pace.

      “Maybe they won’t follow us out into the storm,” he shouted as the leading badger snapped at the ball of light that dangled before it.

      She made a reflexive gesture and the globe elevated, and the creature’s teeth missed it by a fraction. Another leapt over its nestmate, drove into the globe, and yowled angrily when it vanished.

      “More!” Rahl ordered. “Fire would be better!”

      “Fire?” Kaylin squeaked but she was already making the movements necessary to bring several small spheres of flame into existence.

      The lead badger skidded to a halt, hissed, and growled as it circled behind the first sphere. Its companions tumbled over each other as they sought a way around the small flaming globes.

      That was enough for the hobgoblin. He thrust his blades into their sheaths and pivoted, wrapped a large calloused hand around her arm, and ran into the storm.

      “Run!” he shouted. “Before they—”

      Several savage snarls sounded behind them accompanied by the scamper of claws on rock and the smell of singed fur. An outraged semi-bark followed and he surged forward. Hearing the anger in the growls behind them, Kaylin didn’t argue.

      She hoped her companion was right and that the four hairy monsters that barreled after them wouldn’t follow them into the rain. Rahl reached the cave entrance and continued to run but not directly ahead. He jerked her sideways, headed across the front of the boulders at the front of the cave, and started up the slope.

      Kaylin registered vaguely that it made sense. Even if the badgers did follow them into the storm, they might not chase them uphill…she hoped.

      Warily, she glanced over her shoulder and scowled as one skidded out into the rain but almost fell over itself to regain the shelter of its den. A ruddy glow filled the tunnel behind them and she realized the spheres might deter them from going in again.

      Afraid that her magic would drive them in pursuit, she yanked her arm out of Rahl’s hold and turned to make the simple gesture needed to dispel the fire orbs. He regained his grasp and hauled her back, but not before another bolt of lightning split the sky and she saw the badgers retreat into their cave.

      “They’ve—” she started but was silenced by another flash of light and an almighty crack. “What—”

      He stopped in mid-stride, pivoted, and dragged her with him as he began to run down the hill.

      Another crack followed, and Rahl glanced back. When she followed his gaze, Kaylin froze. If the hobgoblin hadn’t pulled her forward, she’d have simply stood and stared as the mountainside thundered toward her.

      Rahl yelled too but she couldn’t make the words out above the roar. The pull of his hand was enough to get her legs moving, and she would have instinctively run downhill if he hadn’t hauled her slantwise across the slope.

      “There!” he shouted and gestured frantically toward one of the massive outcrops they’d skirted before.

      Kaylin followed, although she honestly had little choice. His grip was like a vise and she was sure she’d have bruises to show for it, but there was no time to try to dislodge it and she didn’t think he’d hear a demand to let go—or that he would if he did.

      The first rocks bounced past them and she ducked reflexively as Rahl twisted around the base of the outcrop and dragged her with him. He turned, pressed himself against the underside of the rocks, and jerked her beside him.

      “Down!” he ordered, dropped into a crouch, and tucked himself as close to the rock as he could.

      She followed his example and hoped the hobgoblin knew what he was doing. What if the outcrop tore loose and plunged on top of them?

      An all-encompassing roar drowned out the thunder of the rain and a wall of dirt avalanched past and overtook some of the boulders that had rolled ahead. Rahl turned, flung his body against hers, and pressed her against the rock. A muffled squeak of protest came from her pack and she hoped Wivre had the sense to stay where he was.

      Her companion took no such chances. He moved one arm from around her, moved his hand to the top of the pack, and placed a large hand over the dragonette’s small body.

      “What?” Wivre protested. “What’s going on? I’ll rip his arm off. I’ll burn his bundle to a cinder! I’ll—”

      “It’s a rockslide,” Kaylin told him. “Rahl’s trying to make sure you don’t fall into it.”

      “It’s a what? And he’s trying to do what?” The dragon screeched and protested vocally as well as within her mind.

      “Stop. Squirming.” Rahl grunted. “I’m trying to keep you safe.”

      The outcrop shuddered when something large struck it and Wivre stilled at the impact. Kaylin looked past the hobgoblin and her eyes widened at the sight of the rock and soil that flooded past. Something leapt from above and spun over the mountainside before it crashed out of sight on the slopes below.

      For several almost endless heartbeats, the landslide continued before it finally stopped. She didn’t move as she watched the mountain settle to stillness. The sudden solidity of the rock behind which they’d sheltered brought little comfort and the rain continued unabated.

      Rahl removed his hand from the top of the pack.

      “I hope he’s not too offended!” he shouted in an attempt to be heard over the rain.

      She shook her head, drew her hood closer around her face. and jerked a thumb up the mountain.

      "Is it safe?" she asked, and the hobgoblin roared with laughter.

      “Do we have a choice?” he yelled in return and she smiled.

      Rather than try to make herself heard, she slid out from under his arm and peered cautiously around the side of the outcrop before she resumed her journey up the slope. The next flash of lightning made her flinch but when nothing more than thunder followed, she continued.

      Her companion followed and quickened his pace enough to walk beside her.

      Slowly, step by step, they moved ever upward. Their wet clothing stuck to their legs until she was sure she was walking on two stumps of ice. The slope continued steeply and there were times when they had to claw up steep patches of scree until they reached a relatively flat patch, then search for the next path that would take them to the cliffs.

      The base of the tower loomed closer but still seemed impossibly far away, yet neither of them gave up. Kaylin simply refused to consider failure and the journey became a blur of cold, wet, and increasing pain. Her legs grew wobbly, her shoulders ached with the weight of the pack, and her lungs burned.

      Beside her, Rahl’s breathing grew labored, which made her feel better about the gasping sound of her own. She risked a glance upward and noticed that the slope gave way to level ground ahead of them and that the cliffs appeared to be within reach. A ray of sunshine highlighted the area as if the gods themselves were offering advice.

      She nudged her companion and pointed.

      The hobgoblin followed the direction of her finger as the rain ceased. He nodded and sunshine warmed the backs of their legs. As one, they turned toward the ledge and scrambled up the final scree slope to reach a flat span of ground where the mountainside touched the cliffs.

      “We’re here.” Kaylin panted and when she caught Rahl’s puzzled look, added, “At the base of the cliffs.”

      He wrinkled his lips in a smile that looked more like a grimace and found a platform of rock.

      “We rest here.” He grunted as he collapsed onto it.

      She looked at the sodden earth and took the two wobbly steps she needed to join him. As she sank shakily to her knees, Wivre scrambled out from under her cloak. He glared at Rahl, chittered at him, and stamped his feet.

      The hobgoblin raised his hands in surrender. “I’m sorry I squashed you,” he told the little dragon. “I didn’t want you to fall into the landslide. I wanted you to be safe.”

      Wivre scampered to the edge of the rock and looked down. Kaylin waved a hand at the long scar the landslide had gouged in the mountainside.

      “He’s telling the truth. See?” She pointed and the dragonette scuttled to a different vantage point and craned forward for a better view.

      Kaylin placed a hand hastily on his back to make sure he didn’t overbalance and fall.

      He hissed, glanced around to see who’d touched him, and relaxed when he saw it was her.

      “That’s all Rahl was doing,” she assured him. “He didn’t want you to fall.” She gestured again at the tumble of rocks and earth. “You’d have been crushed like a bug.”

      “I am not a bug,” the little dragon informed her with all the dignity he could muster and she smiled and removed her hand.

      “We know,” she reassured him, “and he was making sure the mountain did not get to treat you like one.”

      Wivre looked over his shoulder, then flicked his tail at the hobgoblin and settled into a crouch to study the landslide again.

      “I guess that means I’m forgiven?” Rahl asked hopefully as she settled onto her haunches.

      “I’d say your giblets are safe,” she replied and laughed at the warrior’s shocked look.

      “He wouldn’t have…” he began and stopped when the young dragon glanced at him. “He would?”

      “He has no idea,” Wivre muttered and she stifled a laugh.

      She began to feel better now that the sun was out and its warmth gradually teased the chill from her legs and feet. While she wanted to take her boots off, she didn’t dare. Instead, she leaned against her pack and closed her eyes.
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        * * *

      

      Kaylin woke when a hand grasped her shoulder and shook her. She yelped and opened her eyes and it tightened. She fumbled reflexively for her dagger at the sight of a hobgoblin’s face inches from hers, then she realized who it was.

      “Rahl?” she demanded and scowled when he shook her again.

      “Who else?” he retorted, released her, and shuffled away. “You sleep like the dead, by the way.”

      “You let me sleep?”

      She scooted back and flinched when his hand moved toward her.

      “You need to eat,” he told her and passed her two sticks of jerky. “We still need to find a place to sleep for the night.”

      “I already slept,” she grumbled and stifled a yawn. “I could keep going until tomorrow.”

      “And then Claude seriously would kill me,” he countered, “for letting you do something so stupid.”

      “Hmph.” She snorted and looked around for Wivre.

      The little dragon crouched nearby and tore chunks off a piece of jerky.

      “What’s it made of?” she asked and lifted one of the pieces Rahl had given her.

      “Goblin entrails and rat’s meat,” he replied and smirked when she froze, the jerky halfway to her mouth. “I’m only joking. Clay assures me it is from the finest cattle the lowlands have ever raised.”

      “What kind of cattle?” she asked and studied it suspiciously.

      He shrugged. “I don’t know. He said they were seven feet at the shoulder and four feet across the chest and more muscle than fat, even though they fed on the finest swamp grasses.”

      “Do you hear that, Wivre?” Kaylin asked with a small grin. “Seven feet at the shoulder.”

      The dragon paused in mid-chew and his eyes grew round with horror.

      “That’s taller than Denir!” He was so shocked that for a moment, she thought he would spit the jerky out. After a moment, he shrugged. “It will take me forever to grow to that size. I’d have to eat much more jerky.”

      “Wish granted,” she teased when Rahl tossed the dragonette another piece.

      “What?” the hobgoblin asked when he caught her smile. “He looked hungry.”

      “He looked pathetic,” she muttered as Wivre snatched the jerky out of the air, tucked it close to his chest, and looked imploringly at the hobgoblin.

      “You need to feed him more,” the warrior retorted, and the little dragon snickered in Kaylin’s head where only she could hear him.

      “Smartass,” she snapped but he didn’t care. He ate his jerky in double-quick time and looked pleadingly for more. She rolled her eyes when Rahl gave him another piece.

      “But that is all,” the hobgoblin told him firmly.

      Kaylin shook her head and struggled slowly to her feet. The weight of her pack dragged at her and she looked at the tower. Its base didn’t seem too far away but it still looked impossible to reach. Her companion followed her look and grinned.

      “That’s why I woke you,” he said and she frowned.

      “Because you found a way to fly us all up there?” she demanded and his grin widened.

      Instead of answering her directly, however, he walked to the cliff base and stepped into a ripple in the sheer rise of rock.

      “No,” he told her, “because I found these.”

      “Found what?” She felt too tired for games and she couldn’t see what was so important about the rock face against which he leaned so smugly.

      She strode closer to him and wondered what could be so significant about it, but came to a complete stop when she saw what he was so pleased about. Her heart skipped happily.

      “It’s a—it’s stairs!” she exclaimed and hurried forward to peer up them. “Do they truly go to the tower?”

      Rahl nodded and his amber eyes gleamed. “I think they might.”

      “Might?” she asked and took a few steps up. “Do we have time to be wrong?”

      He responded with a laugh. “Do we have time to look for a more likely alternative?” he challenged.

      Kaylin shook her head and climbed a little higher. “It certainly looks like they do,” she called over her shoulder.

      “Let us hope then,” he replied, picked his pack up, and followed.

      Wings whirred overhead and Wivre swept in to occupy the stairs ahead. Their steep rise put the little dragon at head height as he mantled his wings and hissed at her.

      “What?” she demanded but didn’t let him deter her. “We’re going up the stairs to the tower.”

      Smoke plumes rose from his nostrils and he spread his wings wider and shook them at her in warning while he stamped his feet and raised his tail. She stopped and folded her arms as she frowned at him.

      “You don’t want me to go up the stairs?” she asked, aware that Rahl had come to a halt behind her and now watched them closely.

      “I want you to wait here until I fly up to see where the stairs will take us,” the little dragon insisted.

      “We already know where they’ll take us,” she argued. “To the tower.”

      Wivre growled in protest. “At least let me make sure they’ll take you to a point where you can get into the tower,” he insisted. “You don’t have time to climb all the way up only to find the way is blocked by a landslide or something that means you have to climb down again.”

      Kaylin sighed regretfully. The little dragon made sense and, as much as she didn’t want to have to admit it, his suggestion was solid. She sat on a step and let the one above her take the weight of her pack.

      “Fine,” she grumbled. “Fly up and make sure we can get in wherever this path takes us.”

      Wivre launched with a flick of his wings and flitted out of sight around a bend as he followed the staircase upward.

      “Do you care to tell me what we’re doing?” Rahl asked and looked slightly bemused.

      Kaylin blushed. She felt somehow caught out—although she couldn’t think why—and wasn’t sure how much of the conversation he had followed.

      “I sent Wivre on to make sure the path takes us somewhere we can go,” she replied.

      “Uh-huh.” He grunted noncommittally and regarded her with an expectant expression.

      “Well, he can fly faster than we can climb,” she hurried to explain, “and it would be a shame to get there only to have to turn back.”

      “And what exactly is Wivre?” he asked.

      “He’s a drakeling, of course,” she began but the hobgoblin had already begun to shake his head.

      “No,” Rahl said. “I am an expert on every beast I’ve hunted—drakelings included, since their innards make excellent bowstrings.” He glanced at the bow he carried and touched it lightly with his fingertips before he returned his attention to her. “I’m an expert, valued by the cohort for my extensive knowledge of the creatures it needs to make its weapons, and I know he is no drakeling. So what is he?”

      He did not ask her to not lie to him but she knew she couldn’t risk it. So much of the mercenary life was bound by trust and to break that was to risk her life or Rahl’s if she could not get him to trust her when she needed him to do something that would save him.

      The trouble was, Wivre trusted her too, and she’d promised she would never betray him or choose the hobgoblin over him, yet she seemed trapped into having to make some kind of choice after all.

      With a sigh, she lowered her head to think, aware that her companion watched her every move. Finally, she shrugged, sighed again, and glanced upward and around.

      “I promised I wouldn’t say anything,” she admitted and kept her voice low. Who knew how far the mountain wind would carry her words. “But I will tell you this,” she continued. “Wivre is very, very smart, and I don’t mean only for an animal.”

      Rahl gave a slow nod to show he was following her and, after a moment, she continued.

      “He…he understands things…” She hesitated and tried to find the right things to say to make Rahl understand without giving away Wivre’s secret. “And he’s…uh…he’s…much older than he appears.”

      She paused again and looked out over the valley and then up the stairs before she spoke as if she considered every word before she voiced it.

      “He’s…” This time, her sigh was exasperated. “Look, think…uh, think of him as something like a cantankerous elder trapped in a drakeling’s body, okay?”

      For a long moment, the hobgoblin stared at her and she met his gaze, not looking away as she willed him to understand. She didn’t want to have to tell him that was all she had needed to keep his trust, but she didn’t want to say too much and betray Wivre’s trust either. Caught between her loyalties, she waited and held her breath.

      She saw the moment when something flashed in his amber eyes—the momentary flash that shifted them to gold—before he nodded slowly.

      “Your secret is safe with me,” he told her and placed a hand on her knee.

      Kaylin opened her mouth to protest that he had it wrong but he raised his hand in a command for silence.

      “Even,” he added solemnly, “from Wivre, okay?”

      A jerky nod was all she could manage before she stood and moved a few stairs up and away. To her relief, Rahl did not follow but seemed content to let her stare out over the valley until Wivre returned.

      “There’s a gate,” the little dragon told her proudly. “And it does lead to the tower. You can get in this way.”

      He was so exuberant to deliver good news that he didn’t seem to notice the quiet tension between the two companions. Instead, he landed on the stairs ahead of her and bounced up a couple to wait for them.

      She glanced at Rahl. “The way’s clear,” she told him as the little dragon pranced impatiently on the spot.

      He met her gaze and nodded before she turned away and began to climb.
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      After what seemed like forever, the stairs ended at a broad platform set partly into the cliff face. The tower rose before them when they reached the top and its shattered gate hung off its hinges. Rahl touched Kaylin on the shoulder to stop her before she could lead the way inside.

      “I am the hunter,” he told her. “Let me make sure nothing lairs within.”

      She met his gaze and couldn’t hide the spark of amusement that lit her face since she recalled him leading them into a dire badger den. As if reading her thoughts, he shook his head.

      “In my defense,” he said, “the rain masked their scent and we were in too much of a hurry for caution.”

      “Mmhmm…” she responded and raised her eyebrows.

      Still, she stepped back to let him take the lead, and he moved past and shook his head.

      “One day, your attitude will get us into more trouble than we can handle,” he warned.

      Kaylin snickered, although she wondered what he meant. There wasn’t time to pursue it, however, and she let him take several strides before she followed him inside. Her gaze drifted reflexively to the skies above.

      Gevitter had mentioned aerial monsters too, she recalled. She wondered if Rahl knew but shook her head.

      Of course, he does, she told herself. Hunter, remember?

      As if he would ever let her forget it.

      The hobgoblin had paused to study several suggestive depictions on the wall and a few crudely inscribed notations. The messages seemed to come from two sources, one responding to the other in a way that put the former’s species in doubt.

      “Bugbears,” he said and pointed at the first set of markings, “boasting that their kind will conquer the ruins.”

      She nodded and took a closer look at the other set of markings. “And this?” she asked.

      Rahl blushed. “It’s…uh, it’s from orcs. They don’t think the bugbears are capable of making good on their boast.”

      “Or that they’re really bugbears,” she observed, amused by the way he cleared his throat and looked away.

      “Who knew you understood such foul language,” he replied, then pointed to something heaped in the corner. “We weren’t the first to come here.”

      Curious, she moved in for a closer look at what appeared to be a twisted pile of metal. She recognized the remains of a cuirass, one with the form of some kind of flower beaten into it. “Is that human?” she asked.

      “It’s armor,” he replied and his tone confirmed that he was serious.

      “Human armor,” she reiterated.

      “Oh…yes. I think a knight and his escort.” He crossed to stand beside her, then nudged something partially hidden by the cuirass. “Dwarves, too.”

      “Together?”

      He shrugged. “It’s hard to tell,” he answered. “Perhaps two expeditions or perhaps one. Maybe they killed each other or died at the hands of the bugbears or the orcs, but they were here and they came for a reason.”

      “Do you think there’s some truth to Gevitter’s map?” Kaylin asked and Rahl fixed her with a solemn amber stare.

      “If I did not think that,” he told her, “he would have confessed the hoax to you before we left.”

      “Or you’d be dead,” she pointed out and the hobgoblin flashed his teeth.

      “Or I’d be dead,” he agreed.

      She made a slow circuit of the room and came to a halt at the foot of a staircase. “It looks steep,” she observed as Wivre settled on the broken rail.

      “It goes up a long way,” the little dragon informed her.

      “How far?” she asked and caught his nervous glance at the hobgoblin.

      As much as she wanted to tell him that Rahl had already guessed what he was, she held her tongue. Instead, she followed his gaze.

      “At least give me some idea,” she told him and he bounded onto her shoulder and curled around the back of her neck.

      “I didn’t travel past the next two floors,” he admitted, “but I think it might go all the way to the top.”

      “Can he tell you how far up it goes?” Rahl asked, having watched the exchange.

      Kaylin sighed. “The best I can get out of him is that it goes up a ‘long way.’”

      “He didn’t go all the way to the top?” he pressed and she shook her head.

      “I think he only went up a couple of floors. He’s tired from the flight before.”

      “Liar,” the little dragon protested sleepily.

      The hobgoblin sighed and made a show of looking around the floor. He walked to the gate, propped it closed, and secured it using a rusting chain that dangled on one side of the post. Next, he moved to the center of the room and picked up the “table” that had rested in the middle.

      It turned out to be a solid oak door and he could only lift one end of it. She cast the spell that let her lighten something and he almost toppled.

      “Couldn’t you have done that with our packs?” he asked and she groaned.

      “Now why didn’t I think of that?” she demanded and he chuckled, manhandled the door across the gate, and used a couple of fallen beams to brace it.

      “That should keep some of the wind out,” he told her.

      “That’s about all it will keep out,” Wivre snarked but didn’t move from his place across her shoulders.

      She shook her head, inspected the room, and noted a short hall that led into the cliff. Curious, she walked toward it and conjured two globes of light, one of which she left in the disused firepit. Rahl grunted his thanks and set about clearing a space.

      “We’ll camp here,” he told her. “There’s no telling when we will have a chance to rest once we start the climb and this is the most secure site I’ve seen so far.”

      “At least it doesn’t have any dire badgers in it,” she teased and he shook his head.

      “Or anything else,” he added.

      Kaylin glanced at the winding stairs, then indicated the narrow corridor branching off the main room. It looked like it went deeper into the mountain.

      “I can look for somewhere more secure,” she offered but he shook his head.

      “This will do,” he told her. “A smaller room wouldn’t have the ventilation for a fire and we need one so we can dry our clothes and eat something hot.”

      “Won’t it draw attention?” she asked, and he studied the unbroken tower wall and the blocked-in door.

      “No,” Rahl replied, then shrugged, “Well, no more than any other concealed blaze. We should be safe here, at least for one night.”

      “Are you sure?” she asked and he gave her a small hobgoblin smile.

      “It will take most things that long to notice us and decide to investigate. One night…” He hesitated, then shrugged. “Shouldn’t make them too curious.”

      Kaylin thought about that and decided he was the hunter and the scout and had the most time out in the ruins or on the mountain.

      “I’ll explore, then,” she said, “and maybe try to discover what this tower was all about.”

      He shrugged. “It was a guard tower.”

      “With no view of the mountain?” she asked. “And other towers guarding the other side of the city?”

      Rahl paused and looked at her.

      “It doesn’t make sense,” she insisted. “It’s too far from anything to do more than give warning and it’s outside the city walls, so it’s not part of the city defenses. It makes me wonder who built it and what they used it for.”

      She watched as he considered the idea.

      “Don’t go too far,” he warned and added, “and bring back anything we can use as firewood. It would be best to preserve what Clay gave us.”

      Kaylin nodded. She’d gone two steps toward the corridor when she hesitated.

      “Why?” she asked. “Do you think something’s still living down there?”

      The hobgoblin took his time to answer and his brow furrowed as he considered the idea. Before she could lose patience, he shrugged.

      “I haven’t had time to check,” he admitted, “but I think if something did live there and didn’t like us trespassing, it would have come out by now.”

      His assumption didn’t reassure her at all and judging by the shadow that crossed Rahl’s face, he was having second thoughts. Before he could change his mind and try to forbid her, she took the second globe of light and went to investigate what lay down the corridor.

      Four rooms opened off the hallway. The first three looked empty when she glanced through their open doorways but the fourth was partially closed and smelled of rotten things and damp. She floated her globe partway through the door and peered inside.

      The orb scattered the closest shadows to reveal what looked like a pile of rotten timber and plant matter interspersed by feces and bone. Not quite believing what she saw, she took another cautious sniff, aware of Wivre stirring on her shoulder.

      Her breath caught in her throat and she became aware of something more acrid—an underlying bitterness that clawed at her throat. While she couldn’t see anything that might produce such a stench, she took a step back, drew the light into the corridor, and dragged the sagging door closed.

      “That…that’s rank,” she muttered and wished she had something to wedge the door closed with.

      The stench clung to the air around her and her stomach roiled.

      “Agreed.” Wivre exhaled sharply as though he could clear his nostrils of the memory of the odor.

      “Why don’t we have a closer look at these other rooms?” she suggested and the little dragon quivered.

      “Do you think there might be treasure?” he asked hopefully.

      “I don’t know what there’ll be,” she answered and stepped through the first door.

      He launched from her shoulders and made a quick circuit of the room while she guided the globe inside. It lit the walls with a pure white light that caught dust and a few bedraggled cobwebs hanging in the corners. Stone shelves lined the walls and wooden furniture stood in varying states of decay around the room.

      Kaylin noted the top of a large table resting atop its broken legs in the center of the room, and the cracked ruins of a desk against one wall. A ledge ran above it under a square frame of upraised stone that suggested a window—except that would have been impossible given that the tunnel led into the mountain. She walked forward for a closer look.

      When she touched the wall inside the frame, she confirmed that it was indeed solid stone.

      “Interesting,” she murmured and Wivre stretched his nose inquisitively toward it.

      “There are markings carved outside the frame,” the little dragon observed and his green eyes gleamed.

      “There are?” She peered at the surrounding section of wall and touched the first mark with her finger.

      Energy tingled beneath her skin in a brief, fading pulse, and she lifted her hand and let her gaze trace around the frame. She located six more, each one obscured by dust.

      For a long moment, she simply stared at them, then fumbled for her journal and pencil.

      “I don’t know what they mean,” she told Wivre, “but maybe I’ll find some clues to that later on.”

      “Or you could ask Gevitter,” the dragon suggested slyly.

      “I could,” she admitted, “but I don’t have anything I want to trade right now. Besides, why would I trade anything if I can work it out for myself?”

      “You have a point,” he conceded and flitted over to sit on the ledge.

      He blew on one of the markings and revealed it to be another sigil. She copied it and brushed the dust clear as soon as it was done. When she’d repeated the process with each of the symbols, she frowned.

      “I wonder if the way they’re placed has any bearing on what they did,” she muttered and felt stupid for even asking. Of course the way they were placed was important. That was one of the basic tenets of using a sigil.

      Kaylin drew the frame, the ledge, and the desk, then marked each sigil in its place.

      “Maybe I’ll be able to replicate this one day.”

      Wivre flitted to one of the stone bookcases and came to rest on a shelf. His gaze darted quickly around the room.

      “Maybe…” he agreed.

      She glanced at him, then around the room.

      “This doesn’t feel like a guard tower,” she remarked and gestured to the bookcases, the desk in front of the stone outline framed in the wall, and the central table. She pivoted slowly. “They met here…and…uh, discussed things?”

      The little dragon gave the equivalent of a mental shrug. “Who knows what they did here? The markings are magical.” He lapped the air with his tongue as though trying to define a flavor he’d licked. “Or they were. They still taste of magic.”

      “And there’s still a little energy left in them,” she added. “I felt it when I touched them.”

      Wivre cocked his head. “Those appear to be the only markings in the room.”

      Kaylin surveyed the room and came to a reluctant agreement. “Maybe there are more in the others,” she suggested and he lashed his tail.

      “As long as we do not go back to the offal chamber,” he told her.

      “Offal chamber. That’s a good name for it, but whose offal?

      “I don’t know.” The little dragon shuddered. “And I’d rather not know.”

      She glanced around the chamber. “These were elves, right?”

      He wrinkled his nose. “It smells like it.”

      “After all this time?” she challenged and gave him a dubious stare.

      “Some smells never truly go away,” he explained, “especially if a place was as heavily used as this one was.”

      “How can you be so sure?”

      “Because I…” Wivre wrinkled his nose, then gave her a wondering glance. “I don’t know. The information is simply there—in my head. I know there was magic used here and I know it was elves.”

      “It must be a dragon thing,” Kaylin suggested soothingly. “It’s a nice ability to have.”

      They moved into the next room and both looked around as soon as they’d stepped across its threshold.

      At first, it looked like a perfectly ordinary bunk room, with collapsed bunks and the rotting remains of mattresses, but then she caught sight of the markings on the blank wall at the far end.

      “What was this place?” she murmured.

      “It was an elf place,” Wivre told her decisively and she rolled her eyes.

      “The magic’s still here,” she told him and brushed her fingers over the markings carved in the wall. She pulled her fingertips away, hovered them over a sigil, and made the gestures she needed for a spell to reveal meanings.

      She directed it at the sigil, pushed magic into it, and sent it questing after the marking’s purpose. Nothing came back save for a sense of connection—or pending connection—with something much farther away.

      When she pushed it, the spell snapped, but not before she learned that the connection was broken and the magic circuit was incomplete.

      “Well, that’s inconvenient,” she muttered.

      “What is?” Wivre asked.

      “The magic’s broken,” she explained. “It should connect to something else, but…it’s like the connection is broken and some of its parts are missing.”

      “Are all the sigils like that?” His question prompted her to check each one to find out.

      “Yes,” she told him and set to work copying the markings on the wall. Some of them differed from those she’d encountered before.

      “Do you think these run all the way through the tower?” she asked after they’d moved to the last room.

      “What do you mean?” the little dragon responded.

      “They’re all…uh, connected somehow,” Kaylin told him. “Or, at least, that’s what they feel like. So maybe they’re connected through this tower to the others? This isn’t the only tower outside the wall and it’s not the only one built into the cliffs. What if these weren’t watchtowers? What if they were all part of something else?”

      Wivre cocked his head and flitted from the wreckage of a chair to her shoulder.

      “That would make good firewood,” he told her.

      “So you have nothing to say about my theory on the tower?” she asked.

      “I couldn’t say,” the little dragon admitted, “I wasn’t around to see them constructed.”

      “But you were around,” she pressed.

      “I don’t know,” Wivre said. “These towers are old. They might be even older than me.”

      Kaylin gathered more of the fallen timber and wondered if any of it would be useful to Rahl. As she worked, her gaze fell on the markings on the wall.

      “So much has been lost,” she murmured and recalled the way the magic felt incomplete. “It makes me wonder what we’ll find at the top—or in the chamber Gevitter told us about.” A frisson of excitement ran through her. “It makes me wonder what else there is to be found.”

      She returned to the entry hall, excited to share her findings with Rahl, and stopped dead when she reached the end of the tunnel.

      He was still there and one hand held a club aloft while he dragged a squealing rodent from a hole in the tower wall. Its squeals stopped abruptly as the hobgoblin brought the club down in a deft strike to end its life.

      “Kaylin.” His gaze settled on the wood. “You brought more fuel.” He stacked the rat’s body on a pile of three or four others. “I thought our rations needed some help lasting.”

      Kaylin swallowed hard against the long, slow roll her stomach went into.

      “Oh…” she said weakly. “That’s…” She swallowed again as her insides threatened to send her last meal topside. “What a good idea,” she managed and took the firewood to the makeshift firepit he’d created in the center of the floor.

      Rahl’s brow wrinkled and he nudged the pile with the toe of his boot. “These are good rats,” he said defensively. “Plenty of meat on their bones.”

      Wivre’s stomach rumbled and he shifted his weight as if to get a better look at the catch.

      “I…uh, is it all right if I stick with jerky?” she asked. “I mean…uh, do we have enough?”

      He gave her a puzzled frown but shrugged. “If you wish. I’ll roast these and you can let me know if you change your mind.” He sounded so sure she would that she hid her relief at his words.

      She was even more relieved when he took the rats behind some of the clutter and returned with their carcasses cleaned and gutted.

      “They are ready for the fire,” he told her happily and she didn’t have the heart to tell him the thought of eating them turned her stomach.

      His smile didn’t fade and he hummed as he skewered each one carefully. She watched him position them over the fire and picked her pack up.

      “I’ll get changed,” she told him and hoped the cloak had kept the contents of her backpack dry. She watched him turn one of the skewers carefully and swallowed hard as she jerked her thumb at the rooms. “I’ll be in the first room.”

      Rahl nodded. “Is there more wood back there?”

      “I’ll bring some.” She didn’t wait for his reply but hurried away.

      It didn’t take her long to change out of her wet clothes and into dry ones, although there was little she could do with her boots. When she returned carrying an armload of chair legs and table stumps, the rats were almost done and his pot simmered beside them.

      “That’s not…” Kaylin began and peered suspiciously into the pot.

      The hobgoblin chuckled. “I would not do that to you,” he assured her and stirred the contents. “It’s jerky like the last time.”

      He lifted the rats off the fire and placed them carefully on a piece of cloth he’d spread over a rock. Wivre’s stomach rumbled and he flew off Kaylin’s shoulder to settle beside the firepit—close to the stew and away from the rats.

      She saw him glance at the crisped carcasses, then look away, and so did Rahl.

      “I caught enough for two,” the hobgoblin told him, “but if you’d rather have jerky…”

      Wivre sidled closer to Kaylin and the hobgoblin shrugged.

      “The soup’s ready,” he told her and she handed him her bowl.

      Again, he emptied the pot, wiped it clean, and added water. “For the tea,” he told her, even though she already knew. He picked one of the roasted rats up and glanced at the dragonette as he held it with one hand. “Are you sure?”

      Wivre turned his back and curled into a ball with his tail facing the warrior.

      Rahl shrugged and put the rat on a rock behind him. “I’ll leave this here in case you change your mind.”

      He didn’t say anything more but picked up a second rat and, using the skewers as a handle, began to eat. “This is probably the last time we’ll get to rest before we reach your chamber,” he told her. “And who knows what we’ll find inside that.”

      “Yes,” Kaylin agreed and grew somber at the thought of finding another lich or any of the other denizens she’d heard the mercenaries talk about. “I hope we don’t have too far to go.”

      “Are you kidding!” Wivre exclaimed. “Didn’t you see how tall these towers are?”

      “They’re not that tall,” she replied and realized he was no longer on the rock beside her.

      “They are. My guess is it’ll take you ground-bound people at least half a day to get to the top. And then there’s however long it’ll take you to get inside.”

      “Nice, Wivre,” she muttered. “You couldn’t simply have a little faith?”

      “I’d have more faith if you could move faster,” the little dragon snapped.

      Kaylin wondered where he’d gone. She hadn’t heard him move off the rock and she couldn’t tell where he was hiding. As she was about to give up, she saw the shadows shift. It was hard to not stare directly at the movement.

      She lowered her head and snuck a glance at Rahl. The hobgoblin looked like he was staring into the fire, but his amber gaze flicked toward her and his lips twitched into a slight smile. It made her wish she could speak to him the same way she could speak to Wivre, mind to mind.

      Movement caught her eye and she glanced past the hobgoblin. He took another bite of his rat and pretended to not notice her change of focus. Behind him, the little dragon glided silently out of the ceiling to land beside the rat.

      His touchdown was noiseless but he froze, stared intently at Rahl’s back, then switched his attention to the cooling rodent. With another look at the hobgoblin, he sidled toward the roast, his nostrils twitching and an acquisitive gleam in his emerald eyes.

      Kaylin pressed her lips together and took another spoonful of soup. As much as she didn’t want to admit it, the rats smelled good roasted. She remembered Wivre saying they were almost all he’d been able to hunt when he was trapped inside the mountain and she wondered if he missed the taste.

      As she thought about it, the little dragon stretched his neck, dragged the rat off the stone, and pulled it behind the rock and out of Rahl’s sight. The hobgoblin’s smile widened but all he did was finish his first skewer and pick up a second. He didn’t even flinch at the tearing, chewing sounds behind him.

      She stifled a snicker and snorted inelegantly as she continued with her soup. Wivre popped his head up suspiciously from behind the rock, a chunk of meat hanging from his mouth. By then, she was focused on her next spoonful and her large companion stared fixedly into the fire.

      Wivre’s head vanished and the feasting sounds resumed. She glanced at the rock, but all that was visible was the little dragon’s tail as it lashed with tense enjoyment while he fed. When she looked at Rahl, he was grinning and his golden eyes gleamed with laughter in the firelight as he ate.
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      The small team started up the tower early the next morning after Rahl handed Kaylin a strip of jerky and offered a second to Wivre. The little dragon turned his head away and stared at the remaining rat, which made the hobgoblin chuckle.

      “Oh…so now you want my rations,” Rahl stated and pretended shock.

      Wivre’s tail twitched and he threw the hobgoblin a disgusted look.

      “His shoulders shake when he laughs,” the dragon told Kaylin sourly, “and you are easy to read.”

      She raised her eyebrows and turned to her pack as she chewed her jerky slowly. Her stomach rumbled at the idea of something more solid but she still couldn’t bring herself to try the rodent.

      The dragonette, on the other hand, watched Rahl’s every move greedily as the hobgoblin tore a quarter of the carcass off and settled onto a stone before he put the meat down carefully in front of the dragon. This time, Wivre made no attempt to conceal his feeding, raced to finish his portion, and placed a demanding paw on the warrior’s calf.

      Rahl pretended surprise. “More?” he asked, and smoke seeped from the little dragon’s nostrils.

      “How much do you value your life?” she asked and Rahl relented and handed over half of what was left.

      “That’s all you’ll get,” he said firmly. “I’m hungry too.”

      Wivre didn’t reply. He pounced on the meat and demolished it as though he hadn’t been fed anything. Even the hobgoblin looked slightly taken aback and he ate his piece quickly enough that there was nothing left by the time the little dragon looked at him a second time.

      “That’s all there is,” he told the little dragon and showed him empty hands.

      With a hiss and growl of disgust, Wivre took flight.

      Kaylin wondered how he could get and remain airborne after eating so much, but he didn’t fly far. He flapped his wings a few times before he landed heavily on her shoulder.

      She poked him. “You’ll get fat,” she told him and jerked her finger away from his snapping jaws.

      Rahl chuckled. “Don’t tease him,” he warned. “He flies and all that food has to go somewhere.”

      “Don’t give him ideas,” she protested as he put the fire out and shouldered his pack.

      “I’ll lead,” the warrior told her as she moved to ascend the stairs first. “Flying monsters, remember?”

      “I can—” Kaylin started to protest but he shook his head.

      “I’m a scout,” he stated. “I’m supposed to lead the way and discover the dangers before anyone else can be hurt, remember? And you are the mage, meant to get me out of trouble when I do find it.”

      She couldn’t argue with that so she nodded and swept her hand in a grand gesture for him to take the stairs before her.

      Despite Gevitter’s warning, the tower’s next floor was empty and its windows clear of any sign of monsters, winged or otherwise. It was also still mostly intact, but even though she wanted to explore it, they pressed on.

      I can always come back, she thought when she noticed a second hall leading into the mountain. I wonder if that’s the same as the one below.

      The third floor was the same, although a few blocks were missing from its outer wall and a hole was visible in one corner of its ceiling. Rubble blocked the entrance to what might have been another hallway into the cliff face.

      What happened here? she wondered because it didn’t look like the work of an ancient dragon on a murder spree.

      It wasn’t until the stairway emerged into the fourth floor that the damage became more apparent. Rents gaped in the stonework of the outer wall and rubble from the holes in the ceiling lay scattered over the floor. The walls were black in places, and the tunnel at the back of the tower was blocked.

      Oh… She glanced immediately at Rahl but he stared intently up the stairs toward the next floor. Wivre scampered up two steps in front and cocked his head. She wondered what they’d heard and moved to stand beside the hobgoblin.

      He moved slightly to give her space but didn’t shift his attention from the floor above. As the soft scuff of her footsteps died away, she heard what had caught his full focus.

      Music…or screeching…or…honestly, who knew what?

      “Is that supposed to be singing?” she whispered and his chin jerked in a single nod.

      “Harpies,” he whispered and unslung his bow slowly.

      Kaylin dropped back to give him room, then remembered the stories she’d heard about the bird-women and decided blurring their forms might not be enough. After a moment’s consideration of a stronger spell she could use, she began to alter the dimensions of the spells she already knew.

      For this one, she drew on the experience of blurring their forms or blending them into shadow. The logic was that a blurred form was a step below removing the form from another’s sight, and the emotional aspect was that concealment meant safety—and she very much wanted them to be safe.

      She also tried to weave in the ability for those under the spell to see each other. That was also emotional, she decided, because how could you keep your companions safe if you could not see them? But it was also logical since it was good to be invisible to enemies but not so good when it came to friends.

      It took more energy than a simple blur or blend-to-shadows spell, but if it kept them hidden from the harpies’ reputedly sharp vision, it was worth it.

      “They won’t be able to see us now,” she told Rahl and he quirked an eyebrow.

      “I can see us,” he pointed out.

      “Yes, but what’s the point of being invisible to an enemy if the friends you want to protect are invisible as well?” she asked.

      He stared at her for a moment, then nodded. “Is the dra…keling covered?” he asked, and Kaylin drew a sharp breath at how close he’d come to giving their secret away.

      “Of course,” she replied, relieved when the little dragon didn’t appear to notice the slip. “Wivre’s one of those friends you want to protect, isn’t he?”

      “He is,” the hobgoblin affirmed and turned his attention to the top of the stairs.

      The dragonette flicked himself into the air.

      “This spell of yours…does it have a range?” he asked.

      “I don’t know,” she admitted. “I’ve anchored the invisibility to friends, but I don’t know how far away from me you can move before it stops working.”

      “Or if it’ll stop working for all of us if one of us goes too far,” the dragonette suggested.

      “That, too,” she conceded.

      “We do need to find you more magic,” Wivre replied acerbically.

      “There’s no need to be mean about it,” she snapped in response.

      He swooped overhead and vanished into the next level.

      “Is he all right?” Rahl asked and she realized he’d been waiting for them.

      “I was telling him not to go too far,” she answered, “because I don’t know the range of the spell.”

      Wivre snorted in her head. “As if a drakeling would understand that,” he snarked.

      “Rahl believes me,” she replied but didn’t tell him that the slight bending of the truth was more to protect the hobgoblin than him. Neither of them wanted to find out what would happen if he discovered Rahl had worked his secret out. Frankly, Kaylin dreaded the moment when she’d have to tell the little dragon exactly how long the hobgoblin had known.

      The higher they climbed, the more clearly she could hear the singing—and it was singing, she realized when she caught the clear notes interspersed among the more guttural screeches that accompanied the snatches of melody. It was like listening to a choir discussing their songs in mid-practice—but not as sweet.

      The fifth floor was even more damaged than the fourth with half its walls missing and most of its ceiling gone. Only the section closest to the rear wall was traversable and that merely because the remains of the sixth floor had protected it.

      The harpies sounded closer, and she caught the flash of a man-sized something dip past the gap in the outer wall. Rahl froze ahead of her, tracked its path with his bow, and aimed through the hole as though it would return.

      When it didn’t, he relaxed the tension on the string and continued. “It looks like your spell is working,” he observed.

      “How could you tell?”

      “Because she’d have come back and tried to kill us if it hadn’t.”

      “Is their eyesight that good?”

      “Better,” he stated bluntly and glanced at his feet and the wall beside him. “It’s a good thing we’re not casting shadows.”

      Kaylin had nothing to say to that, so she made sure her spell was holding and followed him as he continued up the stairs. The sixth floor was in worse condition than the fifth.

      Okay, I can see that a dragon might have been here, she conceded when she noted the scorch marks burned into the beams crisscrossing where the floor used to be, above as well as below.

      All that was left was the edge of the floor closest to the cliffs and the staircase that spiraled upward—or what was left of it.

      “Now things get interesting,” Rahl observed but in a voice so soft she barely heard it.

      For a moment, she thought he meant the feathery forms perched in the beams above, but when she followed his gaze, she saw the alternative.

      “The stairs are out?” she asked and hastily made the gestures she needed for the spell to hide their voices.

      “Yup,” he answered and added, “How strong is that spell?”

      “It’ll hide our voices if we keep them low,” Kaylin informed him, “and our footsteps, if we try to be quiet, but any big sounds like a scream or dropping something metallic will penetrate.”

      “That’s good to know,” he acknowledged and led the way up. “Try not to fall.”

      “We could rope ourselves together,” she suggested but he shook his head.

      “I’m too heavy,” he explained, “and the one most likely to slip. I’d rather not drag you to your death if I do.”

      “What? You’d rather leave me alone with those?” she quipped, but the hobgoblin didn’t smile.

      “You have a chance of avoiding the harpies,” he said, “but not a fall.”

      “He makes good sense,” Wivre interjected, “and I’d rather not be left alone with no magic to conceal me. As far as those bird-girls are concerned, I’m nothing more than a tasty snack.”

      She rolled her eyes. Trust the little dragon to see the advantages.

      “All right,” she agreed, “but if I die because you fell and killed yourself, my ghost will hunt yours in whatever afterlife there is and make things difficult.”

      Rahl responded with a brief grin. “At least you won’t set fire to my delicate bits,” he retorted and she arched an eyebrow and held an imaginary ball of fire up.

      “Don’t bet on it.”

      “I’ll set fire to you both,” Wivre snapped. “You won’t be able to hold those spells forever and I’d like to be out of here before you are too tired to keep them going.”

      He made a point that Kaylin wholeheartedly agreed with. She gestured toward the stairs and tried to not look at the section that wound around a wall-less section overlooking the valley—or the gap that appeared in them directly before the next floor.

      Wait, there are two gaps, she realized and studied the missing section halfway up. That one wasn’t so bad, though, as a slender arch of stair ran along the outside of it. Something had crashed through close to the wall—or the wall had taken it with it when it fell.

      Either way, there was a gap. She wondered how Rahl would deal with it.

      Unaware of her thoughts, he started to climb, and she followed cautiously but made sure to stay three steps below his heels. The one good thing about the gaps was that they showed the structure beneath.

      Massive beams of wood supported each tread and riser, and she noticed that the steps weren’t solid, merely flat lengths of stone packed on an otherwise wooden structure.

      It made her feel both better and worse about going up them, but at least it explained how they’d survived the fire that had scarred so much of the rest of these levels.

      What had these towers been that the dragon had torn them apart? Had they only been in the way or had they served some other purpose?

      She made a note to pay more attention to any history books and guides she might find in her salvage runs. It seemed they might serve some purpose, after all.

      A sharp squawk drew her out of her reverie and she glanced down.

      The sudden gesture was almost a mistake. They were over halfway between floors, following the twist of the stairs away from the cliff wall, and the drop was enough to make her head spin.

      “Don’t you dare!” Wivre screeched as she swayed, and Rahl jerked his hand back to grasp her arm.

      Kaylin closed her eyes and gave herself a moment to focus on the hobgoblin’s solidity.

      I’ve climbed rooftops, for the gods’ forsaken sakes, she thought. This is simply another rooftop with a much better view. She drew a breath and opened her eyes. Liar! her brain told her but no dizziness followed, so she chose to not believe it.

      A hiss and single screeched syllable brought her attention to the tower again. These came from below her, where several beams jutted from the cliff wall. Several harpies had come to roost and now jostled for space.

      Two wanted the same beam, which was set slightly higher than the others, but it only had space for one.

      It was a short-lived argument for dominance but in the end, the slightly smaller creature gave ground and flapped to a beam closer to the tower’s center. The guttural sounds she flung over her shoulder sounded remarkably coherent.

      They have their own language? She considered this intriguing possibility as she listened to the chatter coming from the group.

      The more she focused on it, the more she was sure they were speaking words and not merely calling like birds. There was a distinct sequence of sound, for instance, whenever a new harpy arrived—some of it welcoming and some of it less so—and other sounds whenever one left.

      They came and went through the holes in the tower wall and launched into the stiff breeze that blew around each level. She wasn’t sure how long she’d spent watching them but Rahl’s light tap brought her attention to the task at hand—climbing the stairs.

      Slowly, she followed him and fixed her attention on the gap with the beam that almost bridged it.

      The hobgoblin paused when he reached it, studied the narrow length carefully, and gauged the width of the gap between the end of it and the next stair. Before she could say anything, he bounded forward, ran across the beam, and hurled himself upward.

      All she could do was hold her breath until he cleared the gap and the two lowest steps and landed safely on the third. The first thing he did was scan the harpies and the inside of the tower to see if they’d noticed and she recalled what she’d told him.

      His landing could be considered a little noisier than what the spell might cover, she decided nervously. Curious, she studied the harpies to see if they’d noticed.

      The guttural squawks and chirps continued and she exhaled a sigh of relief. The creatures continued their huddled conversations and came and went as though the intruders didn’t exist. Wivre flew past her to land at the hobgoblin’s feet.

      “Are you okay?” he asked in an anxious voice. “Not got cold feet?”

      “I’m fine, Wivre. I was watching the harpies to see if they noticed.”

      “They didn’t,” the little dragon replied confidently. “Now hurry.”

      Haste was the last thing she wanted with a jump like this, especially since the landing would be made on a section of stair with no wall to separate her from the clear sky and the valley below if she overshot it. She glanced at Rahl and the hobgoblin cocked his head, his face full of concern.

      It made her feel better to know he was worried and watching out for her.

      He needn’t be, she thought, moved up to the beam, and ran easily across it. I’ve done this kind of jump hundreds of times in Waypoint.

      Which was true as far as it went. She had run across beams and leapt to rooftops across gaps this size and a little wider. The difference was she hadn’t done it over a drop of several hundred feet.

      And it’s best to not think about that, she reminded herself and recalled her early days running the roofs. It had become easier when she ignored how far she had to fall. Besides, a drop from a roof or a drop from the tower would both be fatal. The only difference would be how long she had to wait for the terminal landing.

      Kaylin made the jump easily and landed beside Wivre, grateful for Rahl’s grasp on her collar and pack. While she hadn’t needed to be steadied, it was comforting to know he was there. Together, they turned to climb the last section.

      This time, they stuck to the middle of the staircase, although she considered the idea that the edges would be better supported. That didn’t matter, she decided, compared with the risk of being buffeted off-balance by the increasingly gusty wind outside or being bumped by a harpy on take-off or landing. No, the middle was certainly the safest route.

      When they reached the next gap, she couldn’t help but draw a sharp breath. It was nice to hear Rahl do the same.

      “That’s a jump,” he acknowledged and scrutinized the distance between the tread they were on and the floor above.

      “Three jumps,” she replied and pointed out the beam sections it would be safe for them to take.

      He grunted. “The packs are a problem.”

      Kaylin had to agree. She studied the distance thoughtfully. “Can you throw them that far?”

      He thought about it and shook his head. “I can’t guarantee they’d land right.”

      “Three jumps it is, then,” she told him cheerfully and pointed them out again, “Wall ledge, crosspiece, beam, and up.”

      “There isn’t much to catch hold of if you fall,” he pointed out and she flashed him a false grin.

      “Then don’t fall,” she told him simply. Her grin vanished. “Now, do you want to go first or shall I?”

      “I’m the scout,” he reminded her and drew a deep breath.

      She retreated a couple of steps and he moved with her. He would need the momentum to carry him across and if he gauged it wrong, there was nothing that could avert the inevitable tragedy.

      Fear rippled through her and she almost told him to stop and that the chamber wasn’t worth it, but after all they’d been through, she couldn’t bring herself to do that.

      Instead, she bit her lip and held her breath as he made the first jump, then rebounded onto the second. His impact was perfectly timed to make the third and most difficult leap.

      The beam shook when he landed and he wobbled a little before he ran along it to the level above. He turned to signal her forward and the relief on his face was palpable. Wivre flew up to stand a few steps behind him but gave the hobgoblin space to move if he had to help her.

      Kaylin dragged in a deep breath and bounded up the stairs and into the first jump. The ledge closest to the wall was broad enough for her to stop if she needed to, which was comforting. Still, it was better if she used the momentum to make the next stage of the leap and then keep it going for the third.

      A gust of wind caught her as she took off and she landed awkwardly on the crossbeam. Before she could lose any more momentum, she threw herself at the beam but her jump was off and she knew she wouldn’t be able to bring her foot high enough to land on it.

      Instead, she stretched forward, thrust both hands onto the top of the beam, and pushed up so she could draw her feet close to her body and get them under her in a crouch. That worked, but the landing was heavy and dust showered from under the wood.

      She pushed into a diving roll for the landing above and trusted her two companions to get out of the way. The beam creaked under the pressure and a crack echoed through the tower. Dust and debris showered as a section of the beam broke and plunged to the level below.

      Kaylin landed hard and Rahl’s fingers scraped her neckline as she moved past. It was enough to slow her but not enough to stop her from careening into another chunk of rubble that clattered toward the edge. She met the floor hard and grunted when the wind was knocked out of her and another piece of rubble dug into her ribs.

      The hobgoblin used the pack as a handle to haul her to her feet and she stifled a yelp of pain.

      “Are you—” he began but the harpy chatter subsided to silence.

      With her hand pressed to her aching ribs in an attempt to control her pained breathing, she signaled that they should hurry to the next section of stairs. Below them, one of the creatures uttered an enquiring chirp. Its guttural tones were greeted by others, and a soft exchange followed.

      “I don’t like the sound of this,” Wivre said. “It sounds like they’re planning something.”

      “They truly can plan?” Kaylin asked and forgot to keep the question between them.

      “They can,” Rahl confirmed. “Is your spell still working?”

      She assumed he was asking if she’d lost it when she crashed.

      Kaylin checked and nodded with relief when she confirmed that she’d managed to hold onto both spells when she’d landed. She wasn’t sure how, but she attributed it to all the times she’d had to think on the fly when she’d traversed Waypoint’s rooftop landscape. Some of those had been done under pressure too.

      Not all thieves were happy to share the high ways.

      “What are they doing?” she asked as they ran up the first section of the stairwell. This one was in almost as bad a shape as the flight below, and she only hoped they could reach the top of the tower before the harpies made things interesting.

      They were halfway up when four of the bird-women flew past them carrying a piece of masonry twice as big as they were.

      “I don’t like the looks of this,” Rahl muttered.

      “You and me both,” she replied, and they both flattened themselves against one of the few sections of the outer wall still standing.

      A second two flew past them, also carrying a huge piece of masonry.

      “You don’t think they can see us?” she asked seconds later when the first group of harpies released their block to crash into the stairs before they spiraled up to let their sisters have a turn.

      “Don’t make any noise,” the hobgoblin advised a moment before the second block whistled past, pounded into the stairs below them, and tumbling through the gap they’d recently negotiated.

      “If they don’t manage to find us by accident,” she told him, “they’ll destroy the stairs trying.”

      “Then we’d better get off them,” he replied and bolted upward.

      When he reached the next breach, he didn’t stop but threw himself across the intervening gap with her right behind him. The harpies rose past them again, although none of the chunks of masonry they carried were as big as the two they’d dropped earlier.

      They were still as big as Rahl’s head—or Wivre—and would do considerable damage if they hit, but there was a better chance that they wouldn’t destroy another section of stairs.

      Kaylin hoped the invisibility spell hid the immediate effects she and Rahl had on the environment or that there was too much dust around for the creatures to notice it.

      The last thing they needed was for the bird-women to see something to hone their targeting with. They reached another gap as the first of the boulders plummeted.

      “We have to get to the top!” the warrior told her and unslung his bow. “I’ll try to thin them out.”

      He fired before she could stop him and the first arrow cleaved the space directly in front of one of them. She uttered a screech of alarm and folded her wings so she fell out of the line of fire.

      Another harpy saw her alarm and narrowly avoided a second arrow. Her eyes narrowed as she flicked into a steep climb and screamed instructions to the others.

      “Uh-oh…” Kaylin began, but the hobgoblin was already scrambling away from his initial position.

      “There should be somewhere to shelter at the top,” he shouted and drew more eyes toward him.

      She scrambled after him and balanced across a beam that bridged yet another drop.

      “By top…” She panted. “You mean we’re almost there?”

      “Almost,” he replied but shook his head. “Nearly…I’m not sure how far off. Two flights?”

      This one included? she wondered as she dodged a boulder and narrowly missed being struck by another. A third grazed her pack but not enough to bounce and give her away, and she pushed on.

      She wondered how much longer their luck would hold as Rahl sent another two arrows through the center of the tower. Another harpy swerved and shrieked what sounded like curses, although she couldn’t be sure.

      Their entire language sounded like curses as far as she was concerned. At least they were now wary about flying past the stairs and most of them circled through the outer walls and entered the tower through gaps in the walls or floors below. It made the bombardment less frequent and gave them time to reach the next level.

      This one had fewer holes in it than the two below—as if the dragon or whatever disaster had struck had attacked the tower’s center the hardest and not paid too much attention to either the top or the bottom.

      But why? Her inherent curiosity pushed through despite their situation.

      Still, it was a question for another day, she decided firmly as they hurried to the next set of stairs, and Wivre barrel-rolled into the fray. He slid between two harpies, jinked to avoid the first, and launched a jet of flame up the spine of the second. Both squawked in terror and flapped frantically to different gaps in the wall.

      Another swept toward Rahl, who’d stopped to fire another two shots. The creature didn’t see him, but Kaylin watched in horror as the hobgoblin twisted to avoid a collision and teetered in the space between two sections of the wall.

      She ran forward, desperate to save him but knowing she’d be too late if he couldn’t right himself. Wivre didn’t seem to notice. The little dragon rolled, dove, directed short bursts of flame into vulnerable feathers, and caused havoc among the harpies.

      The hobgoblin flailed and swung his arms forward to drop his bow on the stairs as he tried to bring his body into balance.

      "Rahl!" Her desperate cry drew the dragonette’s attention, and Wivre’s wings snapped out as he tilted his body almost vertically to bring himself around in a tight turn.

      As soon as he faced in the right direction, he pulled his wings tightly to his body and rolled to cover the distance in a flash of speed that she was sure would see him overshoot the warrior—or drive him into Rahl and push him irrevocably over the edge.

      To her surprise, neither of these things happened. He reached the hobgoblin, then flared his wings and twisted around him in a turn so tight that he brushed his back. As soon as they touched, he latched onto Rahl, let the turn sweep him back into the tower, and tried to take the warrior with him.

      “It’s not enough,” she whispered. “It won’t be enough.”

      But it might be enough to slow him, her inner voice urged. We can reach him if we hurry.

      They were already hurrying, however, and her inner voice was wrong. There was nothing that could save him and they both knew it, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t going to try.

      As she lunged toward them, Wivre wrapped his tail around Rahl’s neck and pulled him forward. The little dragon’s wings beat desperately as he tried to haul the heavy warrior, pack and all, into balance.

      Kaylin took the last two steps as they seemed to hang, part in balance and part out, and almost certain to fall.

      She stretched toward them but with a desperate jerk, Wivre pulled the hobgoblin upright and Rahl dropped to his knees on the stone. The dragon unlooped his tail but didn’t release his claws and his wings still worked hard as he tried to drag him farther onto the stairs.

      “I’m…all…right,” the warrior managed to say between panted breaths and fumbled behind him to pat the little dragon’s feet. “You can…stop…now.”

      He stayed on all fours and groped for his bow with one hand as he fought to slow his breathing. The beat of larger wings filled the air, and five harpies rose above them. Their dark eyes gleamed and their expressions were victorious.

      It took Kaylin seconds to realize she’d lost her hold on the spell and that the bird-women could now see them. However, thanks to Wivre, she also realized they had one major weakness—fire.

      Where she stood between them and the hobgoblin, she conjured a small swarm of fire globes and hurled them from her position in much the same way as she’d sent a similar swarm at Sylvester in what seemed millennia ago.

      The bombardment had a much better effect than the one she’d directed at her nemesis, though. For one thing, harpies were far more terrified of fire than he had ever been. The creatures shrieked, scattered, and wheeled in different directions to avoid the burst, but they weren’t deterred for long.

      One or two screamed in terror and broke from the flock, their plumage alight, but the rest scattered and returned as soon as the danger had passed.

      “I need more fire,” Kaylin muttered and drew on her memory of the bugbear illusion to give her next attempt more strength. She wanted a whirlpool of flame, an outward-spreading blaze that looked large enough to engulf them all.

      She needed it to have their attention like her previous illusion had drawn that of the basilisks. They had to believe the sky was burning and that the air inside the tower was alive with flame and heat. It was the only thing she could think of to do that would carry sufficient impetus and realism to drive them away before things became very ugly.

      “Eat this, Gunter!” she muttered and stitched elements from the flaming globe spell with the scattering effect of the dancing lights and the slightly explosive crackle of a shattering lightning ball. Finally, she blended it with the sigil for making something bigger.

      The harpies screamed. Their wings beat frantically as they scattered and some scratched and clawed at one another as they tried to push through the same hole in the wall. Their terrified calls grew more distant as the bird-women gained height and vanished after they made their escape.

      “Something tells me we haven’t seen the last of them,” Kaylin muttered as Rahl staggered to his feet.

      “Do you plan to simply leave that there?” he asked and gestured at the illusion in disbelief.

      “For as long as it lasts,” she told him and took the lead up the stairs.
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      “This is the last floor,” Rahl announced and Kaylin heaved a sigh of relief.

      “We have a problem,” Wivre declared as he swept in through the top of the stairs and she sighed again.

      “Of course we do,” she replied and the hobgoblin gave them both a questioning look.

      “Their nest is on top of the tower.”

      “Their nest is on top of the tower,” she explained and he stared at her in shock.

      The level of dismay on the hobgoblin’s face might have been funny if it weren’t for the fact that she felt exactly the same.

      “You are trolling me,” he replied in disbelief.

      She shook her head. “I would never. Not with something like this.”

      To Wivre, she sent, “Did you see the door?” She didn’t say which one. Gevitter had been quite clear that a passage led from the top of the tower into the mountain and this led to the sanctum.

      “You have to go up to go down,” the storm mage had said and she had believed him.

      Although now, remembering all the side tunnels leading into the mountain from the lower floors, she wondered if there might not have been another way. Then again, most of those side tunnels had been blocked so it might have been a moot point.

      Probably not, she decided and prodded the little dragon again. “Well? Was there a door?”

      “There’s a pedestal on a dais,” the little dragon reported and no longer seemed as worried about Rahl as he had been before he’d saved him. “I think that’s the way in.”

      “And?” she pressed when she caught his hesitation.

      “The dais is in the middle of the nest,” he added in a voice that told her he knew she wouldn’t like it.

      Kaylin snorted and shook her head.

      “Well?” Rahl asked abruptly.

      “The doorway’s in a pedestal on a dais, which is in the middle of the nest,” she retorted and glared at Wivre.

      The dragon looked affronted. “Don’t look at me that way,” he told her. “It’s not my fault your mage sends you into the middle of nesting monsters in search of treasure.”

      As if it were Gevitter’s fault to start with. She continued to glare at him.

      “Going into the basilisk’s nest wasn’t Gevitter’s idea,” she reminded him.

      He rolled his eyes and danced in a circle. “So…are we going up there or not?” He stretched his neck and stared in the direction of the stairs. “It’s a long way down. I’m sure it would be nightfall before you reached the bottom.” He paused and regarded her slyly. “And there’s that jump you almost didn’t make in full daylight.”

      Kaylin intensified her glare and Rahl glanced from one to the other with curious eyes.

      “What’s he saying now?” he asked.

      “He’s suggesting we wouldn’t make it down before dark—and reminded me I almost fell and killed myself on the way up.”

      The hobgoblin stared at the little dragon. “He didn’t—”

      She nodded and leaned forward to poke Wivre in the chest. “He so did.”

      The little dragon made a rolling sound suspiciously like a raspberry and danced to face the exit.

      “So,” he demanded, “are we going? I want to pluck a few feathers and roast a few tails.”

      Kaylin shook her head. “Don’t encourage him,” she told Rahl before the hobgoblin could ask her to translate, “but he seriously wants to see where Gevitter’s map takes us.”

      “Liar,” Wivre teased.

      Rahl mimicked the little dragon’s raspberry. “And here I thought he wanted to set some harpies alight,” he quipped.

      She glowered at him and the hobgoblin clapped his hands over his mouth. The little dragon snickered.

      “I’m thinking we might have to keep him,” he told her, “if he makes you glare like that.”

      “Don’t you think I have enough to worry about?” she snapped, but he merely lashed his tail. “Ugh! Fine, we’ll try to get past the harpies,” she agreed and looked at the warrior. “But how?”

      “What about another fire illusion?” he asked. “They seem very afraid of fire.”

      Kaylin shook her head. “I…uh, I can’t,” she admitted reluctantly. “I have to make us invisible or they’ll focus on us, and the minute they see us walking through the middle of the fire unharmed…” She shrugged

      “You mean they won’t put it down to us being fireproof?” he asked and made her smile.

      “No, especially not when they realize their nest isn’t burning.” She glanced at Wivre. “It is only one big nest, isn’t it?”

      She remembered the basilisks and their multiple nests in one arena and how that was referred to as a single nest.

      “No. One nesting area and nests for each member of the flock,” the little dragon corrected her.

      “Of course, it’s not,” she muttered and growled softly in frustration.

      “And you can’t hold the illusion and keep us invisible,” Rahl continued and pretended he hadn’t noticed the exchange.

      Kaylin shook her head. “I’m not ready for that level of complexity,” she admitted, “and I’m not that powerful.”

      “Yet,” Wivre interjected but she ignored him.

      “I suppose we could always use a real fire,” she suggested.

      The hobgoblin shook his head.

      “I used the last of our tinder last night,” he confessed. “And left the wood in the fireplace downstairs for when we returned.”

      “Pfft! What makes him dumb enough to think we’ll go back the same way?” the dragonette demanded and Kaylin rolled her eyes.

      “And there’s the Wivre we all know and love,” she mocked.

      He flicked his tail at her in disgust and Rahl stared at them both.

      “What did I say?” he asked.

      She shook her head. “Nothing, but I don’t think we’ll go back that way.”

      “Neither do I,” the hobgoblin agreed morosely, “but it means we don’t have much in the way of fuel if we want to set anything alight.”

      “Not even lamp oil?” she asked hopefully.

      He shook his head.

      “Clay did not pack any lamps, and I…” He shrugged apologetically. “I don’t need them so…”

      They fell into silence and heard the raucous music of the harpies’ voices drift from above.

      “This isn’t getting us any closer,” Kaylin pointed out and Rahl snorted.

      “We need a plan before we start moving,” he stated. “We will have only one chance at this—and they will do their best to drop us off the tower.”

      “Fire’s a good solution,” she insisted. “We merely have to think of a way to light it.”

      “We could try using the nest itself,” the hobgoblin suggested, “but that would mean hacking through the outer layer to the more flammable material beneath. That is both noisy and dangerous since it won’t go unnoticed for long.”

      She regarded him solemnly. “Yes…and once the harpies notice us wrecking their nests and trying to set them alight, they really will drop us off the tower.”

      “They can try!” Wivre declared fiercely.

      “Your fire orbs,” Rahl suggested. “What if you send several into the center of the nest or the edges. Would they be strong enough to set it alight?”

      Kaylin shook her head. “They might but I doubt it because they don’t burn long enough. They kind of flare and go out.”

      “Even in something flammable?” the hobgoblin asked.

      “Unless it's grass,” she replied.

      “Some of the nests will have grass,” he pointed out.

      “Yes, but will enough of them have grass? And can I set enough of them alight at once that the harpies will be too busy trying to put them out instead of targeting the source of the fire orbs? Because one burst won’t be enough.”

      “You make a good point,” Rahl replied. “They’re smart enough to trace the threat to its source, and those who don’t try to save their nests would certainly attack you.” He sighed. “You’d be the first one they’d drop off the tower.”

      “Thanks for that,” Kaylin retorted and glared at the top of the stairs as if the exit was to blame.

      “I could do it.” Wivre turned to face them and made a soft trilling noise to get their attention.

      “Uh…no, you couldn’t,” she replied sharply.

      “Could so,” the little dragon retorted. “I’ll slip into the nesting area and around to the far side, where I’ll start making fires. My claws and teeth are strong enough to expose the inner layers and even if they weren’t, my flame is hot enough to set most things alight. Plus, I’m small—too small to be noticed.”

      “The smoke will be noticed, though,” she protested and he gave her a smug look.

      “But not before I’m long gone,” he answered. “By the time the smoke truly shows, I’ll have lit another two, maybe even three. Those birds will be so busy trying to save their nests that they won’t look anywhere but at the flames.” He posed triumphantly. “Leaving you to get to the doorway and open it.”

      Kaylin stared at him. The little dragon was right. He was small enough to go unnoticed where a hulking hobgoblin and tall human might not, and the little cracks and rustles his jaws and claws might make probably wouldn’t be noticed over the usual sounds the harpies made as they settled into their nests.

      It was also the best plan she’d heard in their short discussion, and she couldn’t think of anything that might top it. She stared at him, then hung her head to stare at the floor while she thought about it.

      “What?” Rahl’s soft voice interrupted her and she sighed.

      “I can get Wivre to start the fire,” she answered. “He’s small enough to move among the nests unnoticed and he comes equipped with the means to break through the outer layer far more quietly than you or I ever could.”

      She paused and tried to think of how to word it so it sounded like she hadn’t had a tactical discussion with the dragonette.

      “If I…if I send him to the other side, I can make you and I invisible and we can creep to the pedestal and open the door. By the time we get there, he should have set enough nests alight that all the harpies’ attention will be on the opposite side of the tower.” She stopped and studied Rahl’s face in an attempt to gauge what he thought of the idea, then plunged on. “As soon as it’s open, I’ll whistle and he’ll join us.”

      “He’ll have to be fast,” the hobgoblin observed. “One whistle and those birds will know they’re not alone.”

      “As if the fires burning through their nests weren’t enough.” Wivre scoffed.

      “You’ve seen how fast he is,” Kaylin replied and Rahl’s skin darkened.

      “I have,” he acknowledged and sighed. “It’s still a very risky plan. Your invisibility spell won’t cover him as well as both of us, will it?”

      Kaylin shook her head and beckoned for the little dragon to come closer.

      “I’ll give him some coloration that will make him blend into the nests and tower top,” she explained and added silently in her head, “Show me what the top of the tower looked like.”

      The little dragon obliged and she scowled. Her original idea had been to color him in such a way that he’d blend in, but the variation between the straw-colored nesting materials and the black-and-gray tower top was too great.

      To top it off, the sun was setting and the parapets around the tower’s edge cast long, dark shadows. Any light-colored object without a nest behind it would show up like a torch on a starless night.

      Wivre waited and watched her curiously, the intelligence in his emerald eyes as unmistakable as that in Rahl’s. How long it would be before someone realized he wasn’t merely a drakeling was anyone’s guess, but she suspected the warrior would only be the first of many.

      “I’ve got it,” she said and smoothed her hands over the little dragon’s rough scales. “This spell will be centered on you, okay?”

      He cocked his head and trilled softly, and she smiled at him.

      “Three dimensions of magic,” she explained, as much for their benefit as for hers. “Logic says that if I can blend things with the shadows, then they can blend with the colors around them. Emotion states that I very much need to know this will happen so you are safe. And Experience tells me that if there are things like chameleons in the world like the Academy classes say, then I can bind the magic to the pigments in your skin for at least a little while.”

      Wivre trilled approvingly and shuffled to bring more of himself under her hand. Kaylin chuckled and made the sigils for the blurring spell but altered them slightly so the little dragon should both blend and blur. She filled the spell with her intent for him to match his surroundings as closely as the magic could make him and closed it with the intent that he should be hidden by his background.

      “Whoa…” Rahl commented when she was done. “You don’t think that would work for us?”

      “No,” she answered and almost wished she was wrong. “We’re too big and too much of us sticks out above the immediate background. The magic wouldn’t be sure what to reference and match us to. Invisibility will work much better.”

      “And it wouldn’t have worked on him?”

      “His spell is tied to him and will wear off over time. I can maintain ours as long as I spare a little concentration for it.”

      “How long?” Wivre asked, suddenly alarmed.

      “I don’t know,” she told him, “so you’d better hurry—and don’t forget to tell me once the nests are alight.” He spun obediently. “And watch out for the harpies,” she added. “I want you through that door as soon as I call, you got me?”

      He flicked his tail at her and scampered up the stairs.

      “I hope he’s careful,” she murmured as he whisked out of sight.

      She glanced at Rahl and the hobgoblin gave her a raised eyebrow look that begged the reason for his continued silence about the dragon’s identity. Rather than say anything, however, he shook his head and picked his pack up, ready to go.
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      Together, they crept to the top of the stairs and peered carefully at the view from the cover of the stairwell. For a second, Kaylin thought she caught a glimpse of Wivre and she hoped desperately she hadn’t.

      Her gaze skimmed over the harpies she could see. Some had settled on their nests and others were still in the process. Her heart hammered in her throat but more from fear that the little dragon’s rapid, silent movements might be seen.

      While he blended seamlessly into his environment, she hadn’t thought to bend the spell to hide his movements and harpies had very sharp eyes. If even one of them thought she saw something move between their nests, he would have all of them to contend with. Once they started looking, they would be unstoppable.

      The sheer number of bird-women in the air and perched on nests made her glad she’d cast invisibility on herself and Rahl before they’d reached the top of the stairs. If she could see the harpies, there was a good chance they could see her too—or they would have been able to.

      She edged closer to the doorway and hoped for a better idea of Wivre’s progress—or at least to see when enough of the nests were alight to distract the creatures from the pedestal. A few heartbeats later, she wished she hadn’t.

      Following the most likely track to the other side of the area, she saw one of the harpies tense. The woman glanced sharply over the edge of her nest, her attention caught by something on the tower’s stone top.

      Kaylin raised a fist to her mouth and bit nervously on the edge of her curled finger. Rahl rested a hand on her shoulder as though ready to restrain her. Or maybe he was merely letting her know he was there. It was hard to tell.

      Either way, she ignored him, her gaze glued to the harpy. For several long heartbeats, the bird-woman studied the ground before she shook her head and relaxed. As the creature turned to another in the neighboring nest and began to chatter, the young mage’s tension eased and she looked for some indication as to where Wivre might have gone next.

      She’d almost given up any hope of seeing something when a startled squawk rang out and one of the harpies swept out of the sky to land heavily among the nests in his target area. Rahl’s hand tightened as Kaylin surged forward and he brought her up short.

      She glanced at him and he raised a finger to his lips, then pointed toward the creatures. The one who’d landed had hopped onto one of the nearby nests and harangued the one inside it.

      The nest occupant replied forcefully, and one of the others in the nearby nests joined in. Soon, five of them argued animatedly over something and their wings flared as they squawked and chittered. The mage exhaled a long sigh of relief and continued to stare at the opposite side of the tower in search of any sign that the little dragon had either been sighted or had completed his task.

      The latter took both longer and much less time than she expected. One moment, she stared into the dying afternoon and watched shadow harpies come in to roost or pull shapeless things from their nests to eat. In the next, a dark smudge rose on the far side of the platform.

      It was followed by a second, then a flare of orange light as the fire found something particularly flammable in the nesting materials. A squawk of alarm greeted its appearance and then another that soon became a chorus.

      Rahl tapped Kaylin’s shoulder and they waited as the harpies on the nests closest to them elevated to join their sisters to fight the flames. Another nest caught alight, followed by a fifth, and the adventurers started to run.

      Sooner or later, the harpies would work out that something was still actively setting their homes alight and they would search for it. She wanted the door open and Wivre out of there before that happened. The little dragon wouldn’t stand a chance, otherwise.

      As if he sensed her worry, the hobgoblin increased the pace and their hurried walk became a quick jog as they wound through the nesting ground. Soon, they stood at the pedestal and stared at the door set within its base in consternation.

      He pushed against it, but it didn’t budge. With a low grunt, he wrapped his hand around the ornate handle and pulled, gently at first but then with increasing strength, but it still wouldn’t move. The ground shifted at their feet and they caught a momentary glimpse of Wivre before his scales shifted from the dark-gray of the stone slabs beneath their boots to the lighter gray of the pillar.

      “Is it open yet?” he demanded and Kaylin shook her head.

      “I think it’s locked,” she told him.

      “Well, hurry,” the little dragon urged, “because that fire won’t hold them forever and they’re already looking for its source.”

      She stared at the inscriptions set in and around the door. They were elven and while some looked familiar, others did not. Her first thought was that they might be what was locking the door so she tried to approach them in the same way she’d dealt with those at Shacklemund’s, but to no avail.

      It didn’t matter which way she moved her fingers or how carefully she shaped them in the air, the door did not respond. In the meantime, Rahl examined it carefully. His stubby fingers pressed every upraised piece of carving and explored every indentation. He tried swiping things aside and lifting them in case they concealed a keyhole—although what they’d do if they found a keyhole when they didn’t have a key, he didn’t know.

      With his focus on finding something physical to open the door with, Kaylin asked Wivre to translate the symbols and then tried to say them in different orders while she made the basic gestures linked to their meaning—or tried to. Some had several different possibilities.

      She didn’t know how much time she had, but she was very sure it wouldn’t be enough time to go through them all. The little dragon pranced with impatience on the dais behind her and watched while the harpies battled the growing conflagration.

      Kaylin assumed she should feel guilty about that since they were destroying the bird-women’s homes to gain access to a treasure that technically didn’t belong to them.

      “They wouldn’t have let us through if we’d asked nicely,” she muttered in a sing-song reminder to herself.

      Wivre glanced at her.

      “And they won’t ask you nicely to leave either,” he reminded her in acid tones. “Rahl’s right. They truly will throw you off the tower.”

      “And that’s if they don’t tear us to pieces first,” she snapped in response. “I know!”

      “Focus!” he commanded. “We need that door open and we need it open now!”

      A screech of outrage issued from the fire-front.

      “Chegra!” Rahl cursed, spun, and drew his axes.

      She guessed that was some kind of hobgoblin curse and not an instruction she hadn’t understood and redoubled her efforts on the door.

      Another screech shattered the afternoon, this one semi-intelligible with gutturals and imprecations she was sure she’d heard before.

      “Kaylin!” Wivre’s screech brought her around and the little dragon’s upturned muzzle alerted her to the direction of the threat.

      “I thought we were invisible,” the warrior protested.

      “We were only invisible when I had the concentration to spare,” she retorted. “I was so involved in trying to find a way to open the door, I must have dropped the spell.”

      He had nothing to say to that but hefted his weapons at the much larger harpy that elevated above them. Her talons gleamed in the sunset and her face was twisted with fury.

      “She’ll try to crush us against the pillar,” Rahl told her. “Get ready to jump out of her way.”

      Another creature thumped alongside them, followed by two more.

      “I’m not sure that’ll be an option,” Kaylin replied.

      “They’ll tear us to pieces,” Rahl declared heavily and brandished his axes as the larger bird-woman ascended.

      Kaylin looked up. “She’s going to ram us?” Despite the misgiving in his expression and the direness of the creature’s behavior, she felt a thrill of excitement.

      “Yes,” he answered.

      “Okay, so don’t move. Maybe she can open the door.”

      “She won’t aim at the door,” he pointed out sharply.

      “I know. Trust me and stand still.”

      She had no time to explain. Instead, she focused on the larger harpy and on what she needed her to see and took her hands through the motions of the blur spell and of the displacement spell Sylvester had used so effectively in their duel. She could still vividly recall how he’d made his hands appear in one place when he’d been in another.

      Now, though, she wanted the creature to see all three of them standing in front of the doorway. She needed her to see Rahl interposing himself between her and Wivre, his weapons raised in challenge exactly as he did now. The oversized creature had to see the three of them in front of the door, exactly as the bugbears had seen the pillars as mercenaries not so long before.

      The bird-woman screamed again and Kaylin steeled herself to hold the spell and hold her place, no matter how much the rest of her wanted to run.

      “Kaylin…” Rahl murmured, his tone laced with real anxiety.

      “Stay exactly where you are,” she replied in a rasped whisper, “and tell me you’re not standing in front of the door.”

      “Nooo….” he replied.

      “Well, that’s not what she thinks,” she informed him and drew a sharp breath as the big harpy shrieked in victory and folded her wings.

      Wivre whimpered and pressed himself against her shins, his gaze glued on the outstretched talons. Kaylin prayed the little dragon would stay exactly where he was as their attacker’s eyes gleamed and she plunged toward them.

      “Hold it. Hooold it,” she murmured and flinched as the enormous monster struck her target, pounded into the door, and shattered it—then vanished from sight.

      “In!” she yelled, pushed Wivre through, and dove after him. “In! In! In!”

      She drew her dagger and summoned a flaming orb to her hand as she stepped into the shimmering darkness that signified some kind of magic portal had lain behind the stonework.

      Has there ever been a way to open that panel? she wondered, a little confused by the existence of something that seemed to suggest that a mediocre door had been unnecessary. Unfortunately, she didn’t have the time to investigate it.

      With Rahl on her heels and Wivre ahead of her, she plunged through and prepared to fight the super-sized bird-woman on the other side. All the while, she hoped none of the other harpies followed.
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      The best laid plans, Kaylin thought and landed heavily with a painful bump.

      Her head spun and her stomach roiled and she wasn’t sure she could move. A groan broke the darkness surrounding her, and she turned her head but regretted it the instant she moved.

      “Rahl?” That had been meant to come out crisp and clear, but a croak was the best she could do.

      “Kaylin?” he replied and his voice sounded like he’d been gargling gravel. A pause followed before he spoke again. “Wivre?”

      A muted squeak answered him, and she breathed a sigh of relief. Neither of them had landed on him. She managed to move her hand and her fingers brushed against something metallic and sharp. Iron scraped against the stone.

      She groped carefully to see what it was and realized that she’d dropped her dagger and had been very lucky to not have landed on it. She wondered how Rahl had fared with his two axes and tried to moisten her mouth to ask.

      “Harridan,” he rasped.

      “What?” Kaylin demanded and annoyance sparked through her.

      “Big harpy,” he clarified roughly. “Nest queen…harridan…” He managed a choking laugh. “Not…you…” he added.

      “I think he’s asking where she is.” Wivre’s mind voice sounded like he had fought a pitched battle with the big harpy.

      “I don’t know,” Kaylin answered, sat, and held her head as the darkness spun and swooped around her.

      It took her a couple of minutes to remember the simple spell for a globe of light and when she did, she scrambled back on her butt until she could get her legs beneath her.

      The pure white light showed them exactly where the harridan was, and the monstrous harpy didn’t look any better from close up than she had when she swooped at them. It took her several seconds to realize that the creature wasn’t moving.

      She’d come through the portal so hard and so fast that, despite the magical shift in location, she’d slammed into the wall opposite and now lay in a crumpled pile of feathers and flesh.

      “We should probably kill her while she’s unconscious.” Rahl broke the silence and Kaylin noticed that he had picked Wivre up off the floor and now carried him draped along his forearm.

      “Is he all right?” she asked and glanced anxiously at the dragonette.

      The hobgoblin glanced down and quirked his lips into a smile. “He’s fine, but he said if I didn’t lend him my arm, he’d tear it off and help himself.”

      Wivre’s eyebrow twitched and he rolled his eyes up as though trying to see the warrior’s face, but apart from that slight movement, he didn’t shift an inch.

      “I did,” he claimed wearily.

      “Liar,” she replied and chucked him affectionately under the chin.

      “Magic gate?” Rahl asked and looked around the small chamber in which they had landed.

      “Magic gate,” she confirmed, even though she’d only ever heard of them and had never seen one, save in one of the elvish texts she’d found. “Very old magic.”

      He nodded sagely and made another slow study of their surroundings. “Very old tower,” he reminded her.

      “Shut up,” Wivre grumbled. “Very old is relative—and I’m not.”

      Kaylin snickered.

      Rahl jerked his thumb at the harpy.

      “We should kill her before she wakes, although…” He paused thoughtfully as he inched closer and seemed to realize the size of her. “I’m not sure one arrow or one stab will do the trick and I don’t want to be in talon reach if she wakes and finds she has an arrow in her gob.”

      She studied the bird-woman carefully. Now that they were close to her, she realized that where most normal harpies were man-sized, this one was closer to the size of an ogre.

      “You know what they say about letting sleeping beauties lie,” she quipped weakly.

      “I think that’s sleeping babies,” he corrected, “and that she is not.”

      Kaylin glared at him, then surveyed the chamber. Her gaze traced the carvings and pictograms that wound around its walls.

      “I didn’t think you knew anything about babies…” she murmured but her voice trailed off as she moved forward for a closer look.

      They seemed to be themed around the weather. She recognized several symbols from the Academy garden where they’d excited Magister Lorama’s students once their meaning had been grasped, but there were many she didn’t understand.

      “Bring Wivre here,” she commanded, and Rahl complied but continued to watch the harridan nervously.

      “I’m not in the mood to—”

      “These are easy,” she assured him, “and I need to know—”

      “Need? Seriously?” the dragonette challenged and sounded more like his usual sarcastic self.

      “There’s the one for wind,” she said and pointed to a symbol she remembered from the basement.

      “And this one means fields,” she added and indicated another.

      “There are too many for me to do before the harridan wakes up,” Wivre told her and sat wearily on Rahl’s arm. “And they are all to do with the weather and the heavens and the seasons and when the rain should fall during planting.”

      Kaylin nodded and as she walked along the wall, her globe of light followed to light her way.

      “And they all point this way,” she said, although how she knew they were pointing at anything and not merely telling a story she couldn’t say. The only explanation seemed to be that the magic played around her like an insistent breeze and her hands tingled where they brushed the wall.

      Like the energy’s trapped inside the symbols or harnessed by them. The thought gave her pause and her step hitched. Now how do they do that?

      “This way?” Rahl asked as he moved to the corridor and then along it. “And through this door?”

      She shook her head and looked past the hobgoblin’s broad shoulders as Wivre scrambled onto them and launched himself onto hers.

      “He’s not as comfortable,” he grumbled.

      Kaylin didn’t know how to answer that so she focused on the door. It reminded her very much of those she’d seen in Shacklemund’s basement.

      “And he doesn’t smell as n—” Wivre’s words cut short when he noticed that she wasn’t paying him any attention.

      She moved forward and brushed past the warrior when he came to a halt, her gaze fixed on the symbols surrounding the door. The hobgoblin stepped back a pace, careful to avoid brushing against the symbols on the walls.

      Entirely focused now, she simply trusted him and Wivre to watch her back as she examined the symbols. Most of them were familiar if not immediately recognizable. She’d last seen them surrounding the gates and vaults of Shacklemund’s and now, she had some idea of where the storage company had sourced its designs.

      She identified one from Shacklemund’s gates, embedded in an extra layer she recognized from the downstairs vault.

      So, I’m not the only one to blend different spells together, she thought and a slight smile played around her lips. She admired the design combination and wished she knew what each sigil meant. It was one thing to know how to break them but the dimensions that underpinned each one still remained a mystery.

      Mystical locks had not been a subject the Academy touched on, at least not at her level.

      Kaylin frowned and considered that—and recalled that it had not been the magisters who’d come for her at the vaults but the Chevaliers.

      Now why would the knights know something the magisters didn’t? she wondered as her attention traveled over each of the eight marks and identified each component she knew. Her fingers itched with the need to trace each one but she refused them.

      Not yet. Not until I’ve studied the whole door.

      She remembered the lesson she’d learned with the final door. Some sigils were connected in a sequence and who knew what the consequences would be of getting this one wrong?

      Shacklemund’s had been bad enough. What would the elves have devised as a penalty?

      Cautioned by the thought, she traced the sigils around the door, starting at the bottom of its left-hand side, and worked up the left doorpost, across the lintel, and down the right. There, embedded in the door itself, was another string of symbols.

      The young mage noted that these were different than the others and more like the elvish script she’d seen in some of the tomes she and Wivre had collected and deciphered together. She retrieved her journal from the satchel, flicked through its pages, and identified each element in the script as she wrote it at the head of a clean page.

      Hashal, she translated and titled the page Hashal’s Door before she made a quick sketch of the door and its protective symbols.

      “Who was Hashal?” she murmured and jotted notes under the door. “Was he a person? An organization? Some kind of group?”

      “It doesn’t matter what he was,” Wivre interrupted. “Open the door!”

      Kaylin stroked the little dragon to soothe him, but Rahl shouted from somewhere behind her. She couldn’t catch his words but it didn’t matter. There was a pattern to the symbols on the door.

      She ignored a second shout from the hobgoblin, stared at the symbols, and let her innate knack for magical geometry guide her curiosity.

      Yes! It…it spirals inward, she realized as the magic snatched at her consciousness. And that’s not merely an alignment…

      She let her consciousness drift and unfocused her thoughts so they wouldn’t interfere with what her subconscious was revealing about the sigils and their magic.

      It’s the intent! There’s a definite inward intent here.

      Part of her was sure Rahl was still shouting but his voice was easy to wall out as she sensed the magic inherent in the symbols—sensed it and reached toward it with her mind. Magical energy hummed to life as her consciousness drifted over it.

      The sigils primed at her intrusion, ready to defend or give ground, and she discerned immediately how terrible their vengeance would be if she failed. Sweat appeared on her brow, eased by the subtle movement of the air in the corridor around her.

      It cooled her hands too and she twined them together, a distant part of her surprised at their clamminess.

      The first sigil sparked and allowed her entry so she drifted to the second, then the third, her body perfectly still as her mind wove through the magic on the door before her. The sweat turned to droplets that trickled down her forehead and face, and she blinked them away and kept her hands clasped as she followed the pattern and shifted mentally from one sigil to the next.

      Each one was slightly more complex than the last and the magic burned more brightly with its promises of entry or doom. The build-up of energy grew more intense as she worked through the last symbol and finished it with a slight mental push.

      Nothing happened. Kaylin frowned, willed it to yield, and told it she had passed its test. Still, nothing happened.

      She pressed against it again. She had correctly completed the sequence. The magic knew this and had confirmed it.

      “Yield!” she ordered and added more pressure with her will. “Yield!” she commanded again and it did, but not as she expected it to.

      The sigils flared with light and for one panicked instant, she thought they were about to punish her for her intrusion. They glowed with a brightness that hurt her eyes, and she realized she now saw them with more than her mind.

      Her eyes watered and tears mingled with the sweat cooling on her skin.

      A dull clank followed before the sigils faded.

      As she blinked the tears away, she stared at the door while it shifted sulkily in its frame. A small sharp click followed and a dark line appeared as it unlatched and swung slightly ajar.

      “You opened the portal in one attempt.” Rahl’s soft rumble held admiration and surprise in equal measure.

      He sounded as if she’d done something unexpected but significant enough that the magically untrained could see it.

      “Of course she did,” Wivre grumbled where only she could hear it.

      “I guess?” Kaylin responded and stared at the door. A sudden sense of uncertainty washed over her. “Although, if I hadn’t gotten it right, I probably would have been blasted to pieces.” She hesitated, not sure how to explain it. “But still…”

      “Still?” the warrior asked. She shook her head and found it hard to explain.

      “It was almost like…like I got through all the other wards so it…uh, kind of let me through the last one,” she muttered, more to herself than to him. She frowned, a little uncomfortable at the thought of the oddness of it—like she waited for something terrible to happen now that they didn’t expect it. “But why would that last one simply let me through? You’d think it would be the most difficult, wouldn’t you?”

      She glanced at Rahl and he shrugged as though she’d expected an answer.

      “You’re underestimating yourself,” Wivre told her and added, “And that’s hard for most humans to manage but you are exceptional, after all.”

      Kaylin stroked the little dragon’s chin but it was more to comfort herself than anything else. The feeling of unease persisted, a sliding sense of wrongness that rippled through her and prickled her skin.

      Still, there was no other way forward so she curled her fingers around the edge of the door and pushed. It was heavy and Rahl moved around to shove it open.

      The chamber beyond was larger than she’d expected—at least three times the width of the entry hall and longer than the hall and corridor combined. She advanced the globe into the room and immediately identified shapes shrouded in white.

      At first, she thought it was cloth draped over the room’s contents to keep them clean, but when she moved farther into the room, she realized it was cobwebs.

      Cobwebs and dust. Although not out of place in the setting, she noticed how many of the shapes glimmered and shined, reflecting her magical light despite their coverings.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Kaylin moved quietly into the chamber and each step stirred a layer of white dust from the floor.

      More cobwebs? She looked down, relieved to find only dust.

      Rahl moved behind her and a little to her right as they stepped forward slowly. Wivre’s claws dug into the leather armor that covered her shoulder.

      “What is this place?” the hobgoblin murmured and his words rolled through the space and made the cobwebs tremble.

      It reminded her of a temple or one of the shops where rare things were displayed under glass cases. Rows of tables stood back-to-back and stretched in a row six tables long. Silver glittered along their edges although she couldn’t see the design.

      She wondered what lay under the patina of cobwebs and dust that covered the glass casing but made herself lift her gaze and study the rest of the chamber. It was too large for her light to reach it all but she could faintly make out carvings cloaked in dust and arching over the darker hollows denoting alcoves.

      These were set at regular intervals along each wall and the rough outlines of statues were made visible where the webs covering them reflected the light. Metallic glints shined through the webs but not clearly enough for her to see what the statues were.

      The young mage spent several long moments studying each section of the wall but when nothing moved, she turned to the tables and their hidden treasures. Reflexively, she swiped a hand over the case but the action did little to remove the webs or dust that were several layers deep.

      Kaylin tried the edge of her cloak, which helped but was awkward to use. With a slight scowl, she set her backpack at her feet and pulled out the slightly damp clothes from the day before. Rahl hovered close by and his hands twitched as though he’d rather be fighting.

      As she glanced at him, he unslung his bow and held it at his side.

      Determined to not let his precautions distract her, she returned to the case and used the tunic as a cleaning cloth to clear enough of the mess that coated the glass to reveal the scrolls within. She set the garment aside and focused on them. Each one was neatly open and placed beside an open scroll case.

      There were six in all, but the text was difficult to read through the swirls she’d made to wipe the worst of the dust away. With a frown, she picked the tunic up and dragged it around the outside of the case.

      She expected to find a lock or more sigils to secure it. Instead, she found a simple catch.

      “This can’t be right,” she muttered and traced her fingers over and around it but found nothing else to prevent her entry.

      Still, she held her breath as she flipped it open and lifted the lid carefully. At first, it didn’t move but after a moment, it responded slowly and its ancient hinges squeaked and squealed in protest as they moved.

      Kaylin gritted her teeth and wondered how she would read the scroll if she had to hold the lid. No sooner had the thought crossed her mind than a rod dropped from one edge of the glass and its rounded end came to rest inside the case and the lid refused to open any farther.

      “Nice trick,” she murmured, released the lid cautiously, and breathed a sigh of relief to find the rod held and glass didn’t fall.

      Her fingers trembled as she reached into the case and drew out the first scroll. For all the time it had lain there, the document was in remarkably good condition, the parchment supple beneath her hand.

      Carefully, she turned it into the light and began to read.

      Some of the symbols were familiar but their context was not, and it wasn’t helped by the fact that most of the page was covered in formulae. Numbers joined by strange symbols were arranged in patterns she didn’t understand, and equations marched across the page linked by elvish script with too many unfamiliar elements to be easily understood.

      She was about to ask Wivre to help when another screech shattered the stillness. This one sounded like the hinges but on a much larger scale, and her teeth ached in response. She froze and held her breath, but Rahl pivoted and his gaze scanned the perimeter of the room.

      The action unlocked her muscles and she turned as well to survey their surroundings.

      There was nothing to see. Nothing had changed and nothing moved, and even the cobwebs appeared undisturbed.

      They stood in complete silence for several heartbeats longer while each one tried to discover what had made the terrible sound and where the threat might lie.

      Despite their careful scrutiny, they could find nothing out of place.

      “Less reading and more packing,” Rahl instructed, nocked an arrow to his bow, and changed his grip so he could fire as soon as he had a target.

      “You’re right.” Kaylin nodded, rolled the scroll, and slid it into its tube.

      She didn’t look at the second one but packed it immediately into the case beside it and moved on to the next. When they were all secured, she stowed them in her backpack, glad now that Rahl had left Clay’s kindling behind.

      As she stooped to nestle the last one in the pack, another horrendous grinding screech echoed through the chamber. This time, she dropped into a crouch, flipped the backpack closed, and prepared to secure the top.

      Again, Rahl pivoted toward the sound, his bow half-drawn as he searched for a target. She looked around and even peered up and over the top of the counter.

      Still, nothing had changed and they had no clue where the noise had come from.

      When silence remained, she lifted her pack and moved to the next display case. Again, she wiped the top, noted the scrolls within, and ran the damp cloth around the table’s edges in search of protective sigils or a lock.

      As before, she found neither, only a simple catch like the one that had secured the first. Her fingers shook as she flipped it open and began to lift the lid. This time, the odd shriek of the protest was drowned by another, louder grinding screech from somewhere else.

      Kaylin froze and looked around for the source of the sound. At first, nothing seemed to have changed, but then she realized one of the alcoves was empty.

      Empty? Before she had a chance to process what that meant, something drove into her side and knocked her away from her pack and the case. A shadow fell across them and a giant metal fist swept through the space she’d occupied.

      Rahl released her and continued in a roll that took him to his feet. He was in motion again before he was fully upright and raced around the back of the tables to throw himself into a long dive that took him past where he’d dropped his bow.

      She continued to scramble back and heard the hum of an arrow in flight. A moment later, she managed to regain her feet and retreated steadily as she willed her globe closer to the enormous shape that towered between them.

      The arrow thunked into it with a metallic clang but rattled away into the dark.

      Kaylin continued to reverse as she stared at the statue that now turned its face toward her—its elven face, she realized when the delicate, elegant features shifted in her direction. In fact, the statue depicted an elven woman clothed in the kind of armor a warrior might wear.

      Elven chain? Her mind scrambled to match the close-fitting hauberk with any of the pictures she might have seen in the texts she’d found.

      It was hard to remember anything with the statue looking at her like that. The eyes were worked in dark iron and the metal showed in stark contrast to the silver of its features. Disconcertingly, it seemed to study her intently.

      She thought it was one of the most beautiful and terrifying things she had seen and retreated another couple of steps when it shifted toward her. The second its foot left the ground, she reacted, conjured a dazzling display of colored lights, and accompanied it with a sonic boom that would have left a normal being stunned and disoriented.

      The statue’s foot came down with as much sureness as it had been lifted with and the spell seemed as effective as flinging rose petals at a charging bull. She threw herself back as it attacked again and this time, dodged a kick that would have snapped her spine if it had landed.

      Or snapped me in two. She rolled behind another of the display cases and cast a worried glance along the wall in case a second statue took it into their heads to come to life.

      Another part of her mind gibbered with disbelief.

      It’s a statue. They don’t walk and they certainly don’t attack people who ransack the spaces they decorate.

      The gibbering ceased when she realized what it was.

      “It’s a golem,” she whispered and peered over the top of the display case to see where it had gone. “Mirielle would love this!”

      The memory of her friend was accompanied by a sudden stab of pain but she had no time for it. As much as Mirielle would have loved the fact that this golem wasn’t being used as a showy waiter, she probably wouldn’t have appreciated being the subject of its attention.

      This golem was being used in its traditional function as a guardian. It would kill them for trespassing in its domain.

      Its head swung to look at her and she scooted out from behind the table and raced to another section of the chamber. At least it was as slow as the book at the Academy had said they were. Although honestly, it was little comfort when she thought about it since the book had also said golems were relentless in pursuit of anyone who trespassed in their domains.

      And that wasn’t all the book had said, she remembered with dismay.

      “My magic is useless,” she whispered. Golems were immune to illusions and resistant to fire and lightning and any of the low-level spells she had in her repertoire.

      The creature turned its head again, and she moved. She also learned something the book in the Academy hadn’t been able to tell her.

      Not all golems were slow.

      This one bounded after her with all the grace and speed of the elven warrior it was modeled from. It dodged around the scroll case with sinuous ease and its footsteps shook the floor as it followed her. She scrambled away and angled back to retrieve her pack.

      Another of Rahl’s arrows bounced harmlessly off its shoulder as it turned its head to see where she had gone.
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      Kaylin scooped her pack up, pivoted, and searched for the chamber entrance. It didn’t take long for her to find it but unfortunately, it was directly behind the golem.

      She could almost see the statue smile as it returned her horrified gaze. As she backed slowly away from it, she registered two things. The first was that Rahl stood behind her, although he moved as she reversed up to him so he had a clear line of sight.

      Second, Wivre was perched on top of one of the scroll cases closest to the golem. The little dragon mantled his wings, stamped his feet, and lashed his tail while smoke rose from his nostrils as he growled.

      The golem turned its head toward him and she gasped.

      “Aim for its weak spots,” she shouted as the statue ignored the little dragon and focused on them again.

      “What weak spots?” Rahl roared in return as they skittered back to avoid a pulverizing sweep of the creature’s arms.

      That was all the little dragon needed. He rose into the air behind the statue and his voice sounded clearly in her head.

      “I’ll get help!”

      “What help…” she began but he zipped through the vault door and down the corridor.

      “What help can he possibly find down there?” she asked and recalled the four heavily inscribed walls surrounding the entry chamber in which they’d landed. “There’s nothing there.”

      “Get down!” Rahl shouted and she fell prone in time to avoid another sweeping blow.

      She followed it with a dive to the side that took her out from under the fist that pounded into the floor where she’d been and made it to her feet with the pack still intact.

      “You’re not much of a guardian if you crush the very things you’re supposed to protect,” she taunted, but the statue seemed undeterred as it pivoted to follow her.

      Rahl fired more arrows at the golem and struck its knees, ankles, and head. Each shot would have felled an ogre or at least slowed it, but the creature didn’t seem to notice. The rattle and ping of the sharp metal heads of each missile confirmed the hit, but there was no reaction.

      Their attacker was as immune to his arrows as it was to her spells.

      “We are in so much shit,” Kaylin said and decided to see if the statue was immune to invisible opponents.

      She cast the spell as she and Rahl ducked behind one of the display cases and tried to sneak toward the door. The statue vaulted the row of tables and followed them, even after they’d gone behind two different tables.

      “What is it with these?” she protested as they ran to the door, only to have to change direction as the golem got between them and the corridor. “They’re not supposed to be this smart!”

      “It wouldn’t be ancient magic if it was as easy to defeat as expected,” Rahl countered, and she wanted to ask why not but didn’t have time.

      If his arrows wouldn’t work, her distinctly non-magical dagger wouldn’t make any difference either, which meant she had nothing she could use to save them. Her illusions wouldn’t work. Invisibility wouldn’t work, so trying to blur them wouldn’t work either.

      Her globes and orbs of fire and lightning certainly had no effect, and she threw one of each simply to prove the point to the stubborn part of her head that demanded how she knew if she didn’t try. The only spells she had left were meant to enhance things like someone’s speed and reflexes or to make a magical shield.

      Kaylin was very sure the latter wouldn’t stand up to the force of the golem’s fists or feet and she had no intention to ask Rahl to stand there and get smooshed simply to prove a point. Nor would she attempt it herself.

      “No,” she muttered, “but being faster on our feet might help us stay alive long enough for Wivre’s version of help to arrive.”

      She managed to cast the spell on Rahl before the golem attacked again and thrust her hand against the hobgoblin’s shoulder as he rolled away. That small action almost took her life as the golem drew its foot back in preparation to kick her into a wall.

      If it had chosen to attack her with its fists, it might have succeeded. As it was, the time it took to draw its foot back was all the time she needed to scramble out of its way. The warrior came to her rescue—or he tried.

      He’d cast his bow aside and exchanged his hand-axes for two curved swords. As she darted away from the golem, he leapt onto one of the display cases and from there, onto the creature’s back. He drove one blade into its neckline and wedged it into a crevice in the metal as he hammered at it with the other blade.

      Neither action seemed to perturb it and it reached a hand over its shoulder to try to pluck the hobgoblin off.

      “Rahl!” Kaylin shouted and he glanced up in time to leap clear and jerk his first blade free as he did so.

      The golem’s hand slapped between its shoulder blades and would have crushed him if he’d remained in place.

      She scrambled to her feet and moved away as it turned its head to pinpoint her in seconds. It shifted a little to acknowledge Rahl as he sprinted to interpose himself between them.

      When the golem took a step forward, they took a step back. It advanced another pace, its expressionless face devoid of emotion.

      Do statues even feel? Or are they simply a mindless automaton when activated?

      Judging by the way it fought, she didn’t think so. There must be some intelligence in there. This one hadn’t gone after them without thought. It had moved to block them from escape multiple times and had displayed a limited anticipation of their moves—which, of course, immediately triggered a host of questions.

      Kaylin looked over her shoulder and almost froze. Without moving her gaze from the golem, she tapped Rahl on the shoulder.

      “Corner,” she whispered as though it could hear them or would miss the whisper at this proximity.

      He glanced back and cursed softly in response as he jerked his thumb sideways.

      “We’re close,” he countered and gestured at the vault door only a few yards to the statue’s right.

      “Not close enough,” she told him as the statue turned its head and angled that way to cut them off again.

      If she’d needed proof as to its intelligence, it was right there.

      Rahl was not impressed. “Dammit!”

      A distant screech caught their attention and they exchanged hasty glances.

      What now? she thought as a small crimson shape darted through the door, swerved around the golem, and threw itself into a tight turn to circumnavigate the chamber.

      “Wivre!”

      The little dragon’s laughter ended with a mental, “Help is here!” as the smell of burned feathers filled the room and something ogre-sized and furious barreled through the door.

      Unfortunately, the harpy harridan wasn’t as nimble as he was and hadn’t expected to encounter anything else in her pursuit of the little dragon. She also smoldered in several places and one of her tail feathers was alight at its base.

      Rahl choked back a startled laugh. “Every species.” He chuckled as the harridan collided with the golem and instinctively lashed out with her talons as the force of her impact knocked the oversized statue back several feet.

      Blinded with fury, the harpy didn’t bother to look for the little dragon. She followed the stumbling statue, hooked long, curved talons into its sides, and punctured metal with another painful shriek as she used her momentum to drag it into the air.

      They watched open-mouthed as the bird-woman pulled the golem halfway to the vaulted ceiling before she kicked outward and downward to hurl it to the floor. They both winced as it struck at an intersection between the tables with enough force to crack stone and deform the metal it was created from.

      The harridan lofted itself to the ceiling, then folded its wings, stooped, and aimed its deadly feet at the golem that struggled to rise from the floor. When the two adversaries collided, and even though the harpy drove the golem onto its back, the statue retaliated.

      It drove into the bird-woman with its fists and its feet, hurled her clear, and flung her into a display case halfway across the room.

      “We need to find a way out of here,” Rahl stated as Wivre settled on Kaylin’s shoulder.

      The little dragon was breathing hard and smoke still trickled from his nostrils.

      “Everything wakes up if you set its butt alight,” he observed with satisfaction.

      “Heads up!” the hobgoblin warned, caught her by the arm, and dragged her out of the way of a display case thrown with enough force to crack the stone above the vault door.

      Screeches echoed around the room and shook dust loose from the ceiling. Metal shrieked and glass shattered. The harpy pulled herself out of the wall and attacked the golem again.

      Seemingly impervious to its blows, she pounded into it but this time, her attempts to drag it off the ground failed and they both careened into a wall instead.

      One of the other statues toppled out of the adjacent alcove and Kaylin held her breath. The harridan flapped and squawked and ducked under blows from one of the golem’s fists as it used the other arm to push itself out of the wall.

      The bird-woman’s fists pummeled her adversary’s head as though she had the slightest chance of blinding it with her clawed fingers. When that failed to stop the blows, the harpy grasped the arm assaulting her and hung off it as she kicked and scraped at the statue’s side with her clawed feet.

      Gouges appeared in the flawless surface and a part of the young mage regretted the destruction of such a beautiful piece of work.

      As the golem pushed itself upright, the harridan wound her arms tightly around the limb she held, braced both feet against her opponent’s chest, and twisted as she screamed in frustration.

      In response, the statue spun and pounded its outstretched arm with the harpy attached into the wall. This was too much for the abused metal. With a tortured scream and a crack of stone, the arm snapped off and tumbled to the floor.

      The harpy let go, but whether this was because of the impact or because the arm was no longer attached to the statue was impossible to tell. Unable to take advantage of her wings while grounded, the harridan took flight and barely escaped another mighty kick from her opponent. The golem’s leg continued into the wall and a second mighty crack split the air.

      A rush of fresh air followed, but neither the harpy nor the golem paid it any attention. Scrolls fluttered at its touch and Kaylin darted forward instinctively.

      She hadn’t taken two paces toward the closest one when the harpy hurtled from the ceiling. With its remaining hand, the statue picked its arm up and swung, missed the bird-woman, and continued to spin so the arm struck the stone again.

      “That must lead outside,” Rahl observed and gestured to the aperture the blow had created. He glanced at the vault door, now partly blocked by a shattered display case. “And it is the only way I can see of getting out of here.”

      Stone clattered off the wall but the golem ignored it. All its attention was focused on the harridan, who now dove and swooped, seemingly intent on trying to tear its head from its shoulders. Repeatedly, the bird-woman dove under and around the wildly swinging arm.

      Each time she did so, the limb made violent impact with something else. Sometimes, it was a display case and at others, it was the floor. With every strike, something shattered, either one of the precious cases or the stone underfoot, which dimpled and cratered with every blow.

      Kaylin decided that perhaps she didn’t need any more scrolls, although she mourned the lost knowledge with all her heart. She didn’t think she’d have the chance to return before the ancient documents were lost to the elements they were now exposed to.

      The golem remained single-minded in its pursuit and flailed wildly at the attacking harridan. Once, it managed to slam its arm into the harpy’s chest and flung her across the room. It immediately gave pursuit and raced after her.

      “Now!” Rahl exclaimed and caught her arm as he bolted to the newly made hole in the wall.

      The two giant combatants might be on the other side of the sanctum but from the way the fight had so far gone, there was no guarantee they’d stay there for long.

      She needed no convincing, although she might have been tempted to try to snatch up any scrolls on the way. The hobgoblin gave her no time and the sight of the harpy rising to the ceiling kept her in motion.

      They reached their goal as the harridan plummeted and the crash of her impact echoed behind them as they charged into the tunnel beyond.
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      The tunnel wound down and around but only for a short distance. The air beyond was damp as if another storm had swept the mountain in their absence, and the sun had set although the dusk still lingered.

      “The goblins will be out,” Rahl observed as they approached the exit.

      Behind them, the sounds of battle still carried down the tunnel although they were much fainter. Kaylin wondered which of the two creatures would win and didn’t want to guess. She also wished she knew how many of the scrolls had survived.

      It’s too late for regrets, she thought but couldn’t help having them anyway. So much magical knowledge had been within her grasp. While she might not have wanted to keep all of it, she would have at least had something worth trading down the line.

      When they reached the tunnel’s end, they paused and looked out over the valley to get their bearings. Carefully, they surveyed the mountain slope for any threats but saw nothing between them and the city wall.

      She glanced at her companion and was about to speak when a tremendous scream echoed down the tunnel behind them. Its intensity signified victory or death but gave no indication of which, and the sound sent shivers down her spine. She glanced again at the hobgoblin and noticed the semi-luminescent gleam of his eyes.

      He met her gaze and shrugged, and they both stepped out into the dark. As tired and bruised as they felt, neither of them wanted to spend the night on the mountainside. They wanted the familiar confines and known dangers of the ruins below.

      The vined walls and hollows of its empty buildings looked like sanctuary and they longed to be home. On some vague level, she registered the irony that she should now feel safe in what was arguably the most unsafe location in the world.

      Exhausted, bruised, and almost numbed by the stress and physical exertion they’d endured, they proceeded carefully down the slope and their eyes ached with the effort to see through the gathering dark. Her orb had gone out at some point in the tunnel and she hadn’t had the energy to conjure another.

      Rahl had been her guide, his steps sure in the underground darkness, and he stayed beside her as they descended to the city wall. At first, she wondered how they would get in but her companion rested a hand on the wall and looked at its height.

      Kaylin waited, glad of Wivre’s warmth where the little dragon had draped himself around her neck. It might be early summer but the mountain slopes were still cold and the city cooled at night.

      The hobgoblin looked both ways along the wall, turned left, and followed the structure while he trailed his hand on the stone. It looked for all the world like they were communing, but she doubted it. He merely knew where he was and where he needed to be in relation to it.

      “Here,” he said gruffly as the moon rose overhead, and she realized that they’d come to a hole in the wall.

      It looked vaguely familiar but she couldn’t be sure. He said nothing more but helped her through, then guided her deftly through the city and into the hide where they’d spent the night before they left the city.

      When she saw its familiar interior, she breathed a sigh of relief.

      “I should set the alarms,” Rahl told her and turned to move to ground level again.

      “I can set a ward,” she told him. “It’ll wake us if something approaches, even if they’re on the ground.” He hesitated, and she managed a weary smile. “Isn’t that what a good mage would do when her scout was as tired as she was?”

      He snorted softly and nodded. “Only if she has the energy,” he replied, then quirked his eyebrow. “Do you?”

      “I have enough,” Kaylin assured him and stifled a yawn. “At least for this.”

      The hobgoblin didn’t bother to argue. Instead, he slung his pack off and moved to the back of the shelter to unroll his sleeping mat. She drew a deep breath and sketched her ward with her fingers before she cast it over all possible routes to their hide.

      When she was finished, she spread her bedroll on the opposite side of the empty firepit.

      A soft snore broke the silence and she glanced at the hobgoblin, who was fast asleep. Wivre barely stirred as she slipped her backpack off and settled the little dragon in his satchel, which she hung behind her bedding.

      Her head spun with fatigue by the time she slid under her blankets and closed her eyes. If she was honest, the wards didn’t matter because she was too exhausted to care or even be able to wake if something were to come.

      With these thoughts rattling through her troubled brain, she slept.
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        * * *

      

      She didn’t wake until the sun was halfway to noon and then only because Rahl poked her shoulder with one hand while he held a plate of roasted…something…in the other.

      With a glance at the fire, she asked, “You found firewood?”

      He smirked. “I also hunted and cooked.” He waved the plate at her. “You look hungry.”

      “I do?” Kaylin stifled a yawn and shifted to a seated position. The smell of hot, freshly roasted meat caught her nostrils and her mouth watered. Her stomach growled to let the world know it was empty and he chuckled.

      With a nod of thanks, she took the plate.

      Halfway through the haunch of whatever, she realized that fresh meat hadn’t been in their remaining rations. Rahl caught her brief hesitation from across the fire.

      “Rabbit,” he told her succinctly. She heaved a sigh of relief but almost choked when he added, “Rats are scarce after sunrise.”

      The hobgoblin snickered and placed another plate in front of where Wivre sat and stared at her meal.

      “This way, you won’t be eaten by mistake,” he assured the little dragon. “She still looks hungry.”

      Kaylin wanted to protest that she wasn’t that hungry, but it would have meant she had to choose between speaking and chewing and there was no question which one took precedence. Rahl placed another full skewer over the flames and grinned.

      “I could do with seconds,” he explained and gestured to the three skewers now browning over the coals. “You?”

      She nodded and cleared her plate. When the skewers had finished cooking, she made short work of the second serving as well. With a full stomach and a night’s rest behind her, she felt slightly more awake, enough to wonder what was in the scrolls she’d retrieved from the vault.

      By then, the sun had reached its zenith and Rahl showed no immediate signs of leaving. She retrieved the topmost scroll in her pack and began to read—or at least tried to.

      This one was as bad as the one she’d pulled from the display case in that it was full of formulae and numbers and she couldn’t understand the context they were being used in. She was tempted to ask Wivre, but the little dragon had stuffed himself to repletion and currently snored in his satchel, too full to move.

      With a frustrated glance at him, she sighed in defeat. She rolled the scroll, put it to one side, and withdrew the next one from the pack. More numbers greeted her, along with more formulae.

      This time, she was able to recognize several pieces of script but none of the words made sense. The closest she could come was that these notes were written in a form of shorthand to allow space for the calculations—or that the calculations explained the abbreviations that went with them.

      Kaylin frowned, replaced it in its scroll case, and set it aside as well. She dragged the backpack closer, pulled out three more scroll cases, and opened them one by one. When the third one proved to be more of the same, she groaned with exasperation.

      “Are they not what you wanted?” Rahl asked.

      She looked at him to see how he felt about the possibility, but his face gave nothing away.

      “Ugh! Maybe? I don’t know…” She growled her irritation as she flipped between the three sheets of parchment.

      While she’d hoped that if she read them in conjunction or compared them, they’d make more sense, this hadn’t been the case.

      “They’re elven script,” she admitted, “which is good, but there are formulae and most of it seems to be numbers and I don’t know what I’m looking at.”

      Coins jingled and Wivre caught their attention when he stretched and yawned. He cocked his head at them, sauntered closer, and clawed up her arm so he could study the scroll over her shoulder.

      When he didn’t say anything, she continued. “I don’t know what any of it stands for, and I’d hate to have almost gotten us killed for what amounts to some mage’s tax records or something.”

      She waited for the little dragon to interject in his usual acerbic fashion, but he remained silent and his green eyes roved the page. This usually meant he had about as much of a clue as she did—and sometimes even less—but that wasn’t something he would ever admit, of course.

      With a sigh, she rolled the scrolls carefully and put them inside their cases.

      “Maybe, in time, you will learn,” Rahl told her comfortingly. “Why not look at it as a long-term investment?”

      “Argh!”

      Kaylin secured the last one and shoved all of them unceremoniously in her pack.

      “Trolls-cursed, piss-swilling, trouble-making bastard mages,” she grumbled. “They should all be drowned at birth.”

      The hobgoblin raised his eyebrows but said nothing at her outburst. He merely put the fire out and stowed his sleeping roll, which was a signal for her to do the same.

      When he picked his pack up and strode toward the path that descended from the shelter, she was ready to follow and Wivre rode on her shoulder.
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        * * *

      

      They left their shelter in early afternoon and Rahl was very careful to hide all traces of their access to and from it.

      “It won’t stop someone tracking us by scent,” he told her, “but it will make it harder for them to find the path.”

      Kaylin didn’t recall him taking that much care when they’d left the city and she wondered what had changed. What had he seen on his hunt that morning?

      He frowned as he led her to the broken doorway leading into the ruin and his expression grew fierce with worry as he peered into the street beyond. She wanted to ask him what was wrong but it didn’t seem to be the time.

      His head was constantly in motion and his gaze roved the streets, the walls above, and every gap and corner of the ruins. It was like he was trying to monitor everything at once as if missing the slightest detail was a matter of life and death.

      She recognized some of the streets they traversed, at least at first, but when he turned away from the wall and moved toward the city center, she had to wonder why. The farther they went, the more alert he became.

      “Did you blur us?” he asked after he dragged her into the shelter of some vines.

      “Damn,” she muttered, made the necessary gestures hastily, and wondered how she’d forgotten. Tiredness was the most logical explanation, but something told her he wasn’t looking for excuses, only protection. That, at least, she could do.

      Once she cast the spell to blur them, she followed it with the one that would hide their sound for good measure. Rahl noted the second set of gestures.

      “Sound?” he asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Good.” He grunted and peered through the vines. “And you have not yet worked out the one to conceal our scent?”

      Kaylin shook her head. “I need to do more research.”

      “And that is what the scrolls were for?”

      “I was hoping,” she admitted and he nodded before he looked through the vines again.

      Mid-afternoon was when most of the monsters should be sleeping, but he seemed jumpier than when they’d traveled through the morning. She wondered if they’d reach the inn that night or if they’d camp early.

      The latter made more sense, but she wasn’t sure he would agree.

      He tapped her knee, hurried into the street, and broke immediately into a jog. She hurried to catch up, then matched him stride for stride.

      They crossed one street, leapt the remains of a house wall, and trotted through the grass-filled space within to climb over the waist-high remains of the wall on the other side.

      There, he settled into another crouch and listened carefully before he led them in a half-crouch into another building, where he pulled the vines carefully back into place behind them.

      When Kaylin gave him a look asking what was going on, he jerked his thumb at the next level and held a finger to his lips.

      Together, they climbed what was left of the internal walls to a level above so they could traverse the ruins above the ground.

      “Keep the drakeling close,” Rahl murmured roughly. “I don’t want him to draw attention.”

      “Wivre—” Kaylin began but the dragonette swooped past to land a little distance ahead and wrinkled his nose in disgust at Rahl’s precautions.

      “I heard.”

      He trotted to her and wound deliberately between the hobgoblin’s legs to make him wobble. The warrior glowered at him, but something caught his attention and he dropped into a crouch and again held a finger to his lips.

      She followed his example, and Wivre took the chance to slip quickly into his satchel.

      “If I can’t fly, the least I can do is protect my hoard,” he muttered and curled onto the coins with barely a clink.

      “Ssshhh,” she told him when she heard what Rahl had already noticed—the heavy tramp of boots moved in unison, each step accompanied by the jangle of armor and weapons.

      The footsteps grew louder, then faded once they’d passed on the other side of the wall. She didn’t know if the group was hobgoblin or orc and there was no way to tell unless she stood and exposed herself to the chance of discovery.

      When she recalled her first encounter with orcs, she decided she seriously didn’t want a repeat of being pursued through the city by the likes of Scarsnout and simply listened to the footsteps fade gradually. Even if it wasn’t orcs, her encounter with the Blademongers had been enough to tell her that running into hobgoblins might not end much better.

      At least it’s not goblins, she thought and shuddered at the idea of the vicious little monsters being at large at this time of day. There were reasons why most mercenaries stayed out of the ruins at night and they were small but many—very many.

      Rahl waited for a few heartbeats longer than it took for the bootsteps to fade before he signaled them forward. They followed the walls for another few blocks before he led them reluctantly to the ground and through a section of the city Kaylin hadn’t explored.

      Even Wivre stuck his head out of his satchel to study their surroundings and his eyes brightened with curiosity. Before Kaylin could say anything, he’d wound out of the bag and up her arm to sit on his haunches on her shoulder with his forepaws on her head.

      “Cute,” she grumbled. “Real cute.”

      The little dragon didn’t reply and she hoped had the sense to not take flight. Something told her they weren’t on safe ground yet.

      The flash as the hobgoblin whipped his bow from its sling and nocked an arrow confirmed it, and she prepared a small swarm of fireballs in case they needed to get away. It struck her that as nervous as her guide was, they didn’t seem to be taking the fastest route back to the Rest but a longer, more circuitous one.

      Good, she thought and recalled the silent statues of a bugbear patrol now crumbling to dust as their stone husks were destroyed. Good.

      She honestly didn’t want to encounter the basilisks again, not confined to their nesting ground and certainly not roaming the city. If a longer route to the inn meant avoiding the giant snakes, she was more than happy to take it.

      Besides, she trusted Rahl. He knew the city better than anyone else she’d traveled with and he was her friend. Without a doubt, he would not betray her. She stayed close behind him, stopped when he did, and ran where he ran.

      He didn’t keep a continual watch on her or try to manhandle her through the city. Now and then, he’d glance back to see where she was. Reassured, he would continue to lead them deeper into areas she didn’t know before he changed direction and moved toward the mountain.

      It wasn’t long after they’d taken the new course that Kaylin started to recognize some of the buildings. Granted, she hadn’t seen them since winter but their facades were the same. Some of these were the buildings she had passed when she’d first entered the city.

      Her heart raced and her breath caught in her throat when she recognized the one that had housed the orcs, but Rahl stopped when he saw it and eased back until he came to a side street and slid quietly along it.

      Once he’d reached the end, he checked in both directions and hurried across the street and into the next alley, where he broke into a silent jog. She didn’t question why since she had no more desire to meet any orcs than he did.

      As he reached the end of the alley, he slowed and turned into the street she’d fled down to get to the inn ahead of Scarsnout. Before they reached the crossroad they should turn into, the hobgoblin came to a sudden stop and tugged her into a nearby building.

      He released her as soon as she changed direction and signaled that they had to climb to one of the remaining floors two stories above them. Once they were in position, he moved parallel to the street they needed to take until he reached a window at the far end.

      In a low crouch, he crept up to it with her alongside and together, they looked out into the street below.

      The goblins had built a barricade of rubble taken from the buildings around them. It reminded Kaylin of a small fortress except all it did was block the street. She wondered what they hoped to achieve and what was to stop those wanting to pass from bypassing it through the ruins below.

      “This is new,” Rahl murmured and he didn’t sound happy.

      She crept closer, followed the direction of his gaze, and immediately saw why. Not only had the goblins blocked the street, but they’d also demolished several buildings on either side and turned them into walls of rubble.

      The one in which they now perched was the last one left standing before the makeshift walls began.

      “Oh…” she whispered, slunk away from the window, and wondered what her guide would do next.

      He twisted slightly, careful to keep his head below the level of the windowsill and remaining wall. For a minute, she thought he might be staring at her, then she realized he was looking through and past her as if to picture the city in his head while he tried to think of another way around goblins’ barrier.

      Before he could finish, they heard the sounds of an argument. Goblinoid voices were raised in anger and agitation and she wondered what they were saying. Rahl’s gaze snapped into focus and he duck-walked carefully toward the sound of the altercation.

      When he reached another window, he pressed his back to the wall and peered carefully over the edge. The voices were much clearer there and were accompanied by the sound of shuffling steps and dragging as though something heavy was being hauled.

      Kaylin inched to a section where the wall had entirely fallen away, stretched on her stomach, and looked into the street below. She was surprised to see that it was the street they’d run down immediately before her companion had guided her into the building.

      It was no longer empty but host to half a dozen of the strangest-looking goblins she’d ever seen who dragged three much bigger bodies behind them.

      That explains all the shuffling, she thought and noticed that the bodies were at least two goblins tall and three or four wide. As she watched them heave the corpses a little farther, Rahl stretched beside her.

      “Are those goblins?” she whispered and he nodded.

      She focused on the goblins and frowned as she tried to work out what was wrong with them. It didn’t take her long to determine the source of the oddness.

      One of the goblins wore a helm several sizes too large and constantly had to push it off his forehead as he tried to drag one of the bodies. Another wore a hauberk that came to his ankles. Every few steps, he’d get tangled in it and fall, then he’d stand with a stream of curses and kick the head of the body he was helping to move.

      “And…are those…uh, those bodies hobgoblins?” she whispered, afraid her voice would carry.

      She risked a glance at the warrior as she asked and he nodded. “Yes.”

      Kaylin looked from his impassive face to the scene below. The large bodies were stripped of armor and their ragged clothing revealed the blood of dozens of wounds, almost all around their chests and heads.

      A moment later, she wrinkled her nose and swallowed against bile when she realized most of the hobgoblins’ heads were more loosely attached than they should be.

      “Did—” she began but stopped as one of the creatures gestured angrily at the body in front of him and shouted something to his comrade who was pulling it by its collar.

      That goblin released his burden, waved both hands in reply, and snarled and screeched as he answered. A large curved hobgoblin blade was strapped to one hip and a large dagger to the other.

      He also wasn’t the only one to carry hobgoblin weapons. She noticed six others, each of whom carried a blade or an ax or waved a barbed arrow instead of the pointed sticks and clubs the others bore. She wondered if owning the weapons was an indication of rank.

      The lead goblin stormed to the one at the end, pushed him, and thrust him back with a snarl before he turned away and returned to pick his burden up. He grumbled to the creature beside him and the two began a lively exchange as they hauled the hobgoblin’s carcass toward the street where the barricade had been placed.

      Kaylin continued to watch and listen and frowned as she tried to understand what they were saying. She wished Wivre was around to translate, but the little dragon had disappeared into the vines and rubble and she didn’t know where he’d gone.

      She inched a little closer to the edge and her frown deepened as she listened.

      “He says they shouldn’t have any trouble from the next group of hobgoblins that passes through,” Rahl whispered. “That the toll gate will work and the Dusk Stalkers will be revered.”

      After a brief look of disbelief, she gestured for him to continue.

      “All they have to do is put the bodies on display on both sides of the wall.” Harsh words followed, and her companion curled his lip in a grim smile. “The one at the back says they’d be better off eating them—that this way, they will absorb the hobgoblin’s strengths and show the others that all can be meat for the Stalkers. His leaders disagree. They say they need the toll.”

      Another exchange followed, this time with pointed looks cast at the goblin who brought up the rear.

      “They say there are easier ways to get meat and if food was all they wanted, they could have let these go when they refused to pay the toll. If they’d only wanted meat, they could have hunted the rock deer grazing the ruins or the rabbits instead of chasing three huge warriors capable of killing them with a single blow.”

      That statement was greeted by several sneers and a derogatory hoot, and Rahl shook his head.

      “The others say at least the deer don’t all sleep at once and lie there waiting for their throats to be cut. They are a challenge to hunt.”

      This statement led to several animated conversations through the small cohort. He translated as fast as he could and clearly paraphrased in places.

      “Some are worried about revenge and the others tell them that not even the cohort would be able to destroy the warren. They claim the hobgoblins know this and only the very stupid…” One of the goblins kicked the nearest hobgoblin carcass for emphasis. “Like these,” Rahl continued, “would forget that goblins come in swarms in the night. Displaying the heads on top of the toll station and pinning their stupid carcasses to the wall will send a clear message that the payment is not negotiable and that no one is exempt.”

      Another goblin shrugged as he responded.

      “Hmph. He says these managed to fight through without paying but had the sense to run when the swarm emerged.”

      This was met with jeers.

      “And look where that got them,” Rahl added, “chased through the ruins until they thought they had escaped and stopped to sleep.”

      He studied the little monsters with interest and listened for a while before he continued.

      “They sneaked past the guard and only dealt with him after they’d cut the others’ throats—which they did while they stabbed them in the chest.”

      “How did they kill the guard?” she whispered and tried to determine which of the dead hobgoblins had been on watch.

      Rahl shrugged. “Their usual tactic. Two snuck up behind him and hamstrung him while two more dropped onto his head and tried to cut his throat and the rest swarmed and stabbed him in the groin and gut with spears.”

      Well, that made it easier to identify which had been on guard. His legs and belly were soaked in blood, whereas the other two’s chests were the worst hurt. Kaylin winced. She already knew that goblins were vicious but it was different getting the impression when you were running away to seeing the evidence of it right in front of you.

      “The cohort avoids conflict with them when it can,” he admitted. “Not because we cannot beat them but because they are many, hard to hit, and fight in numbers and without any sense of fair play.”

      Looking at the size difference between the hobgoblins and their tiny killers, Kaylin understood why. When you only came up to your enemy's knee or his thigh, you used every trick in the book.

      “This toll station…” Rahl murmured thoughtfully and certainly didn’t look happy. “They’ve built it on a major thoroughfare so anyone trying to move from this district into the next will have to pay.”

      He snorted and listened again as the conversation continued.

      “Any who do not will be killed, he says—and if that happened, he promised they’d eat better, but also that their eating would improve even more if the tolls were paid. He explained that the meat they give up now goes to the very good cause of seeing them fed like kings later.”

      All the goblins expressed satisfaction at that but when the approval subsided, one of them voiced a complaint—or maybe misgivings.

      “Oh ho,” Rahl exclaimed softly and launched into another set of whispered translations. “That one wants to know why they can’t simply hunt the deer and rabbits, who won’t eventually come after them with fire or send dire weasels into their warren to hunt them.”

      Kaylin gave him another disbelieving stare and he nodded sagely.

      “It’s true. The best way to thin their numbers is to send weasels in. They can’t use their numbers very effectively in the tunnels and the weasels are faster and more deadly than any dozen goblins put together.” His face darkened. “Although we do lose some from every hunt to the traps the goblins set within their walls.”

      She was about to ask what kind of traps when the goblin leader answered the question.

      Rahl frowned slightly. “The skirmish leader says they wouldn’t have to take the risk if the bugbears had not raided them so heavily this moon. He’s not even sure the new armory will be safe against them.”

      The goblin leader tapped his sword and dagger.

      “He says these are good replacements but they will need many, many more before they can feel safe again.”

      More grumbling followed.

      “They want to know why the bugbears took their weapons as well as their food and gold,” he continued softly and waited until the leader had answered. “He says he doesn’t know.”

      Another goblin that walked on the edge of the group and clutched a flimsy-looking spear called a reply.

      The warrior’s frown became a scowl as the creature finished.

      “He said the bugbears were happy with the weapons and one of them said, ‘This’ll help with the snakes.’”

      The other goblins cursed and spat and some kicked the hobgoblin corpses as though they were to blame for the bugbears and the basilisks. Rahl’s golden eyes were concerned as he translated again.

      “Most of that was swearing,” he explained. “Goblins are good at that. They curse the weather, their enemies, being small, and everything else that displeases them.”

      “Each other?” Kaylin suggested.

      “Especially each other,” he agreed, “but these are mostly cursing the bugbears for picking on them and they all fervently wish that the snakes get every last one.”

      She was sure there was more to what the goblins had said than that, but she was equally as sure most of it was descriptive. Her companion didn’t take his gaze off the little creatures and trailed them to the corner until they disappeared into one of the ruins.

      “Those are their barracks,” Rahl whispered and moved carefully away from his vantage point. “We should go now. We need to find another way back.”

      His pronouncement drew no argument from her and she followed him carefully as he negotiated across the tops of walls and over remnants of floors and ceilings until he reached the point farthest from the toll point.

      “Wivre,” she called as they descended to street level and continued to travel parallel to where they thought the barricade was.

      The little dragon appeared soon after, swooped out of a ground floor window, and landed on her pack. Rahl caught the flicker of movement as the dragonette emerged and snapped around with his bow raised.

      He lowered it and eased the tension on the string as soon as he registered who had joined them.

      “Can you get him to scout for a path around the goblin wall?” he asked. “I don’t want to change course too soon and while I think we’ve gone far enough to go around it, I can’t be sure.” He cocked his head. “Can you get him to understand that?” he asked carefully.

      “Pfft. What does he think I am? Some kind of stupid drakeling that can only follow directions for treats?”

      “You do follow directions in exchange for coins,” Kaylin reminded him while she said aloud, “Of course he can understand it. He’s very smart for his kind.”

      “I hope you’re comparing me to other dragons,” Wivre grumbled, “and it's treasure I need. We need to talk about adding treasure to my coins.”

      She kept her face carefully blank. “What kind of treasure?”

      “We can talk about it when I get you back,” the little dragon told her and launched from her shoulder.

      Rahl watched him leave and the hobgoblin scowled as he gained height and wheeled toward the mountain. “Are you sure he knows to not be seen?” he asked gruffly.

      “He should.” She shrugged. “He doesn’t want to get eaten.”

      “Tell him he needs to keep going. Those goblins have been busier than we realized and a tribe of orcs is camped a mile up from the next intersection. He should go past that.”

      “Gotcha,” she replied and tapped her companion on the shoulder. “He says we need to keep going straight, that the wall is longer than it looks and that a tribe of orcs is camped a mile up from the next intersection.”

      She didn’t add the little dragon’s advice since Rahl already knew he should avoid the orcs. Even she knew that. What she didn’t know was how far past the encampment they’d have to go to avoid any orcs who might be out hunting.

      He stared at her. “At least you no longer have to pretend how you got the information,” he told her. “That’s more detailed than any drakeling could produce, no matter how smart.” He sighed and broke into a trot. “We won’t be back for another night,” he explained. “Even if we jog. Those orcs have blocked the shortest route and now, we’ll have to work around some of the other territories I know of."

      "Blademongers?" she asked and he snorted.

      "That would be the least of our worries. Bugbears, orcs, more goblins, and at least one nest of trolls.”

      “Trolls…” Kaylin shuddered and let her steps fall into the same pattern as the hob’s. It was easier that way.

      “We’ll camp early,” he assured her, “and up high. With your magic warding our resting place, we should be safe.”

      She hoped he was right but was grateful when he guided them into a ruined building. He signed for silence and she made sure the spell to hide their sounds was in place. Both were breathing heavily after the jog and she didn’t think either of them could control that enough to be quiet.

      The swift tramp of feet reached them.

      “Orcs,” Rahl told her as the feet jogged past. “A small squad. We’ll wait until they’ve passed.”

      It seemed odd that a small squad of orcs moved at a jog through the old city. Was it a hunting party? A patrol? Were they chasing something?

      A second squad followed, and Rahl grasped her shoulder and gestured that they should go out the other side of the ruin and back the way they’d come.

      “I’d hoped to go farther around the camp,” he told her, “but I don’t think that’ll be possible. It looks like they’re using double patrols, which means they’ll be as active along the borders of their territory as they will be along the center.”

      He glanced at the sky and she realized they’d traveled through most of the afternoon and that the first signs of sunset had already crept in.

      “We need to find somewhere to camp,” the hobgoblin stated a few steps later while he turned his head in various directions to both look and listen. “The city is stirring and orcs aren’t the only ones in this section.”

      Kaylin bit her lip and nodded. Her mind went directly to trolls and she recalled the Claws encountering the goblins that had been accompanied by a hill troll on her first trip into the mountain.

      She also noticed that her companion kept them off the streets and preferred to move from one ruin to the next, always alert to what he might find inside. At one point, they were crossing a road when he stopped halfway and his nostrils twitched.

      Rahl sniffed the air, turned, and moved away from the building at a right angle as fast as he could. He didn’t explain what he’d smelled but kept them moving cautiously along the other side of the street until they’d crossed another side street and slipped down an alley.

      Only then did he enter a ruin warily and gesture her in behind him.

      “What was that all about?” she asked when stopped and finished his slow scan of the area.

      “A night cat,” he said shortly and studied the partially intact floor above. “Here?”

      Kaylin followed his gaze but took a moment to understand what he was asking. “To camp?”

      “Yes. It grows dark.”

      Until he said it, she hadn’t noticed. Weariness and the stress of their situation had distracted her but she now saw that they moved through twilight and the colors had completely gone from the sky. She nodded and searched automatically for a way up.

      Rahl found it first and he’d led her carefully through the ruins of what appeared to be a study and then a bedroom when Wivre swooped from the sky.

      “Tell me you are camping,” he stated, alighted on her shoulder, and chittered with worry.

      “We’re camping,” she assured him as Rahl glanced at the remains of the ceiling above.

      His next gesture took in the surrounding area and he cleared a small space with the toe of his boot.

      “Here,” he said. “No fire and no noise.”

      She nodded, shrugged her pack off, and lowered it to the floor but didn’t take her sleeping roll out until the hobgoblin spread his on the floor. He waited while she set hers up not far from his and handed her some meat left from the morning and a ration bar.

      “I saved these for last,” he told her when she took it and raised an eyebrow at him. He handed her a flask. “I saved this too.”

      Kaylin wondered what else he’d saved but didn’t resent that he had. They’d only asked Clay for three days’ rations. The fact that he had stretched that to four was a relief. She didn’t want to traipse through a hostile old city with a grumbling stomach.

      Or die hungry, she added silently and pushed the thought away hurriedly. They wouldn’t die today.

      How about tomorrow? a small voice asked, and she hushed it impatiently. How about never?

      “I don’t remember there being so many humanoids in this part of the city,” she said softly, as much to banish her nagging thoughts as to find out why.

      “There shouldn’t be,” Rahl stated. “This section is closest to the route the adventurers arrive on and is one of the riskier areas to live in as a result. Very few tribes try to hold a territory here.”

      “Because of the humans?” It seemed like a logical explanation but part of her sensed that it wasn’t that simple.

      “Because it is prime ground to plunder,” he replied with a wry look on his face. “No one wants to fight to hold it and fight the adventurers crossing it. That would take too heavy a toll.”

      “But…the goblins have built a toll road here,” Kaylin pointed out, “and I saw a camp of them on my way in.”

      “Then they are probably the same tribe as this one.” He gave her a questioning look. “Did no one ever tell you that where you see one there will be a dozen more?”

      “Yes, someone told me that,” she conceded and remembered the clerk at the supply store.

      “And how many did you see?” Rahl asked.

      “Maybe ten or twenty?” She couldn’t remember exactly but there’d been a significant number. “And there were orcs led by one with a scar across his face.”

      “You killed him,” Rahl said shortly and surprised her. She blushed and he continued. “There was a trap and your scent. I recognized it but couldn’t place it.” He shrugged. “When you mentioned the orcs, I was able to put it together.”

      “How did you know he was dead?” she asked.

      “I found his body a day later.”

      Kaylin was astonished that he’d been able to smell anything of her over the stench that would have made.

      “You killed him on your own?” the hobgoblin asked.

      She indicated the faint bulge in her satchel that was Wivre. “I had help.”

      He snorted and shook his head.

      “Now there is a story his tribe would seek vengeance for.” He smiled. “And they will never know the truth.”

      While she was relieved to hear it, her mind wandered to other things. “Why are there so many now?” she wanted to know.

      “I told you, the city is out of balance,” Rahl replied. “The bugbears, for instance. While they are notorious bullies and will steal from anyone too weak to stop them, they’d never normally take the rubbish goblins use to fight with. For them to do so speaks of great desperation.”

      “Like the goblins building a barricade and demanding a toll,” she added and he nodded sharply.

      “Like having any tribe trying to build a permanent claim in this area,” he added. “The whole city is desperate and it doesn’t bode well.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      The night passed quickly. Kaylin cast wards to alert them of danger and they slept until a little after dawn. While they sent Wivre to check that the building was clear enough for them to descend, Kaylin and Rahl broke camp.

      Both were relieved when the little dragon returned and flitted briefly to her shoulder to report that not only was the building clear, but the ruins that would take them closer to the Rest were also clear.

      “The goblins have gone to sleep,” he reported happily, “and the orcs are changing patrols.”

      “Then we’d best hurry,” the warrior stated when she told him. “Tired patrols would have been easier to avoid than newly woken ones.”

      Wivre took flight. “I will watch the path,” he told her as Rahl led them through the adjoining wall and over the remains of the next.

      He moved quickly and his head turned constantly to survey the ruins around them and the sky above for signs of a threat. Sometimes, he signaled them into cover beside a wall and at others, he moved them across the tops of the ruins and followed less precarious paths than she was used to.

      Since she generally traversed those without a pack, she was grateful. Her heart still skipped a beat when she remembered her close call in the eyrie.

      “Gevitter has much to answer for,” she grumbled, “if these scrolls are nothing more than tax reports.”

      Given the inscriptions and murals on the wall in the entry chamber, however, she doubted it.

      If it were taxes, surely those would have had more to do with money and how much actual grain was produced than the weather and seasons.

      Puzzling over what the scrolls might be kept her mind occupied until Rahl brought them past the abandoned smithy that stood beside the Rest.

      “We’re almost here,” he told her and she looked around in surprise.

      Kaylin had been so preoccupied with the scrolls and busy with keeping the blur and noise reduction spells in effect that she hadn’t paid much attention to her surroundings.

      And she was exhausted, a reality that seemed to rush in with greater impact now that the end of their adventure was in sight.

      She wanted nothing more than a long, hot soak in one of the Rest’s tubs, a hot meal, and a full night’s sleep. After that, her next priority would be a chance to go over the scrolls in the comfort of her room and at her desk, where she could spread everything she needed out around her.

      They jogged to the inn’s front gates and stopped only long enough for the guards on the walls to identify them and let them in.

      “What’s it like out there?” one of them asked and Rahl paused to answer.

      “The humanoids are stirred up,” he told the man, “and orcs and goblins are setting up territories on your doorstep.”

      “No hobgoblins?” the man asked and the warrior shrugged.

      “The only ones we saw were dead.”

      “Do you know what killed them?” the guard asked with a frown.

      “Goblins,” he replied.

      He didn’t tell him he and Kaylin had been hiding as they watched the creatures pass and more details weren’t asked for. The man seemed content with the information he had been given and hurried up the stairs to speak to his captain.

      Rahl strode forward to catch up with Kaylin and they entered the inn together.

      “You’re back,” Clay called in greeting and there was no mistaking the relief on the innkeeper’s face.

      “We are,” the hobgoblin affirmed with a broad grin.

      “Did you have enough rations? You’re a day later than you expected.”

      “Yes,” he replied, “but we did not stop for the noon meal.”

      The innkeeper beamed at him. “Tell me when you’re ready and I’ll have Hanne cook you something.”

      Kaylin’s stomach rumbled at the thought but she made a show of looking at herself and wrinkling her nose.

      “Later,” she told him. “I need to change and unpack.”

      The thought of finally being able to examine the scrolls properly drew her like a moth to the flame and Clay looked curiously at her.

      “Anything to trade will have to wait for morning,” he told her and immediately made her regret that they hadn’t had time to search for anything else. For a moment, she looked back on her earlier days there with an odd wave of nostalgia.

      She didn’t tell him that but answered, “I’ll keep it in mind.”

      It wasn’t a promise. She wouldn’t promise anyone anything until she had an idea of what she had but first, she had to have a bath.

      “Bath?” she suggested to Wivre and the little dragon trilled with delight.

      “I thought you’d never ask,” he replied and would have flown directly to the bathhouse if she hadn’t stopped him.

      “I need to unpack,” she said and he wheeled to land on her shoulder again.

      Rahl gave her a quizzical look. “I’ll see you at our usual table.”

      She nodded and bounded up the stairs, happy to note her sigil-locked door hadn’t been disturbed. Once she’d unlocked it, she entered the room, kicked the door closed behind her, and leaned against it with a sigh of relief.

      “It’s good to be home,” she said and sighed as the feeling enveloped her.

      It was short-lived, however, because as soon as her gaze settled on her bed, an almost overwhelming weariness crashed over her and she yawned.

      “Don’t you dare.” Wivre snarled and dug his claws into her shoulder. “You promised me a bath, remember? And my scales are itchy from not being dried properly after the rain.” His stomach rumbled. “And I haven’t had any bacon for three whole days!”

      Kaylin laughed. “Fine,” she told him and stifled another yawn. “Bath, oil, bacon—but then I get some time to study—”

      Another yawn stopped her and the little dragon gave her a derisive look.

      “You’ll get time to sleep,” he corrected, “or you’ll never make sense of those scrolls. They had math.”

      She laughed again and wished she could peel off her filthy clothes, but it made no sense to put clean ones on before she had a bath. Instead, she emptied her pack, stowed the clothes and Wivre’s satchel carefully in her chest, and locked them away.

      Although she spread the sleeping roll out to air, she decided it needed washing and she didn’t know when she’d get another chance so she picked it up, along with the still damp trousers and socks. With a grimace, she juggled those as well as a clean change of clothes and headed to the bathhouse.

      Chloe took one look at the bundle in her arms and whisked it away.

      “I’ll come back for the ones you’re wearing,” she stated, scrutinized her slowly, and screwed her nose up in disgust. “Although I think you owe me extra for this. You reek!”

      While she wanted to know how this reek was different to any of the others she’d brought back from an expedition, she decided she didn’t want the girl to find a reason to increase her price even more.

      “Two copper,” she bargained.

      Chloe sniffed dramatically. “One silver,” she countered.

      “A silver?” Kaylin squawked and Wivre mantled on her shoulder.

      The young woman arched her eyebrows and gave her a pointed look.

      “Four copper,” she said and the girl shook her head.

      “Six.”

      “Six?” She wasn’t sure she had heard her right.

      “Six,” Chloe replied and tapped her foot.

      Judging by the expression on her face, that was her final price and Kaylin sighed dramatically. “You’re killing me, you know?”

      The young woman shook her head.

      “Nuh-uh. If I was killing you, you’d know it because clothes in this state demand pain.”

      Leaving her to gape at her uncharacteristic violence, the innkeeper’s daughter turned abruptly and stalked away.

      “Anyone would think she had a close relationship with your clothes,” Wivre remarked and she stared at him. “Bath?” he asked plaintively.

      She rolled her eyes.

      “Fine. Bath,” she agreed, walked into the closest free stall, and took her clean clothes with her.
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        * * *

      

      “This expedition will earn us some treasure, won’t it?” Wivre asked sometime later when they’d returned to her room.

      Kaylin paused and her fingers rested on either side of his spine where she’d been massaging oil into his scales. The little dragon smelt like a summer orchard and had crouched contentedly under her hands.

      Now, he was tense and turned his head to observe her face as she answered.

      “There’d better be,” she told him. “We didn’t cross a city full of basilisks, almost get dropped off a mountain by harpies, and then almost get crushed by a golem to not get paid.”

      He relaxed at that and wriggled his back under her fingers. “More?”

      She sighed and worked over every inch of the dragonette’s scaly body until he gleamed. He hadn’t been lying when he’d said he was itchy, but she didn’t think it was only from the rain. Some of the scales seemed to be newly grown.

      “There,” she said when she was done. “That should get rid of the itchiness.”

      He stretched experimentally and looked relieved.

      “It does!” he exclaimed, scurried to the door, and cocked his head as he scratched its base. “Now wasn’t there something about more food?”

      “Food?” she demanded. “You want everything, don’t you?”

      “Not everything,” the little dragon corrected. “Not unless it’s made of gold with maybe some gems and…” She opened the door and he scurried through, although his small voice didn’t stop. “Silver would be nice too. I like silver.”

      Kaylin shook her head and scooped him off the floor. While he was content to walk, she didn’t want a repeat of the last time someone had almost stepped on him. Paying for another pair of trousers and burn salve had been expensive.

      The hobgoblin was already seated when she arrived, and she wondered how long he’d been waiting. His hair was still wet from a bath and he’d changed into fresh clothes. He beckoned to her.

      “I have ordered for all of us,” he said and his gaze included Wivre in that statement.

      “He’d better not have forgotten the—” the little dragon began as Rahl added, “I even ordered bacon.”

      The look on the little dragon’s face was so comically surprised that she had difficulty not laughing out loud. She stifled her giggle to a snort, glanced at the warrior, and noticed that his amber eyes gleamed with amusement. He pressed his lips together and lowered his head while his shoulders shook.

      Wivre glared at him and twin plumes of smoke rose from his nostrils.

      “It had better be a big plate of bacon,” he grumbled and settled into a crouch. “A very big plate.” He sighed dramatically and the smoke plumes vanished.

      “Have you looked at them yet?” Rahl asked while they waited.

      Kaylin shook her head. She knew exactly what he meant and could understand why he’d be anxious to know more. He’d put in as much effort and almost lost his life as often as she had.

      “I had to look after Wivre’s scales and unpack,” she explained but didn’t mention the bath or getting her clothes to Chloe.

      He nodded. “I understand.”

      “I’ll look at them this afternoon,” she promised. “You’re welcome to come and see if you can help.”

      “But—” the hobgoblin began.

      “Well, he—” She poked Wivre and froze, then flushed slightly as she glanced at Rahl.

      The little dragon stilled.

      “He’s not exactly any help,” she finished weakly, “and you did say you could read the rune tongue.”

      “Only enough to keep me out of trouble in the tunnels,” he reminded her.

      “That’s an area of elvish I don’t know,” she pointed out. “And if you see any of the symbols you remember, that will be one less symbol I’ll have to look for.”

      “Nice save,” Wivre grumbled and his tail flicked in agitation.

      Kaylin ignored the little dragon’s sarcasm. “What do you say?” she pressed. “I could do with the help.”

      Rahl nodded. “Very well,” he agreed as their meals arrived. “I’ll help.”

      She darted him a look of thanks and settled to her food. Until she started, she hadn’t realized how hungry she was. After that, she focused her entire concentration on eating and on Clay’s excellent ale.

      The hobgoblin likewise said nothing, and Wivre was so fixated on his plate of bacon that he was silent—mentally, at least. The sound of his noisy crunching and tearing as he attacked his meal could be heard all the way on the other side of the taproom.

      Kaylin ignored it. She was used to the way he ate, especially when he hadn’t eaten in a while. As he savaged his food, she thought about the scrolls and tried to bring the symbols and words to mind.

      They’d been complex, she knew, but there’d been a definite sense of order about them as if the formulae governed the information. Aside from the fact that there was much about the language she had yet to learn, this was the first time she’d encountered the kind of used combination and her instincts pushed toward a sense of purpose in them.

      Maybe they’re part of the context, she thought and considered the idea in her mind.

      The more she thought about it, the more it made sense, and she decided to attempt the translations from that perspective. Maybe there was something in the tomes she already had that could help her.

      The first thing she did when she returned to her room was unpack the scrolls from her chest and set them out on the small round dining table in one corner. She spread each one out and rested its case beside it, then tried to remember the order in which they’d been arranged in the case.

      In the end, she had to give up. She simply couldn’t remember. All she could do was put them in the order that seemed most right to her and work from there.

      “Anything?” she asked and looked from Rahl to Wivre.

      “I don’t know why you’re looking at me,” the little dragon snapped petulantly. “I’m not exactly any help.”

      He mimicked the tone she’d used at lunch with such accuracy that Kaylin blushed again. “It’s not like I could do anything else,” she protested.

      “Not after your big mouth almost gave the game away,” he retorted.

      “Have you ever considered letting him in on the secret?” she suggested. “After all, he is a friend.”

      The dragon looked horrified. “And how much longer would he last as my friend once he knew?” he demanded. “He’s a monster hunter. He hunts creatures like me for a living—and if you think he’s deadly on drakelings, imagine what he’d do to a dragon!”

      “Okay, okay,” she said reassuringly. She scooped him up and cuddled him as she stroked his back to soothe him. “We won’t tell him. Not until you think he needs to know.”

      “Never!” he declared.

      Kaylin sighed. “So, are you going to help me?”

      Wivre sighed. “Okay, but only if we can do it in such a way that he doesn’t find out.”

      “Deal,” Kaylin told him.

      She glanced at Rahl but the hobgoblin shook his head.

      “I don’t see any obvious pattern,” he told her. “I see symbols to do with fire and lightning, and one I have learned to associate with water.” He tapped the relevant symbols on one of the parchments. “This one too,” he added. “I think it is something to do with wind, and that one is rock.”

      Wide-eyed, she stared at him for a moment. “And all those had something to do with the warning signs in the tunnels?”

      He looked solemnly at her, his eyes clouded with memory. “Oh, yes,” he replied. “All to do with warnings and traps but these, I think are not warnings. I see none of the other symbols that stood beside those in the tunnels so I think you are safe here.”

      Wivre had followed the hobgoblin’s finger with some interest.

      “He is correct on all counts,” the little dragon confirmed, “although I could have told you most of them.”

      “Only most?” she teased.

      “I am self-taught,” the little dragon informed her haughtily.

      “That makes two of you,” she pointed out.

      “Do you want my help or not?” he asked.

      “Do you want to know how much it’s worth?” she challenged, “or if it leads to another treasure chamber?”

      That was all the incentive the little dragon needed. Kaylin picked up one of the scrolls and carried it to her desk. Rahl settled into one of the chairs beside the table and drew his sword. He took a whetstone from his pocket and ran it along the blade.

      “There is little I can do to help,” he admitted, “but you seem to need the company so I’ll attend to our weapons.”

      “Okay,” she agreed and spread the scroll on the desk.

      Wivre flitted closer, crouched beside it, and tilted his head from one side to the other as he studied the script.

      Kaylin opened her journal to a clean page and wished she’d thought to create a list of elvish in a separate book so she could refer to it as she worked.

      I wonder if Clay has any in stock.

      Deciphering the scroll was a slow and annoying business, but Rahl didn’t seem to notice her many pauses or how many times she looked at Wivre while they conversed.

      “Are you sure?” she demanded for what seemed the umpteenth time.

      “Yes,” the little dragon replied. “That is spring, and that is a reference to the frequency of rainfall in that year and this—” He pointed at another set of numbers. “This is a reference to the frequency of rainfall the year before.”

      “But that would mean…” she murmured and tapped the formulae that followed. “Are they trying to predict how much rain falls the year after?”

      Rahl set his sword aside and she explained the symbols she knew and what she thought they were talking about.

      “And this,” she told him a few minutes later, “is the word for grain, and that one is harvest.”

      “So that number there is to say how much grain they harvested that year?” the hobgoblin asked and pointed to a figure appearing shortly after.

      “Mmhmm,” she replied.

      Satisfied that she knew what that scroll was about, she returned it to the table and picked up the next. This one took less time for her to decipher and seemed to be more of the same except, as Wivre explained, it was more to do with apples than wheat and referred to autumn rather than spring.

      The third was also autumn but spoke about heat and cool and the timing of temperature changes in relation to storms and root vegetables. The fourth scroll remained on the topic of storms but left the root vegetables out. Instead, it sought to link storm frequency with the onset of winter and then correlate that to spring.

      At the end of it, she gave a groan of disgust.

      “Let’s hope this one has something better,” she grumbled and opened the fifth.

      Finding more references to the weather and crops and formulae designed to predict what effects the level of sunshine had on some elvish herb, she moved to the sixth. She was halfway through being disappointed with it as well when Rahl came to look over her shoulder.

      “Fire?” he asked and looked interested.

      “Yes, and how blazes of different intensity produce different levels of smoke which in turn affect the weather,” Kaylin finished sharply. She tapped the scroll in frustration. “It compares this across four different seasons and then brings in the effects of windage.”

      She leaned back in her chair.

      “It’s like a group of mages sat and watched the weather for decades to come up with some kind of mathematical torture so they could link it to agricultural yields.”

      The hobgoblin was silent for a long moment and stared at the latest offending piece of parchment.

      “Honestly, there’s not a single useful piece of information on here,” she complained. “There are no new spells, nothing about magic, no reference to a library—nothing! Who wants to know about the weather anyway?”

      “Didn’t you say the big elder with the pipe is some kind of storm mage?” Rahl asked.

      Kaylin gave him a startled glance, then thumped her hand on the desk and made the parchment shift and the inkwell rattle.

      “I’ll kill him.”

      He chuckled. “Let’s see what he has to say first,” he suggested.

      “And how much treasure he is willing to offer,” Wivre added.

      She glared at them both. When she next saw Gevitter, she would have something to say to the underhanded, shifty, manipulative, double-crossing shit-head.

      “Is it time for dinner yet?” Wivre asked plaintively. “I’m hungry.”

      “You’re always hungry,” Kaylin grumbled and glared at the dragon, but Rahl looked out the window and drew her attention to the sunset and the slowly gathering dark. “Ugh! Fine. Let’s go find something to eat.”

      Both dragon and hobgoblin heaved a sigh of relief, and the warrior helped her to collect the scrolls and deposit them in her chest.

      “If they are valuable,” she told him and completed the sigil to lock it, “I want them there when I get back.”

      “Me, too,” Wivre agreed, hopped into his satchel, and waited to be carried to the evening meal.

      Gevitter wasn’t in when they arrived and according to Clay, had been missing since the day after Kaylin had left.

      I wonder where he went? She shrugged and ordered her meal. “Do you know when he’ll be back?” she asked and the innkeeper shook his head.

      “The best I can do is to tell you when he’s back.”

      “Have you had any word from the Claws?” She couldn’t help hoping although she was sure he would have said something by now.

      He shook his head. “Not yet, but that must be good news,” he told her sympathetically. “It takes time to win new contracts. Now, do you want your usual to drink or something stronger?”

      Wivre squirmed in the satchel and the image of a hot mug of mulled wine appeared in her head. It sat alongside a steaming bowl of the same and a plate of meat scraps made a belated appearance beside them.

      She laughed internally at the little dragon’s wish list, ordered three mugs of mulled wine, a wooden bowl, and a large pile of meat scraps, and left Clay looking bemused as she moved to her usual seat. On the way, she looked around and noticed that the taproom looked empty and that many of the mercenaries she’d grown used to seeing over the previous week were absent.

      “I wonder where they are,” she murmured and decided she’d ask about it later.

      After all, she’d seen the High Blades leave shortly before her and they were mercenaries. The Dragons’ Claws weren’t the only group with contracts to fill. She also recalled Rahl’s words about the city being stirred up, out of balance, and full of desperation and wondered if the mercs had contracts or had returned to Waypoint for more—or if they’d fallen foul of the city itself.

      It seemed logical that she’d only find out by waiting—which she didn’t do terribly well—and she sighed impatiently.

      Rahl glanced at her in bemusement when Chloe delivered the wine and the girl looked at her with disgust when she poured one of the mugs into a bowl for the dragon. Kaylin ignored her and decided the girl could suck it up. She’d paid for the wine. If she wanted to feed it to her drakeling, it was no one’s business.

      “Are you ready for weapons practice tomorrow?” the hobgoblin asked when they’d finished their meal and were heading upstairs.

      She groaned. “Fine, but in the afternoon,” she grumbled and he grinned.

      “Only this once since that is our usual time,” he reminded her and pretended to not see her roll her eyes at him as he hurried to his quarters in the same corridor as the rest of the Dragon’s Claws.

      As she continued to hers, she hoped Gevitter arrived soon. This time, she would certainly give him a piece of her mind!
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        * * *

      

      It took three days for the storm mage to return.

      Kaylin saw him seated in his usual place when she entered the taproom for supper. She glanced at Clay and wondered why the innkeeper hadn’t alerted her to his appearance, but the man merely shrugged.

      “He’s only just arrived,” he explained as she went to place her order.

      She frowned but gave him an abrupt nod of thanks and walked directly to the mage. Rahl glanced up as she passed their table and stood to join her. She was fine with that. The hobgoblin had as much right as she did to confront him.

      Together, they stalked to Gevitter’s table. He glanced up as they approached, noticed the anger on her face and the blankness on Rahl’s, and laughed.

      “There you are!” he exclaimed and his deep voice boomed across the room in welcome. “I’m glad to see you’re back—and safe and sound, I might add.” He gestured at the seats opposite and lowered his voice. “Tell me what you found.”

      “You know very well what we found,” Kaylin all but snarled and poked the air between them with a forefinger. “You used me.”

      The mage chuckled, pulled his pipe out, and added tobacco.

      “You will recall that I only said ‘might,’” he reminded her and continued to smile as he lit the pipe and took his first puff. “I might also add that there are no guarantees in this business, which I’m sure you’ve already discovered.”

      “But—” she sputtered, and he smirked and leaned back a little in his chair.

      “You’re always welcome to take whatever you’ve found and try to find another buyer,” he invited gently and his smirk softened into a smile.

      “I’ll roast his woolly gray chestnuts!” Wivre declared and moved to scramble out of the bag.

      Kaylin slapped a hand hastily over the top of the satchel to trap the little dragon inside. He squirmed a little in protest and the bag shook.

      “Let’s see what he has to offer,” she suggested and the dragonette subsided slowly.

      “Fine,” he acknowledged sulkily, “but if it’s not satisfactory, I’ll set his robes alight.”

      Somehow, she didn’t think that was a good idea, but she also realized the little dragon wasn’t in a mood to listen. She focused on the mage as he rested his elbows on the table and leaned toward her.

      “Listen,” he said and his smile faded, “you could go and try to find another buyer, but we both know the only one likely to have any use for anything you might have found is probably me.” The smile returned. “Exactly as we both know that I’m also the one most likely to have something useful to you.”

      She stared at him for a long moment. Her driving instinct was to rage at him and tell him exactly what she thought of the underhanded way he’d tricked her into going on a mission into a dangerous vault to collect something only he would be interested in.

      Another part of her wanted to stand and storm away from the table but that would only mean having to come back and beg for another audience—and it wasn’t only her interests at stake. She’d taken Rahl with her and he deserved something for keeping her safe, not to mention guiding her through the ruins to where she needed to go.

      No, it was better for all of them if she didn’t slam this door of opportunity closed. She had to put her anger and indignation aside, listen to what Gevitter had to offer, and hope it was as useful as he claimed.

      “I’ll need to go get them,” she told him and he smiled around the stem of his pipe.

      “I’d be happy to wait.”

      Kaylin stifled her retort. She didn’t want to jeopardize any deal the mage was willing to wait for by being rude to him so she left wordlessly and hurried upstairs. He was still puffing contentedly when she returned with her pack slung over one shoulder.

      “I still say we didn’t have to bring them all,” Wivre grumbled.

      “And what if he wants to pay for them all now?” she challenged and he subsided.

      The mage noticed the pack and she was sure he stifled a look of surprise. The idea made her frown.

      What makes him think there’d be less? she wondered as she returned to her seat, drew out the first scroll, and passed it across the table. Gevitter took it from her gently and almost reverently and his hands trembled slightly with anticipation.

      She frowned and hoped he wouldn’t be too disappointed. After all, why would a storm mage want crop estimates? He skimmed the scroll, then glanced at the pack.

      “May I see the rest?” he asked and she heard a slight note of excitement in his voice.

      Wordlessly, she handed them to him and he scanned each one, then rearranged them on the table beside him. Chloe brought their meals and paused at their usual table before she came to deposit them in front of them.

      “It’s best to not let them get cold,” she admonished and frowned at the old mage. “Do you want yours yet?”

      “Hmm? Oh…no. Not yet, Chloe. Later.”

      “How much later?” she asked waspishly but he waved her away absentmindedly.

      Kaylin had almost cleared her plate when he looked across at her, a happy smile playing over his lips.

      “Are there any more?” he asked and her fork stopped halfway to her mouth.

      Gevitter waited as she lowered it slowly to her plate and swallowed her last mouthful.

      “More?” she repeated and he nodded. She glared at him. “Why don’t you go ask the elven golem who guarded the sanctum if there are any more? Or if she left any intact during her rampage? I’m sure she wouldn’t mind sharing.”

      The storm mage stilled and his smile faded to a look of solemnity before he gave her an approving nod.

      She waited and her glare grew fiercer, and he chuckled. He leaned back in his seat, slid his hand into his cloak, and drew out a slim, leather-bound booklet.

      “Well, since you don’t need these,” he said and tossed the booklet onto the table, “I’ll trade you this little something I’ve had for a while.”

      Kaylin scooped it off the table and glanced suspiciously at it. Gevitter picked up one of the scrolls and went over it again and the small smile returned as he read. Still suspicious, she opened the book and scowled as Wivre clawed out of the satchel, then up her arm and onto her shoulder.

      “Ooh!” he exclaimed as he read the first page, which made her frown harder. “Let me know when you need help.”

      His certainty that she would need help didn’t improve her temper, but she forced her attention to the matter at hand and her heart leapt when she read the sigil for magic. She turned the page quickly and found a brief overview that was very similar to the basic lessons on the walls of the Teaching Room she’d discovered in the Academy’s basement.

      When she flicked to the next, she recognized the symbol for air, and other pages revealed the sigils for light, fire, water, ice, and plants. She stopped and turned slowly back to the page for light. There it was—the story of light magic as she’d first seen it in the Teaching Room but there was more.

      She read some of it to Wivre, careful to keep it in their heads. When she stumbled over a phrase, he corrected her or provided her with the word she was missing. She realized that not only was the origin story there, but a section on meaning as well, followed by one on the many different ways light magic could be used.

      More importantly, some of the words and phrases had been circled or linked by carefully drawn lines to notes made in the book’s margins. The ink was a little faded but the notes had been written in trade tongue and that had been covered in her lessons at Herder’s Gate. Whoever had read the book before her had noted other sections that would be useful and in one case, the title of a text.

      Kaylin’s spirits lifted. Perhaps her trip into the sanctum hadn’t been wasted after all.

      She glanced at the storm mage, but he seemed as lost in the scrolls as she was in the small volume she held in her hand. Her mind already demanded the new knowledge and she pulled her journal out and wondered if this little book could answer one of the questions she’d had ever since she’d seen the door to the sanctum.

      With a small frown of concentration, she ran her finger down the page until she found the name of the mage who’d designed the locking sequence on the door—Hashal.

      “He truly was a mage,” she murmured and scowled at Wivre’s scoffing tones in her head.

      “Whatever made you think he wasn’t?”

      Rather than respond, she ignored him and worked slowly through the entry in the book before her. Not only had Hashal been a mage, but he’d been famous at the time of the leather-bound book’s creation—a legend, in fact, an elven spellwright of almost mythic repute.

      At least if I’ve understood this correctly, she thought and read the words again to be sure.

      As she flicked through the remainder of the pages, she began to connect some of it to one of the books she had upstairs. It had started like a history and she’d set it aside, but now that she had this, she realized that what she’d thought of as a boring history had been about the origin of elven magic. She merely hadn’t reached the magic part before she stopped reading.

      The names on the page in front of her were familiar, not only because she’d seen them in the Teaching Room but because she’d also seen them in that book. She would have to look at the rest of it sooner rather than later.

      After all, if it contained the history of magic like this volume, perhaps it contained some new spells as well. Kaylin leafed slowly through the slender volume and took the time to read the annotations in the margins. The more she looked at it, the more she realized how useful it would be in the future.

      Not only was magic explained, but many of the more common symbol combinations had been highlighted and their alternate meaning included, along with the context they occurred in. Whoever had owned this book before her had worked to understand the elvish language and then taken the time to write that understanding down.

      Maybe they had an elven teacher But it was only for a short time and they didn’t want to forget a thing.

      It made sense to her and she wondered where Gevitter had obtained the book and how long he’d had it for. That made her realize another thing.

      He’d had the book all along.

      She glanced up from the page she was on and scowled with irritation.

      “So,” she said and drew his attention, “what you’re not telling me is you had this even before you sent me through a harpies’ nest and into a golem’s lair to find you some…some weather scrolls.”

      The storm mage nodded. “That’s right.”

      “So what was all that trust talk about? How am I supposed to trust you when you do something like this?”

      He shrugged. “I take it we have a deal?” he asked. “These scrolls for that cypher?”

      “You—” Kaylin stopped and reined her temper in. He made a good point. Their business hadn’t been concluded and the cypher—which she very much needed—was not yet hers.

      “Yes,” she told him. “We have a deal, the cypher for the scrolls.”

      “Excellent,” he replied.

      She wagged the book at him. “I tell you now,” she said and glanced at his face as she pocketed her latest treasure, “I trust you less than I ever did.”

      “That may be,” he answered evenly, “but see? I’ve now given you something even better than you hoped to find so you can trust that. Although it may not always turn out like you thought, I will deliver.”

      He watched her for a moment, then glanced at the scrolls gathered in front of him and the one he cradled in his big hands. “And I,” he added, “now trust that when you say you can do something, you will do it, even if things get difficult.” He paused. “Even elven golem difficult, it seems.”

      Kaylin opened her mouth to argue but couldn’t think of a single thing she wanted to say. Besides, she was tired again. Whatever else she’d achieved on the journey up the mountain, it included a bout of weariness that had lasted the last three days and didn’t seem close to abating.

      She glanced at Rahl and the hobgoblin lowered his chin as though to agree with whatever it was she was about to suggest. With a nod in return, she rose slowly from her seat.

      “It was a pleasure doing business,” she said with reluctant politeness and Gevitter gave her an absent-minded wave as though to send her on her way.

      With a sigh, she turned away and glanced at Rahl, who shrugged.

      “Clay has an ale with my name on it,” the hobgoblin informed her as she stifled a yawn. He nodded toward the pocket she’d stowed the cypher in. “And I’m sure you want to renew your studies.”

      A somewhat sheepish flush colored her cheeks and she smiled. “I’ll see you in the morning?” she asked and he grinned.

      “And after lunch for sword practice,” he reminded her.

      She gave him a similar wave to the one she’d received from Gevitter and moved to the stairs. When she cast a final glance at the storm mage, he was still absorbed by the scrolls and his finger moved across the one open in front of him as he traced the words.

      For a moment, it looked like he was stroking the scroll and she shook her head.

      Who knew the bear-like mage could have such a fondness for a weather report?
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        * * *

      

      All Kaylin’s plans to study the cypher that night were shattered by a yawn as soon as she stepped inside her room. Despite her enthusiasm, she decided she’d be better off taking a break and studying it after she’d had some time to sleep and went to bed instead.

      She was up early the next morning and had barely settled at her desk when Wivre landed on her shoulder. The little dragon came in hard and heavy and made her pencil slip as she went to mark something in her journal.

      “Wivre!” she snapped, but the dragonette was unrepentant.

      “Breakfast?” he asked and his stomach grumbled.

      His determined expression was enough to draw a heavy sigh from her.

      “If I get you breakfast now, will you let me study until lunchtime?” she asked and placed the cypher on the desk before her.

      “Of course,” the little dragon told her primly. “I won’t be hungry after breakfast but I am hungry now.”

      Kaylin scowled at his self-righteous tone of voice but she tucked the booklet into a pocket and went down to breakfast. She was surprised to find that sometime during the night, the High Blades had returned.

      The taproom seemed crowded after almost a week of quiet, and she was glad to find Rahl already ensconced at their usual table, holding their seats.

      “I managed to keep the worst of the troublemakers away,” he rumbled, “but this one insisted he’d be welcome.”

      She turned to look at who’d dared the hobgoblin’s wrath and laughed when she saw Gunter. The young man smiled at Rahl’s chagrin.

      “And I wouldn’t take no for an answer,” he told her smoothly. “I thought it would be nice to have the company of a mage again.”

      Her spirits rose and fell. While she was happy to see Gunter, she had plans for how she wanted to spend her morning and the young High Blades mage wasn’t among them.

      “All right,” she told him, “but only for breakfast. I have some research I need to do before the Claws return.”

      Gunter looked a little disappointed but shrugged and his expression cleared. “And for dinner?”

      “Unless something comes up, I’ll be down for dinner.”

      “What about lunch?”

      She laughed and scratched Wivre under the chin. “This one’s very particular about not missing his meals,” she assured him. “I’ll be down for lunch.”

      “But she has weapons practice immediately after,” Rahl told him firmly, and she was sure the message was as much for her as it was for the mage.

      He shrugged. “At least I’ll see you sometime today.”

      Kaylin didn’t know how to respond to that. She liked his company well enough and it was nice to talk to another caster, but three times a day? With so many things she needed to pay attention to if she wanted to improve her contribution to the Claws, she was reluctant to commit too much of her time to social inaction. Still, she could at least give him a little time and see how that went.

      If he gets in the way of my study, he’s gone, she decided and settled into the seat opposite him.

      Breakfast passed quickly. Wivre behaved as his usual ravenous self and Gunter didn’t say a word, although she thought the young mage turned a little green when the dragonette burped bacon in his general direction.

      Not that I blame him, she thought seconds later, when part of the little dragon’s belch reached her nostrils. That is foul!

      “Keep that up,” she told Wivre, “and I won’t let you have any more bacon—ever!”

      “You wouldn’t!”

      He stared at her in shock and Gunter laughed.

      “It wasn’t that bad.” He chuckled.

      “Hmmph, so you say,” Rahl commented. “I thought you would lose your breakfast.”

      The young man blushed and looked at his almost empty plate. Leaving it for a moment, he picked up the glass of light-colored ale in front of him and changed the subject.

      “So did anything exciting happen?” he asked and pointedly ignored Rahl’s remark.

      Kaylin felt the hobgoblin tense but she shook her head. “Nothing much,” she told him and ignored Wivre’s outraged look.

      “Liar!”

      She continued as though the little dragon hadn’t almost deafened her inside her skull. “We did a little scavenging…”

      “Almost got ourselves killed by a golem…”

      “…some sword practice…”

      “Almost got thrown off a tower by harpies…”

      “…and generally hung out at the Rest,” she concluded and tried to not react to the internal commentary.

      “As soon as we got back from raiding some old mage sanctum and avoiding a horde of hobgoblin-killing green skins,” the little dragon concluded. “Nothing at all, truly.”

      Kaylin glared at the dragonette and earned them both a curious look from Rahl.

      The hobgoblin chose to not contradict her, however, and she turned the tables on the mage.

      “How about you? Did you go anywhere exciting?” she asked.

      Gunter’s face closed. “You know I can’t talk company business,” he replied and she stared at him.

      “But you can ask me about mine?”

      The mage made a show of looking around. “I don’t see them here so I thought whatever you’d been up to was your own business.”

      She shook her head. “You know that’s not how it works, right? Even when the company’s away, we’re meant to do something that will advance their interests, whether it’s improving our skills or making sure we can keep our end of the bills covered so we’re not a burden.”

      He stared at her in horror. “That’s not how it works for me. The company takes care of my expenses and when I’m not with them, my time’s my own.”

      “You train on company time?”

      “It’s what I’m paid for,” he told her proudly.

      “Fixed wage…right…” Kaylin reminded herself and was suddenly relieved the Dragon Claws didn’t work the same way.

      The way her team worked, she not only got a fair cut of whatever profit they made but she also got the parts of the loot she needed to develop as a mage. From what Gunter said, the Blades merely gave him a wage and his living expenses regardless of how hard the contract was or how profitable—and he didn’t get any of the treasure he might be able to use.

      That didn’t seem very rewarding to her. It also reminded her of the tome she had upstairs. Now she had the cypher and could see the stories in the beginning were about the origin of magic, she hoped it held something more useful.

      Her irritation at the other mage faded and she almost felt sorry for him at that point. The worst part was that he seemed to have no clue what he was missing.

      She cleared her plate and when she saw that Wivre had finished his food, she scooped the little dragon off the table and onto her shoulder.

      With a glance at both Rahl and Gunter, she excused herself. “I have to go,” she told them. “I have some studying to do.”

      The hobgoblin stood also. “And I have to speak to Clay about another whetstone.”

      Gunter looked a little disappointed. “So…lunch?” he asked and she smiled. She didn’t have the heart to turn him down at that point.

      “Lunch,” she agreed and moved toward the stairs.

      “I think he likes you,” Wivre commented and her face reddened.

      “He can like me all he likes,” she replied and refused to give the dragonette any idea of her feelings, “but I have study to do.”

      Study, her inner voice mocked. Go on. Admit it. You like him too.

      He’s a prat, she argued. Too self-centered and happy to stay with what he knows. Why would I like him?

      Her inner voice didn’t answer but she was sure it hummed happily to itself at her discomfort—or the fact that she felt unaccountably conflicted, although study remained the top of her list of choices.

      “Ugh,” she muttered. “I have no time for this!”

      She pushed all thoughts of Gunter to one side as she reached her room, locked the door behind her, and settled at the little table instead of her desk. There was more room for her to spread her notes and texts out. She could even have her journal, three sheets of parchment, all her pencils, the cypher, and the tome open at the same time.

      Wivre took one look at it all and heaved a long-suffering sigh. “I’ll be over here,” he told her, flew to his satchel, and wriggled inside.

      Coins clinked and rattled, followed by a happy sigh and the little dragon disappeared.

      “What if I need you?” she asked but he didn’t reply.

      All she heard was a soft snore accompanied by a mental sense of deep contentment.

      “He’s dreaming of gold,” she muttered and turned to her books. “Typical.”

      His absence might have been a problem if she hadn’t had the cypher. She worked through the tome, flicked through the origin stories, and marked them as something she should read later. From what she could see, they were expanded versions of those in the booklet.

      “Only stories,” she murmured, jotted that observation in her journal, and noted that the tome’s versions were longer and contained more names and locations than those in the new text.

      She wondered what the cypher’s previous owner would have thought of them and skimmed his notes until one made her stop short.

      I’m sure these places are real but I don’t know if they are located in the Valley or some distant homeland of the elves. Where do elves come from, anyway?

      “And where did they go?” she added since the ancient creatures hadn’t been seen in the Valley since they’d abandoned it in terror.

      Kaylin wondered if Gunter knew the answer and if his classes at the Academy had gone into that. Given how well the magisters had hidden the elven library there, she doubted it.

      Her spirits lifted when she reached the next chapter. Light Magic, she read and flicked to the corresponding chapter in the cypher before she worked slowly through the first page.

      She wondered what Gunter would think of it but was glad he wasn’t there. Firstly, because she wanted to see what she could discover for herself and secondly, because she could always show him sections of what she was looking at to see what he could make of it.

      As a way to check to see if she’d reached the right conclusion, that would work well. He might reach a different conclusion entirely, which meant she’d have to double-check hers. As a way to see how close she was to the right meaning, it wasn’t bad.

      With that resolved, at least on some level, she moved slowly over the text as she worked it out. Part of her couldn’t help feeling guilty about leaving the young Blade mage out of her journey of discovery, but she assumed that since he was part of a major mercenary company, he probably had enough work to fill the time.

      “Besides, he didn’t worry about me when he needed to study. He’ll be fine.”

      It didn’t occur to her that he had suddenly become somehow intertwined with what she had to do. Her mind merely seemed to explore the options without her while she returned to her study and referenced her newly acquired cypher as she worked.

      The slender book soon proved its value. More than once, the annotations around the margins regarding elven character combinations and their meanings prevented her from making several mistakes that would have changed the meaning of the text entirely.

      “I wonder where he found it,” she murmured and decided that if Gevitter had one useful book, perhaps he had more—or knew of where to get them. After all, the storm mage didn’t seem on good terms with the magisters, so she doubted he received any help from the Academy.

      “I don’t even know if he went,” she observed, “or how long he attended if he did. I seem to recall him mentioning it, though.”

      She wondered how she might broach the subject, then decided she wouldn’t. Not yet when there were so many more important questions she could ask.

      “Like where he keeps his library,” she murmured, “and what it will cost me to access it.”

      After giving that some thought, she made a note to ask him later, forced her attention to the tome in front of her, and continued to transcribe it into her journal.

      “I think I’ll need a library of my own,” she said with a frown, “and maybe a journal for each type of magic. Things will get more muddled if I don’t.”

      “And Rahl will take it out of your hide if you’re late,” Wivre commented and jolted her out of her concentration.

      “What?”

      “It’s lunchtime,” he told her smugly and landed on the back of her chair.

      “So I’m not late then,” she retorted.

      “But I’m hungry,” he complained when she turned to her books again. He prodded her with his muzzle. “And you promised Gunter.”

      Kaylin sighed. “I’m sure he’d understand if I wanted to study instead of eat,” she grumbled.

      “But I wouldn’t,” he said plaintively and his stomach rumbled as if on cue.

      She laughed. “You did that on purpose.”

      “Did not!” he protested. “It has a mind of its own.”

      “Fine. We’ll go eat but I need to pack this up first.”

      “No one ever comes to your room,” the little dragon told her in a long-suffering tone.

      “There’s always a first time,” Kaylin told him darkly and he subsided with a sigh.

      It didn’t take long to stow everything in her trunk and they soon hurried downstairs to a taproom that seemed much noisier than it had been all week. She put it down to the High Blades having returned but when she arrived, she discovered they were not the only ones.

      “Kaylin!” Claude’s booming voice greeted her as she emerged from the stairwell. “It’s good to see you!” He beamed at her from his usual place in the corner and beckoned for her to join him.

      “The usual,” she called to Clay and the innkeeper nodded and raised a hand to show he’d heard as he marked her order on the pad in front of him.

      “We’re back!” Denir announced as she approached. His cocky self-confidence made her smile.

      “So I see,” she replied and her gaze explored the gleaming chain he now wore over a leather cuirass and the new blade at his hip. “And with new toys too, I see.” His grin widened, and he hoisted a mug of ale in Claude’s direction.

      “This new boss we’ve got is goood!”

      Cheers of agreement followed and more tankards were raised. The captain lowered his head and shook it at their antics. His face reddened but he smiled as she approached.

      She was happy to see Rahl already seated beside the mercenary leader and he watched her with an inscrutable look on his face. An empty plate in front of him told her he’d already eaten, and she blushed.

      Kaylin realized that she was late—and very lucky the company had returned. It made her wonder if Rahl was annoyed that their practice would probably be canceled for the afternoon.

      “They seem happy,” she said and took a seat opposite them.

      Claude surveyed the busy inn and nodded. “They can’t wait to get back into the old city,” he stated. “They like being paid and we have many more contracts to fill.”

      “So being respectable worked?” she asked, although she knew from the new weapons and armor she could see around her that it must have.

      His smile became a little satisfied and he leaned back in his chair. “It’s funny what honoring a promise can do,” he told her. “We didn’t get much interest when we first arrived, but the minute I delivered those eggs…” He shook his head as if the situation still amazed him. “It was like we were no longer invisible—or like we’d been suddenly cured of the plague. We delivered those eggs, took our payment, and had gone only half a block before the first runner arrived.”

      Kaylin gaped at him.

      “I know. I don’t know how they knew, but it was an invitation to a business dinner with a scant hour to prepare. I chose four of the longer-serving Claws, got them scrubbed and in their tabards, and barely made it to the patron on time—and we’d have been late if the others hadn’t fielded the messengers for us. By the time that business deal was closed, I had two supper invitations, a breakfast meeting, and then the rest of the week was full.”

      He paused, still marveling at how fast the Claws’ fortunes had turned.

      Lowering his voice, he added, “Denir makes an excellent clerk, by the way—something about having served as someone’s administrator in the past. I don’t know why he gave it up—”

      “Because I don’t like being chained to a desk,” the mercenary interjected, having sidled closer to stand next to the table. He slid into the seat beside Kaylin and nudged her with his elbow. “Besides, there’s not much to sing about in estate records. There’s not an audience known who wants to hear about the season’s yield and how much it fetched at market, and as for taxes…”

      He shook his head. “Unless it’s stealing from the tax collector, no one wants to hear about those.”

      “I didn’t pay for a single meal or drink for almost the entire time I was back,” Claude told her. “Everyone was trying to win me over so the Claws would take their contracts.”

      “And he paid us,” Denir declared happily. “And I mean he seriously paid us. He didn’t hedge or hesitate or make up some extra expenses like Lonne would have but paid us what we’d been promised and then the crazy man gave us bonuses for getting the job done. He even paid the healers to take care of Bryson’s burns, the idiot.”

      “That’s the least we could do,” the captain protested, and the other man stared at him in shock.

      “Not you, boss. Bryson. He’s an idiot for not listening to the hob, here. If he’d only done what he was told, he’d have been able to make the return journey instead of waiting for winter.”

      “Winter?” Kaylin asked.

      “Yeah. Most of the clients want everything before year’s end so until early winter is the latest we have.” He cast a sly look at his leader. “Especially now we have this thing called a reputation we need to look out for.”

      Claude’s face reddened. “Don’t you have ale to drink?” he demanded, “Or a meal to terrorize?”

      Denir eased out of his seat and patted Kaylin’s shoulder. “See you ’round, girl. I’ve got business to attend to.” He glanced wryly at his boss.

      “Get,” the captain told him and waved him away, “and make sure the members get their shit stowed before the celebrations truly start.”

      The man’s face turned uncharacteristically sober. “Do you need ’em tomorrow?” he asked and Claude stilled.

      “Yes,” he decided, “so tell them to go easy on the celebrations. I don’t want them hungover when we go for the pelts.”

      “So, the pelts first?” Denir checked and the captain nodded.

      “We’ve got the salt to cure ’em so might as well give ’em the time to do that. It makes sense to clear them first.”

      “Have you spoken to Clay?” Denir asked and he cocked his head.

      “That’s your job,” he replied. “Don’t forget to do it.”

      The mercenary rolled his eyes and sketched him a salute. “Gotcha. I’ll have that arrangement tied up in a bow by dinner.”

      “Mid-afternoon,” Claude corrected.

      “Sir,” Denir replied and turned to the men.

      Kaylin watched him go, surprised by the change she saw in the company. They’d gained considerable confidence while they’d been away.

      “They look…happy,” she observed and the captain nodded.

      “They like being paid,” he told her, “but I think they might like the respect more.”

      He was about to continue, but Denir emerged from the mercenaries to tap Rahl on the shoulder.

      “Part of getting our shit stowed involves making sure you get your share of the shit,” he said and grinned. “Come on. Get your lazy ass out here with the rest of us.”

      Rahl lowered his head and looked sternly at Kaylin. “You’re lucky they arrived,” he told her. “You were late for practice.”

      “Oooh, late for practice,” Denir teased but his smile faded. “What practice was that?”

      “Sword,” the hobgoblin told him shortly, “for when the magic does not work. Our mage should be able to defend herself.”

      “Good work!” the mercenary responded approvingly and clapped him on the shoulder. He glanced at Kaylin and said, “Those lessons need to continue whenever there’s time.”

      She nodded and Rahl added, “They will,” with such finality that she wondered if she should be worried.

      The hobgoblin took the matter very seriously.

      Having settled the matter of her weapons training, Denir drew Rahl away from the table and pulled him into the rest of the company. There, to the warrior’s obvious surprise, he was greeted with smiles and more slaps on the back. For a moment, he tensed and she thought he might punch the next person to lay a hand on him, but then he relaxed and started to smile.

      “Look at him,” Wivre grumbled. “The next thing you know, he’ll think they like him!”

      “I think they do,” she told the little dragon. “Look at them.”

      “I’d rather not,” he replied sourly and settled on the table with a huff.

      “You’re worried about your bacon supply,” she accused and he gave her a haughty look.

      “Why?” he asked. “I’ve got you for that.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Despite Claude’s orders, the celebrations continued until late. Kaylin didn’t get back to her study and she and Rahl were kept too busy for weapons practice. Denir seemed determined to catalog every single item, both old and new, in the company’s possession, and they were both outfitted with new equipment.

      “Don’t lose it,” the new company quartermaster told them, his gray eyes stern. “We can’t replace it until winter.”

      When they’d all go back to Waypoint, she reminded herself, probably leaving her and Rahl behind again until spring.

      Her talent for illusion was called on again when Denir retold the battle of the bugbears. Even Rahl chuckled at the sight of the witchdoctor shooting fire from both ends, but his smile was short-lived and he sobered quickly and watched the display with worried eyes.

      His expression made her remember what he’d said about the city being desperate and she wondered what that meant for the hunt ahead.

      Despite the late night, all the Claws were gathered early for breakfast and kept Chloe, Clay, and Hanne busy with breakfast orders while Claude and Denir sat at the corner table, clearly discussing the day ahead. Rahl sat in his usual place and Kaylin joined him quickly.

      She looked for Gunter and noticed the High Blades had taken up another corner of the taproom, the mage among them. He glanced at her and smiled quickly before he returned to reading the tome on the table before him.

      It was like the two mercenary companies had separated into two rival camps, and she wondered if the Claws’ success had caused their relations to sour. She hoped not since she’d come to like chatting to the young mage in spite of his ridiculous reliance on some distant central repository for his training.

      How could he stand to not advance his magic for such long stretches of time?

      Her gaze fell on the book before him and she was forced to acknowledge that he didn’t. He had his means of learning although they were different than hers. Seeing that he was busy, she turned to Wivre and Rahl but before she could say anything, Denir came to stand beside them.

      “We’re going after dire beasts today,” he told them and turned his attention to the hobgoblin. “Rahl, we need your tracking expertise. Do you think you can find us some dire boar or dire wolves to start with?”

      The warrior gave him a solemn nod. “Is there anything else?”

      Denir darted a worried look at Wivre, then whispered, “Drakeling, rabbit, dire weasel, and dire badger. Oh…and the client said they’d be interested in basilisk hide but only if we came across one. They didn’t want a specific hunt, merely for us to take the opportunity if it arose.”

      He paused, fidgeted, and added quickly, “But there’s a substantial bonus for that, so if you notice anything…”

      Rahl nodded, his face a solemn mask. “I know where to find most of those,” he replied, “and there is a good chance we’ll come across at least one basilisk.”

      “Within the city?” he asked and the hobgoblin nodded.

      “Within the city,” he confirmed.

      Those at the nearest tables gave low rumbles of approval, and Kaylin realized how closely they’d been listening.

      Kaylin wondered what was so important about their hunt being in the city, then decided she didn’t care. She was merely happy to have them back. The taproom was quiet and she wondered if the High Blades had already gone on another expedition.

      There was no sign of any blue tabards by the time they left, so she shrugged it away. Rahl took point and Fiddler trotted beside him. The hunter seemed to have no problems keeping company with the hobgoblin, and the two moved slightly ahead as the warrior led the way toward the mountain entrance.

      “Wolves,” he explained and she recalled the wolves she and Wivre had encountered when they’d tried to enter the mountain on their own.

      She thought about asking him what he knew of the trolls in the area but decided if he knew of the wolves, he already knew about the trolls. The rest of the company followed and excitement and eagerness rippled through them.

      Everyone kept pace with the hobgoblin and no one complained when he broke into a trot. They did grow quieter, though, and she wondered if that had been the true purpose for the increased pace.

      The mercenaries broke into an easy, rolling jog and tracked their guide’s path as he led them along a street that would enable them to avoid the goblin’s barricade. Unlike the warrior, though, they didn’t move quietly at speed. Her muffling spell wasn’t as effective when heavy boots moved without caution.

      Their feet thudded on the broken pavement and sent echoes through the ruins around them. Now and then, someone would make a comment about the surrounding buildings.

      “That’s a good place for a troll lair,” one remarked when he saw overgrown walls and a mostly intact lower floor.

      “Well, you should feel right at home,” quipped another.

      “Keep it down,” Claude snapped.

      None of this would help them sneak up on a rabbit, let alone a wolf.

      Rahl brought them to within several feet of the place where Wivre had remarked on the wolves and came to a halt. He gestured the team into the shelter of a three-walled ruin and said, “We’re close.”

      “I don’t see any wolves,” Hadrik replied and looked around, and the hobgoblin glared at him.

      “The amount of noise you’re making says you won’t see any,” he retorted. “From here, we need to be very quiet or all we’ll find is tracks and scat.”

      “Scat?”

      “Poop,” Fiddler explained succinctly.

      “And the wolves will turn the tables,” Rahl informed them. “This is not a large pack but they’ll still take the opportunity to pick off any stragglers or anyone who looks weak—if they don’t flee.”

      “They’d better flee,” Hadrik grumbled.

      “You’d better hope they don’t,” Claude retorted. He nodded at the hobgoblin. “Where do you need us?”

      “The pack usually lairs two ruins over. If you want pelts, you need to take them behind the shoulder with a single shot, not fill them full of arrows.”

      “Why are you looking at me when you say that?” Hadrik demanded, and Fiddler rolled her eyes.

      “I wonder…”

      The rogue glared at her, but she remained unperturbed and looked at Rahl.

      “Do you want to divide the company into two?” she asked.

      He thought about that, then nodded and stooped to scratch a diagram quickly in the dirt. She crouched with him and nodded as he pointed out various points.

      “You might also see fer deer here,” he told her and glanced at Denir. “I think they’re on the list?”

      The quartermaster nodded and tapped half the team to go with Fiddler.

      Kaylin noticed that he tapped the quieter ones, then glanced at her.

      “You’ll stay with the hob’s team,” he instructed and looked at Claude. “Boss?”

      “I’ll stay with him too. You go with Fiddler.”

      “Gotcha,” Denir agreed and shifted to join the huntress.

      As soon as the teams had split up, the hunt began.
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        * * *

      

      Rahl led them down a side street in the opposite direction to where Fiddler took hers. After they’d moved a block through the rubble-strewn streets, he called a halt.

      “The entry to the den is there,” he told his team and indicated a low section of rubble flanked by mostly intact walls. The floor above was also largely undamaged, and he pointed up. “Dire wolves post sentries,” he warned. “You’ll need to be very quiet or the pack will bolt.”

      “Won’t they fight?” Crovard asked, and Rahl shook his head.

      “It’s a small pack. They’ll flee and maybe circle again to reclaim the den.”

      “And pick stragglers off.”

      The hobgoblin’s gaze surveyed the group. He shook his head.

      “I think there are too many of us and we’re too strong. They’ll let us pass unless they decide we’re a threat.”

      “Oh, we’re a threat all right,” Crovard assured him.

      “In which case, they’ll seek help.”

      “They’ll what?” Claude asked and frowned in something close to disbelief.

      “Seek help,” Rahl repeated. “They’re dire wolves. They have the intelligence to think through their problems.”

      “But help? I didn’t think they were that smart.”

      “How often have you encountered them?” he challenged and the captain pursed his lips.

      “You make a good point.” He gestured to the entry. “Let’s go.”

      “Quietly,” the hobgoblin admonished as they crept forward.

      The problem was that most of the Claws in the team weren’t hunters. They were fighters, used to facing their foes directly and not sneaking up on them. While they might move quietly enough to sneak past an enemy camp at a distance, they lacked the particular skill required to stalk more wary prey.

      The same went for most of the men in Fiddler’s group, and Rahl had barely crossed the threshold into the wolf’s lair when several yips followed by a short howl cut the air. Soft curses echoed among the men behind him, but he ignored them.

      He drew his bow from half-nock to full and scanned the shadows. Vague movement caught his eye and a wolf the size of a small pony leapt toward him. His first arrow took it in the center of the chest and he stepped to one side to let it fall.

      It was down but more had followed. Heavy steps bounded overhead and several more wolves left the den. Men behind him shouted and fired and a wolf yelped in pain. The warrior winced at the sound but couldn’t turn and see what it was.

      From the sounds of fighting behind him, the injured wolf was taking its pain out on those who’d caused it.

      “They are not hunters,” he reminded himself as he aimed and fired at a second wolf.

      Rahl wished Denir had told him how many pelts were in the contract and considered suggesting to Claude that he and Fiddler be the ones to fill it. The rest of the team could work on the other contracts and they’d probably fill the orders faster.

      The second wolf swerved at the last minute and the arrow flew past it, clattered against the opposite wall, and drew a startled yelp from the mercenary who entered through a gap beside it.

      “Hey! Watch it!”

      Watch it, yourself, the hobgoblin muttered and focused on the beast.

      His next arrow took it behind the shoulder as it bounded past.

      Other wolves vanished in the time it took him to fire and the newly arrived mercenary to bring his bow into position.

      “Don’t fire!” Rahl snapped and looked around for any more of the creatures.

      When nothing else moved inside the den, he turned his attention to the downed wolves and to Kaylin.

      “A little light?” he asked.

      She complied and he sighed when he realized his kills were the only two inside the ruins. He hoped the mercenaries outside had fared better although, given the amount of noise they’d made, he doubted it.

      He moved the bodies to another ruin, where he gutted and skinned them, left the entrails to one side, and returned the pelts to Claude. There were only two more. The pelt from the wounded wolf was in tatters as he’d expected from the noise.

      “Well, that was a bust,” Hadrik complained. He carried the two pelts Fiddler’s team had garnered and dumped them with the rest.

      “Be grateful,” the captain told him shortly, “or you’d have more to carry.”

      “Boss…” the man whined but closed his mouth when he caught the leader’s look.

      Instead of saying anything about the botched hunt, Claude turned to Rahl.

      “Where to next?”

      The warrior glanced at Fiddler. The hunter didn’t seem happy but shrugged.

      “It’s up to you,” she told him. “You know this area the best.”

      He glanced at Kaylin. “For the next beast, I need you to make them quieter.” He scowled at the team. “If you can.”

      His tone said he doubted such a thing was possible but he didn’t scold the Claws for their lack of silence. Claude nodded.

      “And blur them,” the hobgoblin added. “Or, if you’re already doing that, blur them more.” He paused to decide what they should challenge next, then sighed. “And if you could make them less able to be smelled…”

      Kaylin nodded. “I’ve got it,” she told him. “I need to keep them quiet, make them look like they’re not here, and try to make them less smelly.”

      “Hey—”
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        * * *

      

      She snickered and ignored the captain’s grimace. To her, it was obvious that the hobgoblin was disappointed by the Claws’ lack of stealth and she guessed he’d have a discussion with their leader about ways they could improve that.

      Maybe he’d offer to train them and she wondered how the company would feel about that given how she felt after a practice session with the swords.

      “How did you go with the fer deer?” Rahl asked, and Fiddler shook her head.

      “They heard us coming a mile off,” she told him. “The closest we got to them was seeing them bounding up the mountain.”

      He nodded as though this was no more than he’d expected, then said, “We’ll go after the badgers next. There’ll be more opportunities for deer if we’re quiet.”

      “We’re five wolf pelts short,” Clyde noted. “When will they come back?”

      “Not for a week now,” the warrior told him and the company groaned.

      “Do you know where there are more?” Claude asked.

      “Not within this area of the city,” he answered shortly. “We can go after the next pack if you like, but it’ll be half a day’s march to reach the edge of its territory and another half a day to reach the lair.”

      “Why don’t you simply say we wouldn’t get there today?” Hadrik snarked.

      Rahl shrugged and looked at the captain for a decision.

      “Badgers it is, then,” Claude told the group. “And keep a lookout for deer on the way.”

      “And do it quietly,” Fiddler reiterated.

      “We are being quiet,” Hadrik retorted. “We can’t all be scouts.”

      Kaylin thought the man had a point and wondered if it was necessary for the entire troop to take on the hunting tasks.

      Wouldn’t they get done faster if the company had a dedicated team of hunters?

      The badgers were more of a success, but the company lost several opportunities to gain deer along the way. Even with Kaylin dulling the sound of them moving along the street, the creatures still heard them coming.

      By the time Rahl or Fiddler could get close, the herds had scattered. Even the rabbits were scarce and the closest anyone came to catching one was a glimpse of a fluffy white tail disappearing into the grass or down a hole.

      As morning eased toward noon, the frustration had begun to show, both in the hunters and on the mercenaries themselves.

      “We are going to catch something today, aren’t we?” Hadrik demanded petulantly and Rahl’s hand tightened over his bow.

      Fiddler half-turned, but the hobgoblin placed a hand on her arm and she stopped. He lowered his head toward her and she leaned closer. Not even Kaylin, who stood only a foot behind them, overheard the exchange but Fiddler nodded and seemed happier.

      Together, the two of them led the group toward the foot of the road leading to the mountain entrance.

      “There,” Rahl said, pointing to a pile of rubble the size of a small hill. It sat in a small bowl surrounded by ruined buildings, its top almost level with the rim.

      “Well, what are we waiting for?” Hadrik pushed forward impatiently.

      The hobgoblin caught him as he tried to push past, swung him back, and pushed him toward Claude.

      “We need to draw them out,” he instructed through gritted teeth.

      “That’s exactly what I was about to do,” Hadrik argued, but Rahl shook his head and pointed at Kaylin.

      “Do you remember the cave on the mountain?” he asked. “The one we tried to shelter in?”

      She paled. Stupidly, she hadn’t connected the idea of hunting dire badgers for their fur with the idea of hunting actual dire badgers for their fur. She remembered the rough-coated monsters from the cave.

      Swallowing hard, she nodded and asked, “What did you have in mind?” She hoped it wasn’t to have her and Wivre go in and then run out again because that seemed suicidal. He grinned at her.

      “Nothing likes having its home set alight,” he told her, “or to be woken early. I need you to stand in front of that entrance there”—he pointed—“and send one of your fireball swarms inside. Then, I need you to run.”

      “Run?”

      “You do remember how fast they move, don’t you?”

      Kaylin nodded and rolled her eyes at him. As if she could forget. “And what will you do?”

      “I’ll ask Claude to lend me five of his best archers—if he wants those pelts in one piece—and we’ll set up there, there, there…there…and there.”

      She put a hand on her hip and cocked her head. “Uh-huh…and I suppose you want me to wait while you do that, huh?”

      Rahl quirked an eyebrow. “How fast can you run?”

      The mercenaries snickered at that, and Claude had already begun to select his best archers. By the time she had conceded that she’d wait, he was ready.

      “Agarda, Cavill, Fiddler, Elliot, and Gern, go with the hob and do what he says.” The captain pointed to Crovard and Denir. “Get ready to help her if she gets into trouble.”

      Both men nodded and moved to stand in places that gave them a clean line of sight down the slope.

      Kaylin watched the mercenaries move into position and maintained the spells to reduce their visibility and noise for want of anything else to do. Those chosen had huddled with Rahl and listened intently as he’d explained the desired approach before they nodded. It was only when they’d broken apart that they became difficult to keep concealed.

      Claude watched her quietly and intently. “Those are some impressive skills, girl,” he told her and she almost lost her hold on the spell.

      She wasn’t sure what he meant. What was impressive? She’d done this kind of thing since after their return from the trip on which he’d become leader. Why would he find it impressive now?

      “Thibault could keep a small group of us shrouded and quiet as long as we stuck together, but he couldn’t watch over several individuals at once. Not the way you’ve just done,” the captain explained.

      The compliment warmed and encouraged her, but she filed it away for later. If Thibault hadn’t been able to do it, did that honestly make it such a feat? She hadn’t thought much of the Claws’ old mage. If she could do something he couldn’t, did that mean she was any good?

      The magic pulled her in five different directions and she focused and fed more power into each strand. On one of the ledges overlooking the badger den, Cavill faded into view and then out again.

      Claude was right about one thing, though. Holding the magic steady when its targets were spread out was much harder than keeping them unseen when they were grouped together. As she juggled the demands, she conceded that it wasn’t that she thought Thibault had been any weaker than she was. She honestly didn’t know since he merely couldn’t be bothered.

      Either way, she’d never know, but the idea that she could do something he couldn’t have done if he’d put his mind to it seemed a little strange. Before she could think about that any further, a soft whistle issued from one of the closer ruins.

      Kaylin risked a glance toward it and felt the magic fade in four other directions. As she strengthened it, she saw Rahl signal her forward and wondered if she would be able to keep the bowsmen concealed when she cast.

      In the end, that proved a moot point. She marched down to stand several feet from the entrance to the mound. The pile of debris was even more impressive up close, and the den entrance had once been a doorway, the marble of its lintel and arches reinforced by what looked like twining bands of silver and steel.

      This was wide enough for her to cast through, even if she couldn’t see anything specific to target. After a moment’s thought, she modified the Experience part of the spell to send it into the opening and keep it motion until it struck something, then coupled it with the intent that each small sphere of flame would explode on impact and ignite whatever it touched.

      She blended three spells together, shouted, “Barda-avark-ka’arnal!” and launched a swarm of coruscating, sparkling balls of fire surging through the doorway. The globes disappeared and for a moment, it looked like nothing had happened.

      Confused, she stared at the entrance but was yanked from her focus by Rahl’s shouted command. “Run!”

      Kaylin didn’t look to see why. She turned on her heel and bolted up the side of the bowl as fast as she could. It felt much steeper going up than it had coming down, and her thighs screamed in protest.

      “Hold.” Claude’s soft order brought a halt to the movement above as both Denir and Crovard took steps toward her.

      She didn’t need to ask what had prompted their movement. Snarls rippled up the bowl behind her and soon turned to growled barks that promised vengeance. Bows sang and arrows whistled overhead, and the growls turned to roars.

      Heavy footsteps thudded into the earth and she felt their faint vibrations grow stronger when at least one of the beasts gained ground. The realization sent a spike of fear through her and she pushed her feet to move faster.

      The urge to turn and prepare to fight was almost overwhelming, but Rahl called to her again. “Keep running!”

      His shout was echoed by half a dozen other anxious calls.

      “Come on, come on, c’mon, c’mon, c’mon!” Denir muttered almost without drawing breath and risked Claude’s wrath by sliding a few steps closer to stretch his hand toward her.

      “Don’t stop, girl!” Crovard added as he mirrored his teammate’s movements and extended his hand.

      Kaylin lunged toward them and wrapped her hands around their wrists. They did the same before they hauled her up the last few feet, then released her at the same time and propelled her past them as they drew their swords.

      Another set of arrows flew and something fell heavily behind her. Teeth snapped at her ankle and Claude roared an order.

      “Hold!”

      She spun to where Crovard and Denir had frozen, their swords held aloft to deliver killing blows that were no longer needed.

      “We don’t want to ruin the pelt,” the captain told them gruffly. He moved to the edge of the bowl and looked down.

      “Rahl, Fiddler, can you handle that?” he asked.

      “Yes.” The hobgoblin’s firm rumble was accompanied by the thud of his boots landing beside the perch he’d taken for the hunt. He gave Kaylin an approving nod and moved to the dead beast behind her.
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        * * *

      

      “What’s next?” Rahl asked as he dropped the last of the badger pelts at Claude’s feet.

      “Dire boar?” The captain looked hopeful.

      Rahl frowned, his dark brows knitted together as he thought about it. “That will be difficult,” he said, “but I think I know where some wild ones range.”

      “You think?”

      The hobgoblin nodded. “Much has changed in the city while you’ve been away,” he explained, “so they may have moved farther up the mountain.”

      “Not out of the city, though?” Claude pressed, and he shook his head.

      “I don’t think so.” He pivoted, surveyed the city around them, and pointed to a section of ruins where trees stood in tangled groves and wildflowers dotted the rubble. “That way.”

      Kaylin drew a breath and renewed the spells to conceal the team and the sound of its movement. Like Rahl and Fiddler, she was tired of the noise the mercenaries made as they traveled.

      While they no longer talked as much, they still trod heavily and their steps echoed off the walls as they passed, bounced through the ruins, and startled the wildlife. She stifled a sigh each time more rabbits and deer escaped and hoped Claude would leave that part of the contract to the hunters. She didn’t think the company had a hope in all the mountain of completing it if he didn’t.

      Despite her best efforts, the team continued to be noticed by the more alert prey animals in the ruins. She couldn’t help worrying if its presence would be picked up by other more hostile inhabitants.

      “There!” The call went up from someone at the back, and the three hunters on point froze and turned at the same time as she did to see what the noise was about.

      There was no way she could muffle that cry.

      “Boars!” A second warning followed the first and she sighed. How many times did they need to be told? She was a mage, not a miracle worker.

      Rahl and Fiddler jogged to Claude as the rearmost mercs broke ranks and hurried through the ruins. The three men in the lead unslung their crossbows and loaded them. Kaylin scanned the direction in which they were headed and her spirits rose when she saw the half-dozen large boars grazing beyond a low stone wall.

      The pigs seemed unperturbed by the men who moved toward them. They raised their heads to look before they shook their stubby manes and returned to snuffling amongst the grass and stone in the field.

      Because, Kaylin realized an instant later, it was a clearly demarcated field.

      The stone wall wasn’t merely a tumble of stone. It had been deliberately erected to form a perimeter that linked with the more complete walls of two low, stone buildings.

      “No!” Rahl yelled as the first mercenary raised his bow to fire. “Those belong to the Fireskulls! Hold your fire! Hold! Your! Fire!”

      He raced forward as though he could singlehandedly stop the slaughter, but the mercenaries merely laughed and a second man fired as he reached the wall. The boars squealed in outrage and charged, their tails raised like flags behind them, but the mercenaries took their time to aim and make every shot count.

      By the time Rahl was halfway there, they’d taken down every single pig in the field.

      “Heads up!” Claude roared and raced after the hobgoblin, and Kaylin gasped as two orc warriors ran toward the carnage.

      Alerted by the shouts and the squeals from their dying herd, they’d raced out of one of the nearby huts with cleavers in hand. When they saw the mercenaries, they sheathed their blades in favor of their bows and shouted over their shoulders as they jumped the wall.

      More orcs ran from the hut, but there weren’t many and she guessed this was an outpost for the tribe rather than its main base. That brought a sigh of relief as the mercenaries turned their attention from the dead boar to their herders.

      Those with crossbows in their hands loaded hastily and fired, while the others closed. The first two orcs fell before they could draw their arrows to full nock, let alone loose them. At that point, the remaining orcs drew their swords and attacked.

      Two made it across the wall and a few steps onto the field before the mercenaries killed them. The rest were felled by arrows before they reached the field’s edge. One tried to break away and flee into the streets, but he sprawled on the cobbles with three arrows in the back.

      Rahl stopped at the edge of the wall, rested a hand on its top, and shook his head.

      “This is bad,” he told Kaylin when she stopped beside him.

      “How so?” Claude asked. “We’ll be able to head to the Rest, and we have plenty of pork to barter with Clay for a discount.” He looked vaguely pleased. “And we’ve removed another half-dozen orcs from the approach to the mountain. That should net us a bounty with a couple of the companies as well.” He clapped the hobgoblin on the shoulder. “Now go help Fiddler get those carcasses ready for transport.”

      He complied and the two hunters dressed the carcasses as quickly as possible while the rest of the troop stood guard or looted their recent foes. They didn’t return with much, but the weapons and rough leather armor would add to their trade with Clay and the thought of an early return and the feast that would follow buoyed their spirits.

      Only Rahl seemed immune to the mood. He merely did his part to prepare their kills for the journey and led the way to the Rest. Kaylin kept to the middle of the company and worked hard to keep their presence a dull blur of motion and sound as they wound through the streets.

      From what she could gather, the day’s hunt had taken care of all except one or two types of pelts—and the basilisk’s skin, which was more a wish than a demand. The thought of completing a contract so soon after their return put the company in high spirits as they moved through the gates.

      All except the hobgoblin, whose worry seemed to increase rather than diminish with every step they took. He remained quiet as Claude bartered with Clay and arranged to have the innkeeper cure and store the hides. His mood hadn’t improved by the time the company returned from their tasks for the evening meal.

      “The problem is,” he told Claude and Kaylin over a meal of roast pork, potatoes, and gravy, “that this kind of harvesting operation can provoke a stronger response from the tribes around us.”

      The captain frowned. “And by stronger, you mean hostile,” he concluded.

      “Yes,” Rahl confirmed. “Very hostile.”

      “But why?” the other man asked, astounded by the idea. “There are innumerable boar in the ruins.”

      “These belonged to a tribe,” he tried to explain. “They were being tended, made easily accessible, and possibly bred.”

      “I still don’t see how that makes a difference,” Claude replied. “They’ll be easily replaced. Didn’t you say there were more boar a little farther up the hill?”

      “Yes, but—” The warrior looked exasperated and Kaylin tried to clarify.

      “Rahl has a point,” she told their captain. “From what I’ve seen happening in the city over the last month—”

      That drew raised eyebrows from the mercenary leader and she remembered belatedly that she hadn’t told him anything she’d done while the company had been away.

      “Well,” she continued and hoped he wouldn’t ask too many questions, “there’s much more going on in the old city than we knew. The tribes are connected and what affects one, affects them all. We might think we’re only taking a small herd of pigs that belongs to some orc tribe, but we don’t know how far the impact will spread. Think of what would happen if we did that to a human farm in the southern lands.”

      The man stilled and looked from one to the other as he considered the idea. “You’re saying we need to take the humanoids’ feelings into account when we head out to earn our coin?” he asked and she sighed in exasperation.

      “It’s more than only feelings…” she began but the warrior spoke quickly.

      “For you, it’s coin,” the hobgoblin acknowledged, “but for those orcs, the boar represent food, clothing, and shelter.”

      “I thought the huts did that,” Claude argued and Rahl shook his head.

      “Some tribes are nomadic. Boar hide provides the walls of their tents when they travel. They keep them to ensure the supply—especially for winter or for when times get hard. Losing that supply or having to work harder to guarantee it will stir hard feelings and perhaps cause another tribe to hunt adventurers rather than avoid them.”

      The captain listened and his face grew thoughtful.

      “We’d be better going up into the mountain where things are more isolated,” Rahl told him bluntly.

      He looked at his men. “They’re not exactly rangers,” he told them, “and they know the city—how to move through it and use its terrain to their advantage. Here, they can return to the Rest every night but if we had to travel and overnight on the mountain?”

      After a moment, he shook his head. “Clearing these contracts will take much longer if we need to leave the city,” he demurred, “and I doubt any response our actions might provoke will be any worse than what we face now—or than what the actions of other companies create.”

      Claude studied them both for a long moment. “We’d put the Claws at a serious disadvantage by taking our activities outside the city and for what? It’s not like the humanoids will make any allowance for us if they take umbrage at something one of the other companies does. They lump us all in the same basket, no matter what we do or don’t do.”

      When Rahl and Kaylin exchanged glances, he continued quickly before either of them could interrupt. “Besides, coin buys our food, shelter, and clothing. It’s merely the way things are—and have always been. We won’t make or break things merely by trying to earn our living.”
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      The next day, Claude called the company together. “We only have five more dire wolf pelts and the rabbit and deer skin to collect before we can call Yeltier’s contract finished.”

      “Don’t forget the basilisk,” one of the mercs called in response.

      He rolled his eyes. “That’s a bonus we’ll take if we have time for it,” he admonished.

      The man grumbled a protest too low for him to hear, and several of the men and women around him murmured in agreement.

      “Or if we come across one of them sooner,” the captain conceded, “but it’s an optional extra we’ll go for only when all the other work orders are filled. In the meantime, I’ll split the company into two groups.” More muttering greeted that and he held a hand up for silence. “I think yesterday showed us why we have scouts and rangers who specialize in hunting.”

      Sheepish agreement rose from the troop so he continued.

      “And I think you’ll agree it might be best if we let our hunters do what they’re best at without the rest of us getting underfoot.”

      More agreement followed and the Claws sat a little straighter, interested to hear what he intended to say next.

      “We also have other tasks that are less reliant on the clumsier of us remaining quiet,” the mercenary captain continued and soft chuckles greeted the observation. “So I suggest we let Rahl, Fiddler, Agarda, and Cavill spend the next—” He looked at the hobgoblin, then shifted his gaze to Fiddler and the company’s two rogues for agreement. “Two?”

      The four of them exchanged glances and nodded. He acknowledged the gesture.

      “Two days,” he confirmed and focused on the rest of the group, “during which the rest of us will collect noprenon vines for True Shot and make a survey of the ruins the magisters marked for deeper exploration.”

      “More digging,” Crovard grumbled.

      Denir laughed. “It beats being chased up a hill by an angry badger, though.”

      That made the rest of them smile.

      “Those who don’t want to be chased by angry badgers shouldn’t shoot fireballs into their den,” someone else quipped and Kaylin poked Rahl.

      “This is your fault,” she told him, much to the company’s amusement.

      “I didn’t force you to send a swarm of fireballs into its den,” he replied.

      Denir’s chuckles continued. “He’s got you there, Kay. He didn’t make you cast that spell. You did that all on your own.”

      “It was his idea,” she muttered and was relieved when Claude interrupted.

      “It was a team effort,” he stated firmly and turned to her, “and we thank you for taking part. I don’t know how many of us would have gotten hurt otherwise.”

      She blushed and leaned back in her seat as the mercenary captain turned to the rest of the group.

      “Once the hunters have finished with the quest, we’ll join ranks again and start to focus on some of the things we’ll need to work together for.”

      Having set the schedule, Claude led the mercenaries out into the ruins. The hunters stayed with them until they were several blocks from the gates before they peeled silently away. Kaylin might have missed their departure if she hadn’t seen Rahl tap their leader on the shoulder on the way out.

      The mercenary captain nodded briefly and tapped Denir to signal him to take point. She had to smile as the wanna-be bard gave his captain a startled glance.

      That’ll teach you, she thought and wondered how long it would take the man to realize he was being groomed as the company’s second in command.

      She was less entertained when Claude called her a moment later. “I need you to help Denir,” he told her shortly. “The Academy says these buildings used to be part of an alchemical ‘center of study.’”

      Kaylin registered the tone of his voice and frowned. “But you have your doubts, right?”

      “I have my doubts if I’m happy with those clowns getting their hands on anything that might explode,” he corrected, and the closest mercs snickered.

      “I can see your point,” she admitted with a nod and refused to let her true feelings for the Academy show. “Were they after anything specific?”

      His gaze grew wary and he glanced at the team. “Merely a verification and some idea of what might be there.” He scowled. “Also a guarantee that we’d bring anything ‘interesting’ out.”

      “Did they define ‘interesting?’” she asked, and he pulled a roll of parchment out from inside his cloak.

      “They gave me a list,” he declared, “and told me to make sure my company mage ‘kept his grotty little paws away from what wasn’t his.’”

      Kaylin stared at him. “They said what?”

      He glared meaningfully at her. “You heard, girl. Not that you need to be told—unlike Thibault, who would also have needed to be watched and even then, there’d have been no guarantees the items would remain.”

      Hadrik reddened. “You have no idea how persuasive he could be, boss.”

      Claude regarded him carefully. “I did…remember?”

      The mercenary froze and his face reddened even more before it paled. Kaylin glanced from him to the captain and back again. She didn’t bother to hide her curiosity and Hadrik gave her a sour look.

      “It’s none of your business, girl.”

      She arched an eyebrow but asking the man what he’d do if she made it her business didn’t happen. Denir placed a heavy hand on her shoulder.

      “You heard the boss,” he said. “It would be nice if we arrived a little before the others and made sure there weren’t any nasty surprises.”

      Her first instinct was to ask him what he thought Agarda and the other scouts would be doing, but she remembered they’d be out hunting the last of the furs for the tailor shop and this was supposed to be a simple look and gather mission.
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        * * *

      

      Of course, she should have known that nothing would be simple in the old city, especially when it came to magic.

      “What do you mean they won’t let us inside?” Denir asked an hour later. He tapped the map. “That’s the building we need.”

      “And it’s almost intact,” Kaylin told him. She gestured to the sky. “And there’s a storm coming.”

      “Well, what if we told them we needed shelter too?”

      She peered over the edge of their perch, looked at him, and shook her head. “They’d take it as a sign of weakness and slaughter us all the minute we got inside.”

      “But we’re too strong,” Denir argued.

      “They’re goblins,” she retorted in exasperation. “Strong isn’t enough.”

      He shifted his gaze from the low wall of rubble surrounding their target and stared at her. “Says who?”

      “Rahl,” she told him. “He says goblins know they’re small and kinda puny, so they work to put their opponents in positions where strength and size isn’t so much of an advantage.”

      For emphasis, she stabbed a finger at the low-ceilinged entrance and the darkness beyond. “How much space do you think you’d have to move in there?”

      Denir looked at the building and his gaze assessed the height and width of the door. “We don’t know there isn’t more room on the other side,” he pointed out.

      “Goblins,” she repeated. “Remember? What makes you think they’d put a chamber big enough for you to maneuver in on the other side of the door? It’s probably a corridor with murder holes on either side.”

      He stared at her with his mouth open.

      “Mur-der-holes,” she repeated and separated each syllable for emphasis. “You know, big enough for a goblin spear but not big enough for a human blade. They’d let the whole team inside, block the other end, drop that boulder in behind you, and poke you all so full of holes they’d have to wade through your blood to clear the hall.”

      “That’s…gruesome,” the man rasped in response. “Where did you get your imagination from?”

      “Imagination?” Kaylin hissed a sharp breath and gestured toward the door. “I don’t need imagination. I have gruesome stories from Rahl and that old trapper who sometimes passes through. You want gruesome? You should talk to that old guy about what he’s seen.”

      “And he’s seen goblins?” Denir asked with a hint of real curiosity.

      “He said something about the goblin wars of Avari.” She stared sharply at him. “Do you know them?”

      The mercenary glanced at the buildings, his face bleak.

      From what they could tell, the goblins were changing guard and their eyes glowed yellow in the afternoon light.

      “I thought they were supposed to sleep in the afternoon,” he commented.

      “The fact that these aren’t means we’re near a major den,” she explained.

      “What? Rahl told you that too?” Denir asked.

      “Yup. Rahl told me that,” she confirmed. “And so did Wivre and Trapper Joe—and that woman with the green drakeling who thinks Wivre would make a good—” The little dragon made a choking sound and she clapped a hand over her mouth. “Oops. Sorry, boy.”

      Denir looked amused. “He understood that?”

      Kaylin shrugged. “It’s hard to tell, but every time I mention it, he reacts like that.” It had become harder to watch what she said and did in her interactions with the dragonette around other people. She was committed to keeping her promise but she also knew it might not be that easy or simple to do.

      The man shook his head. “It’s amazing what they pick up, isn’t it?” He cast a sympathetic glance at the little dragon. “It’s okay, boy. We won’t let the mean lady get you.”

      Wivre flicked his tail in disdain and his face said he didn’t need help from anyone. His eyes gleamed a brilliant green as he stared at the goblins camped below.

      “This is a den,” he announced and his tail twitched. “It would be a very bad thing if the Claws went inside—at least via the front door.”

      She narrowed her eyes at him. “What do you mean the ‘front door?’”

      “Front door?” Denir asked and edged forward on his belly. “You mean there’s another way?”

      The little dragon exhaled sharply and wisps of steam drifted from his nostrils. When they touched the leaves in front of his muzzle, the vegetation curled and one started to smoke. The mercenary reached across and pinched it gently to extinguish the flame before it could start.

      “Easy there, little guy,” he said gently. “Why don’t you tell me about these other exits?”

      Wivre rolled his eyes. “He acts like I understand every word he says,” he grumbled. “A drakeling wouldn’t be so smart.”

      “Then don’t act like you understand,” Kaylin suggested.

      He cocked his head and gave the mercenary an assessing stare. “We have to take the risk,” he decided. “Most people think you’re crazy anyway, and many don’t think much of Denir—”

      “He’s much smarter than he lets on,” she protested in a strangled whisper and lowered her head.

      “I am?” Denir prodded in a low voice and snuck a look at the goblins who guarded the door.

      “Don’t let it go to your head,” she responded gruffly.

      Wivre craned his neck carefully and twisted his head from side to side as he examined the ruins the Academy wanted them to explore. They formed a courtyard, the fourth side of which was bounded by what was left of the street.

      For a moment, the three of them assessed the guards in silence. There were six in all. Two stood one on either side of the door, and four knelt or crouched around the fire in the center of the courtyard.

      Now and then, they’d lift their gazes from the leaping flames and look out into the ruins.

      Denir glanced at the sky and Kaylin followed the direction of his look. The sun had dipped toward the horizon.

      “We need to head back,” she said and he nodded. He cast another look toward the guards. “The hunting parties will be out soon.”

      She shivered and recalled being hunted by the orcs. After what she’d seen them do to the hobgoblins, being hunted by a few dozen goblins seemed infinitely worse. She eased away from the edge and Wivre crept with her.

      As soon as he was clear, the little dragon trotted swiftly to the end of the wall that connected their vantage point to a ramshackle set of stairs. He sniffed the air and launched himself into the gathering dusk.

      “Where’s he going?” Denir asked as they inched cautiously down the stairs.

      Kaylin raised a finger to her lips when she reached the ground floor and he slowed behind her. Warily, she peered into the street and was relieved to find it empty. She signaled her companion to follow and they moved out of the ruins and back to where Claude and the others were exploring a semi-intact cluster of ancient shops.

      At least that was what Hadrik thought they’d been. “I know shops,” he’d said, “and this place was abandoned in a hurry.”

      “Which every scavenging adventure hunter knows,” Elliot had snarked and gestured dismissively toward it. “And this isn’t so far off the beaten track.”

      “You’re forgetting the wall,” the other man had pointed out.

      “It wasn’t always here,” his teammate reminded him.

      “Keep it down,” Claude ordered. “What both of you are missing is that this used to have many more bugbears and trolls in it, so it might have been missed.”

      That had settled any arguments about taking the time to explore, and Kaylin, Denir and Wivre had headed out to scout the site the Academy was interested in.

      “It would be best if we didn’t walk into any nasty surprises,” the captain had confirmed as a startled shout had risen behind him. He rolled his eyes. “I’ll give you until the sun’s a handspan over the horizon,” he told them, “but I’d rather you were back sooner.”

      That was about where they were now, so it wasn’t a surprise when Kaylin and Denir rounded a corner and almost collided with Hadrik and Elliot.

      “The boss said to come look for you,” the former snapped. “Are you okay?”

      “We might have a problem,” she replied, “but we’re fine.”

      “By ‘we’ you mean the company will have a battle on its hands to get into the place?” the mercenary asked.

      “It’s something we need to discuss with Claude,” she responded shortly.

      Elliot whistled softly at her abruptness and exchanged glances with Denir.

      “Not one word,” she all but growled. “Now, where is he?”

      “The boss started us moving toward the Rest. He said to make for the edge of the smithy and we’d meet along the way.”

      The cursed smithy. She glanced upward. “Wivre?”

      “I can take you to Claude,” the little dragon assured her and swooped low over their heads.

      “The next thing you’ll say is the drakeling can show us the way.” Hadrik sneered.

      Kaylin shrugged. “And you can?”

      From the way the man flushed, she knew he couldn’t but he looked like he intended to argue until Denir slapped a hand on his shoulder.

      “Drakeling it is, then.” He chuckled and looked around for Wivre.

      The little dragon trilled softly from a nearby wall and took flight again. This time, he glided a few feet through the next ruin before he perched in a shaft of sunlight. She jogged after him with the three mercenaries in her wake.

      As soon as they’d caught up with him, he flew off again. He led them unerringly forward in this way and it didn’t take them long to catch up with the company.

      “The goblins are stirring early,” Claude told them by way of explanation for their retreat. He had the Claws moving in a brisk jog that echoed the clatter of their footsteps off the surrounding walls. The amount of sound made her nervous, but she didn’t say anything since she knew Wivre would alert them to any threats.

      “Your report can wait until we’re inside the Rest.”

      Kaylin breathed a silent breath of relief at that. Still, she didn’t relax until the inn’s gates had closed behind them and they were safely ensconced in the taproom with a hot meal before them.

      Wivre rippled from her shoulder and took his usual place in the center of the table. She looked around for Rahl, worried until the hobgoblin came out of the stairwell. His amber eyes scanned the taproom and he smiled when they rested on her.

      Clay gestured for him to join the rest of the company. “Claude’s already ordered,” the innkeeper told him and turned to take an order from a gray-haired woman in a long, leather coat.

      “It’s a long walk from the stables,” she grumbled and the innkeeper sighed.

      “You know you can’t bring your donkey inside, Rae,” he insisted gently. It sounded like an old argument to Kaylin.

      The woman looked pained. “I’ll pay—”

      Clay raised his hand. “No, just…no…” He sighed. “Don’t you like the room?”

      Judging by the look on his face, the woman’s answer meant more than he cared to admit. She let him stew for a moment longer before she beamed a grin.

      “I can’t believe you did that for me,” she admitted.

      He smiled in response. “Let’s say I like it when Sonja’s not yelling for you at all hours.”

      Sonja? Kaylin had no idea what he meant.

      “It’s nice to know that donkey won’t be braying all night,” Denir commented and slid into the empty seat beside her.

      “What?”

      “The donkey. She hates being separated from the woman, and Clay won’t let Rae sleep in the stable…until now.”

      “Why now?” she asked. It was the first time she’d seen Rae and she’d certainly never seen Sonja.

      “Because he upgraded one of the stalls into a room that looks onto a stall. Donkey can see Rae. Rae can see donkey. Now, they’ll both be better tempered.” He grinned. “Everyone wins.” He sighed. “Especially those of us who can’t sleep through an upset donkey’s complaints.”

      Claude sat beside the hobgoblin and his gaze studied both Kaylin and Rahl. “So,” he began after a moment, “what did you find?”

      “The place is full of goblins,” Denir replied before she could get a word in. “We wouldn’t make it past the entry hall before being shish-kebabbed en masse.”

      The captain glanced at her for confirmation. “Did you find any alternatives?” he asked when she nodded.

      Denir glanced at her and she shrugged. She was about to admit they hadn’t looked when Wivre dropped an image in her mind. In one moment, she looked at the front entrance to the goblin nest and in the next, she swept over the top of it and circled to where the backs of the buildings met the street behind them.

      Some of them were partially obscured by rubble, and she noted the way several large boulders protruded from the pile of rocks and debris that had swept down from the mountain. Her bird’s-eye view took her closer until she could see the well-guarded entrance behind the building, then it crested the landslide and dropped her amongst the rocks.

      In her mind’s eye, she ran along the ridge and reached the top of the buildings. The picture blinked, and she was no longer in the overgrown upper floors but circled over an opening leading into the building itself.

      “We’d need a distraction,” she muttered and the image winked out and left her staring directly at Rahl and Claude.

      “So?” Denir asked. “Did he find one?”

      “Who?” the captain demanded, but Rahl’s gaze flicked briefly to Wivre, then Denir, and finally Kaylin.

      She thought she saw an eyebrow twitch but the hobgoblin said nothing. She shrugged again. At least no one was asking sensitive questions she wouldn’t be able to answer honestly or remotely comfortably.

      “I sent Wivre to scout since drakelings…” She ignored the little dragon’s curled lip at the reference. “Since drakelings can follow simple directions.”

      “I’m tired of everyone thinking of me as an animal,” he grumbled.

      “Oh? And are you tired of living without having to worry about who will try to skin you next?” she retorted.

      “And?” Claude interrupted her thoughts.

      “And he found a way in over the roof. If someone created a distraction at the front entrance, they could pull the guards away from the side we need to use to get up there.”

      He looked at Rahl. “A hole in the roof?”

      The hobgoblin nodded slowly. “Goblins are creatures of tunnels and the dark. They rarely look up. It would be a safer bet than using any of the entrances they are guarding.” He turned to Kaylin. “How do you plan to get out?”

      She frowned, pulled her journal out, and sketched the layout she’d seen from Wivre’s dragon’s-eye view. The three mercenaries and the dragonette watched as she added in dots for guards and a sketch of the baseline of the hill.

      “Are there more buildings here?” Claude asked and he tapped the area behind the one they were interested in.

      A brief picture flashed in her head and she nodded. “They’re mostly buried by rubble, but yes,” she replied, not sure what he was getting at.

      “And they’re not part of this complex?” he asked and his eyes sparkled with interest.

      “They’re not linked if that’s what you mean,” Kaylin confirmed.

      He frowned, then pulled a piece of parchment from his pocket. It was the map they’d followed to find the Alchemist’s Plaza as the Claws had begun to call it. Laying it beside her sketch, he studied both diagrams intently.

      “They aren’t part of what we’ve been told to explore,” he commented in satisfied tones.

      “And they’re mostly buried,” Denir added somewhat smugly. He glanced at the mercenary leader. “Do you think there might be something there?”

      Again, Claude tapped the map. “In every city I’ve ever been to, there hasn’t been a business that’s stood on its own. It’s always been surrounded by other businesses that supported it. This…” He tapped the map again. “This is where the Academy thinks potions were created, but I think we’ll find that wizards and herbalists lived close by.”

      This time, the look he darted at her was sharp with anticipation. “You never know what we might find there.”

      She wasn’t fooled. “But I don’t get to keep it,” she concluded. “The company will need the bonus, right?”

      He chuckled softly. “I’ll spring for another journal and pencil and let you go over them first,” he told her. “But I’d like to have something extra to wave under the magisters’ noses before we take them to market.”

      “Market?” She frowned in confusion.

      Claude nodded at where Gevitter’s familiar bulky figure was in his usual place near the fire. “You’re not the only one who takes his advice.”

      Kaylin scowled and recalled the last adventure she’d experienced thanks to the storm mage’s so-called advice.

      The captain caught her expression and cocked an eyebrow. “Is there anything I should know?”

      She shook her head. “Not really.”

      He smirked. “We did a little freelancing, did we?” She blushed and the smirk became a smile. “Nothing too dangerous, I hope,” he commented and caught the look she gave Rahl.

      The smile became a guffaw, and he stood and scooped up the map he’d received from the Academy.

      “Don’t get too cocky,” he warned her and his smile disappeared. “The last thing I want is to come back to discover my mage and my lead scout have gone MIA, understood?”

      This time, his gaze encompassed them both.

      “Understood,” the hobgoblin replied, and Kaylin nodded. She even resisted rolling her eyes.

      Claude paused. “Especially with the way things are in the city,” he added and focused on Rahl. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen it so…”

      “Stirred up?” she suggested.

      He nodded. “Stirred up,” he agreed. “I don’t know how many patrols we avoided today or how many times we had to stop work and hide. We had a couple of close calls while you and Denir were scouting.”

      She stared at him in concern.

      “It’s why I told you to take your time,” he added. “Things are…different than how I’ve seen them.”

      Rahl regarded him with solemn eyes, and he met his gaze. “Do you have any idea what it’s about?” he asked.

      “The city’s population is growing and human activity is affecting them more often,” he explained.

      “And they don’t like that,” Claude concluded.

      “No,” the warrior agreed. “They do not.”

      “Is there any danger to the Rest?” the captain asked brusquely as if he didn’t like the question but felt he ought to ask it.

      The hobgoblin shrugged. “Only time will tell, but it is likely that those who live in the ruins will show their objections soon.”

      Claude continued to stare into the hobgoblin’s eyes, his gaze serious. “I’ll be aware,” he said shortly and changed the subject. “How goes the hunt?”

      “It will be done in another day.”

      “And the pelts?”

      Rahl smiled. “Curing as we speak.”

      He did not add that the hunters knew their business, but the captain nodded sharply and turned away.

      “Eat, get your weapons in order, and turn in,” he bellowed and his gaze encompassed all the Dragon’s Claws. “We have an early start tomorrow.”

      Groans greeted his order but the mercenaries didn’t argue.

      “I want no one to linger,” he warned them, “or Clay’s gonna have some volunteers.”

      “No. Please linger,” the innkeeper called. “I have a worklist a mile long.”

      General dissent answered his request and Kaylin chuckled, her spirits lifted by the banter but also by the fact Rahl and the other hunters would be back with the company in two days time.

      She worried about them.

      Like I worried about the crew, she realized, surprised to discover that she considered at least some of the Claw as more family than workmates.
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        * * *

      

      “Now,” Denir whispered and Kaylin rolled her eyes.

      Of course, now. Who did he think he was with? They’d both heard the high-pitched shriek of alarm from the other side of the building. A clamor erupted inside the buildings and they watched as the goblins guarding the side door scurried inside.

      “Do you want to bet they lock it?” he challenged.

      “Do you want to see how much I care?” she retorted and blurred them both as she led the way to street level and over to the rubble.

      Wivre flitted ahead, landed atop the ridgeline, and ran along it. He scampered up to the building and through the broken edge of what had been a window frame.

      Weapons clashed and a goblin shrieked in pain. She winced reflexively but didn’t stop. Getting up the rubble was easier than climbing the side of a building to get to a roof and she was soon crouched directly below the ridgeline.

      She moved quickly over the rocks and dirt, reached the edge of the building, and clambered over the window ledge. The wall rose on either side of her with no ceiling and open to the sky. She glanced at the mountain that loomed behind her and moved quickly into the cover of an overhang.

      Not much of the roof remained, but vines draped from the ruins of chimneys and some of the interior walls had been made of stone.

      “This way,” Wivre ordered, his mental voice accompanied by a soft chirp.

      If she hadn’t been familiar with the sound, she might have mistaken it for a bird call. She hoped any goblins who overheard it would make the same mistake.

      Kaylin scrambled under a curtain of vines and around a man-sized section of wall and hurried to where the little dragon crouched and peered into a dimly lit room below.

      “There,” he said and jerked his muzzle at a point she couldn’t see.

      Secure in her trust in him to have warned her if there was anything below, she swung over the edge and dropped into the next level.

      She straightened in what might have been a central meeting room. Or a trade hall, she thought when she noticed the half-tumbled remains of several heavy wooden tables lining either side.

      Movement caught her eye and on instinct rather than with conscious thought, she launched a blast of force in that direction and catapulted a goblin against the wall.

      Oops…

      The plan had been for Claude and the main body of mercs to take the front of the building while she and Denir secured the hall so they could enter without being speared. So far, it was working, but that would end if she was discovered and the alarm raised.

      Wivre swooped low over her head.

      “Hurry!” his mind voice shrieked as he whisked toward one of the two dark holes on either side of an open doorway.

      Rather than rely on the dull light that seeped through the vines on the upper floor, she sent a globe of light into each of the holes. Startled screeches followed as the illumination revealed a dozen goblins who stood in two narrow chambers parallel to the entry hall.

      They’d had their spears poised, ready for the first mercenary to break through the door, and that was when she realized that they might have made the buildings their home.

      Nothing about this was temporary. The creatures hadn’t punched holes in the wall of the atrium. It had been too wide, so they’d built walls where they wanted them and cemented boulders and boards in place with mud and something else she didn’t recognize.

      Kaylin sniffed. She didn’t want to think what they’d used to build their wall but she made a note to not touch it.

      It’s probably a moot point, she thought when the closest goblins turned to face her, their fangs bared in angry snarls.

      Denir landed with a thud behind her. “Subtle you’re not!” he told her and raced toward one of the hollows as he drew his swords.

      Half the goblins looking at her turned their attention to him. The other half moved toward her.

      She had no illusions about how this would go. The creatures would attack them from all sides as soon as they were out of their tunnel. They’d target each of them but would switch to focus on one as soon as they saw a vulnerability.

      The two teammates weren’t back-to-back and it wouldn’t take the little devils long to realize that. To make things worse, the door leading to the courtyard shook as the mercenaries tried to force their way in.

      One of the goblins at the farthest end of each corridor barked an order and those around him focused on the door. She drew her short sword, glad Rahl had insisted on teaching her to cast one-handed.

      If the mercenaries came through now, they would be in a world of hurt and some of them were sure to die. Maybe not in the initial attack but of their wounds later. The tips of those spears did not look clean.

      The young mage threw a swarm of fireballs down one tunnel, parried a spear thrust, and launched another swarm down the second tunnel. Screams followed and several goblins threw themselves to the stone and rolled frantically to put the flames out.

      Fireballs wouldn’t be enough. If she wanted to save the mercenaries, she had to give them a way to reach their attackers, which meant the walls had to come down.

      She parried a second spear thrust and attacked with a reverse slash. Her blade slid through goblin flesh and the small creature shrieked as metal struck bone. She jerked the blade free and hoped that whatever the little monsters had used to cement their walls was weaker than it looked.

      “Tonalbardafrisk!” she shouted and hurled a burst of sparkling lights into the atrium. It was preceded by a loud boom that loosened earth from the ceiling and rattled the walls.

      The sparkling lights burst into small flashes of searing light and shouts of pain issued from the goblins, but the walls held.

      Encouraged by the small scatter of rock that tumbled and bounced across the floor, she tried again. “Tonal! Tonal! Tonal!” she yelled, each cry punctuated by a loud boom of sound. She finished off with “Tonallitdra!” and balled lightning burst against the crumbling walls.

      The barrage was too much for the goblins’ defenses. Their version of mortar crumbled and rocks tumbled out of place. Boards clattered to the floor and the door burst open.

      Kaylin sidestepped another spear thrust, parried a second, and ripped the next spear from her attacker’s hand.

      “Litdra!” she shouted and flung balls of lightning into the goblins coming toward her.

      “Mine!” Hadrik’s yell might have distracted her but Wivre swooped from the ceiling to land clawing and biting at the goblin who tried to take advantage of it.

      “How many do you think live here?” she shouted as half a dozen more creatures poured through doorways positioned along the length of the hall.

      “How many are in a tribe?” Denir answered as he reversed toward her and felled three more of the enemy without even a pause. He was laughing as he fought. “You sure know how to cause a ruckus!”

      “Which is not what I ordered,” Claude all but snarled from the atrium, and she caught the flash of his sword.

      Too bad, she thought but didn’t say it. She couldn’t think of any other way they’d be able to clear the warren so they could fulfill the commission, and she knew as well as anyone that they didn’t want to fail on a contract to the magisters.

      She tried to remember how many goblins Rahl had said made up a tribe and whether they’d all fight or if some would flee to find a new home. It was hard, especially with the changes he’d noted in the ruins.

      When she remembered the wall, she grimaced. Even if some did run, there was no guarantee they wouldn’t be back with reinforcements. As she fought, she tried to recall how far away the wall was and how likely it would be for any of the wall goblins to come to this tribe’s aid.

      Troll’s ass, I hope not, she thought, thrust aside a goblin dagger, and set its wielder ablaze.

      “Light!” Claude roared and she responded almost without thinking.

      She thrust her free hand into the air and directed a glowing ball of light to nestle beneath the remains of the floor above. “Sestila!” Another goblin tried to take advantage of her distraction, and she sliced through its throat before she kicked it away. “Barda-avark!”

      Several small globes of fire burst from her hand and sizzled when they made impact with the bodies of several creatures.

      “Oy! Watchit!” Hadrik protested as one hit his armor and dissipated.

      Oops.

      It seemed she wouldn’t win any popularity contests today.

      When she’d reached the point where she thought the goblins would keep coming, they stopped and some turned to flee. The last one ran screeching to the front door, only to fall when Crovard decapitated it as it passed. Heavy breathing rasped through the trade hall as the mercs fought to catch their breath.

      The metallic ring of Claude’s blade sliding into its scabbard drew their attention to their captain. He glared at the team.

      “Move!” he ordered. “We don’t have all day. Who knows how many we missed and how long it’ll take them to get reinforcements?”

      No one, it seemed, and no one wanted to stick around long enough to find out.

      The hall was devoid of anything more than ancient lumber and shards of glass, and the company divided as its members headed to one of the six doors opening into the space.

      “Form pairs!” Denir’s order cut through the ruin. “No one goes anywhere alone. Books, vials, parchment, scrolls, tablets. You know the drill.”

      “Yes, Mama.” Hadrik sneered but he tagged onto Crovard and Elliott as they moved toward the farthest most door.

      Kaylin watched them go and scanned the room for any movement and one little dragon in particular. He swept out of the atrium to land on a stack of goblin corpses.

      With his wings flared and his tail stiff, he pranced on the spot while his eyes gleamed green with excitement. “I found a basement!”

      “Oh, and is it empty?” she asked him and ignored Denir and Claude’s sudden interest when they registered some kind of exchange between them.

      “Pfft! You wish!”

      “Spill!” she ordered but the little dragon pranced away and flicked his tail behind him. “I mean it, Wivre!”

      He chuckled and flitted past the ruin of the goblins’ spear tunnel and through another door.

      “Ugh!” She glared after him, then followed.

      She hoped the little dragon wasn’t about to get her killed as she wove between goblin corpses and wished there was some way to avoid stepping in their blood.

      At least it’s not our blood, she thought in an effort to console herself. It could have been worse.

      It could have been but it wasn’t, exactly as the only thing in the basement were several goblin-sized rats. Kaylin drew her short sword and sent a fireball into the first one that raised its head.

      “Move!” Claude’s hand and his hastily snapped order shifted her from the base of the stairs in time for the mercenary leader to pass with Denir hot on his heels.

      Unsurprisingly, she only dispatched one rat in the time it took them to get rid of the rest.

      “Not bad,” the captain said when he noted her sword work.

      She blushed. “Rahl’s a good teacher.”

      “So, I’ve heard,” he replied, and she stared at him.

      “You mean you didn’t…”

      He shook his head and a slight smile quirked his lips. “No, he thought that up all on his own. It’s probably some hobgoblin rule about members of the cohort being able to look after themselves.”

      “He lied?”

      Claude chuckled. “Are you saying you don’t?”

      Her jaw dropped and she snapped it shut and scanned the small room they stood in. “Sestila,” she murmured and light bloomed in her hand.

      To her disappointment, the room was empty but Wivre scampered out of a doorway and stamped his feet to draw her attention. He caught the mercenaries’ attention too but didn’t seem to care.

      The goblins had found the remains of an ancient pantry, which led into the remains of an empty wine cellar. From there, they’d broken through the walls into an adjacent cellar that had been far from empty but contained little of interest for them.

      “Jackpot…” Denir murmured and studied the broken-doored cabinet across the room.

      It looked like the goblins had tried to carve through the doors before they pried them off their hinges. Rather than try to open the drawers, they’d simply hacked through the bottom and the quills, seals, sealed inkwells, and papers must have cascaded around them.

      Kaylin picked through them. She’d started to arrange them in neat piles when Claude tapped her shoulder.

      “We don’t have time,” he told her. “I want to be out of here by mid-afternoon.”

      She didn’t blame him. Their journey through the ruins that morning had been fraught with close encounters, and she’d used her magic to blur and soften their footsteps and merely hoped it would be enough. Wivre had led them around several areas they’d walked through the day before with no explanation.

      It was fortunate that Denir trusted the little dragon’s judgment and Claude trusted the mercenary. The rest of the company fell into line as they took them through side streets and across grassed-over ground floors, which made the journey twice as long as it had been the day before.

      The journey home would be equally stressful and dangerous and she’d be the first one to point it out if she didn’t have something else to distract her. Regretfully, she didn’t argue but opened her pack and began to stow everything inside.

      “Are you sure you’ll need that?” Denir asked as she picked her third inkwell up.

      “I live in hope,” she told him. “Do you know how expensive ink is?” She picked one of the quills up and waggled it at him. “And don’t get me started on the price of these.”

      “I’ve never seen you use one,” he observed as she tucked the quill carefully into a dagger scabbard.

      “There’s a reason for that,” she told him sourly.

      “You should have said,” Claude observed and stacked all the parchment he could find before he sandwiched them between two books and tied the bundle with a length of rope. He studied the pile before he shoved it in his pack.

      “I’ll have to get you two journals,” he noted and took more books from the shelf.

      Unlike many of the tomes Kaylin had salvaged from upstairs bookcases, these had been locked in a cabinet that looked as if it had been magicked to stand the tests of time.

      “Pity,” Claude said and studied it and the broken doors. “Magical furniture fetches a good price.”

      “We can bring the wagons back,” Denir suggested. “The Academy didn’t say it wanted furniture.”

      “They said anything interesting,” she reminded him and looked hopefully at Claude. “Did they define interesting?”

      The captain smiled at them both. “Surprisingly enough, magical furniture isn’t on the list,” he told them. “And technically we’re only supposed to be doing a survey. I’m making the call that since the goblins have already accessed these and there were giant rats, we needed to remove them pending the Academy having an interest in them.” He gave her a meaningful look. “I’ll need you to catalog what’s there,” he told her, “so I need to store them in your room.”

      Kaylin stilled. The musty scent of rats and the sharper, more acrid stench of urine mingled with the smell of parchment and books.

      “I only need to keep them there until we go back in winter,” he continued, “but I hope you don’t mind.”

      Since he’d already told her she couldn’t keep any of the documents from these buildings, she certainly had no objections. She would need all the time she could get if she was to go through this much material.

      “That’s fine, Claude. I’ll take good care of them.” She nodded and managed to hide her grin.

      He smiled briefly. “I’m sure you will.”

      Boots thundered down the stairs.

      “I found a few things in bottles,” Hadrik called and the captain paled.

      “Well, for the gods’ sakes don’t drink them! This was an alchemical research center and I don’t think even the Academy has the antidote for the kinds of things the Ancients cooked up!”
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        * * *

      

      It took the company another hour to work through the ground floor. They discovered several blocked stairwells that might have led to cellars, but Claude shook his head when they suggested opening them.

      “We’re not here for a fetch and carry,” he told them. “Our task is to survey what is here and confirm if it is the place they are looking for, then to not talk about it until they decide whether or not they’ll mount an expedition to go through it themselves.”

      “So they’re calling dibs?” Kaylin asked and Claude responded with a feral grin.

      “They are, but there could be an escort job in it for us and if we prove ourselves on that, there’ll be more.”

      Excited murmurs ran through the company at that. The Academy paid very well, it seemed, and their favor came with the potential of recommendations that would see them into a more lucrative set of contracts.

      “Provided they’re happy with what we do here,” the captain told them. “If someone gets to this before the Academy sends its expedition—and they will send an expedition—we’re out of luck. We need to catalog what we’ve found and see if they’ll bite.”

      All gazes turned to Kaylin, and Hadrik fixed her with a stern look.

      “Don’t screw it up,” he told her shortly.

      The comment garnered him some shocked responses from the rest of the company, but none of them refuted it. She met the gazes of those closest.

      “What’s it worth?” she asked, and they snorted softly in amusement.

      “Your life,” one muttered and others murmured in agreement.

      Claude ignored them. “Let’s get back. I have a report to send and tomorrow’s hunt to plan.” The company perked up at that and he looked at their expectant faces. “The other Academy task,” he clarified. “The hunters will be done with the tailor’s order and we’ll need them.”

      “The Spell’s End job?” Denir asked and looked concerned.

      The captain nodded. “We’ve left it for as long as we can.” He looked at Kaylin. “I’ll need Wivre’s help.”

      Denir shifted uncomfortably.

      “I hate to say it, boss, but these packs are heavy and we need to leave before anything tries to come back and make this their home.”

      Hadrik gestured at the goblin corpses. “What about these?” he asked. “If we have to come back, I don’t want to have to face scavengers.”

      Approving murmurs greeted this statement and Denir glanced at Claude.

      The mercenary captain thought about that for a moment, then shook his head. “We can handle scavengers,” he told the troop. “What we don’t want is someone more sentient moving in here or exploring. The bodies stay. They’ll be a deterrent.”

      “On your head…” Hadrik warned in a sing-song voice.

      Claude scowled at him. “Do you know something I don’t?” he challenged, and the mercenary shook his head hastily. “Then move out.”
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        * * *

      

      The journey back was uneventful and the next morning saw them gathered around their usual tables, Rahl, Agarda, Cavill, and Fiddler among them. Spirits were high because not only had the hunters filled the tailor’s order, but they’d also returned with a basilisk skin and some of its bits.

      “Why did you bring all that back?” Claude asked, although his eyes twinkled with approval.

      “I have traded with mages before,” Rahl replied, “and heard the things they ask of the cohort. These are only the items I remember.”

      “Then thank you,” the captain told him. “The tailor might not want them but there are apothecaries and mages in Waypoint who’ll leap at the chance. We’ll be able to pit them against each other to see who’ll pay the most.”

      Rahl curled his lip in pleasure, then sobered. “I had to ask Clay for use of one of his cellars for storage.” He looked worried.

      Claude glanced at Denir. “I thought…”

      The man reddened. “I forgot. I’m sorry, boss. I’ll see the hob is reimbursed.”

      The matter didn’t take long to settle and the mercenary leader surveyed the taproom as he returned to the table. There weren’t many other guests but that was still too many for his liking.

      “Upstairs,” he ordered, then hailed Clay. “Can you send it up to the company commons?”

      The innkeeper nodded. “It’ll cost you three copper extra for the lot, but we can do that.”

      “I’ll give you a silver.”

      “Delicate business?” the man asked, and Claude tapped the side of his nose.

      “Company business,” he contradicted and Clay grimaced.

      “Have it your way,” he replied, “and let me know what you decide about the storeroom.”

      He nodded and led the Claws to the area they used as the company common room.
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        * * *

      

      “As most of you are aware,” he began as soon as they’d secured the door behind them. “We’re going on a man-hunt.”

      He pulled a folded document out.

      Kaylin stilled. She, like Rahl, was one of those who hadn’t known. The company settled to stillness and a sense of anticipation hung over them.

      Claude waited until everyone was ready, then opened a rough map of the Valley. When she looked at it, she realized she was familiar with most of the sites marked—Waypoint, the Academy, the Erymus, Tolan’s Death, the Mountain, and still more.

      The captain interrupted her thoughts as she studied it. He tapped another marker, a large square marked with a skull.

      “As you know,” he began, “Spell’s End is used to hold dissident mages and other dangerous criminals.”

      She froze. Gaudin had said it was a place where mages were taken to have their minds wiped and their powers removed. She hadn’t said anything about those mages being dissidents. Until Claude mentioned it, she’d thought Spell’s End was only for mages the Academy wanted out of the way.

      Now, she was learning differently.

      “Usually, they don’t escape,” the captain continued grimly, “but this time, one managed to escape on the way to The Quarries.”

      The Quarries? Why would they take him there?

      “All evidence is that he’s headed to the Doom, probably in a mistaken belief that it’ll be safer to hole up here than to try to escape through the Waypoint Pass.” The company chuckled at that. “He might even have thought that no one would look for him here,” the mercenary leader continued. “Whatever his reason, the Academy wants him—or whatever’s left of him—found and brought back.”

      “What’s he in for?” Hadrik asked.

      Claude gave him a bleak look but before he could answer, the smell of potatoes and bacon filled the air and there was a knock at the door. Elliot let Chloe and Clay in and the captain flipped the map. When they’d gone, he turned it over again and tapped Spell’s End.

      “We were told to give him a week to reach the outskirts of the Doom. That should be about now.”

      He drew his sword and used the tip to trace a path from Spell’s End to where the edge of Tolan’s City touched a jagged line of green.

      “We’ve been told this is the most likely area for him to emerge from, but I think it’s more probable that he followed the road a-ways, then cut across to here. By all accounts, he’s not stupid and he’s had a week to learn how to evade any pursuit that might have followed him here.”

      “You mean he might try to reach the Rest?” Hadrik asked and looked worried.

      The captain shook his head. “No. They sent him to Spell’s End because of what they caught him doing, but there were at least a dozen crimes they think were his but couldn’t link to him.”

      “Which were?” the man asked and his expression made it clear he thought Claude was stepping around the issue.

      The leader looked at the female company members, his face grave. When he answered, he focused his gaze on Hadrik and watched his reaction.

      “The methodical kidnap, rape, and torture, of four young women and three young men from the Academy.”

      Kaylin paled. “Did…did any of them survive?”

      “One of the girls escaped,” he answered. “She managed to lead the Chevaliers and one of the magisters back in time to get two others out, a third died before the healers could arrive, and a fourth died in the cells shortly after the Chevaliers breached the townhouse where he was keeping them.”

      “And the others?” Hadrik asked.

      “Their remains were found and put down before they could be used to hurt anyone else,” Claude replied shortly and the mercenary blanched.

      “You mean he’s a necromancer?”

      The captain pressed his lips together and shook his head. “He used potions,” he replied, “but he wouldn’t say where he’d obtained them.”

      Kaylin put two and two together but waited for him to confirm that she’d come up with four.

      “The Academy used a sourcing spell to trace their point of origin and—”

      “Let me guess,” Hadrik snarked. “It was the place we visited today.”

      “Give the man a cherry tart,” Tryptus sneered, “because none of the rest of us could have worked it out.”

      She bit her lip to stop her reaction. With effort, she lowered her head and waited for her boss to respond.

      “That is my understanding, yes,” he answered.

      “So the magisters are taking advantage of a murderer’s crimes for their personal gain?” Kaylin wasn’t sure she’d ever heard Gern sound so scornful.

      “Or they’re simply following a lead to ensure the directions to such potions aren’t readily available,” Claude answered mildly.

      Gern’s snort showed what she thought of that assessment, but she refrained from comment and made the young mage wonder where the archer had developed that much dislike. She’d thought she was the only one to have a strong reason to hate the magisters.

      “As they explained it,” their boss continued, “the magisters think he was trying to work out the recipe and was sidetracked by the other…uh, opportunities his specimens offered.”

      “That’s sick,” Gern muttered and Kaylin agreed silently.

      She didn’t voice her opinion, though. Instead, she waited for Claude to resume.

      “Regardless,” the mercenary captain continued. “He proved smart and cunning during the investigation and then proved it again when he escaped the prison.”

      “What was he doing out of it anyway?” Hadrik asked and voiced the obvious. “I thought once they were taken inside, no one was allowed to leave.”

      Claude regarded him with shadowed eyes. “That is a question I strongly advise you to keep to yourself,” he instructed. “As you say, once someone is taken to Spell’s End, they do not leave—and if that’s not the case, it’s not something the caretakers of that facility want spread around. Let’s not give them a reason to think such rumors come from us.”

      The mercenary gaped at him. “Why did you even accept this job?” he demanded.

      “Two reasons. The first is that I didn’t know exactly what it was until I started asking for the facts I needed to help us find him effectively. And, secondly, our danger doesn’t matter. He can’t be allowed to roam.”

      “Yeah, why do you think he came to the Doom?” Gern challenged. “Because he thinks it’s his best chance to avoid recapture? Or because he’s hoping to find more about that potion?”

      Kaylin almost choked on her potato. She’d simply taken the explanation at face value. The idea that the escapee would come to the Doom to find more of the magic he’d used hadn’t yet crossed her mind. Yet now that it had been mentioned, it seemed glaringly obvious.

      Claude surprised her by cutting across the conversation. “It doesn’t matter why he’s come or what he hopes to find,” he declared. “What matters is we have a murderer and rapist loose and he needs to be returned to captivity—or eliminated. I do not want the death of anyone’s children on my conscience.”

      “You said they were adults,” Gern protested softly.

      “Young or old,” he responded, “they were and still are someone’s children.”

      “Do the magisters truly want him back?” Cavill asked softly. “We could simply—”

      The captain held up his hand and he fell silent. “As much as I agree with you,” Claude replied, “the magisters made it clear they had unfinished business with the man and that it would be in everyone’s best interest if they had a chance to speak to him again.”

      “Speak…” Cavill shuddered at the same time as Kaylin suppressed a shiver.

      She’d seen Gaudin at her coldest and there was no way she ever wanted to be at the magisters’ mercy. No doubt they wanted to know where their escapee had obtained his magic. What they’d do with it if they ever got their hands on it, she didn’t want to know.

      It made her glad she had decided to store their take from the apothecary complex in her room. If there was a formula to whatever potion their criminal had used, she wanted to find it, turn it into ash, and expunge its existence from the Valley. If she found it first, the magisters would never know it had existed.

      Careful to make sure Claude couldn’t read her intention on her face, she concentrated on her plate.

      Rahl cleared his throat and broke the silence that followed.

      “Yes?” the mercenary leader asked.

      “If he did not take a direct run from the prison,” the hobgoblin said, “where do you think it most likely he would have departed from and did he know of the apothecary complex?”

      The captain furrowed his brow in concentration. “Both are good questions,” he replied.

      He put the tip of his sword on a trail leading off the road slightly to the south of Waypoint. Kaylin frowned and tried to remember if she’d seen it. In the end, she couldn’t recall and put it down to it being so late when she’d left the city.

      That and the fact she’d been in a hurry to put as much distance between it and herself as she possibly could. And she’d left the main road early and the trail leading to the quarry was on the opposite side of the road to the one she’d traveled down.

      There were any number of reasons she could have missed the trail. She focused on the map instead.

      “If they were as far into the journey as they said they were,” Claude informed them, “my guess is that he got away from them about…here.” The sword tip tapped one point on the trail, then moved. “And he’d have approached the city this way and should arrive about…here.”

      They all studied the point where the sword tip rested.

      “But that’s miles from where the magisters think he is,” someone protested.

      He nodded and a small smile played over his lips.

      “Exactly, and if you don’t think the Chevaliers haven’t already followed that trail to its obvious conclusion, you have another think coming.”

      “But it would have taken them a week to get there,” Hadrik protested, “even on horseback.”

      “My guess is that’s why we were told to wait,” Claude replied. “If the Chevaliers caught up with him first, we’d have received a message to stand down and a kill fee for the contract, but since we haven’t…”

      “The hunt is on,” Denir concluded. His gaze wandered the company and came to rest on Fiddler and Rahl.

      They both nodded and she returned the hobgoblin’s feral grin.

      “Is there any rule saying he has to be whole when we take him back?” she asked and the captain sighed.

      “Unfortunately, yes. Injuries sustained during detaining him will be overlooked, but any they think were avoidable and which occurred during our care will be taken out of the fee.”

      Fiddler’s eyes glinted. “Oh, he won’t be able to avoid it,” she promised, her voice flat with anger.

      The mercenary leader shook his head firmly. “Any they think we could have avoided inflicting,” he continued and fixed her with a stern look. “I think the kind of punishment you’re thinking of would count against us…and a bonus would be nice.”

      “A bonus?” Hadrik was all attention.

      “We have to find, detain, and turn him over to the guards at the Spell’s End entrance gate,” he told them. “There’s a bonus hundred gold for every day under a week from now and ten gold for every day between that and a month.”

      The company gaped at him.

      “That’s ridiculous,” Hadrik finally sputtered. Claude quirked an eyebrow. “Ridiculous and entirely acceptable,” the man amended hastily, “but why would they do that?”

      “I think they want to make sure he doesn’t find the magic he’s looking for,” he stated somberly.

      The mercenary snorted. “Are you saying he doesn’t already know about it?” he challenged.

      His boss regarded him with serious eyes. “I’ll say there’s an even chance he knew there probably was an apothecary complex in the Doom but that he didn’t know exactly where. I doubt his source would have told him where they got their goods, even if they’d known.”

      “Why not?” Hadrik demanded and Claude raised an eyebrow.

      “Would you?” he asked and continued when the mercenary shook his head abruptly. “There you go, then. Neither would I, so the odds are that all he knows about it is it came from here. He won’t know where. He’ll be hiding and searching and if he succeeds—”

      “And doesn’t get himself killed,” Hadrik interrupted.

      The captain ignored him. “If he succeeds, any potential fees we might receive from escorting an Academy team to explore the site will be gone,” he concluded and watched his team’s reaction as he delivered the warning.

      As the mercenaries went quiet at the idea of losing a future of lucrative contracts, Kaylin raised her hand to draw his attention.

      “Did they say what they would do with him when they got him back?” she asked and the man’s face went blank.

      She waited and studied his face as he decided whether to respond and how much of an answer he would give when he did. His eyes turned bleak and she guessed he’d decided to tell her the truth.

      “They said they would go through his memories to find out if there were any more victims so they could save or release them if there were,” he said.

      “And then?” she pressed a little impatiently when it looked like that was the only answer she would get.

      “And then they would wipe all knowledge from his mind,” Claude added reluctantly.

      “All of it?” Fiddler sounded shocked.

      “Serves him right,” Gern said flatly, her gray eyes hard.

      The other woman shook her head. “No one has the right to do that. It would be better if we simply killed him.”

      Claude shook his head. “That’s not the contract we accepted,” he told her and his expression softened. “If you don’t think you can do it, you can take the time off that it takes the rest of us to complete it.”

      “And miss my fee,” she pointed out flatly.

      “I’ll give you the equivalent to stay out of it,” he told her and silenced the surge of protest when he added, “It’s not only this commission that’s on the line.”

      “It’s our reputation?” Fiddler demanded.

      He faced her squarely and nodded. “That, and any future contracts from the magisters and Spell’s End.”

      The huntress shivered and rubbed her upper arms with her palms. “I don’t know if I want any more commissions from Spell’s End,” she admitted. “That place gives me the creeps.”

      “But the magisters?” Gern asked, and the other woman frowned.

      “We need those,” she agreed and sighed. She looked at Claude. “I can handle it.”

      “Right up until you can’t?” he asked and she shook her head.

      “You have my solemn word that I’ll deal with it. No detriment will come to the outcome of the contract by my hand or will.”

      He relaxed. “That’s good enough,” he said and looked at the rest of the group. “Does anyone else have doubts they need to raise?”

      Kaylin thought about what Gaudin had promised her and wrapped her arms around her waist. She didn’t realize she was doing it until he said her name.

      “Kaylin?”

      She looked at him and swallowed hard when she remembered the expression on Gaudin’s face when the magister had told her the fate awaiting her at Spell’s End.

      “I’ll be fine,” she promised, “but Spell’s End… Are…are we sure he’s guilty of what they say he’s done?”

      He regarded her carefully. “I saw the reports the Chevaliers held,” he confirmed. “There is no doubt this man did everything they said he did—and probably more they hadn’t discovered at the time of our conversation. Is that enough?”

      Kaylin nodded jerkily but he stared at her for a long moment. Instead of pressing her for an answer, however, he looked at Wivre.

      “Which brings me to the next part of planning. Can your drakeling find a specific person if you ask him to?”

      That startled a sharp laugh out of her. “He’s not a hunting hound if that’s what you’re asking,” she replied and Claude smiled.

      He dug in his tunic, pulled out a piece of parchment folded lengthwise, and placed it on the map and unfolded it carefully. The face that stared at them didn’t look like a man who’d rape, torture, and kill half a dozen people his age or younger—and he didn’t appear to have reached his thirties.

      When she studied his blond hair, brown eyes, chiseled features, and sensuous lips, Kaylin could think of more than a few girls who’d have swooned simply at the sight of the picture. If he was this good-looking in real life, he wouldn’t have had a shortage of volunteers for his company.

      Unaware of her thoughts, Claude tapped the image. “Roland Drey,” he said by way of introduction.

      “And you want Wivre to find him,” she concluded.

      “Drakelings are more sight than scent-oriented,” he observed. “I merely wondered if yours could find someone after only having seen their picture.”

      She frowned. “I don’t know,” she said slowly and ignored Wivre’s scornful commentary in her head.

      “What do you mean you don’t know?” he demanded. “That’s a stupid question. Of course I can find the drake-headed, lizard-eating, troll-titted person in a picture. What do you take me for? A drakeling?”

      Kaylin pressed her lips together and gnawed on them slightly to stop herself from laughing. Again, she lowered her head and tried to avoid anyone seeing her expression but she couldn’t stop the silent laughter shaking her shoulders.

      “You are such a funny troll’s…tit!” the dragonette cursed and she rested her forehead in her hand and refused to look at him as he made a point of walking across the map to peer into the face of the man depicted on the parchment.

      As soon as he stopped to take a good look, he stiffened with surprise. “I know this face!”

      “You do not!” she argued. “It’s not possible.”

      “Pfft! Possible schmossible.” The little dragon scoffed. “I saw him that day our friends were slaughtering someone’s winter food stores. He snuck into the herders’ hut after Claude got us moving to the Rest.”

      He craned his neck, twisted his head from side to side, and stamped excitedly. A wisp of smoke rose from his nose.

      “I take it that means he does recognize the picture?” Claude asked and her mind raced as she tried to work out a way to give him the information without also betraying their secret.

      What would a real drakeling pass on? she wondered and tried to recall what the other drakeling owners had told her in moments of good-hearted camaraderie.

      It seemed not everyone who wanted one could convince one to stay with them, and those who did were as curious about new owners as they would be about someone walking into the Rest with newfound wealth from an undiscovered horde.

      They didn’t share everything but bits and pieces were passed on. That was where she’d learned about the need to oil Wivre’s skin and what was best to scrub his scales with to avoid parasites and damage.

      “I think so,” she told him, conscious of the fact that he waited expectantly for a response, “but the only impression I can get is those huts the orc herders were living in.”

      Drakelings sometimes communicated locations in pictures. That was something everyone knew.

      Fortunately, it was enough for Claude to work out where the little dragon might have seen their quarry and when. He smiled. “The timing’s right for how long it would have taken him to get to the city from the Quarry trail. Do you think you can get him to sweep the area to see if our man set up shop in the area?”

      Kaylin had to hand it to the dragon. He was a consummate actor. Instead of bounding out the window, he cocked his head, looked from the captain to her and back again. She tapped the picture of their quarry.

      Before she could say anything, Claude covered her hand with his and shook his head.

      “Maybe don’t ask him to go looking until we’re ready to move out,” he suggested. “We don’t want to lose track of him.”

      “Pffft!” Wivre scoffed in Kaylin’s head. “Like I wouldn’t come back once I’d found him.”

      “How do you know he wouldn’t come back when he found him?” Kaylin asked.

      “Because not all of them do,” Claude replied. He gave her a curious stare and lifted his hand. “You can try it if you want. It would be nice to know if he does but not so good to lose him in the process. It’s up to you.”

      Kaylin made a pretense of thinking about it, aware that Rahl and Denir watched her closely. She decided to ignore them and tapped the picture again.

      “Find him,” she ordered when Wivre glanced at it. “Search!” She tapped the picture for emphasis. He made a soft chirping sound and glanced from the picture to her face. “Find!” she ordered fiercely and tapped it again.

      He looked at her and she repeated the order. “Find.”

      The little dragon launched from the table and flew to the window. She drew a sharp breath but he touched down on the window ledge and scratched the glass.

      “Fooled you,” he mocked, his tone too smug for words.

      “I could make you fly all the way round,” she grumbled but he ignored her and danced on the spot.

      His tail flicked from side to side and he unfurled his wings. The second she pushed the window open, he dove off the ledge and skimmed over the Rest’s wall. His flight path took him over one of the guards’ heads and the man gave a startled shout.

      “Keep that on a leash!” he shouted when he saw her at the window.

      Two chances, Kaylin thought but didn’t say it. Instead, she gave him a cheerful wave and started when Claude thundered behind her, “Get that window closed. It’s time to move out!”

      Mutters of assent greeted his order and she stepped away from the window, pulled it closed, and secured it behind her. Minutes later, she stood in front of the inn while Denir and Rahl checked her armor before they focused on theirs.

      All around her, the rest of the company did the same. Claude strode between them and made last-minute checks of their equipment before he signaled the guards to open the gate.

      “We’ll move toward the hut,” he stated and pushed from a walk into a jog. He looked at Kaylin in concern. “Wivre won’t simply return to the Rest, will he?”

      “He might but he’ll stop if he sees us.”

      Claude frowned. “You sound awfully sure of yourself,” he said.

      She shrugged. “He’s done it before.”

      That much was true, and Rahl nodded in confirmation. The captain’s eyebrows rose but he didn’t slow his pace and his head turned constantly as he surveyed the surrounding city. The other members of the team were equally as alert and cautious and she moved with them, calmed her thoughts, and cast the spell to quieten and blur their presence.

      “Are you sure he’ll be able to find us?” Claude asked, as soon as the sound of their steps softened.

      “He has before,” she assured him and realized it was true.

      It had never occurred to her before, but Wivre seemed to see right through her blur. She made a note to ask him how he did it and focused on moving forward and doing what she could to keep them protected. The journey to the huts took less time than she remembered, and the mercenary leader slowed to a walk and signaled the company into cover once they were close.

      “Where is he?” he asked and followed her up a ridge of wall and onto a rickety platform formed by what was left of a first-floor ceiling.

      Kaylin shrugged. “Looking?” she responded. “It’s not like he can magic your fugitive out of the walls.”

      Claude snorted. “Smartass.”

      “I’m a wizard, not someone’s fairy godmother.” She looked toward the huts. “You don’t think we could have gone closer?”

      Rahl knelt beside them. “Do you want me to scout the huts?” he asked. “See if there’s any sign?”

      The captain nodded. “Take Fiddler with you,” he ordered and the hobgoblin rose and slipped silently away.

      A few heartbeats later, the two scouts snuck across the road and through the ruins beside the empty boar field. They’d almost reached the huts when a streak of scarlet flashed out of the sky.

      From where she crouched, Kaylin thought she could hear Wivre scolding them but she wasn’t sure. More curiously, they turned and hurried toward the company.

      The little dragon clung to the top of Rahl’s head, his wings slightly outspread for balance. By the time they reached their shelter, Kaylin and Claude were waiting for them on the ground.

      “I found him!” Wivre was beside himself and he bounded to her shoulder and twisted around to peer into her face.

      “Show me,” she ordered and he gave her an aerial view of the huts before the shared memory showed him descend to the roof and curl under the rafters to gain entry.

      The room below was empty, but she got the impression of warm air on her skin and a putrid stench in her nose. She also saw where one of the orc beds had been slept in, fresh crumbs on the table, and a few slivers of meat on the floor.

      She wrinkled her nose, part of her aware of the curious looks she received from Claude and Rahl.

      “Well, girl?” the captain rumbled as if reading her mind.

      Kaylin held a hand up. “Maybe get to the point?” she suggested to Wivre and smoke blew around her nose.

      She coughed and waved it away as the image in her head shifted to show the huts falling away and the ruins moving beneath her. After twisting and turning through the crumbling remains of walls, she drifted to a halt on top of a rugged ridge of rock.

      A small campfire glowed in a pit in a shadowed corner of the ruins below, and clatters and grunts drifted up the stairwell. As she listened to it, she thought it sounded like someone had found the surviving remains of someone’s cellar and was going through it.

      “Can you take us there?” she asked and caught hold of the little dragon before he could launch himself from her shoulder. She glanced at Claude.

      The mercenary captain looked at his company and nodded only when he saw the others were ready. She uncoiled her hand slowly from Wivre’s shoulders.

      “Find him,” she commanded and wondered if there were any records of a drakeling being told to lead its owner to something and doing it. “Hunt,” she ordered.

      “Hunt? Search?” he demanded. “Make your mind up.”

      In spite of his outburst, he circled their heads and made a show of searching for a trail or a scent before he landed on the ground and scampered toward the location he’d shown her in her head.

      As Kaylin re-established her spells and the mercenaries jogged after him, he leapt into the air and flew ahead. This time, he remained low at around chest height until they reached a stretch of street she remembered from the image.

      “He’s just ahead,” she stated, kept her voice low, and pointed at the remains of what had been a solid building constructed by rough blocks of white stone. Age had dulled the white to gray but most of the lower floor was still intact.

      The upper floor showed remnants of ceiling and some still complete walls hidden by vines, and a broken staircase ended abruptly where a third floor might have been. She wondered why the stairs still existed but almost nothing else did.

      It might be worth exploring, she thought and wondered who had lived there before the dragon came.

      “He’s in there.” The little dragon’s voice interrupted her thoughts. “I do not know what he’s looking for but he seems determined it is there.”

      “Do we know if this building has another exit?” Claude asked and the question was as good as an order.

      Rahl and Fiddler broke away from the main body to work around to the rear.

      “Agarda, Cavill, make sure he doesn’t get up the stairs.”

      The two rogues hurried to one of the neighboring buildings and quickly scaled the first floor. As they ran hastily across to the building of interest, the captain led the way inside.

      It was unfortunate that their target was coming up the stairs as they entered. He took one look at them and shouted, “Avark-barda!”

      “Helda!” Kaylin cried. She spoke and made the gesture for shield almost without thinking.

      I guess that’s one thing I can thank Sylvester for, she thought as a sparkling cloud of tiny fireballs leapt toward them. Their duel had taught her how to defend herself and better yet, she was pleased that it had become almost instinctual.

      The fireball swarm crashed against the shields and dissipated in a glittering shower of sparks along with the shield itself. Their quarry’s eyes widened and he pivoted on his heel to bolt across the room and through a door that once led to a kitchen.

      Their quarry had reached the back door when Claude and Kaylin raced into the room after him and he dodged around the white stone benches still standing after their owner’s desertion. Agarda dropped through a gap in the ceiling, landed heavily on his back, and drove him to the floor.

      He landed hard and his palms smacked painfully on the stone. “Trammon’s Kneel!” he cursed. “Get off me. I won’t hurt you.”

      Agarda dropped her knee into his back. “Oh, I don’t know,” she argued. “I am female, after all.”

      “No!” He struggled to get out from under her and flailed to try to pull her from his back. “I won’t go back!”

      She chuckled, caught his wrist, and pulled it behind him.

      “Please…” He gasped. “Please, let me go.”

      “After what you’ve done?” The woman challenged, retrieved a small coil of rope from her waist, and bound his hands and wrists. “I don’t think so.”

      “But…you don’t know what they’ll do to me.” He thrashed beneath her while Claude worked to hobble his ankles.

      When he was secured, the mercenary captain helped Agarda pull the man to his feet.

      “That’s not our problem,” Claude told him. “We’re on contract.” He made a show of pulling the man’s picture from his tunic, unfolding it, and comparing it to their prisoner. It was a perfect match. “Roland Drey,” he announced with satisfaction and the man turned pale.

      Desperation gave his face a hollow look and he searched their faces despairingly. His gaze settled on Kaylin.

      “You!” he said. “You’re a mage, aren’t you? You have to have heard of Spell’s End.” She froze but something in her face told him he’d hit the mark. “Please!” he begged and took a stumbling step toward her. “Tell them—the things they do there.” His voice ratcheted up a notch. “The things they’ll do to me there!”

      She took a step away from him as he advanced again.

      At her movement, Roland halted. His voice lowered but its tone remained urgent. “I don’t know what they’ve said I did, but I can guarantee that none of it deserves what awaits me there. Punish me, yes. Lock me up and throw the key away. Execute me. I don’t care. I deserve that, but Spell’s End?”

      He looked at the gathered mercenaries, his expression cold and bleak with horror. “They’ll strip my mind and twist everything I know is real. They’ll beat me until the touch of a breeze burns worse than fire, and they’ll make me beg them to do it again. I’ll crave it…because…because it made them smile.”

      His eyes flashed white and his gaze sought Kaylin’s face. “Please…” His voice broke. “Tell them.”

      Silence fell, but the man’s focus remained fixed on her. She looked at her companions, then met Claude’s gaze.

      “This isn’t what I was told they’d do,” she managed to say after a moment and her throat closed on Gaudin’s threats.

      The magister’s promise was something she wasn’t ready to share.

      Roland stared at her, his expression like one betrayed. He lowered his hands, his face full of scorn.

      “What did they tell you?” he challenged. “That they’d make you forget? Simply take your magic away and leave you a husk with no memories?”

      Her face froze and she blanked her expression. The curiosity on her team’s faces wasn’t something she wanted to either feed or answer.

      Their prisoner cackled. It was a wretched, broken sound that set her teeth on edge. “They lied,” he murmured. “What they do is worse than that. They’re not happy leaving you a husk. They want you to remember what it was like to be happy and then they bind that feeling to themselves. Everything you do is to please them…”

      His gaze latched onto her face again. “If you resist, you spend your days screaming,” he whispered. “Your nights, too. They…warp your world.”

      Agarda slapped him. “You’re already warped,” she all but snarled, “but if you don’t shut your mouth, I’ll break your jaw.”

      Roland turned and flexed his jaw as though challenging her to strike. Claude stepped in before she decided to take him up on the offer. He pulled a knotted cloth from his belt pouch and slipped it into their prisoner’s mouth.

      Kaylin’s jaw dropped in shock.

      “What?” he asked. “He’s a mage. Apart from all the filth he’s been spewing, he shouldn’t be allowed to speak.” He tied the gag, jerked it tight to make sure it stayed in place, and looked at her as he added, “You need to be able to speak to cast, right?”

      Since that was one of the rules she hadn’t found an exception for, she nodded. It didn’t help that the minute he said that, she wanted to find a way to cast without having to speak. What was it with her head that it found all kinds of interesting avenues to pursue when it was least safe or convenient to even think about let alone do?

      When the mercenaries around Claude nodded at his words, she assumed it would be one of those truths that almost everyone knew about mages. It meant that if she was ever in the position this man was in, she’d be gagged too.

      The thought of being denied her magic or the ability to plead her case like this, sent a chill through her soul.

      That will not happen, she tried to assure herself and a hard core of determination formed as she thought it. We’re gonna make sure it never happens.

      They collected the man’s belongings and divided the extra load among the troop.

      “Hey, since he probably stole this, can we keep it?” Hadrik asked and Claude gave the man a look of distaste.

      “No. He was in possession of it when we found him so it’s his. If his masters at Spell’s End think otherwise, it’ll be up to them to decide what to do with it.”

      The glare he received from the prisoner at his words made Kaylin shiver. For a moment, she glimpsed the killer who lurked within the terrified fugitive they’d seen thus far. It didn’t make her feel any better about handing him to the guards at Spell’s End, however.

      She knew what he had claimed was likely to be true and she also knew that at least some of it was true. It preyed on her mind so much that by the time they dragged him to the Rest, she wished they hadn’t caught him at all—or that he’d put them in a position where they’d had to kill him cleanly.

      Claude negotiated a cage in the cellar the Claws had hired for their use. She didn’t want to know where Clay had found it or why he’d kept it, but she assured herself that he must have his reasons. The innkeeper caught her expression.

      “Some commissions call for the transport of wild animals,” he explained. “This has seen everything from human to hobgoblin, ogre child to dire boar.”

      She gulped. “How…how many do you have?”

      He shrugged. “About a dozen. I don’t know. I’ve never counted, to be honest.”

      Somehow, she doubted that. Claude ignored the exchange and proceeded to shackle their prisoner to the cage’s sturdy iron bars. “Is the cart free?” he asked

      The innkeeper pursed his lips and shook his head. “Sorry. The Blades hired it for whatever mission they’re on.” He cocked his head. “What about the mule?”

      The captain shook his head and looked grimly at his prisoner. “He’ll have to walk,” he declared.

      Clay looked worried. “The shortest route to Spell’s End is a three-day hike,” he reminded him. “Are you sure?”

      Claude nodded somberly. “It’s nothing we haven’t done before.”

      “Before, you had Thibault to keep them in line.” He glanced apologetically at Kaylin. “She hasn’t got the same repertoire.”

      “Or nature,” the captain agreed, then shrugged. “She’ll be fine.”

      She liked his faith, but she wasn’t so sure and glanced at the man in the cage. He sat quietly enough but his eyes were in constant motion as if he sought a way to escape even now.

      Claude had left his hands bound and kept the gag in his mouth. She bit her lip at the sight. It still didn’t seem right to hand him over, regardless of how often she reminded herself of what he had done and the glimpse of his dark side she’d caught earlier.

      The mercenary leader caught the direction of her stare and stepped beside her. He hooked his hand through her arm and steered her out of the cell.

      “Denir!” he commanded with a jerk of his head in the prisoner’s direction.

      “Sir!” The mercenary snapped in response, the most military she had ever heard him.

      Her boss kept her moving down the corridor and up through the kitchen to the stairs and the Claws’ common room.

      “Denir and Cavill will take care of him,” he assured her. “We’ll head to Spell’s End at first light.”

      They walked through the common room to the room he used as his office. He didn’t release her arm until he’d closed the door behind them.

      “Will you be okay?” he asked and she got the impression he wasn’t asking after her welfare.

      She sighed and sank into one of the chairs near the desk.

      “I think so,” she replied a little doubtfully and folded her hands in her lap. Now that the prisoner had been secured, they’d started to shake.

      It struck her as ironic that he should be imprisoned the same way as his victims had been—in a basement.

      Claude looked stern. “He’s a killer of the worst kind,” he told her and she opened her mouth to protest that even someone like that didn’t deserve to be sent to Spell’s End.

      She closed it again with a snap when he held a hand up in a gesture she knew brooked no argument.

      “He deserves to be punished,” the mercenary captain told her, “and he deserves death, but that’s not a decision we can make. All we can do is work within the contract.”

      “And leave him to his fate?” she squeaked, her voice as tangled as her thoughts.

      “His fate is not ours to decide,” he responded, “and it’s not my concern. What is my concern is whether you can do what you need to do to fulfill the contract.” He cocked an eyebrow and regarded her steadily. “Can you?”

      Kaylin opened her mouth to tell him of course she could but stopped. Instead of answering him immediately, she thought about it. She wasn’t entirely sure of the answer.

      Could she take the man to Spell’s End and hand him over to his torturers? Not only that, could she do that to fulfill a contract? Or even to remove a dangerous criminal from the world those she cared about had to live in?

      That last consideration gave her pause because that was what Roland was, a threat to those she cared about—and to more besides. The idea gave her resolve.

      “I’d rather simply kill him,” she said and Claude gave her a hard, thin smile.

      “What we’d rather do and what the contracts dictate are often two different things,” he told her. “All that matters is that you can honor the contract—and recognize when you can’t. Your first loyalty is to the company and its contracts.”

      She remained silent while she digested that.

      He sighed. “A company lives by its contracts and is only ever as good as its last one. Delivering on the snake kings contract means nothing if we fail on this one.”

      “What if we delivered on all the others?” she asked. “Wouldn’t that count?”

      The captain shook his head. “The clients remember, but they remember our failures much better than they ever will our successes, and you need to remember that.”

      He moved toward the door and stopped when he touched the handle. She stood. “You can always sit this one out,” he stated as she approached. “Same deal I offered Fiddler.”

      The thought was tempting but Kaylin shook her head. “I’ll be fine,” she told him. “It’s not like they’ll try to put me there.”

      Claude’s grasp tightened on the handle and for a moment, she thought he would ask if they’d tried before. The moment passed and he opened the door

      “The company eats together tonight,” he told her and his voice carried to the rest of the Claws gathered in the common room.

      “Here?” The question came from Crovard.

      “Taproom,” the captain told him to muted approval.

      It turned to groans when he added, “And no one has more than a single beverage. We’ve got a long march tomorrow and Rahl tells me we need to keep our wits about us. The city’s stirred up.”

      “Are we camping out, boss?” Elliot raised the question and Claude nodded.

      “So get your kit together. Clay tells me Spell’s End is three days march—and that’s if nothing goes wrong.”
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        * * *

      

      Kaylin left them and hurried to her room where she pulled out the cypher she’d earned from Gevitter. She’d had no time to give to it during the last few days since she came back to her room to crash before Claude dragged them into the city for another hunt.

      Tonight will be different, she decided and sat at her desk with the cypher and her current tome.

      The chest containing the documents destined for the Academy caught her eye and she sighed in frustration.

      “How am I meant to get any study done?” she grumbled and retrieved her journals.

      After a moment of somewhat conflicted deliberation, she decided the Academy documents could wait until they got back from Spell’s End. There’d be less chance of her accidentally leaving anything out that way.

      She flipped the cover open and had begun to puzzle over the first line of a chapter on fire magic when several loud knocks made her jump. It took a moment for her to register what it was and she exhaled a sigh of relief.

      The knocks came again and she thumped her hand onto the desk. “I’m coming!”

      Crovard and Agarda stood in the corridor with Wivre on the man’s shoulder. Neither of the mercs mentioned the little dragon.

      “Dinner’s up,” the woman said as the dragonette transferred himself from Crovard’s shoulder to Kaylin’s.

      For a moment, the big man looked a little sad that the dragon was leaving, then he shrugged.

      “The captain said to drag you out if you didn’t come on your own.”

      Whatever happened to sitting this one out? she wondered and guessed that boat was already in mid-river.

      “I’m coming,” she snapped and was about to step into her room when he reached past her and pulled the door closed.

      “Dinner’s now,” he informed her.

      She glanced at Agarda, but the look on the woman’s face said she’d back the big man to the hilt.

      She sighed. “At least let me lock up.”

      The rogue smiled. “We’re not going anywhere.”

      I bet you aren’t, she thought sourly and wondered what her chances were of darting inside and slamming the door in their faces.

      One look at their expression was enough to decide against it. Both looked like they wanted a fight. She pulled the key from her pocket, locked the door, and headed down to dinner, wondering when she'd ever get the chance to study.
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        * * *

      

      Despite Rahl’s warning—and Roland’s lack of cooperation—the company made an uneventful journey out of the city and over the bare hills to the forest surrounding Spell’s End.

      The notorious prison was positioned on top of a bare-crowned knoll.

      Like a rock in the middle of a lake, Kaylin thought as they emerged from the trees at its base.

      They could have followed the road that cut a broad swathe through the trees but reaching that would have added another two days to their journey. Claude had chosen as direct a path as possible.

      He’d only altered course for things like going around the goblin wall or skirting the edge of a hobgoblin cohort’s territory. Unfortunately, that had meant negotiating through the fringes of an area claimed by bugbears and sneaking past a dire badger’s den—or a were bear’s.

      Rahl hadn’t been sure and Wivre had refused to go inside to check, much to the mercenaries’ chagrin.

      “Cowardly drakeling,” Hadrik had muttered and Kaylin barely managed to settle a hand on the little dragon before he took flight.

      “I’ll scorch his skull,” he swore. “I’ll set his ass alight. I’ll—”

      “Don’t,” she begged. “That’s not a picture I need.”

      He had subsided but he hadn’t been happy. To make his point, he hadn’t said a word to her for the rest of the day and merely settled into his satchel with a hiss and a snarl.

      It was a relief to follow the road to the hilltop and come to a halt outside the gates.

      Roland whimpered at the sight of them and Denir and Claude walked him forward.

      “Man up,” the captain told him and gave him a rough shake.

      The man’s response was muffled by the gag, so the mercenary leader removed it.

      “You can still let me go,” Roland told him. “It’s not too late.”

      “Enough!” He snarled his impatience and cuffed him on the side of the head.

      “Or kill me,” the prisoner begged and pivoted to face him. His voice broke. “Anything. But don’t let them take me.”

      Claude took a firm grip on his arm. “Kaylin, untie him.”

      “Oh, thank you—” Roland began, only to fall silent when the captain glared at him.

      “We’re not letting you go,” he snapped. “We’re handing you over in the condition asked.”

      “Which was?” she asked while her fingers fumbled with Agarda’s knots.

      “Free-walking and unbound at the gates.”

      She managed to get the knot loose on Roland’s hands. Thankfully, she didn’t have to worry about his feet since they’d unhobbled him half a day into their journey. The assumption was that they had more of a chance to keep him alive if he could run.

      They’d tried to ungag him too, but he’d immediately shouted in an attempt to draw the monsters’ attention, so that hadn’t lasted long.

      Kaylin released his hands and passed the rope to Agarda.

      Claude looked at Denir, and his second moved to the gates and banged on them with the hilt of his dagger. The resulting booms echoed through the structure beyond and made the team jump and look at the trees below.

      Nothing broke the cover on the forest’s edge but none of those in the company relaxed their guard. They wouldn’t overnight there. Aside from the horror everyone regarded Spell’s End with, the mages there weren’t known for their hospitality. That meant they’d sleep on the road and who knew what would be drawn to their presence, only to wait in ambush in the trees?

      After what seemed an unnecessarily long wait, the gates opened.

      If Kaylin hadn’t been watching, she’d have missed it because they opened in perfect silence.

      “Heads up.” Their leader’s warning rolled low and clear through them, and Roland moaned in fear.

      “It’s not too late,” he whispered. “It’s not too late—”

      The captain and Denir took a shoulder each and moved him to stand in front of the gates.

      “Don’t move,” Claude instructed.

      Kaylin followed them, stopped a few feet behind the prisoner, and watched the guards advance.

      They were like something out of a bard’s tale. Dark leather armor gleamed with oil and polish. They flanked two wizards in midnight-blue robes sashed in gold. Their hoods were pushed back and they looked surprisingly human, given the vaguely terrifying picture she had in her head.

      They came to a halt a few steps through the gates and the guards moved to mirror Claude and Denir. The two wizards stopped in front of Roland and their attention sent another shuddering whimper through the man. He stood frozen.

      Like a deer in the path of a charging bear, she thought and stepped a little closer.

      “Welcome back, Roland Drey.” The woman’s greeting sent a chill through her. It sounded warm but there was a quality of satisfaction about it that belied its welcome.

      Roland stared at her as though transfixed. It wasn’t until she added, “We have so missed your company,” that he moved.

      He retreated two steps and pivoted away. The movement brought him face to face with Kaylin. He turned so fast that she didn’t have time to move out of his way and he shoved her aside and the strength of the panic-fueled blow upended her with ease.

      Wivre took flight with a screech of outrage and the mercenaries moved back. Fiddler, Rahl, and Agarda raised their bows and maneuvered to get a clear line of sight. The prisoner moved to find himself a clear space.

      As she rolled away from his feet, Kaylin saw his gaze sweep the surrounding mercs. They’d cut off all avenues of escape and it didn’t take Roland long to realize it.

      He glanced at the mages waiting in their midnight-blue robes. “No,” he moaned. “Not today. Not again.”

      His hands began to move and they raised and wove around each other as if of their own volition. The first syllable fell from his lips with a certainty at odds with the panicked words he’d spoken before. A gleaming ball of light appeared between his palms.

      She watched him work and tried to follow the motion of his fingers, but his elbow had caught her in the chest and she still struggled to catch her breath. That didn’t stop her from trying to get to her feet so she could move away from the would-be escapee.

      The movement caught his attention and when he raised his head, the look of maniacal desperation in his eyes pulled at her heart. She glanced toward the prison’s gate. What about the place horrified a man who’d already committed so many horrors of his own?

      A second syllable was spoken.

      “Now, Roland…” the female mage chided.

      “You know this will only make Mother sad,” the male mage added and took a step forward.

      A sob split the next syllable in two, and Kaylin abandoned any attempt to regain her feet and simply scrambled back. She knew what effect a misspoken syllable could have on a spell, and while she wasn’t sure what he was trying to cast, she assumed it was destructive.

      Her breath caught as she followed that thought to its logical conclusion. Someone needed to stop him from completing whatever he attempted. She felt someone’s boots and gasped as a hand wrapped around her bicep.

      “Easy, girl,” Claude said soothingly and she relaxed.

      She let him steady her while she tried to think of a way to counter Roland’s casting. Another part of her mind wondered why the Spells’ End mages weren’t already doing that.

      Was it because they couldn’t?

      That can’t be it, she thought as Roland raised the hand on which the globe was balanced.

      The muscles in his arm and back flexed as though he intended to throw it and that was one step too far for Rahl. The hobgoblin fired a volley of arrows into the man from less than six feet away.

      Each arrow slammed into Roland’s torso and stopped the next syllable before it could be spoken. A hush fell over the company. The closest Spell’s End mage gaped in shock.

      For a minute, Roland did nothing, then the globe dissipated and he swayed and stumbled around to face the hobgoblin. He drew a rasped breath and blood bubbled from his mouth.

      “Thank you.” The word whispered from his throat and floated into the silence in blurred gratitude. “For…not…”

      He sank to his knees and his hand brushed a protruding arrow tip as he rested his palm on the earth. A soft cough of pain followed.

      “Not…letting…them have…me.”

      He tried to get his other hand down, but it folded beneath him and he fell heavily on one side. His eyes closed as though to block the sight of the prison rising before him.

      Kaylin didn’t blame him. She wouldn’t want that to be the last sight she saw either.

      The two mages hurried forward and their guards moved with them. Claude signaled the Claws back.

      “Sling your bows!” he ordered and the three archers gave him uncertain looks before they lowered their weapons and removed their arrows.

      The captain’s hold tightened on her arm and pulled against it. She was breathing easier now and had regained her balance but wasn’t surprised when he kept hold of her. Together, they watched as the two mages stooped over Roland’s body.

      When they were sure he was dead, the female murmured a few curt words to her companion and got to her feet.

      Fury was etched on her face when she strode forward to face Claude. “You’ve failed to deliver,” she snapped. “Your payment is forfeit.”

      “Wrong,” he declared, his voice firm with authority.

      The wizardess had been about to walk away but stopped. “I beg your pardon?”

      “We delivered him as you requested,” the mercenary captain told her. “You wanted him delivered unbound and on his feet at the gates of Spell’s End. It was you who failed to take delivery in a timely fashion.”

      She gaped at him. “I…I beg your pardon?”

      “And well you might given what could have happened,” he told her. “We brought him to your gates, unbound and on his feet as requested, and you did not take immediate delivery. I’m sure we can have the magisters check the contractual terms and our memories for accuracy.”

      Kaylin pressed her lips together and tried to keep the surprise from her face. She was sure they’d forfeited their delivery the moment Roland had broken free.

      The female mage, on the other hand, opened her mouth to refute it but paused. Her male colleague stopped as he was about to pass them and the two exchanged a long look. Although part of her said she should know better, she thought they were speaking mind to mind.

      It honestly wouldn’t surprise her if they had a spell for it.

      After a moment’s conference, the female turned to Claude. “I stand corrected,” she conceded, her voice tight.

      She reached into her robes and the captain tensed. He didn’t relax until she’d handed him a bulging pouch. “You can count it if you like,” she told him, “but you’ll find it’s all there and I’m sure you have places to be tonight.” Her mouth crooked in an almost coquettish smile. “Unless, of course, you’d like to stay the night here.”

      A collective hiss of indrawn breath greeted this offer and Claude glanced at the company. Kaylin kept her face a blank. There was no way in all the depths of the mountain that she would stay there!

      She’d spend the night alone—in a tree or running as far from this gods-forsaken hill as she could possibly go—but she would not willingly set one foot through those gates.

      Her gaze swept those of the rest of the company and she saw the same response imprinted on each and every one.

      “Thank you, but no,” Claude replied. “We have some distance to travel before dusk.”

      He hefted the bag and tossed it to Denir.

      His second repeated the gesture as though he could tell from its weight how much was inside. It made her wonder exactly what estate duties he’d had. She watched him nod in confirmation before he tucked it into his pack.

      As the captain turned to the wizardess, Denir signaled to the company and the mercenaries fell into two neat rows, ready to move out.

      “The waypoint is some distance,” she acknowledged. “In that case, our business is done. You will understand your lack of bonus in this case.”

      Claude shook his head. “No,” he said. “He was delivered as requested, and early. The agreed bonuses stand.”

      “Or you’ll what?” she sneered.

      “Report your breach of contract to the magisters,” he replied evenly.

      “You won’t ensure everyone else hears of it?” she mocked.

      He shrugged. “No doubt that information will get out on its own.” He looked pointedly at the guards. “Someone will eventually let the fact slip.”

      “Your men are that undisciplined?” she asked and he shook his head.

      “If I order it, not one of my people will breathe a word.”

      He left the implication hanging for her to work out on her own, but he said nothing that would directly accuse the Spell’s End guards or mages of being the source of such a breach. They locked eyes for a long moment and the wizardess was the one to break eye contact.

      She appeared ready to walk away but reached into her cloak and withdrew a second slightly smaller pouch. “I think you’ll find that sufficient,” she told him.

      Claude cocked his head and a slight smile played over his features. “I take it there’s no reward for preventing a dangerous criminal from escaping?” he pressed.

      Kaylin held her breath. She’d never seen this side of the captain before.

      The wizardess froze, shocked speechless momentarily by his audacity.

      “You…you were only doing your duty,” she stated finally. “Journey well.”

      He watched her leave and didn’t move his gaze from either her or her entourage as they returned to the prison. The gates swung closed silently but the boom that followed was enough to send a shudder through them all.

      She didn’t think she’d heard anything sound so final in her life. The cold, hard lump in her throat made her swallow hard as she looked at Claude.

      “Can we go now?” she asked, her voice soft enough to be called a whisper.
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        * * *

      

      None of them wanted to stop that night, but the mercenary leader insisted. He let them follow the road until they reached a semi-fortified campsite, where he called a halt.

      “We’ll camp here,” he told them and his expression brooked no argument. “We move at dawn tomorrow. Kaylin, I’ll want the drakeling overhead and your usual magic. Rahl, find us the fastest and safest path home. Compare notes with Fiddler.”

      It took them another two days to reach the Rest and the first thing Kaylin did was retreat to take a bath, although no amount of hot water and scrubbing could remove the feeling she had whenever she thought of Spell’s End.

      Wivre remained uncharacteristically silent until she started to wash for the third time.

      He interrupted her movements when he placed a clawed forepaw over her wrist. “You’re clean,” he told her tartly. “I, on the other hand, am not.” The sharpness in his voice jolted her out of her almost-trance.

      “I’m sorry,” she told him and hopped out of the tub to retrieve the sand mixture his scales needed.

      By the time she was finished, she could hear boots stamping impatiently outside the cubicle door.

      “I don’t think they’ll wait much longer,” Wivre informed her. “You’re not the only one who needs to watch the stink of that place from your skin.”

      “I hope Claude thinks twice before he takes another contract with them,” she replied and pushed to her feet.

      The dragonette trilled agreement and flew to the bench positioned on one side of the cubicle. She followed, toweled herself dry quickly, and pulled on a clean set of clothes. An impatient knock came at the door as she was buckling her belt.

      “Hurry up, girl. Don’t make me start rumors about what goes on with that drakeling of yours!”

      “Don’t make me come out there and get blood all over Chloe’s clean floor, Hadrik!” she yelled in response.

      Chuckles greeted her retort as she sat on the edge of the bench and pulled her socks and boots on. She thought she heard the man draw a breath for a retort.

      The sound was followed by a soft “oof” before Denir spoke. “The cubicle at the end is free,” he said. “I’ll wait for this one.”

      “Well, aren’t you the gentleman,” Hadrik sneered, “or are you hop—”

      The thud of a fist on flesh was followed by another grunt and the sound of boots stumbling toward the end of the corridor.

      “What?” Denir asked as though addressing someone else outside the cubicle. The end door thunked closed. “I don’t mind waiting,” he declared, “and I don’t want Chloe upset with us.”

      Snickers from the other mercenaries waiting their turns in a tub turned into hastily murmured agreement, and Kaylin blushed.

      “Honestly,” she grumbled to Wivre. “You’d think I meant it.”

      “You mean you didn’t?” he challenged and she blushed. “Ha! I thought so.”

      “Do you want your cut of the treasure or not?” she snapped.

      The little dragon merely flicked his tail at her and scampered up her arm, where he dug his claws into her tunic and wrapped his tail around her neck.

      “Choking me won’t help you,” she told him tartly and loosened his grip as she opened the door.

      “No,” Denir quipped, slid past her, and glanced at the tub, “but it’ll make me feel much better if that water’s cold.”

      She gaped and the other mercenaries waiting in the corridor laughed. “It’s not all about you!” she snapped and slammed the door in her wake.

      “What?” he yelled from the other side. His voice took on a blatantly false tone of hurt. “You wound me…”

      Kaylin left. She stalked to the inn and held onto what little dignity she could as laughter rang out behind her.

      She didn’t feel like haggling with Wivre about his share, but she would. If she gave him half a chance, the little dragon would take all the coins in her pouch. She sighed.

      All she wanted to do was settle at her desk and read her much-neglected texts, but that was not to be. Claude had ordered them to share a meal in the taproom before they went to bed. At least he’d declared the next day one of rest.

      “When does he expect me to get any of this done?” she complained and gestured to the trunk containing the alchemists’ scrolls.

      Not before dinner, it seemed. She’d barely started on the first one when someone knocked on the door to remind her it was time. They must have guessed she’d be in no mood for company because all she saw of them was their back as they disappeared down the stairs.

      “Ugh.” She extended her arm to Wivre and followed.

      Rahl didn’t seem to have noticed her mood, however, and she wasn’t happy to see the hobgoblin seated in his usual place at “her” table.

      His greeting didn’t do anything to put her in a better mood either. “We’re being hunted,” he said, leaned toward her, and lowered his voice as she sat.

      She stifled a sigh. “What do you mean by hunted?” she asked and didn’t quite mask the irritation in her voice.

      “I mean the company’s being stalked,” he told her, his tone little more than a whisper. “Every time we go out.” He hesitated and scowled as though trying to find the right words. “Hunted,” he concluded, at last.

      Kaylin stared at him. “How sure are you?” she asked.

      “I haven’t been able to confirm it if that is what you’re asking,” he admitted and his skin turned a darker shade of green. “But it’s more than merely a gut feeling. I’ve caught…glimpses and heard the sound of someone following.”

      “Are you sure it’s more than one?” she asked and he lowered his head and regarded her from beneath beetled brows.

      “No…but it’s more likely to be multiples. We are too big a group to take on alone. Even a tracker would have assistance in case he needed to run.”

      She hid a ripple of irritation. It was always something! Why couldn’t it be simple for once? She frowned at him. What if it was something simple?

      He misinterpreted her expression as a need for more of an explanation when all she wanted was more silence.

      “I’ve tried to see who it is, but when we’re in the field, I can’t seem to get a break to do that. Claude needs me to guide the company and if I try to peel away to check our flanks or rear, the dumb bastards will follow me.”

      Kaylin stared at him and he hastened to correct himself.

      “Not Claude. The rest…well, most of the rest,” he amended hurriedly. “They’d follow and I have no way to tell them to stay without alerting our stalkers.”

      He gritted his teeth and his amber eyes narrowed with worry. Almost absently, he tapped the table with a stubby forefinger. “We are being hunted.” He hissed a breath after glancing around to make sure they weren’t heard.

      “Have you told Claude?” she asked and he shook his head.

      “I don’t think he’ll believe me,” he admitted. “It’s why I’ve tried to check and I can’t break away to do that.”

      Frustration edged his words in a growl, which made Wivre raise his head from her shoulder and utter a tiny growl in response.

      Kaylin stretched across the table and placed her hand over the hobgoblin’s clenched fist.

      “Maybe they’re only scavengers or something,” she suggested. “They’ve learned that where our mercenaries go, there’s usually a fresh kill so they follow us.”

      Rahl sighed, leaned back in his chair, and drew his fist out from under her palm.

      “Perhaps…” he acknowledged and still sounded doubtful. “But if a beast can track and follow our movements, how much more so someone who truly wants to do us harm?”

      “And who would that be?” she asked waspishly.

      He shrugged. “This is Tulon’s Death,” he told her. “Or, as you call it, the Doom. Everything wishes you harm here.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      Kaylin spent her day off translating and transcribing scrolls. The Academy might ultimately take ownership of them, but she was determined that the knowledge wouldn’t be exclusively theirs. Not that she or Claude would ever tell them that, of course.

      Aside from the thrill of anticipation of what they might hold, a part of her relished the idea of being able to thwart the Academy’s corrupted practices to some degree.

      She heaved Wivre’s satchel to a warm position on the windowsill and watched as the little dragon settled himself inside it. He’d been on the wing for most of the previous week and was soon snoring happily on his horde.

      If they hadn’t needed to eat, they wouldn’t have emerged at all. And if Claude hadn’t rapped on her door the morning after, she might have slipped to her desk again and stayed there.

      “Coming!” she grumbled, glad she’d dressed for the day even if she hadn’t intended to appear for more than a meal. Wivre wouldn’t let her miss his morning bacon and the company leader couldn’t be ignored.

      “I’m coming!” she yelled again, tucked the scrolls away, and sealed their chest, then did the same for her notes.

      “It took you long enough,” he stated when she yanked the door open with Wivre’s satchel settled firmly across her shoulder and chest.

      “I had to make sure everything was secured,” Kaylin told him shortly, pulled the door closed, and locked it with key and sigil.

      “Is that truly necessary?” he asked mildly and she smiled.

      “Cavill and Haskin live here.”

      “They’re not that bad.” He chuckled. “But I see your point.”

      “Clay’s not fussy about who stays here,” she reminded him, “provided they pay.”

      He quirked an eyebrow at that. “You’d be surprised,” he told her and led the way to breakfast. “Those notes—did they have a use for anything related to rock imps?”

      “Rock imps?” She shook her head and added, “Not yet, anyway.”

      “Pity. I was hoping we could double our profit.”

      “Why rock imps?” Kaylin asked but he wouldn’t answer until after he’d called the company together.

      “Today, we’ll head into the lower slopes to Ailyn’s Dell,” he informed them and one of the older mercenaries groaned.

      “Not the imps, again.”

      “Yes, Elliot, the imps again,” Claude confirmed. “It seems we’re the only ones who’ll bring them back.”

      “Did you ever think there was a good reason for that?” Elliot complained.

      “You know the saying about easy money,” the captain responded.

      “Yeah, I do, but anyone who thinks rock imps are easy money…” The man’s voice faded as the rest of the troop started to laugh. “What?”

      “He’s not saying they’re easy money,” Haskin snarked. “He’s saying they’re one of the better-paying contracts out there.”

      “And I waited until they’d been turned down three times before I approached them,” Claude added. “I got an extra fifteen percent on the price.”

      “You unscrupulous, sonuva….” Denir’s words trailed off as his boss wagged a finger at him.

      “It’s a hot and dirty job and someone will get poked in the eye,” he replied. “Fifteen percent is better but next time, I’ll ask for twenty.”

      Good-natured approval met that claim, only to be interrupted by Clay and Chloe who brought them breakfast. A short while later, Claude moved them out.

      “There’s no time for dawdling!” he roared when Cavill said he wasn’t finished.

      The man stuffed the remains of his bacon inside the jacket of his potato and was still eating when they reached the courtyard. At one point, he began to choke and Agarda handed him a water flask.

      “Thanks,” he murmured when he’d washed it down. He moved to give the flask to her but she pushed it into his hands.

      “I’m not interested in sharing your breakfast,” she told him and he grimaced.

      “Rahl, take us out,” Claude ordered and gestured for the gates to open.

      The hobgoblin came down from the walls, his face serious as he searched for Kaylin amidst the mercenaries.

      “How quiet can you keep them?” he asked when she trotted closer to see what he wanted.

      “Did you see them?” she asked.

      He shook his head. “No, but there is considerable movement about a mile out. It could be simply trade or another company coming in, but I can’t say. If I had more time…”

      His gaze flicked to Claude and she assumed he and the mercenary captain had already spoken. She wanted to ask what he had said about it, but the look on Rahl’s face said he didn’t want to discuss it.

      A glance at their boss showed a hardness to the man’s expression that suggested raising it with him might not be the best idea either. The hobgoblin didn't say anything more but jogged to the head of the company and left her to move to her usual position in the company’s center.

      She wasted no time in casting her enchantment, and the sounds of their heavy tread faded to a dull rumble before they were through the gates. While she wasn’t comfortable displaying so much magic in front of the inn, there weren’t that many people to see them.

      Most of the other companies had either returned to Waypoint to deliver their contracts or were still out in the ruins or under the Mountain. Only the old prospector and a couple of freelancing explorers remained, and they were nowhere to be seen.

      Kaylin considered Rahl’s suspicion that the company was being stalked and wondered if it could be one of them.

      Not that it matters. I’d still rather be up in my room with the scrolls and cypher.

      The little book was proving a boon to her study, but it wasn’t as clear-cut and straightforward as it appeared. There were nuances to it that still tripped her up, and while Wivre said she’d adjust to it once she’d used it enough, she despaired of having the time to get there.

      The roads they followed took them to where they’d captured Roland and then away and through the rubble and shambles of what had been another section of the wall protecting Tolan’s City from whatever lived on the mountain.

      It’s a pity it didn’t do too good a job to protect them from whatever lived under the mountain, Kaylin thought. She struggled to keep the mercenaries quiet as they stumbled and cursed over the tumbled stone to the other side.

      There, Claude called a halt.

      “All right,” he told them and gestured at the long stretch of broken wall and the rubble of stones and boulders. "You know the drill. Rock imps like rocks and quiet and here you go.”

      “Ugh,” Agarda grumbled. “You’d think he found this whole situation some kind of fun.”

      Her words carried no heat but Kaylin couldn’t help agreeing as the mercenary captain walked along the wall’s edge. “You need to look for those with a touch of color to them,” Agarda told her. “I don’t know why, but the imps like their rocks to have a little color. I don’t care why either because it makes the little bastards much easier to catch.”

      Not sure what to do or even what a rock imp looked like, the young mage began to look for likely stones. She noticed that the company spread out on both sides of the wall and watched as Rahl bounded along the top and tried to keep an eye on the ruins and the mountainside at the same time.

      Fiddler and Cavill stationed themselves equidistant along the ridge and surveyed the land while the others worked. They ignored the occasional jibe as the company moved along the edge of the city, flipped rocks, and made the occasional hurried grab at something that scurried away from their depredation.

      She didn’t discover what the excitement was about until Agarda gave a startled yelp and pulled her hand back.

      “Jackpot!” she exclaimed, followed by what sounded like high-pitched screeching that issued from the hollow the rogue had uncovered. “Oh no, you don’t.” The woman snatched something the size of Rahl’s fist from the ground.

      Kaylin got the impression of legs kicking and caught the flash of metal as Agarda drew her dagger and speared it into the center of what she held. Something squealed as the woman twisted the dagger and looked for all the world like she tried to pry a snail from its shell.

      With a soft, sucking pop, the mercenary pulled the dagger up before she flicked the fleshy mass stuck to its blade to the dirt. She dropped what remained in her hand into the sack at her waist and dove into a second attempt.

      This time, the squeals were louder and more pitiful but they also ended with a sucking pop, and something hard clacked softly as she dropped it into the bag and it landed with the first. The rogue bent three more times to the hollow in the rocks.

      “She must have found a litter.” Fiddler’s voice made Kaylin start and she jerked guiltily and realized she hadn’t kept very good watch.

      Anything could have crept up on them while she watched Agarda work, and she’d have been none the wiser.

      “Is this your first time hunting rock imps?” Fiddler asked and she nodded.

      “What are they?”

      The woman looked faintly ill. “It’s better you don’t ask,” she replied and her face scrunched as though she didn’t approve, either of the activity or the creature.

      Kaylin frowned and decided she’d ask Rahl when they returned to the inn. That made her wonder what he was doing.

      She looked for the hob and saw him at the head of the slowly moving mercenary company. He continued to scan the city while the Claws moved slowly toward a dip in the land. She could tell he wasn’t happy. Tiny squeals rose from along the line as if they sacrificed a hundred nesting birds.

      Or mice, she thought and recalled the sounds she’d heard in Waypoint when the ratters let their terriers loose in the warehouses near the crew’s hideout.

      She shivered at the memory of the one time she’d watched one of the little ratters hunt. It had been a mistake and the sounds she heard now reminded her of that.

      Unsettled, she rubbed her hands up and down her arms and tried to find something to divert her attention. Rahl provided the opportunity. As her gaze swung toward him, his head snapped up and his gaze focused on one of the ruins on the city side of the wall.

      Without saying anything, the hobgoblin leapt from the wall, landed lightly on top of one boulder and then the next, and continued until he reached the dirt-laden cobbles of the road that ran alongside the wall. She looked for Claude and saw the mercenary captain watching the warrior.

      He said nothing, though, and Rahl darted into the ruins.

      “Wivre,” she began and the little dragon guessed what she was going to ask.

      Without waiting for her to finish, he launched from her shoulder, took to the sky, and soared after the hobgoblin.

      The captain noticed the movement and raised a hand in thanks before he returned to hunting imps. Kaylin’s mouth twisted in disgust and she glanced in the direction the hobgoblin had gone.

      He had disappeared into the nearest cluster of buildings but try as she might, she couldn’t see him. She watched the point where he’d disappeared, then tracked right and left in an attempt to determine where he’d gone.

      When she was about to go in search of him, he appeared from behind a wall on the second floor of the closest ruin. His eyes flashed gold before he stooped below wall level to inspect something on the ledge on the other side.

      She wondered what it could be and put it down to something else she’d have to ask him when he returned. He appeared briefly and turned slowly as though searching for something in the nearby ruins. When nothing more caught his eye, he returned to the head of the mercenaries who combed through the debris and inspected the rocks and rubble as he clambered to the top of the ridge again.

      Whatever he saw there made him scowl more deeply and he bounded down the other side while his gaze scoured the stones and boulders. His slow search ended abruptly and he jogged toward another outcrop farther up the hill.

      Kaylin watched as again, he made a short inspection of the tumbled rocks around its base, then zigzagged across the slope and over a low fold invisible against the mountainside. Now and then, he’d stop and inspect the rocks and the reason finally became clear when the Claws reached the point from which he’d began his diversion.

      “I’m out,” Agarda called.

      “Me, too,” Crovard agreed, lifted a rock that came up to his knees, and tossed it into the ruins.

      It landed with a crash and several rabbits and three or four deer bounded out of the grassy refuge they thought they’d found. Sweat beaded his forehead and streaked pale rivers in the dirt that caked his face. He raised his hands as if in victory.

      Tired acclamation rose in response and the mercenaries looked at Claude.

      The mercenary captain waved for them to cross to the mountain side of the wall and follow him.

      Kaylin and the other guards brought up the rear as they climbed in the direction Rahl had gone. She glanced at the sky, surprised to find the sun had reached its zenith and started its descent toward evening. Fiddler and Cavill walked behind her and shared her surveillance of the mountain and city ruins.

      “Give it time,” the woman assured her. “Something’s bound to come and try to kick our asses.”

      Claude called a halt. “Take a break. Eat. Get something to drink,” he ordered.

      That last command drew laughter from the company.

      “Drink? Don’t I wish?” someone quipped plaintively.

      “I could do with one of Clay’s bottom-rack ales.”

      “I hate to tell you, Crovard, but that’s not ale.”

      She couldn’t help smiling as she listened to their good-natured banter. It came and went quickly while she watched the hill and city below and occasionally turned to look in the direction Rahl had gone. She wondered if he was all right.

      It was a small comfort to see Claude had taken up station closest to the ridge and that his gaze often strayed toward it. Leaving her two companions, Kaylin moved to join him.

      “Is there any sign?” she asked but he raised an eyebrow at her.

      “Have you eaten?” he asked and immediately read the answer in her face. He pointed to a nearby rock. “Sit. Eat. Drink, and not a word until you’re done.”

      She glanced to where Fiddler and Cavill were still on guard and opened her mouth to ask about them. He followed the direction of her gaze.

      “Agarda! Elliot! Relieve Fiddler and Cavill.”

      The two mercenaries unslung their bows and tapped their counterparts on the shoulder, who exchanged glances, then looked in the direction Rahl had gone.

      “Break time,” Claude told them. “I’ll take care of the hob.”

      As if his words were a summoning spell, Kaylin heard the thud of heavy boots seconds before Rahl’s head appeared above the ridgeline. The hobgoblin scanned the resting mercenaries until his gaze found the captain and he jogged toward him.

      “I found you another patch,” he reported and his bright eyes flicked over her.

      She scrambled to her feet but Claude reprimanded her. “Sit, Kaylin. You’re not done yet.” He gestured to the half-eaten roll she held. “And your drakeling thinks he’s starving,” he added as Wivre leaned down to take hold of the mutton protruding from between the bread.

      “Hey!” she exclaimed and clamped her hand on the roll in time to stop the little dragon from taking all the meat inside it. “You’ve had yours.”

      His stomach rumbled. “I’m still hungry,” he informed her, his mental voice plaintive.

      “You’ll get fat,” she responded and the captain chuckled.

      His smile faded as he turned to Rahl. “Sit,” he told the hobgoblin. “Eat, drink, and take a break. The rest of these lazy layabouts were looking for an excuse to flatten their asses for a while longer.”

      “And you, boss.” Denir got slowly to his feet. “You haven’t stopped yet.” He jerked a thumb at Rahl. “The hob’s back. You can take a break now.”

      The warrior regarded Claude with solemn yellow eyes. “I’ll sit as long as you do,” he said and selected a nearby boulder as his perch.

      Claude gave his second a resentful look but he chose a rock near Rahl’s and pulled his lunch out.

      Kaylin wasn’t sure when she’d last watched two rolls disappear that fast, not to mention a flask of water. They saw her expression and exchanged glances, then stood quickly.

      The mercenary leader gave Denir a challenging look.

      “There you are, Mother. We’re done.” He turned to Rahl. “Did you find more?”

      He nodded and his gaze scanned the cliffs and rising hill as he turned. She saw it flick over the city ruins and wall as well but he said nothing about what he might have seen there.

      “It’s this way.”

      She stepped beside him and moved into a swift trot as he increased his pace. Groans rose behind them as the rest of the company scrambled to their feet.

      “He’s not human…” someone whined as they started after them.

      “Well, duh…he’s a hobgoblin,” another retorted—Erma, Kaylin thought.

      “That’s not what I meant.” This time, she recognized Crovard’s voice.

      With a snicker, she snuck a glance at Rahl’s face. Her snicker grew into a chuckle when she saw the small smile he wore as he listened.

      “Yeah? Well, if he isn’t human, neither is she,” Hadrik snarked. “What woman runs all day while casting magic, then spends half the night glued to her books? It’s not natural.”

      The chuckle that rumbled out of Rahl’s chest made her feel better and he thumped her shoulder. “Do you hear that?” he growled softly. “You’re not human.”

      “I should find out if there truly is a spell that will turn him into a toad.”

      “Don’t do that.” He rumbled a laugh. “He might be a pain but Claude is attached to him.”

      “I’m not that attached,” the captain declared as he drew alongside them. He glanced at Kaylin. “Do you think that spell’s in the book we found?”

      That startled a laugh out of her and she began to feel better.

      Rahl led them around a slight curve in the hill and slowed the pace. “There,” he said to Claude and pointed at a small field of scattered stone. A stream ran serenely through the center, its waters as placid as any lake’s.

      He didn’t seem to notice. “The dragon didn’t like the tower,” he stated.

      What had once been the tower lay scattered in blocks and segments up the valley. The stream wound calmly around and under those, the same way it did the large sections of the cliff that had fallen when the structure was toppled.

      When she looked up, Kaylin thought she could see where it had once stood. A large chunk had been gouged out of the cliff top and although it had been softened by time, the scar remained.

      She frowned because she couldn’t understand why a tower would have been placed there—or what it could have protected against when it was so far from the wall. It seemed the dragon hadn’t seen the point of it either.

      “At least it gave the imps a home,” Claude remarked and studied the boulders scattered throughout the gully. “Does anywhere look good for a quick yield?”

      “They seem to like it best a few feet from the edge of the water,” Rahl replied and looked at the cliffs above and the valley where most of the tower lay.

      “Right,” the captain said and turned to where the rest of the mercenaries had caught up. He made a sweeping gesture with his hand. “You heard the man.”

      The hobgoblin stepped away while he was speaking and followed the stream toward the valley’s upper end. The mercenaries trotted past Kaylin and stopped a yard from the small brook. Fiddler’s yip of victory was followed by several others, and the shrill cries of the sprites echoed off the cliff walls.

      “Come on,” Claude said and tapped her on the arm. “Put that lazy drakeling in a sunny patch and give me a hand. You’ve never done this before, have you?”

      “No.” She did as he ordered and followed him into the field of rocks.

      “Do you see that discoloration?” he asked and pointed at a rock with faint striations of green-and-orange webbing its surface.

      She nodded and licked her lips nervously as another impish squeal rent the air. He caught her expression.

      “Think of it as hunting goblins in miniature,” he told her. “Very ugly goblins,” he added and gestured to the rock. “Flip it.”

      Kaylin drew a breath and complied. She upturned the small boulder to reveal a network of gouges in the earth beneath. A spiral-shaped shell wound through them but stopped seconds after she had tipped the boulder above it.

      To her surprise, a pinched little face peered out from under the shell and raised a tiny hand to shield its eyes. It reminded her more of a pixie than a goblin, despite the green shades to its skin. Its eyes were liquid pools of black and several antennae waved around its head.

      She stared at it but Claude moved like lightning.

      “You have to be quick,” he explained and half-scolded her. “They need to be pulled out of their shells before they go inside.”

      He flipped the shell so the curved top fitted his palm.

      The imp shrieked in outrage and tucked its knees against the misshapen bulge that was its chest. He speared it with his dagger and turned its shriek to a squeal of pain as the blade punched into its middle. With an expert turn of his wrist, he twisted the blade and pulled the screaming imp from the shell.

      Kaylin stared at him in horror and her mind refused to adapt to what she saw. He saw her expression as he flicked the imp clear of his blade and crushed it underfoot.

      “Do you know what these do to a man if they catch him sleeping rough?” he asked. Bleakness crept into his face as he surveyed their surroundings “We won’t be resting here.” He kicked the next boulder over to reveal another of the coil-shelled creatures squirming under it. “Your turn.”

      I don’t know if I can. Everything in her recoiled but she swept the shell up anyway.

      This imp shrieked in outrage, then cackled and its tiny laugh sent shivers down her spine. She almost dropped it then and there.

      Claude spoke beside her. “We need two hundred more of them before the contract’s filled.”

      She tried to ignore the nausea-inducing flip of her stomach and fumbled for her blade. The imp in her hand cackled again, pulled its knees to its chest, and disappeared into its shell.

      “Damn,” the captain muttered and knocked the creature from her hand. In the same moment, she registered the heat burning into her palm. “You’ve gotta be quicker than that, girl.”

      Deep-voiced laughter greeted the sight of the shell flung hastily aside. “I’ll get it.”

      Before Kaylin could warn him, Rahl scooped the shell up and plunged it into the river to hold it under the water with the opening pointed upward. The water hissed and bubbled around it but finally, the imp emerged and its small hands stretched toward the surface.

      The hobgoblin yanked it out and gave it no time to register his presence. He plunged his dagger into its middle and twisted it clear, then passed the shell to Claude. “It’s all yours,” he said and flicked the imp away.

      Kaylin stared at him, but he seemed unperturbed.

      “They are pests,” he told her. “They hunt the beetles and snails under the rocks but will clean carrion up if they find it. And they have no qualms about taking living flesh from those who sleep too close to their homes.” He glanced around. “This field is deserted for a reason. Not even the dire wolves risk sleeping in rock imp territory.”

      He flicked a rock over and grasped and skewered the imp dwelling beneath it with practiced ease.

      She swallowed. “But…how do you…”

      The hobgoblin cocked his head. “You hunt goblins, don’t you?”

      With a gulp, she nodded and grimaced when he flicked his blade clean. The hobgoblin caught her stillness and glanced at the sky.

      “We need your help, Kaylin,” he said and used her name to catch her attention. “I do not want to lead you to the inn as the sun is setting—or after, if you get my meaning.”

      “Same here,” Claude agreed. “I need at least twenty of these from you. We can cover the rest.”

      A splash caught his attention and he hurried to where Crovard had thrown Hadrik into the middle of the stream.

      “I don’t want to know what that’s about, but if either of you two clowns has cost us shells, I’ll give you to Clay for the rest of our stay and tell him to find the worst jobs he can think of to keep you occupied.”

      Rahl flipped the next rock. “You need to start,” he told Kaylin. He looked at where Hadrik waded out of the river. “If you do not, I might emulate Crovard’s good example.”

      She stared at him. “You wouldn’t.”

      The hobgoblin grinned. “If you haven’t cleared your first shell by the time I find my second, I will. Claude will understand.”

      While she wanted to believe he wouldn’t throw her into the stream, the look on his face said otherwise and she wasn’t willing to risk it. She kicked the closest rock loose and snatched the roving shell beneath it.

      The imp chattered and shrieked at her, but she remembered what happened the last time she hesitated and drove her dagger into its chest. The squeal made her freeze and her stomach roiled, but she remembered to twist the blade and used it to hook the creature clear of the shell.

      “Just in time,” Rahl commented as he pulled his second imp from beneath another rock. “Now you only have nineteen to go.”

      “And then we can go home?” she asked.

      He shrugged. “I would assume so,” he told her with another nervous glance at the sky. “We will have to hurry if we want to reach the Rest before sunset.”

      Kaylin didn’t ask him what had him so worried. It was obvious he still thought they were being stalked—or hunted as he so eloquently put it. She glanced around and tried to see what might be hunting them there.

      The hobgoblin followed her gaze, as wary as a deer. “We need to hurry,” he urged her and kicked another boulder.

      She followed his example and tried to match him for speed as he flipped a rock, grasped a shell, and skewered an imp to twist, pull, and flick. After the fifth one, she still felt a little ill but the movements had become a little more familiar.

      At least she didn’t have to look at them. She and Rahl worked along the stream until they ran out of rocks to turn. They took a step closer to the water and worked back until they were parallel to their starting point again.

      Both soon realized he had been wrong when he thought the imps thinned closer to the water. They didn’t but the colors that gave their homes away faded as the ground grew damp underfoot—as if the presence of the stream sought to hide them.

      The company moved closer to the water and worked at the very edges of the stream to gather as many of the little monsters as they could.

      Kaylin and Rahl continued to a crook in the stream and ran out of rocks to turn again except for one, a moss-covered monstrosity that almost reached his waist.

      “If there’s one, there will be a half-dozen under this,” he told her. “Help me shift it.”

      She raised a brow at the command, then bent to help him. There were no sticks in range and she was tempted to use her short sword, but she could imagine what he would say to that.

      Not to mention how Claude would react.

      She wriggled her hands beneath its rough, grainy surface and glanced at the hobgoblin.

      “One,” he began and glanced at the mountain and the pieces of tower scattered farther uphill.

      Kaylin braced.

      “Two.” His tone took on a slightly distracted note but she barely noticed and leaned into the boulder. “Three!”

      They both heaved, dislodged the rock from the groove it had settled into, and upended it into the stream. It barely disturbed the smooth flow and the water shimmered as the boulder settled. The stream flowed around it as though nothing had changed.

      In the next moment, the rock moved.

      “Uh…Rahl?” She looked around. The warrior was no longer beside her. “Rahl?”

      He didn’t answer and she didn’t have time to look for him. Where he had gone and so quickly was nowhere near as important as the way the boulder they’d thrown now ground roughly as it gained height and bulk.

      The stream rippled around ankles drawn from the river bed itself, while the first stone rose on newly formed legs and more rocks and stones skittered up its forms to create four large arms with shield-sized hands. A face formed in the original rock she and Rahl had thrown, and more came to form a torso beneath it.

      It scanned the valley, its attention drawn by the shrieks of the last dying imps and the mercenaries frozen in shock—and how many stood in the stream itself. Before long, its gaze settled on Kaylin.

      “You!” it roared.

      She retreated several steps while the bag of imp shells she and Rahl had gathered lay forgotten on the ground.

      “Me?” she squeaked as it took a single large step out of the water.

      “Why have you woken me?”

      Kaylin pointed wordlessly at the earth where it had rested and it followed the gesture and noted the shells sliding through the open furrows. Rahl had been right. There were around a dozen rock imps in the cavity the boulder had made.

      “This is my home!” the creature thundered. It looked at the mercenaries again and its gaze rested on Hadrik, who’d stood in the stream as he tried to lift a boulder on the bank. “And you have trespassed.”

      It turned its head to her again, its eyes twin pits of darkness. They scanned the group.

      “Leave!” it roared and the mercenaries scrambled onto the banks and a few feet away from its smooth flow

      “Take the shells!” Claude shouted and those who had dropped their bags ran to retrieve them.

      She stood rooted to the spot and tried to process what she had seen.

      Rock had formed a creature after one rock had been disturbed. The water had shimmered when the boulder had touched it, but the hollow in which it had sat was damp even though there’d been no rain for almost two weeks.

      Logic insisted that the soil wouldn’t hold water for that long. The large stone had rested in a crook of the river with the land forming a spit. Water had flowed through the earth, seeking to move through the bend rather than around it.

      “Oh…” she whispered and the wonder of seeing an earth elemental made her breath catch. “Oh…oh…oh, shit.”

      Wivre took to the sky, his small voice much louder in her head than the shrieks he made as he flew. “Run! It will kill you!”

      “So tell me something I don’t know!” she yelled in response and all sense of wonder left her when the elemental raised a foot and placed it on the bank.

      The stream bubbled around its feet as though nothing had happened and she stared. Soft light sparkled through the water and her skin fizzed with a renewed sense of energy. The monster raised its second foot, ready to step onto the bank, and the spell broke.

      It truly would kill her, she realized as it took another step. When she thought it would throw itself in her direction, it turned and swung a mighty fist at Elliot.

      The mercenary uttered a startled shout, stumbled away from the attack, and bolted back along the stream.

      The elemental strode after him.

      Kaylin wracked her mind for why it would go after the man in the river instead of the one who’d woken it. The Academy hadn’t taught her much about elementals—they were above her level of study—but they had said the creatures were tied to a location and protected it with their lives.

      It still begged the question as to why the elemental had targeted Elliot who was in the water but who hadn’t done anything to upset it. Her mind raced as she tried to work out why.

      “Protectors,” she muttered, “but we’re all in the valley. Surely there can’t be one part that was more important than the rest?”

      Her gaze fell on the abandoned sack. There had been a large number of imps in the valley, but the majority of them had been clustered under rocks close…to…the…river. She remembered the sparkling water.

      “The water!” she realized. “Get out of the water.”

      Elliot threw himself onto the bank and scooped up a bag of imp shells as he passed. More of the mercs did the same and scattered from around the enraged elemental’s feet as they fled.

      What does magical water do to an imp, she wondered, if it does that to a boulder?

      “And how much value does it add to a rock imp shell if the imp lived all its life near a…near a what? A magical stream? Oh, crap.”

      With the mercenaries out of the stream, the earth elemental pivoted slowly to face her. She glanced at the bag of shells she and Rahl had collected and wondered if they truly needed them.

      Claude’s shout answered her question. “Kaylin! Get that bag and get out of there!”

      Kaylin took a breath and bolted forward, but the ground shook and she looked as the elemental strode directly toward her. She darted to the side and raced up the hill.

      “Kaylin! The bag!”

      “Give me a minute!” she yelled and veered to the right, then left, while her gaze sought some kind of shelter as she ran.

      “We ain’t got a minute!” Claude shouted as he ran past her, the Claws at his heels.

      “I’ll get the bag,” Denir shouted. “You keep it busy. Kaylin, a little magic would be good right now.”

      For a minute, she wanted to yell that they had a shitload of magic right there in front of them but it was all bad. Still, she knew what he meant and threw the first spell she could think of. The shield formed in time to deflect the monster’s hand as it swung at Claude and Crovard.

      Her shield shattered and the two ducked under the creature’s fist. Her breath caught as it altered the direction of its swing.

      “Avark!” she shouted and wished she’d had time to work through the chapter on fire magic that she’d had to put aside in favor of the alchemy texts. She could do with something bigger.

      It was a shame that the bugbear shaman hadn’t had a scroll with one of his fireball spells on it. That would certainly have come in handy. When her fireball bounced off the monster’s head and made no impression on it, she tried an illusion.

      For a moment, she thought it had worked but it shook its head and turned its attention from where half a dozen Claudes and Crovards had changed direction to go around it. Its next swing flung Erma aside, while Fiddler’s arrows had no effect whatsoever.

      Elliot and Gern raced to Erma’s aid, but the elemental had found her. It batted Claude’s next attack aside and knocked Crovard from his feet as its hand brushed past him.

      “No!” Kaylin screamed and battered it with every spell and combination she could think of.

      Bright light danced around its head, orbs of fire swirled up its legs, and small booms of sound echoed up and down the valley as they exploded near its head. The elemental’s foot came down close to the shells she’d left behind and her heart plummeted.

      It seemed the elemental’s protection might have extended to the imps.

      “It’s not possible,” she muttered and tried a sphere of force to redirect the blow intended for Hadrik’s head.

      It worked enough that the monster’s fist caught the mercenary’s shoulder a glancing blow. Bone cracked and he screamed, but at least he had a head to scream with. Crovard leapt to his aid and she almost wept at the futility of the gesture.

      The elemental growled and pivoted to bring its fist down on the space Erma and Elliot had occupied seconds before. Kaylin readied herself to try to deflect the next blow, but she didn’t know if she would be quick or accurate enough to save them.

      A familiar baritone bellowed a challenge behind her and the elemental glanced toward it.

      Rahl splashed into the stream and shouted insults in Common and goblinoid as he scooped rocks from the stream bed and hurled them at the elemental.

      “Troll-tarting, whore-mongering, goblin-shagging hregach!” he roared and flung another rock.

      The elemental answered his insults with a thunderous roar and lurched around.

      “Get the shells and your people out of there!” the warrior shouted.

      He threw another rock, then a handful of pebbles, and finally slapped the water to arc a sheet of water toward the oncoming monster.

      “So you don’t like a filthy hobgoblin fouling your water?” he shouted and smacked the stream’s smooth surface again. “Come and stop me.”

      “You heard him!” Claude shouted and Kaylin moved.

      She bounded forward and scurried to the bag of shells, seized it, and darted away. How far did you have to go before the elemental stopped chasing you? She tried to remember any tidbit of information the magisters had taught them and cursed the arrogance of a system that didn’t give its students the information they needed.

      There had been nothing in her lessons to tell her how to defeat an elemental but so far, it had proven resistant to illusions if not immune to them, and immune to fire, sparkles of light, and loud noises. She wasn’t sure she had anything in her arsenal that would do anything to it.

      Kaylin carried her shells to the top of the ridge and dumped them there, determined to do something to help Rahl. It might only be to distract the elemental long enough for the hobgoblin to get clear, but she had to try.

      On the way back, she passed Claude. He had Hadrik’s good arm pulled over his shoulder and an arm around the man’s waist as he half-carried, half-supported him up the hill.

      “Shells,” she told him brusquely and pointed at the bag. “I’ll help Rahl.”

      He merely nodded since he was breathing too hard to speak but he looked worried as he continued up the hill. She hoped he’d make sure the rest of them were clear before he tried to come after her. The hobgoblin wasn’t his only responsibility, after all.

      A streak of scarlet caught her attention and she jerked in protest as the little dragon swept toward the elemental.

      “Wivre! No!” she screamed and ran to get closer.

      His laughter filled her mind and he streaked past the elemental and effectively distracted it from Rahl. To both her horror and relief, he landed on the riverbank, then leapt in and trilled loudly as he did so.

      He bounded into the stream, onto a rock behind it, and turned to raise his tail and launch a stream of urine. The elemental roared as the first drops hit the water and it pivoted completely away from the hobgoblin.

      “Get out of there!” Rahl shouted at the dragonette. He stamped his feet in the shallows. The elemental swung at Wivre but turned his head and lost sight of him, which gave the dragonette time to abandon his rock and duck under the fist.

      Kaylin launched another force sphere at the monster’s head. “Run!” she shrieked. “Get to the ridge. Go!”

      Rahl responded immediately, pulled his feet from the water, and scrambled up the bank. He slipped and almost fell, but the mishap saved him when the elemental lunged toward him. Kaylin sent a barrage of sparkles into the monster’s face.

      It might be resistant to illusions but it still seemed to find the lights confusing. The creature batted at the balls of color that flashed in front of its eyes and teetered as it took a stride toward its quarry. Thankfully, the blow that would have taken the hobgoblin’s head off went wide and it flailed to regain its balance.

      He did his best to dodge the wild swings and zigged one way, spun, and zagged back, but he wasn’t quick enough. As she fired a swarm of force balls into the elemental’s knees in an attempt to knock it off its feet, the creature lunged at him.

      The warrior twisted in an attempt to evade its grasp and almost succeeded, but its fingers brushed his arm and bone cracked. He roared in pain but managed to keep his feet. Her force balls struck and the monster overbalanced and landed heavily at the hobgoblin’s heels.

      Rahl continued to run and grasped his injured arm with his other hand. She ran to meet him, caught his good arm, and dragged him up the slope to the crest of the hill.

      “Don’t stop.” He rasped the admonition when they reached the top. “Don’t stop. There’s no time.”

      “We’ve got wounded,” Denir started as Claude signaled for them to keep moving.

      “I…know…” he responded and clenched his jaw for a moment against the pain. “But we cannot fight like this. Our weakness will draw…” Unable to finish, he continued to move and accepted her support as he moved to the head of the column. “This way,” he urged. “Hurry.”

      From the way he looked constantly at the ruins and the mountain around them, she knew he thought they were still being tracked and maybe studied. Even without that, his warning was valid. In their current condition, they didn’t stand a chance in a real fight and it was close to dusk.

      The goblins would be stirring.
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      Clay was at the gates to greet them when they returned. “I saw you coming,” he told Claude and ran an expert gaze over the company as they stumbled through the gates. “Tell me what you need.”

      “A path to the common room,” the captain told him, “and the medical chest from our storeroom.”

      “And bandages, hot water, and basins for bathing,” the innkeeper added as he made a rapid inventory of what he thought they would need.

      The Claws didn’t even slow. They filed past the innkeeper, Kaylin, Rahl, and their leader as though stopping would mean they never moved again.

      “Does anyone need nursing?” Clay asked and Claude studied his men.

      “Not yet,” he told him. “If that changes, I’ll let you know.”

      “I’ll put Andrea and Tomas on standby,” the other man said and the captain nodded.

      He clapped him on the shoulder and followed his men with Kaylin and Rahl on his heels.

      She frowned as she studied the men and women ahead of her, who limped and trudged wearily up the stairs. Like everyone else, she knew what the chest contained. While they had enough salves and potions to set everyone to rights, magic had its limits.

      “Will we have a couple of rest days?” she asked and stopped Claude in the corridor.

      If she was honest, she could do with the time to study the tome, scrolls, and cypher. Maybe she would find something that would provide a way to deal with earth elementals in the future. And, she thought suddenly and somewhat wistfully, something that could tell her when they were being watched.

      It would be nice if she could be sure Rahl’s suspicions were right. Better yet, maybe she could pinpoint a location for him to home in on rather than having him search one point while whoever or whatever was watching them disappeared.

      She waited as the last of the Claws disappeared into their common room. When the door closed behind them, Claude gave her a thoughtful look.

      “How many days did you have in mind?”

      “Three.” She considered some of the injuries she’d seen and pictured the pile of scrolls and the number of pages she had yet to read. “Maybe four. Potions only go so far and it’s best to let the body recover its natural energies as well.”

      His expression turned skeptical and she recognized the moment when he decided to say no before he’d opened his mouth. He shook his head.

      “This isn’t a holiday retreat,” he told her, “and I don’t care how much study you have. It can wait. We’ll move out tomorrow afternoon.”

      “But they need—” Kaylin began and he cut her off.

      “They’re mercenaries and they need to be available when the company needs them to be,” he told her shortly, raised a finger, and tapped her chest. “As do you.” Frustration colored his face as he tapped her again. “You can spend your own time doing your reading but right now, if you want to be a part of this company, you need to be available when the company needs you.”

      Her jaw dropped but he hadn’t finished.

      “And that means you will be in the taproom at lunch with the rest of us and ready to move out directly after as per your commander’s orders. Understand?” He glared at her and rested his hands on his hips. His expression said he was waiting. “Well?” he pressed when she didn’t immediately answer. “Do you understand?”

      Kaylin nodded hastily. “I…yes, sir,” she snapped in return and gave him a very sketchy salute.

      She pivoted and stalked down the corridor to the common room, leaving Rahl and Claude to follow. The scene that met her eyes hit hard as soon as she opened the door. Most of the mercenaries had removed their armor and now helped those who couldn’t.

      Erma had been stretched on a makeshift pallet at the side of the room with Fiddler and Gern in attendance, and Elliot had settled beside her. Pain leached the color from his face.

      Hadrik leaned on a nearby wall while Crovard and another of the men unbuckled the straps on his armor and eased the boots from his feet. One of them jostled his arm and he stifled a yelp of pain and hissed between his teeth as his skin paled.

      “Hang in there,” Crovard told him. “We’ve got some bone knit in the chest. We only have to get this off you.”

      The mercenary’s armor, shirt, boots, and socks were dropped into two neat piles, the clothes for laundering and the armor for repair. The elemental’s fist had damaged some of the metal plates sewn into the leather.

      When they removed the man’s shirt, they realized that his arm wasn’t the only thing damaged. A large bruise purpled his chest.

      “We need a company healer,” Claude muttered and glanced at Kaylin. “I don’t suppose you know—”

      He stopped when she shook her head hastily. “Healing is…it’s different,” she muttered apologetically. It wasn’t much of an explanation but it was the best she could do. Some priests possessed the gift and some of the herbalists and hedge witches, but not any of the wizards she knew.

      It was as if magical energy and that of the natural world didn’t blend as easily in application as it did in a healing potion, and none of the books she’d come across could tell her why. As she looked somewhat helplessly at each member of the company, she hoped the Ancients had known something that would help.

      With another glance at Claude, she tried again. “They need more than a day—” she began but he cut her short as he had before.

      “I’ve said all I’m going to say on the matter,” he snapped and the sharpness in his tone drew glances from around the room. “We’ll be ready to move out at noon tomorrow and that’s final.”

      Judging by the looks on the Claws’ faces, that came as an unexpected and unpleasant surprise.

      Denir joined them, concern on his face, but the captain cut him off before he could speak.

      “Make sure they’re ready,” he commanded and his gaze swept the room. He jabbed a finger at the medical chest. “It’s time for that to pay for itself.”

      For a moment, his second looked like he might argue, then he turned to Rahl. “Come on,” he ordered. “Let me help you out of that. I’ve got a nice bottle of boneset with your name on it.”

      The hobgoblin hesitated and the mercenary moved like he intended to grasp the damaged arm. The warrior swayed away from him, balled the fist of his good arm, and swung. Denir lifted his hand and smirked, and Rahl realized what he was doing before the blow connected.

      He lowered his fist and looked sheepish. “Help,” he managed softly, “would be a good thing.”

      Kaylin wheeled on Claude. “They need…more…time,” she insisted in a hissed tone and his face became like stone.

      A muffled cry of pain reached them and they stepped back and turned toward it.

      Hadrik now sat at the base of the wall. Crovard and his assistant held him in place while his injured arm rippled and crunched. The sound set her teeth on edge, but it was the sight of his chest that made her stomach roil.

      His skin bled a rainbow of colors as the bruising shifted through a rapid process of healing and the lines of his ribs scraped and adjusted. He coughed and a trickle of blood escaped the corner of his mouth.

      Crovard wiped it away and picked a second flask up. “It’s a healing potion,” he murmured, and the wounded mercenary let him pour some of the contents into his mouth.

      The man’s throat worked convulsively as he swallowed and his body stiffened and he whimpered. The pain was only momentary, however, and he soon relaxed. Crovard held the first flask up.

      “More boneset,” he stated, and his teammate gave him a weary look.

      “A half-day won’t be enough,” she insisted.

      It was certainly not enough for her to make much headway with her magic, but that paled in comparison to the pain she saw in the injured mercs around her. Concern flashed across Claude’s face and for an instant, she thought he’d see sense.

      A moment later, he shook his head. “It will have to be,” he told her as Rahl muttered a soft string of goblinoid.

      Denir laughed. He leaned on the hobgoblin’s chest to pin his arm and body in place while the boneset did its work.

      “It’s a good thing your chieftain can’t hear you.” The mercenary chuckled and raised the flask to his patient’s lips. “Again.”

      The warrior grimaced but drank the rest of the flask in several deep swallows. He pressed his head and back to the wall as his arm shifted. His breath came in short, fast puffs and he kept his eyes closed.

      Kaylin tensed, but the warrior made no sound.

      Denir glanced at the chest. “Niall, I need a healing draught.”

      “For the hob?” The mercenary sounded like he didn’t believe what he was asking.

      “I didn’t see anyone else splashing in a river to get that monster off us,” he snapped. “Of course for the hob.”

      Niall grinned and she realized she now had a name for another of the mercenaries she didn’t know very well. He was a fighter—sandy-haired, brown-eyed, and of medium height and solid build.

      Still grinning, he handed Denir the potion. “He saved our bacon out there,” he commented and Kaylin felt Wivre stir.

      The little dragon poked his head out of the satchel. “Bacon?” he asked sleepily and chirruped softly.

      “It looks like you said the magic word, Niall.” Denir chuckled.

      “Yeah, well, he probably saved our—saved us, too,” the young merc observed, “even if he almost got himself squished in the process.”

      Wivre sniffed the air and his nose wrinkled when he caught the sharp smell of antiseptic and healing oil. With a soft grumble, he sank into the satchel again. Niall shook his head at the little dragon’s antics.

      “Are you sure you’re all right, boy?” he asked, but no answer came from the bag. He shrugged and looked at Kaylin. “Is he all right?”

      She nodded, sure that she hadn’t noticed anything wrong with the little dragon when he’d landed on her shoulder after the battle. “I didn’t see any injuries,” she confirmed and he looked relieved.

      Her glance returned to Rahl. He rested quietly, his head tilted back against the wall and his eyes closed.

      Denir crouched next to him but no longer held him in place. “Are you okay now, big guy?”

      The hobgoblin’s eyes flicked open and he nodded. She thought his skin had yellowed a little as if the pain had leached the color from it. He struggled to his feet without using his injured arm.

      “I’m fine,” he rasped and grunted as he straightened.

      He swayed and she turned to the mercenary leader. “They need more than a half-day,” she urged. “If not three days, then two.” She paused when the denial formed in his eyes. “Or at least a whole day,” she insisted and her voice begged him to understand.

      Claude pressed his lips together, his blue eyes cloudy with anger. “No—” he began but was immediately interrupted by Rahl’s rough rumble.

      “If you won’t stay for the sake of your men,” he said as Kaylin and Claude turned to face him, “at least hold back because of the enemy.”

      The captain’s brows rose. “What enemy?” he demanded. “The one you keep thinking is out there?”

      “The one I know is out there,” the hobgoblin retorted. “We were followed today.”

      “You saw something, did you?” The man was skeptical, but Rahl nodded.

      “Once we began the approach to the Rest, I caught sight of several goblins,” he confirmed. “Three in the upper levels of the building closest to the wall and two separate groups that trailed us as we passed the swine huts and the tower junction.”

      Kaylin frowned. She didn’t remember seeing anything, not even at the tower junction named because of the towering pile of rubble that leaned slantwise against the side of a two-story building.

      She was surprised when Fiddler spoke. “I thought some of those were too big to be goblins.”

      Rahl nodded. “There was armor. The Blademongers cohort uses its smaller members to direct goblin scouting parties—when they have an agreement with the local tribes.”

      “Goblins and hobgoblins?” the captain demanded. “Those are part of the world we work in and every one of us knows that. Risk is part of the job.”

      Kaylin noticed the interested looks they received from the rest of the company and hooked an arm through his to tug him toward his office. “Can I speak to you for a moment?”

      To her surprise, he followed without protest and the mercenaries turned to the task of healing and cleaning up. Denir raised his voice behind them.

      “Right, you heard the man. We need this shit in order by morning.”

      Technically, the leader had said midday, but neither he nor the mage stopped to correct him. She kicked the door closed behind them.

      “What’s wrong with you?” she asked and kept her voice to a fierce whisper. “The Claude I know would never risk his men this way.” She rounded on him and poked him in the chest in a gesture that mirrored the one he’d used on her earlier. “It’s why they follow you,” she added quietly and moved back to prop herself on the edge of his desk. “What’s wrong?”

      His face darkened with a mixture of anger and chagrin and for a moment, she thought he would shout and order her out of his office. When he raised his hand, she flinched but he only ran it through his closely cropped hair.

      She tensed as he lowered it to his side and only relaxed when he leaned against the door.

      “Waypoint,” he said shortly. “It was a whirlwind and I…I don’t know what came over me, but there were so many requests for jobs and so much wine. I told you I didn’t pay for a meal while I was there, right?”

      Kaylin nodded. She bit her tongue to stop herself from saying anything and gave him time to collect his thoughts. After a minute to calm and think clearly, he continued.

      “The thing was, there were so many meals and so many requests that I lost track of how many I’d agreed to. It wasn’t until I asked Denir to keep track of them that I realized we had a problem and by then, it was far too late.”

      She stared at him and her anger and frustration faded a little. “How bad is it?” she asked softly.

      “Well, it’s not all bad,” he admitted. “There’s a massive workload ahead of us but it will make us considerable money—and by that I mean we might even be able to expand the company into something more like a self-sustaining guild.”

      “But?” she pressed, knowing there had to be one.

      “But we’ll have to work like all the hells are on our tails,” Claude admitted, “or we’ll lose so much reputation, not even the basilisk-egg job will be enough to save us.”

      “All that work to get it back,” she murmured and he nodded and pushed away from the door.

      His face hardened as he straightened and focused on her and when he spoke, his voice was full of determination. “I wish it were different and I’d kept a more level head,” he admitted, his face hard, “but there’s only one way out now and that is forward. I hope to see you and the hob ready to move out tomorrow afternoon.”
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        * * *

      

      “Kobold dung,” Hadrik grumbled as the company left the Rest’s gates.

      Kaylin yawned. She’d taken Claude’s challenge to heart and stayed up most of the night trying to decipher the scrolls from the alchemy storage. It hadn’t helped when she’d found a spell that would let her send a mental message to someone she knew.

      Despite how fast she’d worked, she hadn’t been able to test it—although she’d sat for hours trying to gather the courage to contact Goss.

      “Trust the hob to know where to find some.” Hadrik’s remark jerked her from her dilemma and she put her worries aside. Of course, she couldn’t stop her fingers twitching at the thought of the gestures she needed but she was at least able to focus on the here and now.

      The mercenary’s sour comment drew Denir’s attention and his answer distracted her. “Yeah, but he’ll only find it,” the company second replied and slid an arm around the man’s shoulders. “I’m the one who’ll shove your head into it and keep it there until it’s all you can smell for a month.”

      Erma snickered. “I wouldn’t push him, Hads. He looks crazy to me. The hob’s too nice to even acknowledge you said that.”

      From the tension in Rahl’s shoulders, Kaylin thought he was very much aware of what had been said and was still deciding what to do about it.

      Denir’s arm tightened across Hadrik’s shoulders. “How about you keep your assholery to yourself,” he suggested, “before one of us carves you a new one?.”

      “Have you lost your sense of humor, boss?” Erma asked as he unwound his arm.

      He flashed her a stunning smile. “Everyone knows I don’t have a sense of humor, Erma. How could I lose it?”

      The woman shook her head. “That’s not what I’ve heard,” she retorted and his smile turned mournful.

      “That’s what trying to look after all of you does to a man,” he replied sadly.

      “Quiet!” Rahl’s harsh order fell across them like a shadow and they almost froze.

      As he led them forward, the entire team glanced warily at the surrounding buildings.

      “Bugbears,” he murmured and Fiddler raced up one of the nearby mounds of rubble.

      On the other side of the road, Agarda mirrored her climb and both scouts surveyed the ruins.

      Claude gestured to Wivre and then the sky. “We need warning of any humanoids,” he instructed and Kaylin had difficulty deciding whether he was addressing her or the little dragon.

      In the end, it didn’t matter. Wivre understood him and Claude would think the dragonette understood her. Either way, his warnings would be heard.

      He launched from her shoulder and ascended until he was merely another speck winging overhead. The mercenaries watched him climb and hurried after Rahl. The hobgoblin had kept moving and they were several paces behind.

      “Keep up!” the captain snapped and jogged after him.

      Fiddler and Agarda dropped from their perches.

      “All’s quiet,” the huntress reported.

      “Not a bunny in sight,” Agarda added as if that was a good thing.

      “No deer either,” the other woman added.

      “Trouble?” Claude asked as the mercenaries looked around nervously.

      “Not that I could see.” Fiddler shrugged. Her tone suggested there might be something she thought she couldn’t see but she added nothing more and he shook his head in disgust.

      “More phantoms,” he grumbled. “You’ve either spent too much time with the hob or Hanne’s been putting something in the food.”

      Everyone chuckled at that and broke into an orderly jog to catch up with Rahl. Kaylin spun another spell hastily to blur their presence and dull the sound of their boots on the pavement. They still created echoes but they weren’t as loud as before.

      The hobgoblin still heard them coming and scowled when he looked back. If she wasn’t mistaken, he wasn’t impressed by the sound but had other things on his mind.

      “Did you see anything?” he asked and looked at the two women.

      They shook their heads.

      “No prey but no hunters either.” Fiddler summed it up succinctly.

      He nodded. “There was a nest here,” he told Claude and stepped through the broken arch of a structure she couldn’t identify.

      She frowned as she moved through it and realized she had no idea what it might have been in the past. It looked like a gazebo but was surrounded by a swathe of blocks—or it had been. Some still remained but others were broken and worn through to reveal the dirt beneath.

      Curious, she followed the walls up and noted the jagged ridges and semi-intact floor above.

      “What was this place?” Elliot asked and pivoted slowly as he studied it.

      It was a good question, she decided.

      The gazebo rose in the center of a large square courtyard, while the surviving floors were made of stone supported by what pillars remained standing two yards from the wall. Large rectangular planters stood at regular intervals around the edge.

      Claude shrugged. “That’s not our business,” he told them and focused on Rahl. “Where?”

      The hobgoblin lifted his lips in a toothy smile. With an exaggerated sniff, he replied, “Can’t you tell? They’re kobolds. They went where the need took them, usually around the edges and in corners. The shrooms you’re looking for like slightly shaded spaces.” He gestured with his hand toward the ever-present vines. “There’s certainly enough old dung and shade here.”

      He frowned as though something had escaped him but suddenly claimed his attention. “These shrooms grow in many places in the old city,” he informed them and regarded the mercenary leader curiously. “Why do you want those growing in kobold dung?”

      Claude sighed heavily. “Because the restaurants in Helengral insist that only those growing on kobold’s refuse mounds have…” He paused as though trying to recall the exact words and Kaylin wondered how drunk he’d been when he’d accepted the commission.

      “They said,” he continued, “that these were the best and most flavorsome.” Several of the mercs grimaced but he ignored them and continued. “It’s because of where they grow—something about the kobold’s third intestine creating the ‘perfect soil.’” He raised his fingers to make quotation marks.

      Hadrik shook his head. “Third intestine? Man! Who goes around counting those anyway? I’m merely happy if I can spill them.”

      “Ugh. Don’t remind me,” Agarda complained and moved toward a shadowed corner. Halfway there, she sniffed exaggeratedly and stopped. “Oh…” she turned to Claude and hefted the sack she carried. “How many of these little delights did you say the supplier needed?”

      “Ten sacks full,” he told her. “Dried.”

      A chorus of groans rose from the mercenaries, but they spread out and set to work.

      Kaylin looked around the room again. If it hadn’t been for the open roof and the gazebo in the center, she’d have thought the space was once a great meeting hall. The columns and overhanging floors looked like balconies and walkways, however, and the great tubs like planters.

      “Was this someone’s private garden?” she asked and Claude scowled at her.

      “We don’t have time for questions, Knight. We only need the sacks filled—today if we can.”

      His words reminded her about what he’d told her about the number of commissions he’d accepted and she wanted to kick him. While no longer as angry as she had been the day before, she remained frustrated.

      Some of the mercenaries were still moving stiffly. Healing potions notwithstanding, they still needed more time. She’d seen Rahl wince more than once when he’d used his arm at breakfast, and Hadrik still favored his injured arm. As if to prove the point, the man flinched from Erma when she hobbled past.

      He winced as though the sudden movement had tweaked the muscles in his torso and Kaylin almost felt sorry for him. Erma noticed it too and placed a hand on his arm.

      “Come on,” she said. “I could do with the help.”

      He managed a sarcastic laugh. “Cripples together, huh?”

      The woman smiled. “Something like that.” She glanced at Claude. “Come on, before Captain Troll-Pants loses his shit.”

      Kaylin stifled a smile at the woman’s mild insubordination and headed into the mostly intact gazebo. The stone that comprised its pillars seemed to be of the same white material that had made up Roland’s hiding place.

      For a moment, she wondered if it was the same as what the walls of the Alchemy were made of but when she pictured those in her memory, she saw it wasn’t.

      It would help if we knew more about the building, she thought as she began to search for the mushrooms Claude had shown them a picture of that morning.

      “Only these,” he’d emphasized and gone on to ask Clay to set up the drying racks along a section of wall that caught both the morning and afternoon light.

      The innkeeper had been working on it when they left and the captain of his wall guard had complained. “It’s a safety hazard.”

      She shook the man’s words from her head and moved deeper into the gazebo, grateful that the vines reduced the midday heat. Summer was at its height and the noon sun had little mercy. At least Claude had chosen a contract that gave them a good reason to stay in the shade.

      Her gaze located the bright cap of one of the shrooms. The hue on top was darker than the paler color of the base but it was still a rich light-blue, while the stem was the pale-blue streaked with the darker tones from the cap.

      She dropped to her knees beside it and tried to not breathe too deeply. The soil was soft beneath her knees but not damp, and it smelt of earth and something earthier that she chose to not identify. With her fingers wrapped carefully around the thick stem, she studied the fungus.

      It had a blocky cap, more square than round, and it rippled like a wave rather than rising and falling in a smooth curve.

      “It’s strange what some folks will put in their mouths,” she muttered and sliced through the thick stem. At least that resembled the mushrooms she was used to.

      Although the one she’d first found was the largest, it hadn’t grown alone. Kaylin used the next few minutes to grasp, slice, and stow shrooms. If she’d been asked, she would have said she’d cut a half-dozen before she noticed another cluster farther back.

      She duck-walked to it and added another eight or nine fungi to her collection before she ran out. Despite Rahl’s fear, the afternoon passed peacefully and the mercenaries relaxed slowly. Eager to complete the contract, even the sentries on the second floor divided their watch duties with cutting those shrooms growing in the upper levels and stuffing them into sacks.

      Soft chatter rose throughout the courtyard and when the ground was picked clear, the hobgoblin guided them into the remains of the great hall that had been attached to it. More of the room remained there and visibility into the surrounding city was lost.

      Claude ordered them to spread out and gather as many as they could. The restauranter had been right about the fungi preferring to grow on kobold refuse heaps and Rahl had not exaggerated when he’d said the little monsters went wherever they needed to.

      The hall was filled with clusters of the light-blue fungi. They were interspersed with the round caramel tops of another species, and the mercenary captain ordered those to be put into another set of sacks.

      “Do you know what they are?” Fiddler asked and he raised an eyebrow.

      “No, I’m merely hoping they’ll bring us more profit.” He cocked his head. “Do you know what they are?”

      She shook her head and set to work gathering both kinds from a nearby cluster.

      Rahl made a slow circuit of the building and moved carefully through partially blocked doorways to check the streets beyond before he scrambled onto the floor above. Several mercenaries followed him, each one carrying a bulging sack.

      He ignored them except for a brusque order to stay close to the walls.

      “That’s less likely to collapse the floor,” he clarified and they nodded and two stepped hastily away from the edge they’d moved toward.

      Kaylin remained on the ground level and the unease she’d felt that morning faded slowly. Outside, the afternoon sun shone brightly and lost some of its burn as it sank toward the west. Still, there was no sign of any danger.

      They hadn’t heard the tramp of orcish boots, hobgoblin sabatons, or the high-pitched chatter of goblins. If she hadn’t known so very much better, she would have said the city was devoid of any humanoid life. As it was, she was merely grateful it all stayed away.

      Maybe we’ll have an easy day for once. The gods know we need one.

      She held back from saying they deserved one. That was too much like tempting fate. Instead, she focused on filling the sacks she’d been given. As peaceful as the day was, the afternoon was aging and she didn’t want to push their luck too far by being away from the inn at night.

      Finally, she finished cutting the patch she was on and pushed creakily to her feet. Her back and knees complained about having been bent too long and she stretched with a grimace. Rahl’s gauntleted hand descended heavily on her shoulder and startled her.

      His other hand covered her mouth as he turned her toward him and lowered his mouth to her ear. “Tell the captain to gather the men,” he murmured before he removed his hands and stepped into the shadows close to the wall.

      Kaylin stared at him, then looked around for Claude. It took her a moment to find him and when she did, she realized two things. Firstly, he was at the other end of the hall and secondly, the afternoon light had faded to gold.

      “Crap,” she murmured and her mind scrambled to establish order on the sudden slew of thoughts.

      If Rahl was already taking cover, the enemy was close. She’d lost count of the number of times he’d told her they were being watched.

      And if we’re being watched, she reasoned, me running to Claude is more likely to trigger an attack before he can rally the troops.

      That left one option and she swallowed to calm her nerves. This wasn’t how she’d imagined practicing a new spell but it meant she could move toward shelter under the pretense of looking for more shrooms while she communicated with the captain.

      She directed her steps so she could move past several of the mercs and lowered her head, raised her hands, and shielded the gestures with the curve of her body.

      “Claude…” She tried to make the thought calm and quiet, although her heart hammered uncomfortably. “It’s Kaylin. This is a new spell. Rahl says rally the troops.”

      He stiffened when she spoke his name and his hand clenched around the handle of the dagger he held. It was up to him now, she decided and nudged Hadrik with the toe of her boot as she passed.

      The man glanced up with a curse on his lips but the word died when he caught the look on her face and saw her tap the sheath of her sword. He shifted his gaze reflexively to where Rahl stood in the shadows and drew his swords slowly.

      With a jerky nod, the mercenary stowed the mushroom he’d cut in the sack beside him. She saw a cluster of shrooms not far from where the hobgoblin stood and crouched beside it. Somehow, she didn’t think anyone would believe she’d cut them with a short sword so she drew her dagger.

      As she was about to slice through its stem, a soft whistle warbled through the courtyard and immediately, an arrow streaked from the upper floor. If Hadrik hadn’t been moving, it would have taken him through the chest.

      As it was, it speared through his thigh and he fell awkwardly with a shout of pain. Other projectiles followed and she moved to the wall and inched to a point below the shooter. Hadrik rolled to one side as two more barb-headed bolts slammed into the space he’d occupied a moment before.

      Erma bounded to her feet and ran toward the wall, but another flurry of arrows drilled into her back. They punched through the leather of her armor and drove her into a mushroom cluster with a soft “oof” of surprise.

      Kaylin shouted in anger and darted to the opening that led to the next floor with Fiddler and Rahl on her heels. The hobgoblin overtook her quickly and bounded up the path he’d used before without a sound. His expression reminded her of thunder.

      She glimpsed another arrow in flight and threw a shielding spell in its path. “Go!” she shouted to Fiddler when the hunter saw her stop and would have come to a halt beside her. “You can’t cover me from down here.”

      The woman complied while she sighted on where she thought the archer was hidden and spun a combination of spells to discourage him. It was hard to focus while she could see Claude fighting for his life at the other end of the hall.

      In one moment, the captain was directing his troops up the walls or to cover the ground floor openings and in the next, he had to sidestep the charge of a hobgoblin warrior. He also had to maneuver to make sure he didn’t have his back to the warrior who came through the vines covering a hole in the wall.

      Why didn’t we have sentries? she wondered as a sandy-headed blur she recognized as Niall charged forward in time to stand at the captain’s back.

      It took effort to push all worry for the young mercenary from her mind and complete the spell, adding a last-minute modification.

      “Avark-ka’arnal-barda-shast!” she cried and divided the coruscating swarm of fire globes into two and directed one up to where she was sure the archer stood.

      She sent the other into the face of the hobgoblin Claude faced. His eyes widened as the flare of red caught his attention and the captain used the split second of distraction to drive his blade through his throat.

      A shout went up to her right. “Get the witch!”

      Witch? Kaylin repeated the spell and this time, she divided it between the orcs that had appeared on her right and the group of archers who’d scattered from cover to escape her flames. The fire globes had caught in the dead foliage that lay beneath the living outer vines and set them alight.

      Unfortunately, this meant they no longer tried to remain unseen and instead, took positions at the edge of the floor that gave them cleaner lines of fire.

      “Kaylin! Up!” Fiddler’s command drew her attention as soon as she’d released the spell. “We can’t cover you while you’re down there.”

      With a glance in the direction of the voice that had labeled her as “witch,” she didn’t stop to argue. As good as the huntress was, she wouldn’t be able to win against half a dozen orcs out for her blood, whereas Kaylin could stop them following.

      Without hesitation, she leapt toward the wall’s edge, grasped the hand Fiddler offered, and let the woman pull her onto the floor above. “Go!” she shouted. “I’ve got this.”

      She didn’t bother to explain but wove the sign for enlargement into a force ball and fire globe combined. “Avark-bostila!” she roared and launched the spells at the walls and her pursuers.

      Fire exploded beneath her and orcs screamed as pieces of their armor caught alight. The force sphere shattered the wall so she stood above an unclimbable drop.

      “Move!” Fiddler shouted, caught hold of her collar, and dragged her away from the edge.

      Behind them, Rahl bellowed a battle cry and the thud of his boots on the stone floor reached her. She backpedaled, relieved when the huntress released her collar and raised her bow.

      Two of the orcs at the other side of the hall shifted their focus from the ground below and lifted their aim.

      “Avark-barda!” Kaylin flicked her hand toward them. “Avark-barda!” she repeated and redirected her fire toward a cluster of bugbears that tried to cut Denir, Agarda, and Elliot off from the center of the room.

      It was a scene being repeated around the hall. Orcs, bugbears, and hobgoblins worked in concert to isolate small groups of mercenaries. The way the company had spread out to gather the mushrooms and its focus on the task had left them vulnerable to the attack.

      That the three groups worked in such close coordination was a worry, although no one had the opportunity to think about it much. She made a mental note to discuss it with Rahl when this was over and they were safely at the Rest.

      “To the captain!” she shouted and included part of the gesture for the spell used to create a sonic boom to amplify her voice. “To the captain!”

      The cry was repeated below her.

      “Crozier!” Rahl bellowed and she frowned for a moment until she registered that this was Claude’s surname. The hobgoblin was almost the only one she’d ever heard use it.

      He slashed one blade across the bow and arm of the first archer as he slid past and swiped his other blade across the second archer’s cheek and throat.

      Still in motion, he pivoted and thrust his blade through the gut of a third who stood behind them. The first turned, and Rahl drove his sword into the orc’s chest before he kicked him off the blade and over the ledge.

      “To Crozier!” he shouted, ducked under the hastily drawn sword of the second archer, and shouldered him hard enough to hurl him on his ass.

      Kaylin unleashed a second burst of fireballs into the bugbears and the monstrous warriors panicked when their fur caught alight. “To the captain!”

      It was all the direction the men and women on the ground floor needed. They fought to not only hold their own but to reach a definitive point. With the archers above disrupted, they were able to focus on the opponents facing them.

      One group broke free of the pincer maneuver being coordinated between a group of bugbears and a small squad of hobgoblins. Instead of trying to run directly to their captain, they attacked the rear ranks of a group of orc warriors who’d forced five of their comrades against a wall.

      The two mercenary groups made short work of the enemy and formed a single force.

      “That way!” Denir ordered. “Let’s bring the captain the help he needs.”

      “What makes you think I need your help?” Claude shouted in response. “I got all the help I need right here.”

      If Niall noticed the compliment, he didn’t show it. He was locked in a desperate fight against two bugbears and a hobgoblin. Kaylin evened the odds when she set the bugbears alight before she sent a jolt of lightning through the hobgoblin’s shiny iron armor.

      On the other side of the hall, a third group of mercenaries fought back-to-back against more of the armored hobs, while a fourth group slashed and hacked at half a dozen orc warriors.

      “Where did they all come from?” she asked.

      “Who cares?” Fiddler snapped in response. “Keep up the pest control!”

      “To the captain!” Rahl roared and threw another archer over the edge.
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      Rahl followed the last orc archer off the balcony, landed beside him, and crushed his skull under one iron-shod boot. He stepped away from the base of the wall Kaylin and Fiddler would have to come down and kept it clear.

      “Go!” Again, she sent the huntress down ahead of her.

      She threw another swirl of fire globes and flashes of light into the goblins coming through the walls. They’d appeared as the sky had lit with streaks of orange, gold, and red.

      “Typical!” she all but snarled. “Late for the party and trying to steal the scraps.”

      “Get down here!” Fiddler shouted and she launched a final barrage into the oncoming swarm before she bounded lightly to the wall below and from there to the ground.

      “Goblins…” She panted and scowled.

      “To me!” Claude’s shout drew their attention. The rest of the company had reached the captain while they’d held the floor above.

      Most of them, she thought and her heart sank when she saw three or four mercenaries lying motionless around the hall.

      Hadrik hadn’t survived and she’d seen Erma fall. The other bodies were too far for her to identify and she wondered who she’d miss when they returned to the inn.

      If we make it to the inn, she corrected as a hobgoblin in burnished bronze armor led a squad of orcs and hobs into the room.

      “Rahl! Find me a way out,” Claude ordered as Denir gestured for them to join the group before the next wave struck.

      The hobgoblin made a sharp gesture for Kaylin and Fiddler to move with him but instead of stopping beside the clustered mercs, he continued past them toward a hole in the wall at the end of the room.

      “This way,” he ordered.

      “Archers! Mage! Cover our backs.” The captain didn’t question him at all.

      Kaylin dropped back to take her place beside Agarda, Fiddler, Gern, and Elliot as they raised their bows and began to fire into the advancing warriors. What she didn’t expect was for Denir and Crovard to step up on either side of her.

      “We’ll guard the rear,” Denir called and Claude nodded as he led the others through the gap. To the archers he added, “We’ve got your flanks. On my mark, start moving back.”

      As the rest of the company followed their captain, Crovard unlimbered his war hammer. He usually kept it slung over his back and left his twin hand-axes in their baldrics. The low laugh that escaped his lips had nothing to do with happiness or amusement, but Kaylin chuckled in response.

      Fire and electricity sparkled at her fingertips and she sent it to spiral into the oncoming forces at the same time as she made the ground crumble in front of them. The leaders came to a skidding halt in front of the newly formed chasm and their brows furrowed in consternation.

      That lasted as long as it took for one of the more impatient orcs to stumble into the back of a hobgoblin. The smaller warrior lurched forward and his arms flailed as he fell. The four archers each eliminated one of the leaders and several of the goblins who’d appeared at the lip of the floor above.

      When the hob who’d fallen landed on solid earth, one of the orcs’ eyes widened.

      “It’s an illusion! That hole isn’t there.” He didn’t wait to be challenged on the fact but charged forward.

      Fiddler felled him with two arrows to the chest and a third through the eye, but the damage was done. Several of the others gaped, then snarled in outrage. Their yellow eyes turned to where Kaylin was spinning another disk of fire and light in her hands.

      “Destroy the witch!”

      “Try it,” she snapped and with a snarl, launched her next barrage at the same time that Fiddler and Agarda fired again.

      “They’re through.” Denir’s low-voiced observation cut through the melee as Kaylin lifted several pieces of rubble from the floor and swirled them amidst a storm of dust and kobold debris into the faces of the oncoming squad.

      Cries of disgust and frustration greeted her attack, some cut short by arrows and the meaty smack of Crovard’s hammer.

      “Move back,” Denir commanded quietly. “Go to your blades if you have to. Kaylin, don’t get cocky.”

      The other mercenary found that funny or it was simply that he felled three orcs in a single crushing sweep.

      “Crovard!” the team second called sharply and the big man reversed the step he’d just taken. “Agarda, keep him coming back.”

      “Gotcha, boss,” the rogue confirmed, slid her bow over her back, and drew her sword. She wound one hand around one of Crovard’s baldrics and began to guide him back. “Now I’ve got your flank,” she told him as Elliot covered them.

      “Where are they all coming from?” he demanded and Kaylin had to admit he had a point.

      Far more humanoids were crowded into the space in front of them than she’d ever seen in one place in the ruins—and that included the Blademongers’ camp. What had the Claws done to draw such ire?

      None of the other mercenaries answered, but their rate of fire continued. Orcs, hobgoblins, and bugbears fell in front of them, and goblins toppled from the upper floor. The smell of burned fur and singed armor mingled with that of the burning vines above and the acrid odor gave her an idea.

      She shifted her aim from the oncoming monsters and sent several barrages of fireballs into the vines hanging from above. For several heart-stopping seconds, nothing happened, then there was a snap and a crackle and flame blossomed among the leaves.

      Smoke rose at the feet of several goblin archers but they were too busy taking aim at the retreating mercenaries to notice. One of the orcs came within striking range, only to have his war-ax knocked aside by a hasty parry from Denir.

      Fiddler stumbled back, slung her bow, and drew the sword and dagger she usually wielded. Elliot’s bow shattered under the impact of a hobgoblin warrior’s greatsword, but he held onto the arrow and drove it into the warrior’s face.

      Denir leapt forward, sank his blade into the hobgoblin’s side, and wrenched Elliot out of the enemy’s grasp. He dragged the man back to the line and kept them moving toward the hollow. Kaylin drew her short sword but continued to sling spells with her free hand.

      “Back up, Knight!” the company second roared and she realized she’d been so focused on what she was doing that she’d stopped.

      Fiddler stepped in front of her and elbowed her back as she parried an orc blade’s thrust and spun her dagger into a hobgoblin’s chest. It clattered off his breastplate and he chuckled and extended his blade toward her.

      “You’re next, bowman.”

      “Come get me,” she snapped in response and it was Kaylin’s turn to grasp the archer and pull her back.

      “No heroics!” Denir shouted as if they needed reminding.

      They reached the hole in the wall and the second motioned Crovard and Agarda through first.

      “Hold the other side,” he ordered when Crovard would have argued. “Kaylin, shields!”

      She nodded and wondered when he’d been able to observe her magic that closely, but he was still giving orders.

      “Elliot, Fiddler, Gern—you’re up.” He stepped closer to Kaylin. “On my mark, we move back together,” he told her.

      The mage slammed a shield into the face of a hobgoblin who tried to close the gap one of his fellows had left.

      “Knight?”

      Honestly, she wished he’d shut up. She parried a sword thrust, ducked under an ax swing, and pounded a force ball into the side of an orc’s head to knock him into the hob. The feel of a hand on the back of her cuirass almost made her lose her concentration, but all it did was draw her back.

      “Keep moving,” Denir instructed. His blade flashed and rang against another weapon as they reached the hole to the street. “Can you bring that down?” he asked and guided her through.

      She knocked another blade aside and glanced at the rubble overhead.

      “Well, can you?” he persisted and she made no attempt to even try to answer.

      “Bostila-tonal-litdra!” she shouted and launched a mixture of sound, force, and lightning into the ancient mortar that held the blocks together.

      It crumbled under the force and collapsed the opening in front of the warriors inside the building but did nothing to those who turned into the alley.

      “That way,” Crovard told them and pointed to where the rest of the company moved at a steady jog.

      Rahl led the team through another gap and with shouts chasing them down the alley, they ran to join the others. More goblinoids lurked in the courtyard beyond the gap, but these seemed as surprised to see them as the team were to find them there.

      Claude glanced at Denir and the second gave him a brief thumbs-up before he returned his attention to the company’s rear.

      “Bows up,” he ordered. “Cover that gap—and keep moving!”

      “Cavill, Enshaw, Loren, keep them clear. Agarda, Elliot, up front and make me a path. Kaylin, you too!” The captain’s instructions rang loud and clear and she moved to comply.

      Thankfully, very few hobgoblins were included in the enemy ranks and Rahl moved to engage the closest of them. “Upper right,” he shouted and she pivoted and released fire and lightning to twist through the dusk in that direction.

      Bugbears screamed as their shaggy pelts caught alight. Agarda chuckled and fired several arrows in quick succession into the opposing force. Shrieks greeted the barrage and yellow eyes blinked at them from knee height.

      “Goblins!” Crovard’s voice rang with satisfaction as his hammer catapulted several of the little monsters in various directions.

      The mercenaries plowed into the orcs in their path and swung their blades to make the most of their advantage. The humanoid warriors stumbled back.

      “Hold formation!” Claude roared when several mercenaries would have pressed their advantage. “Move! Rahl, lead!”

      At his words, the hobgoblin pivoted and dispatched another hobgoblin. His other blade almost took the head off his second opponent and he reversed the arc to eliminate several goblins that didn’t move out of his way quickly enough.

      Kaylin came alongside him as he reached the gap in the wall.

      “Move faster!” he bellowed over his shoulder as he led the company through. Her barrage of light and fire revealed a squad of hobgoblins advancing from around the nearest building.

      “Close up!” Claude shouted and his call was echoed by Denir.

      “You heard the captain! Close up, close up, close up!” A roar of exasperation followed. “Crovard! That means you!”

      For a moment, the thought of losing another of her friends almost froze her feet to the ground.

      “Move!” Rahl’s growl pulled her from her distraction and she followed him as he led them through a shattered doorway and across the rubble-strewn ground floor of a house that wasn’t there.

      She followed and set the walls alight around any gaps the monsters could use to flank them. The ruddy light of the flames also meant the mercenaries weren’t slowed by the rapidly failing light and the smoke gave them limited cover from any archers.

      It wasn’t much but anything that improved their odds even slightly was better than nothing.

      “Avark!”

      A goblin fell from the wall and more vines caught alight. Tiny shapes chittered and squeaked as rats bolted to safer havens. Rahl bounded onto a section of wall, made a quick scan of the nearby ruins, and then dove earthward a second later.

      He landed and rolled as several arrows whirred through the space he’d occupied.

      “Motherless sons of the garav!” he cursed and pushed to his feet. “This way!” he urged. “We might make it.”

      “Make it where?” Elliot demanded and fired an arrow into a goblin’s face, but the warrior didn’t answer. “Dammit, hob!”

      “Move your ass, human!” He pointed at where a cluster of almost intact buildings stood like miniature mountains. “We need to climb.”

      “Climb? Well, fuck it all,” Elliot replied and ran to catch up. “Agarda! With me!”

      Rahl guided them into the first building and up a crumbling set of stairs. Kaylin paused long enough to float a globe of light in their wake.

      “Go!” Claude roared. “Denir!”

      “On the way, boss!”

      She ran after the hobgoblin and Elliot and Agarda followed.

      “More light!” the warrior instructed and turned right sharply to avoid going over the short ledge at the top of the stairs. “This way.”

      He hurried along a narrow platform formed by the remains of a heavy wood floor clinging to the top of a wall. It wasn’t much but it was better than running across the top of a bare wall on its own.

      The rest of the company didn’t slow and the promise of death at the hands of the goblinoids overrode any fears they might have had of heights. To Kaylin’s surprise, he didn’t take them to a sheltered level where they could make a stand but through the upper floors of the building and down a set of stairs that clung obdurately to the side of the building.

      Their path took them into a momentarily deserted street and gave them a sufficient lead to reach the bridge at one end. She had enough time to note that it didn’t cross a river but what might once have been a moat.

      For what? she thought as they raced over the low arch and down the other side to where the sagging remains of an ancient barbican stood guard.

      Shouts filled the street behind them and the thunder of steel-shod boots rolled in their wake. Someone moaned in fear but Rahl and Kaylin had reached the barbican’s entrance.

      “The portcullis!” he shouted and Agarda and Elliot pivoted toward the controls. “Keep it up until the last of us are through.”

      “And how long do you think we’ll last in here?” Elliot grumbled.

      Agarda punched him. “Much longer than we would out there, shit-head.” She placed both hands on the lever. “Make yourself useful and give me a hand.”

      “Move! Move! Move!” If Kaylin hadn’t known better, she would have thought Claude and Denir were trying to form a chorus.

      “Crovard, get your big ass in here!” the captain roared and Rahl slipped through the gate.

      She followed and the two of them hurried to the back of the fleeing column, where Rahl stepped alongside Crovard. As she started the first gesture she needed, she joined him.

      “Knight!” Claude roared and magic gleamed between her fingers.

      Rahl hefted his two swords and gave her a maniacal grin.

      “Do you think we can hold them?” Crovard asked as she sent her first swarm of fire, energy, and light into the oncoming horde.

      “Long enough,” the hobgoblin grunted.

      “Keep moving!” Denir shouted. “We’re almost in.”

      She glanced over her shoulder and confirmed that he wasn’t joking. “We can go,” she told the two warriors and attempted the crumbling-floor illusion again.

      Some of the foremost hobgoblins and orcs slowed but others jumped the gap and one ran right over the chasm as if it wasn’t there.

      “Illusion!” he roared, and the cry was taken up by the ranks behind him.

      “We’re clear!” Denir shouted. “Get your useless asses back here.”

      Rahl didn’t hesitate. He sheathed his swords, caught Crovard by a baldric and Kaylin by her belt, and began to haul them toward the barbican. They didn’t hold him up but pivoted until the three of them bolted under the portcullis while the Claws archers fired over their heads.

      “Now!” Claude yelled and chains rattled as the portcullis slammed down moments ahead of the leading orcs and hobgoblins.

      Some didn’t stop in time and pounded into the ancient iron bars.

      She gasped but the barrier held although it shuddered a little under the impact. The warrior didn’t stop, raced to the stairs, and ran past the archers who’d stationed themselves on the first floor. He was breathing hard when he reached the top and looked out over the battlements.

      Kaylin had kept pace but her lungs were burning when she stopped beside him and her breathing was no less harsh. It took her several minutes to get her breath under control and study what she saw and even then, it didn’t make much sense.

      “There’s…um…a lot of them, isn’t there?” she commented in a somewhat strangled tone and stared at the squad of hobgoblins and orcs forming up on the bridge in front of the barbican’s gate.

      “Yes,” Rahl replied shortly as a heavy weight landed on her shoulders.

      She gasped in fright and reached back to claw the weight from her back. Wivre chittered in annoyance, caught the meaty part of her thumb, and held it between needle-sharp teeth.

      “It’s me!” he shouted inside her head. “It’s me, me, me!”

      His words penetrated and she froze, then relaxed her arm until he released her hand.

      “You took your time,” she murmured, but her attention had already returned to the scene below.

      The little dragon didn’t reply but his claws dug into her shoulder and hair as he scrambled to cling to the top of her head. Rahl stood quietly beside them and his eyes gleamed gold as he surveyed the hobgoblins, orcs, bugbears, and goblins below.

      They weren’t all trying to get over the empty moat, however.

      “Where are they going?” Kaylin asked as a force several times larger than the one that had pursued them marched past the bridge.

      The hobgoblin didn’t answer but his gaze remained fixed on the force as it moved around the moat before it turned a corner and headed toward the mountain. She moved slowly around the parapet and more squads hurried past with torches to light their edges.

      “Those come for us.” Rahl’s soft words brought her back to their situation and she followed the direction of his finger to the second squad that now advanced along the street down which they’d fled. His hand moved. “Those do not.”

      She studied the massed forces that marched past their position. While she was still winded and tried to catch her breath, he wasn’t in much better shape. His breathing caught and quickened as he studied the forces.

      “This isn’t a vengeful pack or even a mob,” he stated. “This is an army with commanders working together.”

      Her heart leapt into her throat. The hobgoblin was right. Fear raced through her and she turned to look into his face.

      “And you have an army for only one reason,” she murmured as their eyes met. “War.”
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        * * *

      

      Kaylin stood a few moments longer and stared at the forces moving through the city below them.

      “I’ll get the captain,” she stated and hurried to the stairs.

      She almost stumbled when Wivre leapt from her head to Rahl’s shoulders, but the hobgoblin didn’t seem to notice. His gaze remained fixed on the moving torchlight as the little dragon scrambled onto his head.

      When she reached the stairs, she raced down them as quickly as she dared. “Claude,” she called when she found him on the first floor.

      He was walking through his company, checking for injuries and taking stock.

      “We have a problem,” she told him when he looked up.

      “What kind of problem?” he asked brusquely.

      Kaylin moved up a few steps.

      “The kind you need to see,” she insisted. “It’s—”

      “Not something you can deal with?” he demanded, his voice a little waspish.

      “Not something anyone can deal with,” she snapped in return. “We’ve got an army on our hands.”

      “Pfft.” He snorted and gestured to the floor below. “That’s not an army.”

      “Agreed,” she replied acidly, “but I’m not talking about that.”

      His eyebrows raised, Claude walked reluctantly to the stairs. “It had better be as important as you say,” he grumbled.

      She didn’t bother with a reply but led him to the parapet from which Rahl still studied the ruins around them.

      “What’s this all—” the captain began but stopped short when he caught sight of the torchlight and heard the crunch of marching feet. “Is that…” One of the columns changed direction. “They’re headed to the Rest!” the mercenary leader exclaimed.

      The hobgoblin narrowed his eyes, noted the change, and nodded. “Yes,” he agreed.

      “We need to warn them,” Claude snapped and moved to the stairs.

      Kaylin and Rahl followed and Wivre scampered to her shoulders.

      “Make your mind up,” she grumbled as the little dragon wound his claws around the edge of her cuirass and curled his tail around her throat.

      As she came to a halt and looked at the rest of the company, she noticed how exhausted they seemed. Fiddler leaned against a wall that gave her a clear view of what was happening at the portcullis but kept her out of firing range.

      Agarda crouched at her feet, one shoulder against the wall with her bow and a single arrow on the floor beside her. Elliot sat slightly to one side of them, his forearms draped over his knees and his head tilted back and his eyes closed.

      “People,” Claude’s solemn tone brought Elliot’s eyes open with a snap and the group seemed to sigh almost as one.

      Only Denir moved and pushed slowly to his feet. “Are we moving, boss?”

      The leader’s nod sent a groan through the company and Kaylin noted the sheer exhaustion in the faces that raised slowly so they could see their captain.

      “An army is moving against the Rest,” he informed them. “We have to reach it first and warn it of what’s coming—and they’ll need everyone on the walls.”

      Disbelief rippled through the company but Denir didn’t give them time to argue.

      “You heard the man. On your feet. Up!” He moved to where Elliot still hadn’t moved and nudged the man with the toe of his boot. “Get up!”

      The mercenary responded with a savage glance, then glared at Rahl.

      “This is all his fault!” He snarled his frustration and anger and directed the rest of the Claws to where Rahl stood on the stairs. “He put us out here when there’s an army on the move.”

      A few of the Claws scowled at the hobgoblin.

      “That’s enough, Elliot,” Claude warned but was met with a look of scorn.

      “Oh, come on, Claude. Yes, he got you your sword, but there’s no way he didn’t know there was an army on the move. He led us right into a trap.”

      “You’re out of line, Elliot.” Denir growled in warning.

      “Give it a rest, Denir! Just because your favorite mage likes him doesn’t change the facts!”

      Kaylin’s face heated and she glared at the mercenary. Denir liked asking her to illustrate his stories, but favorite mage? Was there no end to the stupidity of men sometimes?

      “More like his only mage,” she muttered, her words lost as murmurs of agreement rose.

      “Enough!” Claude’s voice cut through the rising discontent. He stepped closer to Elliot, picked him up by his throat, and thrust him against the wall beside Denir. “One of your commanders gave you an order!”

      The mercenary choked out something impolite but the meaning was lost in his struggle to breath around the captain’s hold. His boss ignored him and leaned close.

      “The only reason you’re alive right now and not lying dead in kobold shit is because of him,” he stated coldly and his voice carried to every ear in the room. “Now, stow that talk or by the Paragons, I’ll gut you myself for insubordination.”

      He shook the man for good measure and kept him pinned as he looked around the chamber.

      “Rahl’s warning was all we had,” he told the group. “They attacked before I could get it to you. If you want to blame someone, blame me—and I’ll still gut you but this time, it’ll be for sheer stupidity.” He looked around the area with a grim expression. “We need every hand we’ve got.” He stabbed a finger at Rahl. “And we need him in particular since he’s the only one who can get us to the Rest in time to save it. Do you get me?”

      The response was weak but it was in the affirmative. All gazes turned to where the hobgoblin stood statue-still on the stairs.

      “Sorry,” Niall murmured, although he hadn’t been one of the ones who’d agreed with Elliot’s accusations.

      Rahl glanced at him and his eyes gleamed golden.

      “No harm is done,” he assured the young mercenary and focused on Claude as though awaiting orders. More apologies followed and he inclined his head to acknowledge them. “No harm,” he repeated and waited for the captain to speak.

      The mercenary leader was silent for a long moment. His gaze strayed to the scene through the barbican’s windows as he considered what to do next.

      “I need a way out,” he said finally and addressed Rahl. “Find me one that won’t get us killed and will give us as much of a head start on these guys as we can get.”

      He didn’t wait for any acknowledgment but turned to Kaylin.

      “I need some concealment,” he told her. “Fog, smoke—something stronger than that blur if you can manage it.” He gestured at the ruins. “Hell, set the whole place alight if it makes a difference. Or do all of it. I don’t care, but make it hard for any archers and lookouts to see us. We need to get out of here and as close to the Rest as we can before they know we’ve gone.”

      She doubted that would ever happen, but she nodded and turned her attention to Rahl.

      The rest of the company pushed wearily to their feet and the captain sighed. “Drop everything we don’t need—and I mean everything. This is more important than any contract we’ve got and it’s more important than the gear. Keep your weapons.” He paused and snorted softly. “Something tells me you’ll need those, but everything else has to go.”

      Wivre tensed, then whisked down Kaylin’s shoulder and into his satchel. “Don’t even think about it,” he snarled.

      Claude caught sight of the movement and fixed her with a stern stare.

      “If it starts to slow you, drop it. Drop the drakeling too. There are other lives at stake.”

      “I’ll roast his—” the little dragon began but she clamped a hand around his muzzle.

      “This is important,” she whispered. “You can come or you can stay, but if I have to run faster and this stops me?” She let a touch of hardness creep into her voice. “It’s gone. Now, get out of it. You’re making it weigh more.”

      That made him scrabble clear and she contemplated dropping it but resisted the temptation. She moved to a window and sent clouds of fire globes shooting into the surrounding ruins. As soon as everything in range was alight, she moved to another window and repeated the process.

      The fog, smoke, and blur would come next, but having real smoke to augment it would only make her spells more effective. She returned to Rahl as soon as she was finished.

      They both turned to Claude, who ran a quick judgmental assessment of the company. As soon as he was sure they were ready, he nodded to the hobgoblin to lead them out.
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      “This way,” Rahl instructed as soon as Claude gave the signal and instead of leading them up, he led them down.

      Kaylin threw a shield over the portcullis as they moved past it to a smaller room at the back. The warrior moved to a pile of rubble partly concealed by vines.

      “Here,” he told them and took hold of a corner of wood and hauled it aside. “It is a secret from my scout days.”

      The corner of wood proved to be part of a platform that supported the rubble. When he pulled on it, the entire pile followed to reveal another set of stairs.

      This one led into the full dark of a cellar and from there into the pitch black of a tunnel.

      “Light,” he instructed Kaylin and nodded in approval when a grating scrape reached them. The ruddy glow from her flames vanished when Denir and Crovard hauled the platform into place again.

      “It should slow them,” the company second stated as she conjured a light orb.

      This time, she didn’t leave it behind but moved it with them.

      Rahl broke into a jog and with muted groans, the Claws followed.

      The stone walls of the tunnel had lasted longer than the walls outside. She suspected magic but didn’t have time to prove the theory. The floor underfoot was clear of rubble and the air, although a little musty, was cleaner than she’d expected.

      If nothing else, it was certainly better than the air in the abandoned kobold nest.

      The hobgoblin followed the tunnel with unerring ease and guided them through one junction, then two more before he slowed his pace.

      “We are almost there,” he promised as they approached another set of stairs. “But we must be quiet.” He looked at Kaylin. “Kill the light and blur us. We will need fog and smoke as soon as you emerge. Understood?”

      She nodded, moved beside him, blurred them both, and dulled the sound of their steps on the stairs. The trapdoor above them led to a small room that looked like it had no exit.

      “Don’t set this one alight,” Rahl whispered and gestured at the thick drapery of vines before he moved them cautiously aside to peer out between them.

      She nodded.

      “All clear,” he whispered and hurried quietly to the stairs to signal Claude to bring the company through.

      As soon as they began to move, he pushed the vines aside and stepped warily into the empty shell of a deserted house.

      “Keep them quiet,” he whispered to Kaylin and she threw a combined spell to blur their presence and dull the sound of their passage.

      It wasn’t easy. The long day’s mushroom picking, followed by their frantic run to the barbican and the jog through the ancient tunnels had left the mercenaries breathing hard. Their exhaustion also made them clumsy and their feet landed more heavily than usual.

      The company moved slowly after Rahl and seemed relieved at his cautious pace. While she wasn’t sure the hobgoblin did it deliberately, she chose not to question it. She could do with the break too, especially with the need to focus on her spells as well.

      They crossed the building’s ramshackle ground floor and gathered behind the hobgoblin while he surveyed the street beyond. Not one of them protested or asked why when he signaled for them to wait and scrambled quietly to the second floor.

      Instead, they waited and listened to the sounds around them.

      She was certain she could hear the sound of the army moving but it sounded distant. The faint cries might have appeared normal if she hadn’t already seen the forces. A distant tramp provided nothing to indicate how many feet made it. She shivered.

      How long did they have to get to the Rest or were they already too late?

      Was that why Rahl took so long?

      Kaylin was about to follow him up the wall and onto the first floor when he returned and dropped quietly from the ceiling.

      “We need to go,” he said brusquely. “The forward scouts are around us but the vanguard is still two blocks away. We can reach the inn if we hurry.”

      If we don’t have to fight, he means, she thought.

      “Fog and smoke now,” the hobgoblin instructed, looked at her, then shifted his gaze to Claude. “And we will have to run.”

      This time, there were no complaints and merely several deep breaths as the mercenaries prepared themselves for the final stretch. She wondered how many of them would make it to safety.

      It was not a thought she needed, so she pushed it aside.

      “You heard him,” Claude told them. He glanced at his second. “Take the rear and don’t fall behind.”

      “I’ll try not to fall at all,” Denir replied and elicited quiet smiles from some of the mercs. They faded when he added, “And I’ll try not to let any of these assholes fall either.”

      “That’s all I ask,” the captain replied. “Recruiting’s a bitch.”

      Snickers followed and the mercenaries prepared to move.

      Again, Claude nodded to Rahl and the hobgoblin checked the street before he led them into it. As soon as he was clear, he broke into a slow jog. Kaylin kept pace beside him as she wove the first spell to conjure a light mist around them.

      It was linked to water but not reliant on it. She shaped the magic using her memories of waking in the fog-laden mornings in the crew’s riverside hideout for Experience. A replication of the worst misty mornings surrounding the Claws by drawing the moisture from the plants and ground formed her Logic. Finally, the security she felt as a thief concealed by the mist’s ever-clinging folds served as the fueling Emotion.

      She wanted that security now and to know that her friends and comrades would be hidden from archers and concealed from view. The magic stroked her fingertips and wove over her skin to perfect the gestures she needed.

      A veil of white rose from the ground and she repeated the spell. “More,” she whispered as she followed Rahl’s footsteps. “Much, much more. Rise. Fill the air.”

      The mist thickened and muffled their footsteps even more thoroughly than her quieting spell. It softened the outlines of the nearest buildings, then obscured them in shifting wreaths and streamers. Dampness clung to their skins.

      The night became filled with white and shadow, and it took her some effort to center the effect on herself and keep it moving as they ran. At one point, she stumbled and would have fallen if the hobgoblin hadn’t tightened a hand around her arm and pulled her upright.

      It took her several strides to get her feet stable again but he didn’t let go—not even when she ran on her own.

      “Can you tell which way we’re going?” she asked when she noticed the mist was hiding many of the landmarks she was used to seeing.

      “I know,” he reassured her. “The smell is still there, even though it is much diminished.”

      Smell?

      Kaylin sniffed. She thought she caught a whiff of smoke and roast meat but the sharper odor she associated with goblins was unmistakable. With a scowl, she turned her head and tried to work out where it was coming from.

      Rahl released her arm and the hiss of a sword clearing a scabbard reached her ears. She didn’t question it and simply unsheathed her short sword and prepared to cast another fire globe swarm.

      Those seemed to be the most effective against goblins, who blinked against their brightness and fled their heat. A shadow flitted past and Rahl struck.

      “Light!” he commanded and she flung her fire globes, then tossed a globe of light into the air.

      She didn’t throw it too high in case it acted like a beacon to the army behind but tried to put it high enough for it to reveal the street around them. Her attempt worked effectively enough but it also brought a little more than she’d anticipated.

      The light refracted from the shifting streamers of mist, illuminated the scene with ghostly light, and lit up the half-dozen goblins that stared at them in horror. One raised a horn to its lips, only to lose horn, hand, and arm to a savage cut from Rahl’s blade.

      Its shriek rent the night. Shouts answered it, and Claude bellowed from the back.

      “Kaylin! Light it up. Set it all afire and run! Run, you bastards. Run! Get to the gates!”

      “Stop the mist,” Rahl rumbled as he felled another goblin. “We want those on the walls to see us.”

      Kaylin dropped her focus on the mist and threw a cluster of sparkling lights into the air. She ran with her sword in one hand and conjured fire globes with the other as she turned to run down the line of mercenaries and set as much of the surrounding ruins alight as she could.

      There’d be no cover when the army arrived, not unless the hobgoblins and orcs wanted to hide inside the flames.  That was something she was sure not even they knew how to do.

      Claude raced to the front of the mercenaries’ lines. “Clay!” he shouted. “It’s an attack! Sound the alarm! Clay!”

      Rahl reversed his sword and hammered on the gates with the hilt and the echoes of his blows boomed through the courtyard beyond. She darted across the back of the mercenaries’ line and continued to cast fireballs into the ruins. Denir caught her arm as she was about to head farther away.

      “No, you don’t,” he said and pulled her beside him. “Claude would have my hide. Get to the gates.” He gestured to the multiple blazes that flared at the edges of the square in front of the Rests’ gates. “You’ve done enough.”

      An arrow streaked out of the darkness and Kaylin flung a shield in front of it. Her instinctive gesture was barely in time. It shattered a foot from Denir’s chest and he seized her arm.

      “Right! That does it. You’re going inside.”

      She would have planted her feet to deal with the next flight of arrows but Elliot took her other arm and helped the company second to drag her toward the gate. She let them and used their holds as support while she focused on creating more shields to put between the Claws and the next barrage.

      “Let me!” Crovard’s voice coincided with the sound of the gates opening and Claude’s shout to “move your asses and get inside.”

      Kaylin almost fell when the two mercenaries released her. She fumbled over the spell and cast it as she was hauled off her feet and flung over Crovard’s shoulder. Wivre took to the air and fled through the gates as the big mercenary carried her through after him.

      “Put me down!” she shouted as soon as they were inside and to her surprise, he complied.

      He placed her carefully on her feet. “You’re welcome,” he told her solemnly. His blue eyes sparkled and his lips quivered with laughter.

      Claude was not amused. “Knight! Get your tail over here and show Clay what we’re facing!”

      She grimaced, hurried to where he stood, and began to conjure the scene she’d seen from the top of the barbican, but a cry from the walls interrupted her before she was finished.

      “Incoming!”

      One of the soldiers lunged for the bell above the gate and began to ring it, while a second dropped to the ground and ran to the beam propped against the wall beside it. Two of the Claws rushed to help him, but the rest swarmed up the stairs and positioned themselves along the wall.

      Clay raced up after them and ducked to keep his head below the parapet until he was close enough to look over. One glance was enough. He turned and crouched to focus on Claude.

      “How many did you say there were?”

      “A couple of hundred at the least,” the captain answered. “I don’t know the exact numbers. We didn’t have time to stop and count them.”

      “We’ll need all hands—”

      “No shit,” the mercenary leader retorted. “Where do you want us?”

      The question was almost redundant since Denir and the guard commander had already coordinated their efforts to get the Claws positioned where they might do the most good. Clay pointed to the side the company second wasn’t on.

      “If you could handle that wall and help cover the rear?” he asked and headed to the stairs. “I need to get everyone up and armed.”

      Claude threw him a curt salute and ran to the edge of the wall he had to protect.

      “Kaylin!” he yelled a second before the walls shuddered.

      “Ladders!” Denir shouted. “Rahl!”

      The hobgoblin bolted to the mercenary second in command and she raced after Claude.

      “I need you to light up as much of the perimeter as you can,” he told her as soon as she stopped beside him. “I don’t know how many other mages are staying with us at the moment or what other companies might have returned during our absence, but I need as much of the surrounding ruins on fire as you can get to stay alight.”

      “Yes, sir,” she acknowledged and poked her head above the parapet.

      The wall shook under her hand and the top rungs of a rudely constructed ladder appeared.

      “Oh, no you don’t,” the captain shouted, grasped the top of the ladder, and pushed it away from the wall. He caught her staring. “Don’t just stand there!” he roared. “Burn them all!”

      A flight of arrows sliced overhead and one of the soldiers cried out in pain. When she looked to see who it was, Fiddler was already bending over him.

      The huntress cut the shaft and tied a rough bandage around the wound, leaving the head in place. “Mud-sucking bastards,” she swore as two of the guards jogged forward to carry him down. She glanced up and saw Kaylin. “Destroy their cover,” she all but snarled. “I don’t care how many of the shit-eating bastards you roast.”

      A soldier ran toward them, half-crouched as he dragged a crate of bottles behind him.

      “Take two,” he ordered as he passed, and the two women complied with alacrity. “And throw them over.”

      Fiddler threw hers and snatched two more before the crate was out of reach. “Two for me, and two for my fallen friend here.” She grinned and pitched the second set.

      Glass shattered on the outside of the wall, followed by a soft whoof of sound and terrified screams.

      “Don’t just stand there!” she exclaimed and took one of the bottles from Kaylin’s hands. “Pitch it over!”

      This time, she did as she was ordered. As soon as the bottle had flown, she looked over the edge. The projectiles had left pools of fire where they’d landed. Some of the flames moved and raced in panicked circles before they came to a dead halt and collapsed into a pile of burning rags.

      It took her several seconds to realize that when the fire stopped moving, the screams ceased too.

      “So you don’t like being set alight, huh?” she muttered and wished she could bathe the entire area in fiery mist, much like the mist she’d surrounded the Claws with for their run in. “But not as friendly,” she muttered. “It shouldn’t be too hard.”

      She thought about the mist and how she’d drawn it from the moisture in the surrounding plants and soil. This would be much the same, except she’d draw the fire from the burning pools and piles around the base of the wall.

      If she imagined it spreading away from the Rest, then surely she wouldn’t burn the walls down. The uncertainty of the outcome held her back for a moment since the last thing she wanted was to cause the destruction they were all fighting so hard to avoid.

      Then again, if the marauders gained the upper hand, destruction would surely follow. At least she could make the attempt and if she did so carefully, she could control the outcome. She grimaced, drew a deep breath, and focused.

      The fire, however, wouldn’t form a mist.

      Kaylin tried to get it to scatter in tiny globules but it wouldn’t cooperate.

      “Nice try.” Gunter’s voice cut through her concentration. “But I don’t think it’ll work—whatever it is.”

      She opened her eyes and groaned. A faint, red haze had spread over the clear ground between the wall and the ruins but nothing else.

      With a soft groan, she directed her frustration into forming a swarm of fireballs she launched into a cluster of goblins that emerged from the building opposite.

      “Not bad,” he noted and made a slashing gesture with his hand.

      His gesture was fast and sure but she caught the symbol meaning earth and the one she used to form an illusionary chasm. The walls trembled and a split formed in the road running parallel. Cobblestones tumbled into a trench some six feet deep and six wide.

      “That should slow them,” he said with satisfaction, moved his hand in a sweeping motion, and extended the trench the full length of the wall. He didn’t say anything more but moved toward the back of the inn.

      “Well, he seems pleased with himself,” Wivre snarked as Fiddler arched an eyebrow and glanced at her.

      “I hope you’re suitably impressed,” the hunter quipped.

      Kaylin rolled her eyes. The woman’s sarcasm made her chuckle and she gestured toward the trench. “It is very precise.”

      “Exactly as ordered by his commander,” Fiddler stated. “His kind of magic has its place but we need yours.”

      “What? The kind that isn’t working?” she asked and blushed as she thought of Gunter seeing her failure.

      “Creative and flexible enough to adapt to the unexpected,” the huntress told her. “Now, why don’t you see what you can do about that?”

      She gestured to where three ogres worked under orcish direction. They dropped two enormous tree trunks into the ditch and let their weight and the momentum of their fall wedge them in place. One of the hobgoblins barked a command and the first ogre started across the log.

      A second order sent another across. When the bridges held, the third ogre was directed to hurry into the ruins.

      An arrow fired from the wall beside her and Fiddler lodged a shaft in the leading ogre’s eye as he approached the wall. The hobgoblins unslung their bows and fired a rapid response. The woman ducked below the top of the wall.

      “Anytime now,” she yelled as the heavy, barbed arrows whistled overhead.

      “Well, fuck me! What exactly are you ladies doing about that?” Denir had lost his sense of humor.

      “Oh, you know,” Kaylin retorted waspishly. “A little this and a little that.”

      On “this,” she darted above the wall and launched a swarm of fire globes toward the hobgoblins and on “that,” she soaked the two ogres in a spray of water.

      “Great, so now they’ll smell like wet donkey when they climb up here and smear us,” he grumbled.

      “More like fried, wet donkey,” she corrected, pushed up, and fired twin balls of lightning into the ogres’ soaked armor. They shrieked and their bodies convulsed as they fell.

      Fiddler reacted with a low chuckle as she loosed three arrows in quick succession. Each one felled one of the hobgoblin warriors before she ducked below the top of the parapet again

      “They’re bringing more ladders,” she told Denir, “and we have a company-sized group moving on this side.”

      He rose into a crouch. “I’ll pass it along and we’ll send more bodies as soon as we have them.”

      Bodies? Kaylin thought and he read the question from her face.

      “People, Kay. We won’t kill anyone who can help us fight.”

      “Kay?” Fiddler asked, half-teasing, and he flicked her the finger.

      “It’s quicker to say, Fids. You get the idea.”

      “Fids?” She sounded outraged.

      “You asked for it.” Denir didn’t stay to argue his way of naming them but swung over the edge of the wall and ran to the front gate.

      “One of these days, I’ll dunk him in a horse-trough,” the huntress muttered and stood to get a good look at the battlefield beyond the wall.

      Kaylin rose with her and her breath caught in her throat when a horde of goblins swarmed across the open space leading to the trench. A squad of hobgoblins carrying a ladder jogged into view and moved toward the tree trunks.

      “Well, I can do something about that,” she declared and delivered globes of fire into the trunks.

      Their leaves caught alight and some of the bark curled under the heat, but the trunks themselves held. One of the hobgoblins glanced at the fire and looked along the wall. When he saw her forming another fireball in her hands, he extended his sword toward her.

      She directed the fireball to streak toward his face and laughed as he fell prone to avoid it.

      Her laughter was short-lived as he scrambled quickly to his feet and shouted orders in goblinoid while he picked up his end of the ladder and led his team across the logs.

      Footsteps shook the walkway, the sound of them lost in the shouts and roars from the ground below. Fiddler glanced at the newcomers who had joined them and nodded. Kaylin looked at them and frowned. She knew she’d seen these faces before but wasn’t able to place them.

      “Welcome to the fight,” Fiddler told them and the dwarves placed the bench they carried close to the wall.

      “And thank ye for the invitation,” one responded as they stepped onto it and unlimbered their crossbows.

      Their leader squinted at the sight below and touched his ax as though settling an impatient creature.

      “Anythin’ ye’re particularly wantin’?”

      “More bows and axes?” Fiddler retorted and loosed another arrow into the squad crossing the bridge.

      Crossbows rattled beside her and several shafts whistled toward the enemy. The bolts sliced into the hobgoblins’ ranks and they toppled from the bridge. The ladder fell and wedged itself over the trench.

      “The boy shoulda made it a wee bit wider,” the lead dwarf observed and his beard jerked as he spoke.

      It took Kaylin a few moments to remember where she’d seen and heard him before. It seemed so long ago that she’d witnessed him defending his mother to a human who’d had more ale than sense. Her gaze swept the wall and noted the number of defenders.

      A ladder struck the stonework several feet away and two women in chainmail stepped forward. Their curved swords made short work of the top rungs before they pushed it clear. Both had long hair pulled back in braids that disappeared beneath the collar of their armor.

      She didn’t have to look any closer to know their eyes were blue. Since the archers appeared to have the intervening ground covered, she set about giving them the light Claude had demanded. Murmurs of appreciation ran the length of the wall as she delivered clusters of fire globes into the vine-covered ruins around them.

      Pockets of flame flared and humanoids shouted in consternation or pain as the dry grass and bushes growing amidst the stone caught alight. A roar from the top of the wall caught her attention and she pivoted to face it.

      Her heart leapt into her mouth when she caught sight of horns silhouetted against a newly lit blaze. What was a minotaur doing on the walls? Had they been breached?

      She called lightning to her hands and readied herself to defend them from the beast, but the monster leaned over the parapet, lifted a ladder from the ground, and hurled it into the trench. Orcs and hobgoblins screamed as they plummeted with it and the guards on either side of the beast cheered.

      Another crate rattled beside her. “Use ’em as you need ’em,” the guard instructed and addressed everyone in hearing. “But don’t waste ’em.”

      “Aye, Sam,” the dwarf replied and helped himself to one of the bottles stacked inside the crate. The one he lifted was identical to the others. He turned it, then shrugged. “We’ll be savin’ it fer an emergency,” he declared.

      One of the other dwarves snorted. “Garag, by the time there’s an emergency, it’ll be too late to use ’em.”

      Wivre squawked in alarm and the dwarf glanced at him before he turned to follow the little dragon’s gaze.

      “Well, fuck…me…” he breathed and almost dropped the bottle in his haste to get it into the crates. “Trebuchet!” he roared and jabbed a finger in the direction of the danger.

      “But how in all the hells did they—” one of the others muttered.

      “Ogres,” the lead dwarf snapped and the call was carried down the line. He scanned the length of the wall. “Don’t let ’em distract ye!” he shouted. “There’s bound to be another.”

      “Forest’s burden,” Fiddler exclaimed as Wivre squawked a second time.

      He rustled his wings and his tail wound tightly around Kaylin’s throat as he placed his forepaws against the back of her head and uttered a high-pitched trill.

      With a scowl, she wrestled his tail loose and the dragonette fell silent. In the next moment, he trilled again. This time, several calls answered, followed by the startled shouts of a number of humans.

      “Kvask! Get your scaly tail back here!”

      “Asper!”

      Now those were voices she recognized. She stretched behind her to wrap her hand around Wivre’s muzzle but the little dragon eluded her grasp. He launched from her back and uttered the strange, trilling call again.

      She turned her head to watch him and yelped when someone delivered a punch to her arm.

      “Pay attention, girlie!” the dwarf all but snarled. “Your lizard will be fine, which is more’n I can say for the rest of us if our mage goes AWOL when we need her.” He shoved her again and pointed. “Now, throw me a lightning bolt over there.”

      Kaylin didn’t bother to try to explain that she didn’t know how to cast lightning. Something told her he wouldn’t understand, but while she was worried about Wivre, the dwarf had a point.

      The little dragon would be fine without her and her responsibility was to aid and protect those on the wall.

      She sent a swirl of lightning-laced fire globes toward the half-dozen ogres being led to the trench. Each one carried a boulder as big as two dwarves stacked together. They raised the rocks over their heads.

      “Now, girl!” the dwarf shouted and Kaylin unleashed a second series toward the oversized humanoids.

      The crate beside her rattled and she glanced down.

      Wivre hovered over it and with a mighty down sweep of his wings, he elevated with one of the bottles clutched in his paws. A second drakeling followed, then a third. Each one took a bottle and flew after him.

      There were half a dozen in all, but she didn’t have time to focus on them. The dwarf tapped her shoulder to demand her attention.

      “Again, girl. Another round should do it!” he told her encouragingly and she hurried to weave the spell. Part of her tried to track the multi-colored blur that was Wivre and his helpers.

      They flew in a glittering arc and gained enough height to stay out of the archers’ lines of fire. As she unleashed another round of fire and lightning into the closest ogre squad, the dragonette led his little squadron above them and shrieked a command.

      She drew a sharp breath as the bottles plummeted, but his aim and direction were precision-perfect. A half-dozen bottles of condensed fire fell onto the ogres.

      “Next time, get him to do that to the trebuchet,” the dwarf ordered. “That’ll fuck ’em”

      “I heard,” Wivre informed her and the dragonette and his drakelings swept in.

      Shouts went up all over the wall as the flight of drakelings passed, and Kaylin was afraid the little lizards would be in trouble. She was relieved when instead, those mercs who waited to repel climbers snatched bottles from the crates and held them aloft to make it easier for the little creatures to re-arm.

      The next drop saw a trebuchet coated in flame and the humanoid troops alongside it diverted to try to save it.

      “They’ll watch for the next one,” the dwarf warned and his face clouded with concern.

      It was something the little dragon had already planned for. The next attack wasn’t made as a squadron but as a series of individual attacks since one drakeling was harder to see than a dozen flying together. The fiery impacts of their next barrage were scattered across the incoming force.

      “Call him back, lass,” the dwarf advised as he sighted and fired on another band of hobgoblins that tried to cross their bridge. “Losing any one of them little critters will be bad for morale.”

      “Wivre,” Kaylin began but the dragonette cut her off sharply.

      “Have Fiddler standing by.”

      Oh, no. Her heart leapt into her mouth as she scanned the sky.

      “Fiddler,” she began. “We have an injured—”

      A blur of scales and color flew in. It settled momentarily at their feet, then parted, each drakeling a flash of scales as it returned to its owner. All bar one.

      Wivre crouched beside the little red-and-purple creature and his eyes gleamed with worry and anger.

      “They shot at us!” He was outraged. “I’ll burn every one of their hairy balls to ash.”

      “I’ve got him,” Fiddler said and crooned softly to the injured drakeling at his feet.

      The creature whimpered and the dragon turned on the archer, flared his wings, and hissed.

      She clucked at him while her fingers worked deftly to clean the damaged wing membrane expertly and seal the bleeding edge with a smear of the gum used for doing the same to human wounds.

      “He’ll be fine,” she assured the dragonette, “but he won’t fly for a while. You’d best get his master so they can take charge of him.” Wivre stared at her. “Go on now,” she told him. “Go find his boss.”

      She scooped the injured drakeling up, slid it across her shoulder, and loosened the hold of the tail it wound around her arm for balance.

      The little dragon chirped inquiringly and the drakeling replied. Only then did Wivre flit over the top of the inn.

      “That’s a long way for a man to run in a battle,” Fiddler observed. “I should have sent a note.”

      “There is no time for notes!” The dwarf spoke with an urgency that immediately caught their attention. “We got incoming!” He drew a breath and added in a bellow, “Get! Down!”

      All along the wall, defenders dropped to their knees and huddled as close to the parapet as they could. Fiddler scooped the drakeling off her shoulders and pulled it against the curve of her chest. The sky turned black and a thousand arrows hummed vengeance.

      Shields were raised to fend off any projectiles that made it over the wall and inn, but most didn’t. The wall rattled and shuddered under a multitude of impacts and the inn’s roof sounded like it was in the middle of a hail storm.

      One or two cries of pain were heard and then a roar went up from outside the wall.

      “Here they come,” the dwarf warned and lifted his crossbow as he straightened.

      He pulled the trigger as soon as he was clear and his fellow dwarves moved in concert.

      Fiddler tucked the drakeling under the bench and raised her bow. The wall shook as a ladder thunked against it, and Kaylin sent spell after spell into the swarming orcs and hobgoblins who tried to bring more ladders to bear.

      “Axes!” the dwarf roared.

      “What is all the racket?” a familiar voice thundered from the front of the inn.

      Anyone would think he’d just woken up,” Kaylin thought, although I don’t see how he slept this long—or failed to hear the bell!

      She glanced toward the front of the inn as the storm mage’s bear-like figure moved into the courtyard. Not that there was much time to simply watch the man. Between her and the front wall, one of the attackers had made it up a ladder and over the wall.

      He took one look at the emerging storm mage and hurled his ax.

      “Look out!” she screamed, wove a shield spell, and followed it with a globe of force.

      If the shield wasn’t enough, the globe could knock the weapon aside. That was the plan and it almost worked. She’d worked reflexively, however, so her attempt lacked the precision she would have preferred.

      The shield came in too low and the ax’s spin took it over the top of the protective spell. Her globe was almost too late but it struck the ax and deflected it enough that the blade missed the storm mage. The handle, on the other hand, struck the bowl of his pipe in passing.

      The pipe shattered, and Gevitter uttered an oath in elven that she couldn’t grasp. She wondered if Wivre could but that didn’t matter. The soldiers on either side of the hobgoblin had dislodged the ladder by this point and shoved the hobgoblin off the ramparts.

      He landed a few feet from his target and lay without moving. The storm mage looked from his broken pipe to his attacker and then to the ramparts and flung the pipe bowl away. His voice rose like thunder as he raised his hands to the sky.

      Kaylin strained to catch the words but failed. Storm-song rippled through the syllables and the consonants cracked like lightning. A cold breeze surged past her and thunder rolled overhead to echo the storm mage’s voice.

      “Get! Down!” Clay’s voice cracked a warning.

      His orders were relayed down the wall and the defenders dropped. One or two paused long enough to kick a ladder away from the ramparts and were dragged down by their friends. Any attackers who followed them were swiftly dispatched.

      Fiddler drew the drakeling from under the bench and held it close. “We’ll get you back to your master,” she told it soothingly. “You’ll be safe.”

      Kaylin looked for Wivre, desperate to see him safe but also wanting him to already have taken shelter. She didn’t know whether to laugh or cry when the little dragon landed heavily on the walkway beside her and scuttled into her arms.

      The air crackled and a second later, it roared. A blinding light flashed and seared the stone of the inn’s outer walls, and the smell of charred flesh washed over them. The odor of burned rock and screams threaded through the crack of lightning that pounded into the cobbles beside the wall.

      Black clouds boiled overhead, laced with silver and white.

      Gevitter stalked up the stairs to stand above the gate and his hands wove a symphony of destruction. Lightning didn’t simply flicker. It burst, pulsed, destroyed the darkness he’d conjured overhead, and burned the ground beneath it clean of life.

      Not a single vine or shred of grass remained between the walls of the Rest and the surrounding ruins. Nothing of those closest to and opposite the Rest’s walls stood higher than a man’s waist. The army had moved between and met its fate with a finality that left charred corpses in its wake.

      The second barrage of lightning left nothing but ash.

      Silence reigned once the lightning had stopped and the last echoes of thunder had died away. One by one, the Rest’s defenders raised their heads and looked around.

      The mage lowered his hands. For a long moment, he stood and surveyed the battleground before he dug in his robes and withdrew a second long-stemmed pipe. He packed tobacco into its bowl and met Clay’s look with raised brows.

      “I take it that was sufficient?”
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        * * *

      

      Fiddler handed the injured drakeling to its owner in the Rest’s taproom.

      “Helmut!” the woman exclaimed and took the tiny creature in her arms. She cast the huntress an anxious look. “Will he fly again?”

      She nodded. “Keep it clean and exercise it every day to stop the scar tissue from tightening and he’ll fly fine. He’s had quite an adventure.”

      The warrior gave her a worried smile. “He has. He deserves the biggest, juiciest apple pie we can find.”

      “As soon as we’re not under siege,” Clay interjected and the room stilled. The innkeeper pushed a table into the center of the room. “It’s time to talk,” he ordered, and the gathered mercenaries moved the tables to the center and gathered around them.

      “What’s to talk about?” one of the dwarves demanded, and Kaylin recognized the voice of the one who’d stood beside her on the wall.

      “Garag,” the innkeeper acknowledged. “You know the decision is—”

      “A foregone conclusion,” the dwarf snapped and cut him off. He gestured to the mercenaries around the table. “We all know we need to use the beacons. They have to be lit.”

      “I’m not so sure,…” a grizzled merc seated at a table corner demurred. “We’ve weathered such storms before.”

      “Not like this,” someone else argued. “This is bigger. The beacons—”

      “Will tell the world we can’t take care of our own!” a third voice insisted. “Once we call for help, there’ll be no stopping the interference.”

      This caused half a dozen voices to join the debate, some for and some against.

      A loud rapping silenced them momentarily and all heads turned. The minotaur rose from his seat.

      “You all know I have little love for the Chevaliers,” he began. Scattered laughter greeted that and he waited for it to die down. “But in this case, I must agree. Waypoint must be summoned.”

      The room erupted in an uproar.

      Kaylin listened wide-eyed as the debate resumed even more heatedly. For something she’d thought cut and dried, there was much to consider.

      “It’s too early!” someone argued.

      “Too early?” another replied hotly. “So how long do you want to wait for then? Until they breach the walls? Or how about when they’re in the taproom eating your friends? Or maybe when they’re using your intestines for their bowstrings?”

      “I don’t know!” The response was laced with frustration. “Not that late, to be sure, but…not yet.”

      “Yes,” another agreed. “It’s no small matter to signal the city. If we call them too early, they might not take us seriously when there is a real emergency.”

      A hand swept out to indicate the humanoids beyond the inn’s walls.

      “Are you saying this isn’t an emergency? Because…well, I’m not sure, but I think your eyes are painted on.”

      “Painted or glued,” someone else said in support, “or maybe they thought those hobgoblins scaling the wall merely wanted to wish them a happy Midsummer.”

      Midsummer… The room grew silent at that. The season was aging.

      A tall man in the leathers of a wilderness scout thumped his tankard on the table. “Pah! We have months before the Rim closes with snow. There is more than enough time to decide if we need their so-called help or not.”

      “You would say that,” a woman retorted. Her chainmail was spattered with goblin blood and red seeped through the sleeve of her tunic. “We know how much you love the Chevaliers and Waypoint Guard.”

      He curled his lip in a sneer. “I have my reasons.”

      Clay placed a hand on his shoulder.

      “We know, Jeret, but have you ever in your days in the Valley seen a force such as this? As large as this?”

      The man drew a sharp breath and Kaylin was sure he was about to say he had, but he closed his mouth.

      “No,” he said softly and his face hardened. “But I still say it’s too early to invite that kind of interference.”

      The innkeeper patted his arm. “If that’s your true belief,” he conceded.

      His heavy sigh indicated that he was still torn. The decision to not call on Waypoint weighed heavily and even she could see he had doubts.

      “I don’t think it’s too early.” Garag had no doubts. He folded his arms as though daring the others to disagree.

      Some of the humans sided with him but others did not. The debate raged again and didn’t slow for the food Chloe and Hanne brought from the kitchen or the ale Clay placed in their hands.

      “How soon is too soon?” someone protested. “Even if we can get the signal off, there’s no saying the men on the tower will see it immediately—or that those on the next tower will be any quicker. We don’t want to leave it until the last moment before we’re overrun.”

      “Agreed,” Clay said and nodded wisely.

      “We won’t,” Jeret insisted, “but now? Gevitter eliminated hundreds! How many more do you think are out there?”

      “There were goblins,” one of the women muttered darkly, “and you know how they breed. It’s been over a year since the last cull.”

      “The last human cull,” Rahl rumbled from the side. They all turned to look at him. “The Blademongers had a hunt last harvest.”

      “Pfft. And how many do you honestly think you got?”

      “The stoats brought out two or three hundred,” he told them. Several jaws dropped and he added, “From one nest. There are at least three other nests we did not get to.”

      “And they’ve had close to a year,” Jeret murmured.

      Kaylin saw his doubt increase but not enough to tip him in favor of lighting the beacons.

      “We could simply get Gevitter to shove a lightning bolt up their ass,” one of the fighters quipped. “That’d wake them up fast enough.”

      “You’re assuming he has the range,” another joked.

      “I have range enough for both of you,” the storm mage replied in a soft rumble and the two men fell silent, their faces flushed.

      “The beacons will take time,” Gevitter continued, “and I am only human—and an old human at that. Even I can be killed, injured, or—the hells forbid—I can miss.”

      Soft chuckles answered that but they sounded worried. The old mage had a point. His magic was powerful and he looked strong enough, but he was still only one man.

      “The question you have to ask yourselves is how long can you hold out once you’ve sent the signal,” he said. “If I fall or you lose all your mages.” His gaze shifted pointedly to Kaylin, Gunter, and one of the women seated silently halfway down the table. “Today, there is perhaps a half-dozen of us and it was barely enough in the last battle. What if they come against us with more?”

      Several murmurs of disbelief greeted this but he wasn’t finished. “Can you hold if we all fall?”

      “How many towers are there?” one of the warriors asked from the end table.

      “Twenty…maybe twenty-five in all. There is some divergence,” Gevitter answered and Jeret nodded agreement.

      “So…a half-turn of the hourglass for an alert to reach Waypoint and then however long it takes to be relayed to the Chevaliers,” the man muttered thoughtfully. He frowned and bit his lower lip as he considered the odds. “And then they need to equip and get out of the city and across the Kill Zone.”

      “That’s correct,” Clay confirmed. “We don’t want to leave it until the last minute. They’re a good fighting force but they aren’t gods.”

      “That’s not how they act,” someone quipped and muffled laughter greeted the remark.

      The innkeeper opened his mouth as if to refute that statement but his captain burst through the front doors.

      “Clay! You need to see this!” The man’s gaze tracked to Claude, Gevitter, and the commander of the High Blades. “You too.”

      He didn’t wait for any of them to respond but spun and raced to the wall. The commanders followed and Kaylin and Rahl hurried to catch up.

      “Oh…no…” the hobgoblin muttered when he saw what was happening.

      She frowned, not sure what the problem was.

      On the other side of the ruin left by Gevitter’s lightning, two hobgoblin chieftains stood in a courtyard of rubble. They were accompanied by the somewhat familiar form of a bugbear shaman and three goblins. Broken walls protected their rear and flanks as they looked out over the flattened buildings and charred cobbles between them and the Rest.

      “Kruna.” Claude’s voice was laced with fury. “Treacherous bitch!”

      “A personal friend of yours?” the High Blades commander asked, a supercilious look on his face.

      “You wish!” he replied. “She reneged on a deal with the Claws when that one—” He jabbed a finger at Kruzar, who stood alongside his mother in full war regalia. “when he returned unexpectedly to find her making a deal with humans.” He shook his head. “You think some of our people have a problem with the Chevaliers? It’s nothing compared to the problem he has with humans. If he had his way, we’d have all been pushed out of the city long ago—as corpses.”

      Doubt marred the High Blade commander’s features, but he ignored him. He was too busy studying the rest of the strange little group facing them.

      “Rahl, you said your people killed two hundred goblins.” He pointed at three of the yellow-eyed little creatures. “Were they from the same tribe?”

      Reluctantly, Rahl stepped forward and his amber eyes studied them. Finally, he lowered his chin. “They wear the same colors, yes.”

      “What kind of an answer is that?” The High Blades commander scoffed. “Same colors. As if the little hell spawns have a uniform.”

      “Quiet!” Clay snapped as one of the goblins stepped forward, raised its spear, and screamed at the walls.

      They all stilled and tried to catch the words hidden in the little monster’s shrill cries.

      The innkeeper looked at Rahl, and the hobgoblin shrugged. “He says he will kill us all, that we will die as they roast our entrails and use our rib cages as fireplaces. We will die with the screams of our friends ringing in our ears.”

      “Pathetic.” The High Blade commander snorted. “As if—”

      “Silence!” Claude ordered as Kruzar stepped forward and his mother took her place at his shoulder. “I don’t like the look of this.”

      Heavily armed and armored hobgoblins moved into the ruins around their leaders and bugbears followed.

      “Their guards,” Rahl murmured. “I will translate. Kruzar will not sully his tongue with Common.”

      His words proved true when the hobgoblin warrior raised his spear and pointed its tip at each of the leaders who stood on the wall.

      Kruzar’s voice boomed across the open space and rolled through the night air with ringing clarity.

      “The traitor will translate for us, and he will die for choosing to live among you rather than dwelling with his clan,” Rahl interpreted. “All of you will die—and in ways worse than our allies have described.” He gave the goblin chieftain an approving smile and raised his gaze to the wall as his face grew somber. “Unless you surrender now.”

      He let his gaze travel slowly across the men and women who stared at them from the ramparts.

      “Surrender now, and you will be put down quickly—your deaths painless and your bodies undefiled before the eating."

      Rahl winced when several looks of disbelief were cast at him. Kruzar continued, oblivious to this exchange.

      “If you do not surrender and if you resist, those who survive will wish they had died in the fighting because their deaths will be filled with pain and their torment will stretch through the rise and fall of many suns. They will beg for the mercy of life’s oblivion and it will not be granted.”

      When the warrior finished speaking, Elliot raised his shield and beat on it with the hilt of his sword.

      “All the more reason to die fighting!” he shouted in return and those around him raised their swords and cheered.

      Green light flared in answer and engulfed the man in crackling emerald flame, and the two hobgoblin leaders stepped aside. The bugbear witchdoctor walked between them with his staff upraised. He brought it down firmly and the fire flared.

      Elliot screamed and the stench of burning flesh filled the air. He clawed at his tunic and armor as if removing them would stop the flames from eating through his skin. Those closest to him backed away and tried to avoid the leaping fire.

      The mercenary pivoted, stumbled against the battlements, then fell over them in his desperation to escape the fire. With a startled screech, he fell and landed with a sickening crunch on the blackened stone below.

      Silence fell over those gathered on the wall. It was broken only by the sound of the crackling flames that consumed the body. The men and women gathered had dropped below the battlements lest they become the bugbear’s next target.

      As they huddled together, the sound of drums rolled through the area and bounced off the ruins and the walls of the Rest. After a few minutes, voices joined them, the deep rumble of hobgoblins and bugbears a counterpoint to the higher pitch of the goblins swarming around them.

      Jeret looked at several others who’d argued, then turned to Claude and Clay.

      “We have to light the beacons now!”
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      “We need to talk.” Gevitter’s voice interrupted Kaylin as she was about to return to her position on the wall. His hand on her shoulder halted her as she went to move past him.

      “You too,” he added and snagged Gunter. “This way.”

      He took them to a corner of the courtyard, where the quiet woman was already waiting. She stood beside a man in the rough leathers of a ranger and another woman, this one wearing the tunic and breeches of a traveling mage under a leather gambeson.

      As he came to a halt, he looked back. Kaylin followed his gaze and saw another four coming to join them.

      “I don’t like the look of this,” Wivre muttered in her head.

      She shushed him, stroked his face and neck, and loosened his tail from around her throat. “I have to breathe too,” she grumbled and the female mage smiled.

      “They’re like that, aren’t they?” she asked and brushed her fingers over the brilliant green scales of her drakeling.

      Kaylin noticed enviously that hers had its tail wrapped around her arm. The woman followed her gaze.

      “They can be taught,” she advised. “When this is done, I’ll tell you how I convinced mine.”

      “Don’t you dare,” Wivre hissed inside her skull. “I am not some common drakeling.”

      “I know,” she responded soothingly. “I know.”

      She didn’t add that she would probably take the woman up on her offer since she had to pretend he was a common drakeling. Somehow, she didn’t think he would understand and now was not the time for an all-out argument with her dragon.

      Now was the time to listen.

      “You,” Gevitter said and pointed at Gunter. “You’re an earth mage, aren’t you?”

      The young man nodded. Where she had thought he might preen at being recognized by the storm mage, he seemed suitably awed.

      “I want you on the walls and I want you doing a darn sight more than digging holes for them to bridge.” Gunter blushed at that. “And don’t worry about your commander, boy. I need you at your most creative if our people are to have the slightest hope of surviving. I don’t want holes in the ground unless they appear without warning and drop half a dozen orcs in on top of each other.”

      He tapped the young mage in the middle of the chest. “I want rocks flying through the air to crush heads. I want…I want dirt to swallow ogres whole or form bubbles around a hobgoblin’s head. Anything that thins their numbers before they reach the wall.” He stopped abruptly. “Can you use a sword?”

      Gunter nodded and Gevitter smiled and clapped him on the shoulder.

      “Good lad. Now, get up onto those walls and make yourself useful. Don’t stay in one place. Keep moving so they can’t be sure where you are. Your magic’s not flashy. You shouldn’t have a trail to lead them to you. Go.”

      The young mage complied without a word.

      Kaylin thought he looked more than a little uncomfortable with the idea of working spontaneously—or maybe it was simply because he was being asked to protect more than his own company. Whatever it was, she hoped he could do as the old mage asked. If he couldn’t or didn’t people would die.

      More people, she thought as Gevitter turned to the quiet woman.

      “Mardrei, you’re a healer, are you not?” The woman blushed and nodded.

      “Then I want you to focus on healing—as many as you can keep alive, do that,” he instructed. “Don’t wait for them to be brought to you. Rove the walls. Get your drakeling to scout and tell you where you’re needed most. He can do that, can’t he?”

      She nodded and he pointed to the stairs.

      The storm mage worked through the rest. One of the remaining men was also a healer, and the idea of a mage being able to mend as well as a priest intrigued her. She wondered if they’d teach her some of the basics—or if one of them would join the Claws.

      It was a question she’d have to put to them later. She didn’t pause to consider the possibility that there might not be a later.

      Two fire mages were among them and another who could work with lightning and fire but whose plant magic was of little use, given that Gevitter had burned what vegetation Kaylin had left. She listened to him give direction on how to put their powers to the best use and to his stern instruction that they should keep moving.

      “They can see the point of origin for a fire ball or a lightning bolt,” the storm mage warned. “Do not stay in one place on the walls. You’ll draw the enemy like a magnet and get the men around you killed faster than they deserve. You saw what that shaman did, did you not?”

      They nodded and left, their faces somber and a little pale. She watched them go with growing nervousness and wondered what her task would be. None of her magic was as powerful as that of the mages he’d already allocated responsibilities to.

      But it’s still useful, she told herself and wished she’d had time to develop it. Part of her wondered snidely if he wished he’d made more of an effort to help her, but she didn’t think it was all that likely.

      “Kaylin.” Gevitter’s voice made her jump.

      “Yes?” she asked.

      “Your greatest power is your art of illusion,” he stated. She opened her mouth to protest but he raised a finger to silence her. “Don’t argue,” he told her. “I’ve seen your illusions and they are impressive.”

      She gulped and wondered where he was going with this. She didn’t see how her illusions could be any good in keeping the Rest safe. Images of the hobgoblins seeing right through them sprang to mind but he remained unaware of her misgivings.

      “I want you to signal the beacons.”

      Her jaw dropped. “Me? But why?”

      “Because this battle will be noticed,” he said, “but it won’t be enough for the watchmen to light the beacon. This is what Tolan’s City is like. There are battles here all the time. It will take something specific and lasting to gain the attention of the watchmen and to get them to light the beacons—and I do not have the abilities for that.”

      Kaylin opened her mouth to protest that he must have. He was more experienced and powerful than she was, but Gevitter forestalled her.

      “I am a storm mage,” he told her, “and there are storms over the old city all the time. Sometimes, they are magical and not natural but they are never cause enough for the beacons to be lit. We will need something more.”

      His words brought to mind the memory of the night she’d been told off for her flaming bugbear display and she nodded. Specific and lasting wasn’t impossible to achieve. She could do that.

      Her mind immediately began to consider what kind of image he might mean, but the old mage rumbled on.

      “You know what a dragon looks like, yes?” he asked. she nodded and forced herself to keep her gaze fixed on his face and not to stroke Wivre’s chest.

      The little dragon’s tail tightened and his body tensed but the storm mage continued, oblivious.

      “Good!” he said. “I need you to make the biggest, fiercest dragon you can imagine. I want it to rise out of the Final Rest.”

      Kaylin’s eyes widened and her mind leapt instinctively to the gestures and intent she would need to create the image, but the storm mage’s voice interrupted her.

      “It needs to be a hundred feet high, at the very least, and I need him to send up jets of red and blue flame—alternating red and blue. That is important. They need to go up into the sky. Can you do that?”

      She nodded and let her mind race along the lines she needed to meet the task. Red and blue…she knew the elven for those. Alternating added a slightly more complicated layer, and she also had to link it to a dragon that already stood a hundred feet high.

      Her fingers twitched as she pictured the sigils she’d need to create for both the beast and the signal flares, aware of Gevitter watching her.

      For a brief moment, she glanced at his face and held his gaze before she focused on the problem. She didn’t know what he saw in that look, but he grunted in satisfaction and turned toward the wall. A small problem intruded in her thoughts as she built the dragon in her head.

      “Wait!” she called.

      He paused and looked over his shoulder. “Yes?”

      “What—” Now that she was about to say it out loud, the question seemed frivolous but she pushed on anyway. “What color should it be?”

      “What?”

      “The dragon.” She scrambled to make herself clear because she could sense his impatience. “The dragon. What color?”

      Anger darkened the old mage’s face. “How should I know?” he snapped crankily. “It’s your dragon. Just get it going, girl, and don’t stop until I tell you to!”

      He stormed toward the steps leading to the walls. His robes shimmered with energy and the air around him seemed alive.

      “Red,” Wivre told her, his words accompanied by a picture of his deep crimson scales.

      “Like you,” she stated. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

      “It’ll save you having to try to picture something different,” the little dragon replied. “Besides, it’s stuck in your head now, isn’t it?”

      As much as she didn’t want to admit it, he was right. Every dragon she imagined was now a rich shade of red.

      “It’s the size that’s the problem,” she muttered and moved back so she could see where the Rest’s roof came to a peak over the entry porch. “I don’t know how I’ll hold it together.”

      “You mean you’ve already worked out how to make something that size?” Wivre sounded like he hadn’t expected her to be able to manage it.

      “Do you remember those plant spells we found?” she asked, referring to the scrolls they’d taken from the bugbears.

      “Yup. I roasted him good,” the little dragon replied with satisfaction.

      She sighed. “The scrolls, Wivre. I couldn’t give a toss about his rolls!”

      “You should because they were—”

      “Wivre!”

      He snickered. “I’m sorry. Do go on.”

      “Well, one of them had a growth spell,” she told him. “I haven’t tried to blend it with anything else yet but…”

      Wivre tutted. “Blending now,” he mocked. “Whatever would Gunter say?”

      “He doesn’t even come into this!” she snapped. “And he wouldn’t know how to create a one-hundred-foot dragon if it bit him on the ass! Nor would he want to.”

      “Now there’s an illusion worth contemplating,” he murmured and she clamped her hand around his snout—although how that would stop his voice going through her head she had no idea.

      “If you can’t say something helpful, you need to be quiet,” she scolded. “I need you to be quiet. I’m trying to work out what a dragon looks like. The ones I’ve seen in the books are…hard to hold a picture of and Gevitter said I had to keep it going.”

      “You merely need to imagine me,” he told her brightly.

      “What?”

      “Imagine me,” he repeated. “It would be easy because I’d be right there in front of you. That would help you to hold the image.”

      Kaylin gaped at him but he didn’t seem to notice. Now that he’d suggested it, he seemed to like the idea.

      “Yeah, think of me,” he said and expanded on it. “Only larger.” He ran down her arm and flitted to the porch railing where she could see him. As soon as he’d landed, he tossed his head coquettishly. “Make sure you get my horns right, but of course they’d be grander—much longer and more impressive and maybe with a slight spiral.”

      She continued to stare at him, open-mouthed at his vanity.

      The little dragon flared his wings. “What do you think?” he asked, raised his tail, and pranced on the spot. “I’d make a great model.”

      Annoyed at his grandstanding, Kaylin was about to scold him when one of the more recent passages from her book sprang to mind.

      The effort to produce the effect can be significantly reduced if the spell is bound to a physical object…

      “Oh,” she whispered, studied Wivre’s form, and tried to imagine what it would look like a little larger with rougher scales and longer, more curved horns.

      If I altered his brow and narrowed his eyes, she thought, tweaked her mental picture, and layered it over what she could see. Then I could elongate his fangs and claws and add spikes to his tail.

      The tome had also said something about “sympathetic actions” being made by the “physical support.”

      What was it? If I could get the object to make the actions, I wouldn’t need to create the gestures for them for the spell. The magic would simply absorb the motions as part of the effect.

      “Oh…” She drew a sharp breath and realized that Wivre had come to a complete stop and now stared at her with a worried look on his face.

      “What?” he asked, suddenly nervous. “What are you thinking?”

      Kaylin didn’t answer him immediately. She continued to stare at and through him and moved closer as she did so.

      “You’re starting to worry me,” he told her and watched her approach warily.

      Her mind was entirely focused now. If I bound the illusion to him, all I’d need to worry about would be projecting the image and turning his flame red and blue. And if I asked him to act out what I want the illusion to do, that would be about as sympathetic as I could get.

      A roar went up from outside the walls and all hell broke loose.

      “Get over to the wall!” she shouted when she heard the whistle of the first swarm of arrows coming in.

      She assumed it didn’t matter what the angle of descent was. Once she was under the walkway and against the walls, she and Wivre weren’t likely to be hit. She reduced those chances even more by standing under the stairs.

      If the gates hold, we’ll be all right. She glanced up as the last of that group of arrows passed and drew a breath, scooped the little dragon up, and ran to her chosen cover.

      Gevitter’s voice roared from the walkway. “Whatever you plan to do, girl, do it fast!”

      The wall rattled with the sound of ladders being thrown against it and the gates shook. Gevitter’s voice rang out again. “Make a hole, boy!”

      Kaylin could only imagine he was speaking to Gunter. She slid beneath the stairs and knelt but she didn’t let Wivre go. Instead, she pinned him there and drew her dagger.

      “Hey!” he squawked and snarled at her.

      “Hold still,” she ordered. “I don’t want to slip.”

      He froze and twisted his neck so he could watch what she was doing.

      She recalled the sigils she needed and scratched them into the scales on his shoulder.

      “Hey!” the dragon shrieked, his mental voice almost deafening. “What are you doing?” Smoke boiled out of his nostrils and his snarl turned to a hiss. Flame rippled around his lips. “What—” He wriggled and she pressed harder with the hand she used to hold him in place.

      “Experimenting,” she told him shortly and grunted as she finished the last sigil.

      “Not with me, you’re not!” he snarled and snapped at her forearm.

      “Done!” she exclaimed, released him, and jerked her arm out of range of his teeth. She straightened, careful to duck to avoid the stairs as she scrambled back. “Calm down!” she snapped. “Do you want to be a real dragon, or not?”

      “Bitch!” he snarled. “I am a real dragon!”

      “Then act like it and start flapping and breathing fire,” she ordered and pointed to the skies above the courtyard.

      “Flapping?” he demanded. “Breathing fire?”

      He moved away from the stairs but remained in the shelter of the wall as another flight of arrows darkened the air. Screams rang out from the wall.

      “Hurry!” Kaylin urged. “I need you if we want to accomplish this.”

      Wivre gave her a dubious look. “You scratched my scales,” he grumbled.

      “I’ll do more than that if you don’t get a move on,” she retorted.

      “If you had balls, they’d be ablaze,” he countered sharply, found a space, and struck a spread-winged pose.

      “And fire,” she told him while her hands began to make the initial movement for the first sigil.

      A gleam of gold ran like liquid sun through it.

      “My scales…” the dragon moaned, flapped his wings, and uttered a screech underpinned by an angry snarl.

      Flame shot from his mouth and the second sigil lit. Kaylin kept her eyes on the signs she’d carved and moved her hands through the motions until each of them had lit and glowed steadily. She hoped they didn’t hurt the little dragon.

      “Keep going,” she urged, then whispered the words she needed and made the sigils again. This time, she looked up and almost stopped.

      Wivre rose above her, a much larger version than the little dragon who lifted from the ground at her feet. The creature above was bigger, its scales rougher, and its horns—as requested—much longer and with strong spirals.

      The sounds of fighting quieted and even the attacking horde went silent as the illusion dragon rose. Wivre followed her gaze and shrieked with delight. She tweaked the spell and a roar thundered through the night.

      A soft moan of awe went up from the walls and beyond and elation flitted through Kaylin’s skull.

      “That’s me!” The dragonette was delighted. “That’s how I’ll be!”

      He “roared” again and the spell attached to his action released another rumble of sound over the battlefield. His anger evaporated as he began to play and the giant beast overhead looked for all the world as though it was throwing a challenge to the city.

      Red and blue, Kaylin thought, recalled Gevitter’s words, and tweaked the spell accordingly. Wivre swooped and spiraled above her and blew flame into the air, and the draconic form followed his every move.

      Kaylin fought to keep her focus, pictured the sigils in her mind, and traced them as she saw the magic fade. She drew more power than she’d tried before to keep them alight, glad that she’d remembered the book. There was no way she could have held the illusion this long on her own or even cast it so large.

      She hoped the little dragon forgave her for defacing his scales.

      In all honesty, she hoped many things but most importantly, she hoped fervently that Wivre could hold out. As strenuous as it was to cast the spell and hold it in place, it must be even more tiring for him to fly like that, show-off or not.

      Gevitter’s call came as a relief. “They’re lighting the beacons!” he yelled. “There’s the first…and the second…”

      A cheer went up from the wall above.

      “Four!”

      The defenders counted another tower.

      “Five!”

      Thunder boomed and the air sizzled to silence them again.

      A bolt of red lightning flared from the ground and obliterated the dragon overhead, and a roar swelled from the humanoids attacking the wall. She shouted in pain as her spell shattered, but that wasn’t what frightened her the most.

      Wivre, caught in the midst of the illusion, tumbled in mid-flight.

      What was that? she wondered and ran forward.

      A blast of green lightning followed and cheers erupted from outside the walls.

      The little dragon spun as the lightning passed above him and his wings did little to slow his fall as he thudded into the courtyard. She slid to a stop beside him and snatched him into her arms.

      “Did we do it?” His mental voice slurred through her mind and she held him close and arranged his wings so they weren’t crushed between them.

      “We did it,” she assured him. “You made a spectacular dragon.”

      “Didn’t I just…” he croaked as she carried him carefully to their shelter.

      She stroked her fingers over his scales and checked him for injury, but he seemed to be fine—a little stunned but otherwise unharmed. His scales were scratched and he’d grazed his muzzle, but apart from the faint mist of smoke that drifted from his body, he was untouched.

      “Get your ass on the wall, girl!” Gevitter bellowed. “The fight’s not over yet!”

      After another quick check, Kaylin headed to the stairs with the little dragon in her arms.

      “This is the best day of my life,” he muttered as she reached the stairs.

      “Let’s hope it isn’t your last,” she told him and glanced at the walkway.

      Weapons clashed above them and Claude parried his attacker’s blade, then shoved the hobgoblin over the wall. Rahl seized the top of a ladder and pushed it after him. Agarda dropped her bow and drew her blade to gut the orc who scrambled over the wall in front of her.

      Kaylin shouted and sent a ball of lightning into the second orc before he could end the archer’s life. The fight for the Final Rest was threatening to crest its walls.
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      Wivre recovered as they reached the top of the stairs. He scrambled out of Kaylin’s arms and onto her shoulders, then launched clear and his tiny voice bugled a command as he took flight. Screeches answered and drakelings leapt from the Rest’s roof.

      She wanted to watch what they did next but there wasn’t time. Weapons clashed along the top of the wall and men fought back-to-back as bugbears, hobgoblins, and orcs swarmed up ladders too numerous for the defenders to dislodge.

      Gevitter called another storm but the attackers remembered. They scattered into shelter as soon as the first rumble split the sky. Many were caught in the boiling swathes of light but as many more emerged from the shelter of buildings that had withstood the blast or from the cellars that had sheltered them previously.

      The lightning did nothing to those already on the wall, however. The storm mage had to be mindful of his allies and was denied any chance for sweeping, bold attacks among the defenders’ ranks. As the fighting grew more desperate, he used his sheer size and brute strength to clear the knots of humanoids that threatened to overwhelm the defenders.

      A lowing bellow issued from the rear of the inn and she turned toward it. The minotaur was inundated but he hadn’t given up. Goblins swarmed over his shoulders and clung to his horns for balance as they stabbed at his face and shoulders with their spears.

      “Oh no, you don’t,” Kaylin shouted.

      She couldn’t reach him using the walkway so she raced down the stairs and ran along the side of the inn. Something lunged at her from the shadows and she shoved a shield in its direction. A soft “oof” greeted her thrust but she didn’t stop.

      The minotaur flailed bravely. As fast as he tore one of the tiny humanoids from his head and shoulders, another one scaled his back. Small grappling hooks dangled ropes and chains down his torso, and the humans on either side of him faced an overwhelming number of orcs.

      The stable gates boomed ominously.

      With a muttered curse, she delivered a barrage of lightning globes into the goblins who clawed over the minotaur. She followed it with a spray of water and another batch of lightning. It made her feel bad that their giant ally roared with pain too, but she decided he could take it.

      The goblins could not. They convulsed and screamed and their skins smoked where the lightning touched and spread as they dropped from his back and horns like fleas. The smell of fried goblins mixed unpleasantly with that of singed hair and burned steak.

      In the small moment of reprieve, the minotaur bellowed but his gaze was fixed on the closest orc. With a sweep of his hoof, he kicked goblin corpses out of his path, stooped to retrieve his mace, and seized the back of an orcish mail shirt.

      “Yours!” he rumbled and flung the monster off the walkway.

      The unfortunate warrior impacted the cobbles at her feet, moaned once, and lay still. With a scowl, she put her sword through the back of his armor to make sure, then pivoted to deal with the hurried bootsteps that approached behind her.

      She pushed one palm forward and launched a ball of force into the face of the hobgoblin who advanced on her, then drove her sword into his gut the way Rahl had taught her. He slashed at her with his ax but she was inside his reach and only his forearm struck her.

      Before he could pull the blade into her head, she kicked him off her weapon and dropped a fire globe onto his face.

      Glass rattled and drakelings shrieked to draw her attention.

      When Kaylin looked up, a half-dozen of the little lizards swept away from a crate that stood unused near the top of the stairs. The stable gate rattled again but the drakelings circled and dropped their load directly behind it.

      Fire erupted and hobgoblins screamed. A troll roared in pain and fire burned more brightly. The glow moved erratically, then faded, and panicked cries spread in its wake. Trolls erupted like torches, and they didn’t have the sense to drop and roll.

      Not that it would do them any good, she thought and tried to remember what she’d learned about them at the Academy.

      She scanned the wall and found Denir. He’d cleared a space around himself and moved toward Crovard, who fought alone against the forces that ascended two ladders. Defenders lay dead or dying around his feet.

      “Kay! We’ve lost this wall,” Denir shouted when she sent enough firepower into his opponents to even the odds. “Tell Claude! Tell Clay I’ll lead the withdrawal from the rear—and pray Hanne has the Rest locked down tight.”

      Kaylin nodded, not concerned about whether he saw the gesture or not. She spun on one heel and raced back the way she’d come. It would have been too much to hope that the hobgoblin she’d dispatched had been the only one to have reached the ground between the wall and the inn.

      The good news was that they hadn’t worked out a way to reach the windows on the upper floors and the ground level didn’t have any. With a scream of defiance, she unleashed several barrages of fire and lightning orbs into them.

      “Oh…not good,” she muttered when half a dozen over-armed hobs turned toward her.

      She hefted her sword in one hand and reversed to the space between the stables and the rear gate, not sure what to expect. An arrow whistled past her and made her jump before it burrowed into the face of the hobgoblin who charged toward her.

      A second screamed when a small crimson form pounded into his face and raked at his throat with its claws while it bit and tore at his head.

      “Wivre!” she screamed, her cry drowned out by the minotaur’s bellowed war cry.

      He landed hard behind her, stepped past, and swung his mace in a crushing arc.

      “Go!” he roared, and she slid past and snuck forward at the edge of the battle until she could make the run to the ramparts.

      Her heart caught in her throat when she realized the situation on the walls there was almost as bad as the one in the rear.

      Claude shield-slammed an orc over the ramparts and stooped under the swing from a hobgoblin’s ax and gutted its wielder. Another moved forward to take its place, and the captain thrust his blade through its chest in a single flowing move as he blocked the attack with the shield.

      The hobgoblin behind hesitated, and the mercenary stepped forward to skewer it through the chest as he raised his shield to block the one that attempted to come over the wall.

      “Agarda!” he roared. “Get up and bring Niall with you.”

      To Kaylin’s surprise, one of the bodies on the walkway moved and Agarda rose behind him. Another hobgoblin reached the top of the ladder as she found her feet, and the rogue drove her dagger into his face, grasped the ladder, and dragged it sideways until it began to fall on its own.

      Its momentum took it into another ladder and dislodged it violently, and those trying to scale it plunged earthward. Shouts of pain rose from the injured warriors while those who could disentangled themselves from its rungs.

      “Gevitter!” she shrieked as the hobgoblins swarmed up a ladder behind him. The mage turned and began to fire lightning from his fingertips while she looked for Clay.

      The innkeeper was fighting to keep the top of the stairs clear.

      “We need to regroup!” he shouted as Kaylin started up toward him. “Get into the courtyard, girl! The wall is lost!”

      “Denir says he’ll fight the retreat from the rear!” she yelled and was answered from two quarters.

      “Aye, girl,” the innkeeper replied and Claude followed it with, “Understood.”

      “To me!” Clay shouted. “For the Rest!”

      “For the Rest!” The cry rose from the men on the wall and some began to edge slowly along the walkway to reach the stairs. Others seized their attackers’ grappling hooks and repositioned them so they could take the express route over the side of the wall to the ground on either side of the inn.

      “To me!” the captain bellowed as he called to the men and women who defended his side of the wall.

      Agarda dragged Niall to his feet, and the youngster repaid the favor by skewering an orc in the gut before it could stab her in the back. They exchanged shaky grins and went to work to keep their leader’s back clear as he fought two orcs and a hobgoblin trying to hold the top of a ladder so more of their warriors could join them.

      Kaylin leapt the stairs and out of the way before she directed swarms of light into their attackers’ eyes and created doubles of those defending the walls so their opponents didn’t know which was real. She threw spells to confuse and bedazzle and sent more fire and lightning into the ranks of their opposition than she knew she had in her.

      It would never be enough—even if she had managed to dramatically expand her repertoire of appropriate spells. The scant comfort of knowing that her failure to learn more in time wasn’t to blame helped, but only a little. Of those defending the wall, less than two-thirds reached the gates.

      “You know we’ll have to give these up.” Gevitter’s rumble made Clay scowl.

      “We have to hold them,” the innkeeper insisted. “There’s no point in making it easier for them.”

      “True,” the storm mage rumbled. “Stand clear!”

      The defenders scrambled away and he launched a blast of heat and light into the gates’ hinges and the metal frame that held the locking bar in place. The iron-reinforced bar melted to its locking point and the hinges seized, and he dusted his hands in satisfaction.

      “The inn,” he told Clay, and the innkeeper nodded in agreement.

      “The inn!” he cried and his shout echoed through the mercenaries’ ranks.

      Kaylin looked around for Denir and the defenders from the rear. The fear in her chest eased when she caught sight of Crovard and the minotaur defending the rear while the company second guided the survivors onto the porch. He didn’t stop but returned for his two stalwarts.

      “Back up, boys. We’re there,” he instructed, and minotaur and man reversed to join the main body.

      “Inside, girl.” Claude’s voice in her ear was accompanied by a hand on her shoulder. “Get to the second floor. We’ll follow.”

      The second floor? She frowned and wondered why they’d give up the ground level.

      The answer came when she realized the only way up to the second floor was via four narrow sets of stairs and that more of the inn was stone than wood. Even with their diminished numbers, the structure gave them time.

      “Here, girl!” Hanne’s voice distracted her and she glanced at the kitchen and changed direction as soon as she saw the crate in Hanne’s arms. “Take it to the front suite. We’ll make our last stand there.”

      For all her pallor, the woman remained calm and bustled into the kitchen for another crate as soon as Kaylin had relieved her of her burden.

      “And don’t come down!” she ordered. “Watch the walls.”

      “Watch the walls,” she murmured, lugged the crate upstairs, and wondered exactly how she would do that.

      She turned into the front room, where Chloe stacked crates and sandbags in front of the windows. The girl had rigged the shutters so they could be pulled closed with a single jerk on the chain that linked them to the inside.

      “Put that here,” she ordered from the end of the room. “I take it more are coming?”

      “They’re coming in now,” she told her but the girl didn’t look relieved.

      “Clay?” she asked, and Kaylin understood.

      “He’s at the door,” she said and Chloe almost sagged in relief.

      “Well, that’s something then,” she stated but her brow furrowed again. “How many made it?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      A screech alerted her to the incoming drakelings and both women stepped aside.

      “There sure are a pile of them,” Chloe murmured and stared at the walls as the little lizards landed on the ledge outside and scurried over the crates.

      Following the girl’s gaze, Kaylin had to agree. The front gate shook and rattled under repeated blows but Gevitter’s welding held. Instead of marching straight in, the humanoids were forced to climb over the walls.

      She stared as they streamed over the ramparts and rappelled into the courtyard below.

      “Here they come…” Claude murmured.

      His voice suddenly in her ear made her jump. He didn’t seem to notice and pushed to stand on one side of her to stare through the gap between the top of the window and the crates. Someone else crowded in on the other.

      Half-expecting to see Rahl, her heart sank when a familiar pair of gray eyes met hers.

      Denir caught her expression. “What? You’re not happy to see me?” he teased but his expression was one of concern.

      “It’s not that…” She faltered and his face softened.

      His gaze scanned the room behind them. “Who’s missing?”

      She turned and searched the faces of those gathered. Her gaze found Niall and Agarda, the minotaur, and Gevitter. She even caught a glimpse of sweat-darkened brown hair above a pair of brown eyes, but no dark-green skin and amber-gold eyes.

      “Rahl,” she replied, and the mercenary scanned the room again.

      “I’m sorry,” he said softly and placed a hand on her shoulder.

      Kaylin swallowed hard and shrugged his hand away. She turned to the window before his sympathy could overwhelm her. Wivre chittered comfortingly but said nothing inside her head, for which she was grateful.

      The last thing she wanted was to cry before the battle was over. It would be embarrassing for a start. And second, if they lost, she wouldn’t have to cry at all. She wouldn’t give their attackers the satisfaction of seeing tearstains on her cheeks.

      Her teeth gritted, she scowled as the leaders of the attack mounted the wall, stood over the gate, and looked directly at the windows behind which the defenders sheltered.

      “Your retreat will not save you,” Kruna stated, drew herself to her full height, and stared directly at the crates behind which Claude and Kaylin sheltered. “Soon, that which you stole will be returned.”

      Given that they hadn’t stolen it, Kaylin could only guess the hobgobliness thought Rahl was with them. The idea gave her hope that he might still be alive and could even be stationed in another room or at the head of the stairs.

      She waited with the others as the male hobgoblin war chief stepped forward and she didn’t miss the subtle movement of his elbow as the female dropped back.

      “Despite your resistance…” Kruzar began and surprised them by using Common. Perhaps he thought near-victory allowed him to bend his rules a little to make his point. “Our offer of a quick death still stands. Leave your bolt hole and we will show you the mercy of a blade to the heart. Force us to extract you, and we will ensure your screams are heard from the walls of Waypoint and your ending witnessed from its battlements.”

      He paused as though to let his words take effect. “Your people will think twice before they trespass in these ruins, again.”

      Sharp breaths sounded behind her as the depth of the hobgoblins’ plans sank in.

      “Well, that’s ambitious,” Claude muttered.

      “It’s working, though, isn’t it?” the High Blades commander stated sourly.

      Why couldn’t he have been one of the ones to fall? Kaylin wondered and thought of those that had been lost. For once, she didn’t even feel a smidgeon of guilt. Where’s Fiddler?

      Before she could search the faces around her, the hobgoblin commander spoke again.

      “Come out of your den without your weapons and your deaths will be swift and painless, a warrior’s death—”

      Someone snorted and she heard the words “slaughter house.” The idea made her shiver.

      “I will count to—” Kruzar began before the corpses behind him surged into motion.

      Correction, she thought as her mind scrambled to catch up. Only one corpse moved. The other one’s still dead.”

      “It’s Rahl!” she cried as the hobgoblin shoved the other body aside, rolled to his feet, and continued the movement in a double-bladed strike that severed the female hobgoblin’s head from her shoulders and gutted the warrior who stood behind her.

      He pivoted and brought both blades up in time to block the hobgoblin commander’s attack.

      “What have you done?” Kruzar yelled in Common before he slid into the gutturals of goblinoid. She listened intently and was sure she heard the word “killed” and something that might have meant “mother.”

      Rahl had killed his—no, their mother? The two were brothers?

      She had no time to ask Wivre to confirm. Rahl was in the middle of a wall full of hobgoblin warriors—all consumed by fury—and he was fighting for his life. He appeared to split in two, then three, and the pieces crossed and wavered as they blurred seconds later.

      Enraged, the bugbear witchdoctor bellowed an angry protest and launched a spear of red through one of the illusions now facing Kruzar. The bolt flew past the battling warriors and struck one of the three goblin leaders who’d stood on the opposite side of the hobgoblin chiefs.

      Immediately, the creature vanished in a screaming pyre and fell over the walkway to land on a bugbear warrior, who promptly dropped and rolled and crushed the cries out of him. The remaining goblins didn’t wait to meet the fate of their comrade-in-arms.

      They launched themselves at the bugbear witchdoctor and hurled their spears through the space in which Rahl and Kruzar fought. If it occurred to any of them to take advantage of the hobgoblins’ distraction, they didn’t show it and focused only on the bugbear who’d killed their friend.

      If Kaylin hadn’t known any better, she’d have said they didn’t like the bugbears very much. But that, of course, was the very definition of the bizarre situation. None of the so-called united factions or races liked one another. She recalled the troop of goblins that had killed the hobgoblins at the toll barrier. Barely days before, each of these factions had been as ready to kill and raid one another as they were to attack the humans.

      Kruzar kicked a corpse off the walkway to clear the ground under his feet before he surged toward his adversary and spun his blades. Sparks flurried as his opponent countered each strike and attacked in return.

      More corpses were kicked off the wall as the closest warriors cleared the walkway. Kruna’s body was not among them.

      Rahl kicked out in an attempt to collapse the commander’s knee. Kruzar lashed out with a fist and tried to punch the other warrior’s face as he pivoted away from the kick. He turned the punch into a bladed sweep and kicked at his brother’s head when he ducked.

      The goblinoids cheered, all except the two who attacked the witchdoctor. One tried to thrust his spear under the magic-user’s kilt while the other used two daggers to scale his back. The bugbear roared and slapped with hands limned in red-and-green fire.

      Now and then, a bolt of lightning would shoot out at the goblin who jabbed with the spear, but the little creature merely cackled and stabbed the bugbear’s legs.

      As the little monsters sought to make good on their vendetta, Rahl slid between Kruzar’s blade and boot, then parried his brother’s second blade.

      Cheers rose from the defenders who watched from the upper floor as the bigger hobgoblin broke away. They were followed by a storm of sharply indrawn breaths as the younger warrior followed and Kruzar pivoted and raised both blades as he spun.

      Rahl dropped to the walkway on one knee and the blades spun overhead. The goblinoids cheered at the whistle of the blurred metal.

      “Show off,” Claude commented acidly, “and stupid. That’s an easily countered…”

      He let his words trail off as their teammate came out of his semi-crouch and his blades led in twin upward thrusts. They slid under his adversary’s breastplate, sliced through the leather beneath, and penetrated beneath the curve of the commander’s ribs.

      Kruzar’s pivot came to an abrupt stop as one blade cut through his liver and lungs and the other carved a short path through his heart. The goblinoids groaned as he coughed blood and choked on his last intake of air.

      A deafening roar rose from the first floor of the inn as its defenders celebrated the hobgoblin’s victory.

      Rahl didn’t stop to savor his triumph. He drove a boot into his brother’s stomach and wrenched his blades free in time to make a sweeping cut. There was nothing for him to parry but the turn brought him face to face with the bugbear witchdoctor.

      With a snarl, the spellcaster ground his heel into the paste that had been one of his opponent’s throats. The unfortunate goblin’s head popped off and bounced over the edge of the walkway while red lightning flickered over the bugbear’s hands and wreathed his arms.

      The warrior’s eyes widened and Kaylin threw another blur and multiplication spell. She didn’t know how effective the illusions would be against a spray of lightning but she had a split second in which to act and she couldn’t think of what else to do. With any luck, the multiple images would make it more difficult for him to focus the blast.

      Rahl pushed into a run down the walkway, bounded over the fallen, and used his elbows, blades, and shoulder to clear a path. He took care to not leave any enemies behind him and simply shoved those in his way either over the wall or to the courtyard below. Their screams cut off abruptly each time one landed.

      “It’s only a matter of time,” Claude muttered, his eyes dark with impending sorrow as he watched the hobgoblin’s progress.

      “We’ll cover him as best we can.”

      Kaylin’s heart lifted. Fiddler’s promise rang with conviction as the woman ran to the door.

      “I’ll be on the third floor,” she told Claude. “Agarda, you’re with me.”

      “And me,” one of the rangers told her and hurried after her.

      “Me, too!” declared a dwarf as he followed.

      Men and women moved aside to let them through before every gaze turned to the wall.

      “There are too many,” the captain concluded as more of the goblinoids swarmed over the walls. “We’ll be lucky to see the dawn.”

      Clay nodded.

      “We’ll do our best to make sure the inn holds as long as possible,” he stated. “Everyone’s in place, and they haven’t—”

      A barbed arrow whistled across the space between the walls and the shutters. It drilled through one side of a crate and held. The thick rope that trailed from its shaft was already being secured to the walkway.

      “You were saying?” Claude challenged, a grim smile on his face.

      “Dammit! I hoped it would take them longer to come to this,” the innkeeper replied. He looked around at the men and women in the room.

      “Choose a room and a window and hold it. Make sure you cover all of them on both floors. They aren’t trying for the stairs.”

      “What are they trying for?” Kaylin asked, her expression puzzled, and Claude glanced at her.

      “They’ll try to gain purchase on one shutter, then hack the other free and come through the window. Failing that, they’ll attempt the roof. If they come through the rafters, it will make them harder to stop. If we don’t contain them on this floor, we’ll have to watch the stairs up and down as well as the other windows.”

      “None of us will get any sleep,” Denir added softly “And most of us have been awake for a day and a half already.”

      Grim looks passed between them and they turned to head out.

      A shout on the walls made them pause and Rahl raced into view again. The witchdoctor hadn’t followed him very far and he’d returned to torment the magic-user. Something he said made the bugbear raise his hands—or it could have been the way the warrior gestured with his hand and crotch.

      Kaylin couldn’t be sure, but even a human would have understood that insult. “He’ll get himself killed making dick jokes?” she asked in disbelief.

      “There are worse ways to go,” Denir quipped, but his smoke-gray eyes were devoid of humor. He rested a hand on her shoulder. “You don’t have to watch.”

      “Not true,” she protested and shook his hand loose.

      When he went to replace it, Wivre hissed and snapped at him and flared his wings protectively over her head and back.

      “Gotcha,” Denir responded and moved his hands away. “No touching.”

      The little dragon did his best to rumble a snarl. It came out more as a rolling chirp but sounded savage nonetheless. Other small growls echoed from around the room, and the mercenary surveyed the angry drakelings with surprise.

      “You’re all ganging up on me?” he demanded but Kaylin elbowed him in the ribs.

      “Shut up.” Her voice was barely short of a sob. “Just…shut. Up.”

      He fell silent but he didn’t leave. The smile left his face and was replaced by bleak anticipation while he divided his attention between her and Rahl.

      The hobgoblin drew both blades and raised them in challenge as he continued to taunt the bugbear.

      “He is asking to get himself killed,” Denir muttered, annoyed by their teammate’s sacrifice.

      As he spoke, Rahl lashed one blade into a hobgoblin’s face when he came over the wall. He did nothing to the orcs and hobgoblins who slid quietly over the barrier from the ladder behind him.

      Not that it will matter, she thought. The witchdoctor will get him first.

      Wivre’s claws tightened on her shoulder and she slid a hand over the little dragon’s back. Losing both of them at once would be more than she could bear. He quivered under her restraint.

      “Let me go,” he growled. “I can—”

      The witchdoctor raised his lightning-wreathed staff and the warriors sneaking up on Rahl dropped back as their faces broke into evil grins. The light intensified and red and green mingled ominously.

      “No, no, no,” she moaned as the spellcaster opened his mouth to unleash the lightning.

      She gasped when his head erupted in a flash of incandescent light and her surprise was echoed around the room.

      The gates of the inn glowed with brilliant light and exploded inward to crush close to two dozen of their enemies. She gaped as a squad of riders galloped into the lines of hobgoblins and orcs standing in the courtyard.

      Their reins were tied to the pommels of their saddles as they struck right and left with blades of pure light and shields that glowed like stars. Now and then, one of them would pause in their reaping to utter a single word that sent the light to spin disc-like through the ranks of their enemies.

      As one, the hobgoblins on the walls changed their aim, only to die as shafts of sunlight pierced their heads, throats, and chests. Horses swept from the sky, their white wings edged in bronze and their hooves gleaming.

      When her vision cleared, Kaylin looked for Rahl and did not see him. She didn’t even know what had happened.

      “Make sure the upper floors are clear, then get down there and help them,” Claude shouted. “Claws, move out!”

      “High Blades, assist!” The High Blades commander looked like he’d been sucking lemons.

      He should have been more community-minded, she thought snidely and ran to the door.

      Without even a pause to think about it, she chose to not go to secure the upper floors. Her strengths lay elsewhere and her friend was on the walls where her other friends were shooting every hobgoblin in sight. She wondered if Rahl had perhaps had the sense to lie down.

      “Knight!”

      Kaylin ignored Claude’s shout.

      “I’ve got her!”

      She ignored Denir’s too but decided she’d knock him into next week if he tried to stop her. He beat her to the door but didn’t get in her way and instead, pushed it open so she could run through and followed her into the courtyard.

      The riders had cleared the ground between the gates and the front door and now focused on the enemy gathered at the inn’s sides. Those in the air had mown down anything on the walkway and turned their attention to the surrounding ruins.

      Clay and Claude took the rest of the mercenaries through the kitchen courtyard and stables to catch the retreating hobgoblin forces between them and the oncoming riders. Kaylin heard the fighting but ignored it.

      All her attention was fixed on the bodies piled at the top of the stairs. She had no idea what she would do if Rahl had lasted the battle only to die at the end.

      Boots on the stairs behind her made her turn with lightning on her hands, but Denir raced past her to the bugbear’s corpse.

      “Help me,” he demanded.

      She shook herself out of her funk and hurried forward to assist him to drag the headless corpse over the edge. Next, they cleared Kruzar’s body and those of two more hobgoblins.

      The sound of wings beating overhead made them look up, and the clatter of hooves below drew their attention to the courtyard.

      “He’s not up here,” Denir told her.

      Her lips quivered but she pressed them together tightly, glanced over the edge, and ignored the riders who looked up curiously.

      “Then he has to be down there,” she insisted and her voice cracked despite her effort to keep it steady.

      The mercenary forced a grin but it looked like he was baring his teeth. “He is crazy enough to dive over the edge.”

      That dragged a broken laugh out of her chest but it cut off when Wivre left her shoulders. She followed him via the stairs with the mercenary directly behind her.

      “I found him,” the little dragon informed her when she reached the bottom. “I’m sitting on his head.”

      It took a minute for her eyes to adjust to the dimness beneath the walkway, but the little dragon puffed a flame and she hurried to the “body” he was perched on.

      “Rahl?” she asked and nudged his shoulder with the toe of her boot. A muffled reply greeted her. “What?” Kaylin asked and noticed the too-smug expression on Wivre’s face. “Get off him.”

      The hobgoblin gasped as he raised his head and his eyes widened when he caught sight of the multiple points of light that flared beyond her. Denir leapt between them.

      “Friend!” the mercenary cried and backed toward her and the hob. “This hob’s our friend.”

      A rumble issued from the mercenaries who emerged around the edge of the inn.

      “Yes, he saved our bacon today,” someone called. “Please don’t fry him.”

      “He’s about the only good hob there is.” A boot thudded into another hobgoblin corpse. “Aside from these, of course. The difference is I’m glad to see him still standing.”

      Claude stepped forward and shifted to face the Chevalier’s leader.

      “He’s one of mine,” the mercenary captain declared and Jocelyn Delaine raised her hand.

      “Hold your fire.”

      Kaylin exhaled a sigh of relief and she and Denir helped Rahl to his feet and walked with him into the courtyard.

      “Apprentice Knight!” the Chevalier declared. “I should have known!”
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      Kaylin stared at the woman on the horse. Her only comfort was that the Chevalier’s blade remained sheathed and she made no effort to kill Rahl. Wivre flew to her shoulder and chittered when he landed and peered out from her hair to study the newcomer.

      Jocelyn Delaine cocked her head, raised her hands to her helm, and lifted it clear.

      “Captain Delaine!” Kaylin exclaimed. “I didn’t expect—”

      She looked around at the corpse-filled courtyard and noted the warhorses and their riders. Then, she looked at the roof and the walkways, where a dozen pegasii had come to land and their riders surveyed the ruins surrounding the inn warily.

      The Chevalier raised her head. “Captain Regimund, are we clear?”

      The rider positioned above the gate raised his gauntleted hand in salute. “We are clear, Captain Delaine.” He surveyed the outside again. “Very clear.”

      “And we are in your debt.” Clay came to stand beside Claude. “Without you…”

      He let his voice trail off, but the captain finished for him. “You’d all be dead,” she said bluntly. She glanced at the gathered mercenaries. “You’re lucky you had such a full house.” Her gaze traveled over the corpses. “We’ll clean this up,” she added. “Your people look done in.”

      “Not as done in as we were about to be,” Denir muttered.

      Unfortunately, his voice carried and her head snapped toward him. “This is true,” she snapped. “And you are?”

      At this, Kaylin and Claude both stepped forward. “Let me,” they chorused.

      Delaine held her hand up. “Abelard, I need a funeral pyre for these,” she said and her lip curled in distaste as she surveyed the goblinoids stacked in the courtyard. “Mix their ashes. Let their ancestors sort them out.” At Rahl’s indrawn breath, she paused. “Unless you have any objections?”

      The hobgoblin met her gaze and his amber gaze gleamed golden.

      “No,” he told her. “They ceased being my people an age ago. I need to collect only one item.”

      The Chevalier inclined her head and he stepped away from his escort. He held a hand up when they went to follow him.

      “The fighting is over,” he told them, “and I doubt the Chevaliers kill their allies.”

      “Indeed, not,” Delaine agreed and watched as he mounted the stairs.

      Kaylin’s gaze followed him and noticed the stiffness that plagued his movements. The captain turned to her.

      “You were going to make introductions,” she prodded and her gaze shifted from Denir to Claude, where it lingered.

      Kaylin indicated the mercenary leader. “This is Claude Crozier, captain of the Dragons’ Claws,” she began.

      Delaine studied him curiously. “I had heard the Claws were under new management,” she observed. “Is that you?”

      “And my second, Sergeant Denir,” Claude confirmed gruffly and his cheeks colored.

      Whistles rose from some of the nearby mercs.

      “Ooh, Sergeant…”

      “Call it a field promotion,” he added brusquely. He gestured to the young mage. “I take it you two know each other?”

      “She is my ward,” the Chevalier declared and Kaylin’s brows rose, “although she is apt to forget that.”

      When she colored at the tart reminder, Claude chuckled at her discomfort. “She’s apt to forget many things,” he added teasingly.

      “I’m not surprised to hear that,” Delaine answered. Her eyes twinkled and her cheeks flushed slightly. “Nor,” she added and grew serious as she turned to the young mage, “am I surprised to find she’s still alive and mixed up with all kinds of trouble.”

      “Who are you calling trouble?” Claude demanded and she grinned.

      “If the boot fits, Captain Crozier—”

      “Claude,” he hurried to correct her. “Please.”

      “Then call me Joss,” she replied.

      Kaylin stared at them. They were on a battlefield, for shit’s sake. People had died! She looked around and registered how many.

      The Chevaliers tethered their horses to the hitching rail and began to carry the bodies of the fallen goblinoids out. She gulped when the stench of charred flesh registered at the same time as the smell of blood and bowels reached her nostrils.

      The combined foulness made her gag and she cleared her throat hastily and swallowed the urge to vomit.

      Delaine saw her struggle. “You get used to it,” she said as if that was anywhere near comforting.

      She decided she didn’t want to get used to it but chose not to voice it.

      Claude looked around. “I’ll get my people to help,” he said and glanced at Denir.

      The man didn’t wait to be ordered. He saluted and turned to the three closest Claws’ mercenaries.

      “Fiddler, Crovard, and Niall, you’re with me. The rest of you need to report to Clay.”

      Collective groans greeted him, but the High Blades commander wasn’t to be outdone.

      “Igrel, see what needs doing.”

      “I thought I said your people were to rest,” Delaine chided but the Claws’ captain shrugged.

      “Call it habit,” he said. “We can’t rest when there’s work to be done.” He sighed heavily. “Besides, some are our dead too and we should see to them.”

      At that, even the unaffiliated mercenaries stepped forward. Kaylin glanced from Claude to Delaine and then to where Denir supervised the clearance of the walkway. Rahl descended the stairs, the hilt of a heavy curved blade clutched in one fist and a smaller weapon held in the other.

      Both were sheathed but even so, the Chevaliers on both wall and ground tracked him with their gazes, Delaine included. She watched him warily as he came to a halt in front of her.

      “As much as these ceased to be my people,” he began, “my heritage still springs from them and not all their traditions should be forsaken.”

      He removed the blades from their sheathes and several of the nearby Chevaliers stepped closer. In answer, the closest mercenaries moved forward to where they could intervene if need be. His gaze flitted from one cautious face to the next as he balanced blades and sheathes across his palm.

      When he was satisfied with the way they rested, he stepped closer to Delaine. “This tradition,” he declared, “is worth keeping.” His expression turned somber and his words formal. “Captain Jocelyn Delaine, as thanks for coming to our aid, I gift you the blade of the true leader of the forces you defeated. She was Kruna of the Blademongers, who are now no more.”

      Kaylin stared at the weapon and tried to remember where she’d seen it before. It took her several long heartbeats to recognize it as the one Kruna had carried. What shocked her was Delaine’s response.

      The Chevalier captain laid her hand over the blades to prevent Rahl from extending them toward her.

      “I have weapons enough,” she told him firmly. “It is better that you should give those to the one who made that fantastic dragon.”

      “Truly?” the hobgoblin asked and a glimmer of a smile played along his lips.

      Her hands rested on the blade. “Truly,” she assured him warmly. “That beast was so impressive that alarms were raised in Waypoint before all the beacons had been lit. That is the only reason we were able to arrive as quickly as we did.” She glanced around and the tilt of her chin indicated the enemies sprawled around them.

      “Without that caster,” she said firmly, “we would not have arrived as we did—in the nick of time.”

      The glimmer grew to a full smile and Rahl inclined his head to the Chevalier captain.

      “In that case,” he said and turned to Kaylin, “Wizardess, please accept these blades as our thanks for your part in our rescue. As well as it has served the Blademonger’s leader, so let it serve you even better.”

      He extended his hands and Delaine began to clap. Her soft applause was soon picked up by the mercenaries and Chevaliers in the courtyard, and Claude motioned for her to accept the offering. Even Denir smiled and nodded.

      With a gracious bow, she took the weapons, surprised to see writing etched on the blades. Rahl saw her studying it and his eyes brightened.

      “She boasted that this was one of the greatest blades the Ancients had ever made,” he told her, “but didn’t trust anyone enough to study what was written there.” His eyes gleamed. “I trust you will do it the honor of discovering what it says and what it was made for.”

      Kaylin nodded solemnly and her gaze drank in the sight of the elven script greedily. She touched it reverently with the tip of her finger and the runes flared and made her gasp. “They’re magical!”

      “I doubt she’d have kept it if it was not,” the hobgoblin told her. “She’d have deconstructed it in order to discover its secrets.”

      Her hand tightened on the blade and she sheathed it quickly. The action drew a chuckle from Claude, whose blade had been threatened with the same fate. Rahl remembered and his quiet smile reminded her of why the captain still had his blade and why the hobgoblin had joined them.

      A moment of silence fell before Claude cleared his throat. “Let’s get this place cleared up,” he said.

      This time, Delaine didn’t point out that the men and women of the Rest were exhausted. She merely nodded and set to the task herself. It took them until dawn to remove the dead from the courtyard, all bar the Rest’s defenders.

      “We’ll stay for the week,” she told Clay when the pyre for the goblinoids was lit and its ruddy light and foul stench greeted a dawn lit by gold. “After that, I can spare you a squad for another month but no longer.”

      “A month should be more than enough,” Clay replied. “We’ll have the gates fixed by then.”

      “And we’ll still be here,” Denir added gloomily. “We have contracts.”

      The Chevalier captain looked worried and her gaze strayed to Kaylin and then to Claude and the other weary men and women around them.

      “No,” the mercenary leader told them with a heavy sigh. “It’s true we have contracts in the city, but the clients will have to understand the situation.”

      “They won’t, though,” one of the men observed glumly.

      “They can think what they please,” he told them and nodded at the Chevaliers talking to Clay. “News will get back about what happened here.”

      “And if they still don’t?” the man persisted.

      “Then our reputation will have to take the hit,” he told them and his gaze traveled around the group.

      “So…what will we do for the rest of the season?” someone asked.

      “Yes,” another added. “If we aren’t fulfilling the contracts in the city, where else is there?”

      The question hung in the still morning air and they fell silent. The bonfire roared and flared behind them but they paid it no heed. If they didn’t return to Waypoint or continue to work the city, there was only one place they could go.

      They turned slowly and their gazes drifted up the slopes of the mountain that loomed above them.

      “No…”
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      The story continues with book three in the Myth of the Dragon series, The Merc-Mage of Ziammotienth.
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JANUARY 6, 2022

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for not only reading this book, but joining me here in the back and reading while I pontificate on silly thoughts.

      SILLY THOUGHT

      When I set about creating the concept for this story, I wanted to discuss - in the form of a story - just what a generally considered ‘good’ person might do if they got stuck in sucky situations.

      I have been around enough people to know that sometimes, people are just innately good and really will do whatever they can to help others. They, down in their core, believe that helping others is the top rule. Every other rule (including those like stealing) take a back seat to helping others.

      I’m also aware that some do NOT appreciate the decision to steal from them to continue eating, and I understand that principle as well.

      It is said (by others - I claim nothing) that conflict is what drives a story forward. Without conflict - no story.

      I’m not worried about proving this true or false, but I feel like it isn’t true in some ways. 

       Why? Because like the issue of someone stealing to feed someone, there is the other side that has been hurt by the act of their property being taken and perhaps has emotional issues because their safety feels violated.

      Just because a story has no conflict does not mean someone on this planet wouldn’t enjoy the story. If for no other reason than right at that moment, they are up to the top of their head with challenges and conflict and are ok with a go-nowhere story. One that just makes them smile

      Perhaps the result is similar to how a good puppy video just makes most of us smile.

      While I am not going to invest either time or money to prove this theory, I’d be curious what you, as fans, think of this concept in the theoretical. Am I on to something, or should I claim to be inhaling some second-hand pot smoke here in Vegas?

      Hell, feel free to leave a review and put your thoughts into the review ;-). 

       Feel free to join the Kurtherian Gambit Facebook Group and tag me in the message to the group if you would like. While I suck at social media, I occasionally get tapped on the shoulder by Facebook when someone mentions my name. I’m just as curious as the next person when that happens and when I see it, most of the time, I go track down what’s going on. This assumes Facebook emailed me a message that tagging me happened. Sometimes, the admins will tap me on the shoulder (metaphysically) in Slack to let me know to go look in the fans group.

      I’m vain that way.

      I look forward to chatting with you at the end of the next book, and maybe I’ll keep up the SILLY THOUGHTS.

      As always, THANK YOU for reading LMBPN stories. We would not be able to create these wonderful stories without readers like you supporting us!

      

      
        
        Ad Aeternitatem,

      

        

      
        Michael Anderle
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        Email List: http://lmbpn.com/email/
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      Sign up for the LMBPN email list to be notified of new releases and special deals!

      https://lmbpn.com/email/

      

      For a complete list of books by Michael Anderle, please visit:

      www.lmbpn.com/ma-books/
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