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  Chapter 1


“Really? You’re going for the pins? Just rake it.” 
Ailith rolled her eyes, adjusting the torsion wrench, trying to focus on the pressure of the pins. 
“Cut it out, you two. We don’t have time. If you don’t open that lock in the next ten—”
“Got it.” Ailith shot Jay a triumphant look as the lock clicked open. “Raking feels cheap.” 
Amelie scoffed. “Nothing cheap about knowing when something is too easy to put in the effort.” 
She took Ailith’s place at the door, very gently trying the handle. Ailith watched her work. In their crew of three, Amelie was without a doubt the best thief. She looked unassuming enough; her simple black clothes and the plain protective leather she wore over them meant she could easily blend into any crowd. Her short blonde hair was just long enough to be braided back against her head so she could keep it out of the way as she checked the door. With expertise, she tried the door for tension, resistance, noise—anything that could indicate a trap. Even if Ailith had seen her work many times before, it was never not impressive. When Amelie was done, she nodded at Jay and Ailith.
All clear so far. 
Gently, she pushed the door open. Both Jay and Ailith stood at the ready. Jay’s eyes flashed purple, ready for any magical trickery on the other side of the door, and Ailith was prepared to intervene should anything go wrong. She didn’t really expect there to be any traps protecting the room. The wealthier the owner, the stronger their initial security. Anything behind that was often free game. 
It seemed she was correct. Both Jay and Amelie nodded curtly to signal everything was clear. 
The trio carefully moved into the chamber. It was small for a wizard’s vault, even one that lived in a remote village. Ailith lifted the lantern. Only a few coffers lined the stone walls, and they were small, at that. 
Instead, the value was in the display cases sat atop a large rectangular table in the middle of the room. 
They were looking for a book. It had been described as having a red velvet cover, with a silvered clasp keeping the book locked. With a quick gesture, Ailith pointed the other two towards the display cases. 
“Let’s try there first,” she signed.
They walked over to the table. The collection was about what she had come to expect from wizards. Many of the display cases held books. Some held wands, and others held more arbitrary artefacts. Ailith spotted a matching silver ring and amulet, an hourglass in which the sand seemed to move of its own accord, and a small simple wooden box. 
“Here,” Amelie gestured, pointing at one of the cases. 
Jay walked over to her, moving his hand in a horizontal cutting motion. 
“Trap.” 
If he had spotted it, it had to be magical. Ailith raised her eyebrows at him in silent query. Jay pointed at the base of the display case. The magical runes there were barely visible, blending almost perfectly with the decorative filigrees. Ailith studied them briefly. They were entirely arcane in nature, not her school of magic. She stepped back so Jay could get to work. Slowly, the young man started pulling at the magical threads of the trap, a faint purple glow illuminating his tan face and dark hair. The sleeves of his navy robe billowed slightly as he worked his magic. 
This was the exact reason they never took artefacts outside of what they had been hired to take. Far too often, they were magically protected and not worth the risk. Much better to retrieve only what they were hired to and take the payment in gold. It was safer, a lot easier to carry around, and didn’t bring the risk of pawning traceable items. 
Ailith and Amelie waited patiently while Jay worked, watching the door, ears perked for any disturbances. They all felt the current of magic before they saw it. Even Amelie, who didn’t have a single magical bone in her body, turned around. A bright violet light illuminated the room, slowly forming a solid circle that gradually became bigger. 
“Portal!” Jay shouted in alarm. All three of them dove under the table, Amelie covering the lantern as they went. With a soft tearing sound, the violet circle tore in two, revealing the silhouettes of two figures behind it. 
Ailith gripped the edge of the table, trying to find the remnants of the original tree in it. It barely responded.
Come on. Listen to me!
With a quiet groan, she forced the wood to expand, the top of the table slowly curving downwards, shielding them from view. It had only come halfway down the table legs when a pair of boots stepped through the portal and Ailith was forced to stop, lest they be discovered. The three of them froze, holding their breath as a second pair of boots stepped into the room. 
“It is here,” a gravelly voice said above them. 
“Careful,” a younger voice responded, “it looks warded.”
“Can you undo it?”
Silence. One pair of boots, a light brown, slightly dirty pair, remained stationary while the black pair started pacing. Every time they rounded the corner of the table, Ailith held her breath, praying that the shadow gave them enough cover, that the intruder would not look down.
“Done.” The black pair of boots rushed over to the other. She heard the sound of something heavy being moved and then the sharp inhalation of breath. 
“Careful, don’t open it! What are you—?” The younger voice sounded panicked. Something fell to the floor.
A black fabric? No, it was smoke. But it did not behave like smoke at all. It seemed alive as it spread itself across the floor, the edges of it almost like fingers, reaching for something. Behind her, Amelie grabbed her shoulder as the smoke reached them. They dared not move as it coiled around them. In horror, Ailith watched it whip towards her, crawling up her body, tendrils reaching for her face. Her lungs burned with pain as an ice-cold fire spread through her chest. She bit her lip to keep herself from making a noise. Behind her, she heard Jay gasp. 
Nervously, she looked up. Neither visitor seemed to have heard. She noticed that the smoke was curling up the body of the owner of the brown boots as well.
The black boots walked towards the portal, then turned.
“Sorry kid.”
Ailith closed her eyes at the familiar sound of a sickening thud, followed by the louder noise of a dropping body. She looked up. The eyes of a young elven man looked back at her, panicking as he clasped at the dagger in his chest, too panicked to be surprised by her small troupe under the table. 
As the black boots stepped through the portal, the black smoke followed, then the violet light disappeared. 
“What the fuck was that?” Jay exclaimed, alarm audible in his voice. 
Ailith ignored him and rushed over to the dying man. He was convulsing, coughing up blood. Without hesitation she drew on her healing magic and sent it into his body, closing her eyes. It was bad. The dagger was wedged just above the heart and had severed the arteries there. She could maybe save the man, if she was fast. 
As she sent her healing to the damaged areas, told the arteries to reform and reconnect themselves, she noticed something else. Something deeply wrong. 
Carefully, she reached out to it. It was all throughout the elf’s body. Like a sickness gnawing at him, yet like no sickness she had ever seen before. She couldn’t tell exactly what it was attacking. Gently, she prodded it. Almost instantly the disease prodded back, like a hundred gnashing teeth biting into her healing magic. With a cry she withdrew herself, scrambling away from the dying man. It wasn’t eating at his body. It was feeding off his magic, feeding off the very arcane essence in his body. It felt awful. 
With sorrow in her eyes, she moved back to the man, holding his hand. 
“I’m sorry,” she whispered as he struggled for breath. But she didn’t dare to dive back in. 
“Dorian Redwing,” he gasped, pointing at where the portal had vanished as he violently coughed up blood. Then he stilled.
Softly, she closed his eyes. 
Amelie grabbed her by the arm. “Real sweet of you, but we have to go. Now.”
“But what about the job?”
“Fuck the job. I want no part in whatever this was. And this man,”—she gestured at the dead elf—“people will start looking for him. We are thieves, not murderers! I am not going to jail for this!” There was a frantic note to her voice. 
Ailith conceded. They didn’t have much gold left to fall back on if they didn’t do this job. They would just have to make do. 
“Let’s go then. Quietly.”
It felt wrong leaving empty-handed. She looked back over her shoulder at the dead man. Then closed the vault door behind her.






  
  Chapter 2


News of what had happened in the vault must not yet have reached the surface, for the way back was blissfully quiet. They walked past the vault door without issue, ignoring the traps that Jay and Amelie had disarmed, stepping gingerly over the few they hadn’t. They left behind the gold and less valuable items in the first room and found themselves back in the basement of the wizard’s home. The window they had unlocked was still open. 
A tension Ailith didn’t realise she was feeling immediately dissipated the moment she stepped out into the cobbled street, even as she shivered in the cold night air. 
“Please tell me one of you understood what happened in there?” Amelie’s quiet voice held a note of manic desperation, her blue eyes darting about frantically. 
Ailith shook her head and looked at Jay, who mirrored her movements. 
“Let’s not panic, though,” he offered as Ailith gave him a nudge. “Facts. Let’s go over the facts.” His voice, too, sounded slightly strangled. 
“Someone else broke into the vault,” Ailith started as they began walking to the inn they had been staying in the past few nights. 
“Two someones,” Jay added, “one of whom was a powerful caster. The type of portal they came in via? I’ve been trying my hands at it for years. And if we presume for a moment that everything was similarly trapped, he disarmed that trap in half the time it would have taken me.”
“Do we know what they stole?” Ailith asked. She had been so disturbed by what she found in the elf’s body, she had forgotten to look at what might have been taken. 
“A box.” Amelie finally seemed to have regained some semblance of control. “It was the only missing item.”
The simple wooden box? 
“Now.” Jay’s voice shook. “Please tell me if what you saw was different. But I saw a black smoke come down. Only it didn’t look like smoke. More like . . .”
“A sentient creature,” Ailith finished for him. 
“Did it also—eh . . .” Jay hesitated. “Go up your nose?”
“What?” Amelie exclaimed, then looked around to make sure no one had noticed. 
But Ailith nodded. 
“It felt awful,” she whispered, “as if—”
A scream sounded in the distance. They all looked up. 
“We need to get back to the inn,” Amelie said, her face pale. Quickening their pace, they walked through the waking town. Dark windows lit up around them. People had noticed something was amiss. 
As soon as they entered the inn, Ailith realised it had been a mistake to return. A group of the town’s guard stood at the bar, all eyes turning to her little group as they entered. 
“She does magic!” the innkeep exclaimed, pointing right at her.
Great. 
She had conjured a flower for a young girl one day prior. So much for kindness. The guards approached her. Ailith sighed and raised her hands, dropping her pack in the same motion and swiftly pushing her thumb and ring finger together as the bag slid down to let Amelie and Jay know it was fine. She was usually prison bait. Her grey skin made her stand out in a crowd, and she was more experienced in surviving prison life than the other two. There was no point in struggling or pleading innocence; if these people needed a scapegoat, they would try and arrest her one way or another. It was easier to play along and break out again.
The guards escorted her towards the door, one of them walking over to her friends. They would still be questioned. Amelie subtly extended a finger at her. They would try to break her out after one night. 
Ailith wasn’t too worried. Linnevel was a small enough town that she didn’t expect bars to give her too much trouble. 
She was led out of the inn with a hand on each arm.
“We caught the caster. Return to your homes.” 
Whoever was in charge clearly needed to be seen taking action. Ailith sighed as she resigned herself to a cold night with little sleep.

    
  The prison was much like she expected: a long hallway of stone cells with single iron-barred doors. In addition to the door through which they entered, there was one other door leading out at the other end of the hallway, which Ailith guessed led to an interrogation room. Once she had been deposited into a cell, the guards left her without much ceremony. It was too early for everyone, it seemed.
The prison was quiet. There were no other occupants, and the stone walls muffled any outside noise. Ailith shivered. A wooden cot stood in the corner, but no blanket lay on it. Rubbing her arms, she cursed her body. She was almost always cold, her blood circulation not quite what it should have been. Often, she wondered if that was why her skin was so faded, so grey in colour. And it wasn’t just her skin that seemed to have been drained of it. Both her hair and eyes lacked colour too. Her green tunic and the browns of the leather armour she wore over it were the only bits of colour on her. But she couldn’t complain too much. The same incident that had left her body malfunctioning had also unlocked her affinity for druidic magic. She wouldn’t give that up for the world.
Briefly, Ailith contemplated making a small fire in the cell. But with no chimney, she would only be smoking herself out. So she inspected the cell door. It was nothing special. Either these people knew that she was not the culprit they were looking for, or they were not very smart. Sinking down into a cross-legged position, Ailith leaned back against the wall. 
What had happened in that vault? What had the smoke been? No matter how hard she tried to focus only on the facts, the events did not make any more sense to her. 
Calm down. 
She sat up straight, focusing on her breath. They would figure it out. 
“What an unfortunate predicament.”
Ailith’s eyes shot open. A figure was leaning with their back against the bars of her cell. With some alarm, she realised she had not heard them approach.
Her eyes snapped to their boots. Well-tailored leather. She should have heard their footfall. The rest of them seemed equally well dressed. A white shirt tucked into black trousers, partially covered by a purple waistcoat with ornate gold brocade embroidery. Their dark brown hair was tied back at the nape of their neck, cascading just below the shoulder. Who wore a suit to a prison? A nobleman? 
Her experience with the nobility had not been great. They usually demanded the nearly impossible but were never willing to pay appropriately. Either that or they tried to double-cross after the deal was done. 
This felt different, though. Something felt wrong, made the hair on the back of her neck stand up. Every part of her body screamed at her to move away, to create as much distance between her and this figure as she could. 
“Is it?” she finally responded. 
Her visitor turned around. 
Ailith tensed, drawing in a sharp breath, left hand ready with magic. She had been right to trust her gut. He was definitely not human. His cheekbones were just too sharp, his eyes an odd amber colour. His face had an agelessness to it, the look of someone who had lived for centuries, yet he had not a single wrinkle on his face. She glanced at his ears. They appeared human. But he was definitely too handsome, too beautiful, to be mortal. 
“Oh, not this cell. I am well aware you could shape the wood of your”—he wrinkled his nose—“cot into a set of lockpicks.” His quiet voice was low and smooth, and full of confidence. Something about the timbre of it caused goosebumps to crawl over her skin.
The general air of arrogance he exuded told Ailith he was used to being obeyed without question. It immediately irked her. She got up and walked over to the door. Even after straightening herself, she only reached his collarbone. She still had to look up to look him in the eye. 
How annoying. 
“What do you want?” She was in no mood to play games. 
He raised an eyebrow at her, moving his hand to his heart, the wide fabric of his sleeves billowing slightly with the movement. 
“So impatient.”
Ailith rolled her eyes as he bowed. 
“I’m here to propose a potentially mutually beneficial agreement.”
A deal? Offered by someone masquerading as human? Fey or fiend? 
“I don’t deal in firstborns or souls.” 
Something flashed across his face. Too quick to read, but long enough for her to know she was correct. He offered her a smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. 
“How convenient, then, that I’m not here for either. But I can see that you are in no mood to talk business.” He bowed again. “To your good health. I’ll be there when it changes.”
Ailith wasn’t quite sure whether his words sounded like a promise or a threat. With that, he turned around and walked away. Audibly so, she noticed, until the hallway went quiet again.
A sense of dread came over Ailith. She turned her attention inwards. It was there. Quietly lurking. So silent, she barely noticed it, but it was there all the same. The same gnawing teeth she had felt in the dying man’s body. 
“Fuck.”
She tried to draw it out like she would draw poison from her body. It did nothing. The teeth gnawed and gnashed at her insides. She sent healing magic its way. A trickle at first. Then a wave. The teeth happily devoured the magic she sent it. 
Panic gripped her body.
Ailith screamed. Something was inside her, and she could not get it out. She screamed until she had no voice left to scream with. 
She had to get out. Escape. Run. 
With shaking hands, she turned to the wooden cot. 
Look for the tree inside it. 
There was nothing. Not a single trace of life left in the small stone cell. Wildly, she threw out her magic, looking for anything natural nearby 
You are never going to get out. 
Her breath started to come in short spurts. She grabbed the bars of the door, pulled at the heavy metal. It clanged loudly in the silence of the hallway but didn’t give. 
That was when the thought hit her. She had never heard the hallway door open again. Her visitor had left as mysteriously as he had arrived. The realisation halted her frantic thoughts somewhat and pulled her out of her panic.
“Calm down. Facts.” 
She sat down again, breathing deeply. Whatever had ailed the elven man, she had contracted it too. And he knew. The alluding to her good health, the offer to help her with a predicament. It could not have been a coincidence. How? 
She shook her head. It was a worry for later. Her thoughts were running far too wild to do any deducing now. Getting out was her first priority, plans be damned. She was not waiting around in a cell while something unknown ate at her body. She needed to calm down. Return to rational thought. Try to remind herself that she did not need nature to survive. 
Inhale. Hold. Exhale. 
Focus on the flow of breath. 
What could she feel? The cold stone floor under her.
In. Hold. Out.
She could smell the slightly damp stone. The mildew from the wooden cot. 
Her heart rate slowed to a more regular pace. 
Another deep breath. 
The jail was so quiet, her own heartbeat seemed deafening in her ears. But she was calmer. 
Panic won’t help now.
She laid another hand on the cot, extending her awareness to it once more. The wood still had life in it. Now that she was calm and more focused, she could feel the gentle thrum of its energy. From there, it was easy to shape a splinter of the wood into a set of lockpicks. The cell’s lock was easily opened. 
Ailith walked over to the entrance and laid her ear against the door. There was noise on the other side, the muffled sound of movement. She didn’t want to fight anyone if she didn’t have to. These guards weren’t guilty of anything. 
Quietly, she walked over to the other door. She heard only silence. Ailith tried the handle. She didn’t quite have Amelie’s touch, but they had worked together long enough that Amelie had taught her more than a few basics. There was no odd pressure, no unnatural resistance. The door swung open without issue. The room behind it was shrouded in darkness, barring a slim sliver of orange light. A single high window. 
Ailith looked around. The room may once have been an interrogation room, but the chair that had been used for that had been pushed to the side, the manacles attached to it long since rusted over. Instead, boxes and crates filled the space.
In the dark, she could just make out the silhouette of a wall sconce. Mindful of tripping hazards, she walked over to it and tried to conjure a small flame in her left hand. It took her a few attempts to bring it to life. As a druid, she was supposed to be able to command all elemental magic, but she had never quite reached that level of control. Give her plants or air to command, but when it came to fire magic, she could barely conjure the smallest of flames, and even that often eluded her. 
With the room now slightly lit, Ailith started quietly stacking boxes and crates until she could reach the window. It was conveniently at street level, a lantern just outside it casting its dim light into the room. 
At a guess, she would just fit through. Another jab at her abilities. If she had been a better druid, she would have been able to change her form, transform her body into that of an animal. She had never mastered that skill either. 
No use lamenting it now. Think practically. 
The window needed opening, for a start, and she didn’t see any hinges. The window frame, however, was wooden. That could be used. On the other side of the glass, she summoned a small bed of thick vines, then examined the wood of the frame. Most of it had been touched by damp. It didn’t take much to magically warp it a little. Once she thought she had created enough space, Ailith braced herself and pushed against the glass pane. With a grunt and a quiet screech, it came loose and fell backwards onto the vines she had summoned. They would crumble into dust before long. No conjured nature was ever permanent. 
Swiftly, she hoisted herself up and crawled through the empty frame. She barely fit, ignoring the splinters that wedged themselves into her leather doublet. 
The street had remained quiet, despite the little noise she made. Gingerly, she took the glass pane and leaned it back against the frame. It wasn’t in properly, but it would look the part for anyone walking by. She just needed it to hold up until she had left town.






  
  Chapter 3


The streets were mostly empty again as Ailith rushed back to the inn. Clearly the arrest of one scapegoat had been enough to send people back to bed. She walked as quickly as she could without being too suspicious. 
At the inn, she went directly to the stables and saddled three horses, picking the ones that looked fastest and healthiest. A better druid may have been able to speak with the animals, or at least get a sense for their health, but animals had never been her forte. They would have to make do with the ones she picked. In the distance a bird sang its morning song. She had to hurry. 
Walking around the building, she looked for the window to their room, then examined the wall below it. The grey brick was far from smooth, but she was not enough of a climber to scale that wall. Again, she drew on her magic, and a wave of exhaustion washed over her. She had done so too many times already today without resting. Just once more.
From the windowsill itself, she conjured up a vine, trailing it down and wrapping the end of it around her wrist. 
A second bird joined the first, announcing the coming dawn to the world. Ailith gritted her teeth. Almost there. 
Planting her feet against the wall, she slowly started pulling herself upwards. By the time she had reached the window, beads of sweat dripped from her forehead. The other two would have set some form of alarm trap around the window. Gently, she knocked on the glass. Amelie’s tired face appeared behind it after she had pulled back the rag of a curtain, expression changing from alarmed to concerned as she unhooked a tripwire and opened the window. 
“What are you doing here?” she hissed quietly.
“The plan has changed.” Ailith sat down on the windowsill. “We’re leaving now.” 
Further into the room Jay opened his mouth to speak, but he must have seen something on her face, for he closed it again and nodded. “Are you okay?”
Ailith shook her head. “No, but it can wait. Horses are ready.”
Her team didn’t need much time. They always kept their bags packed in case they needed to make a quick escape. Without a word, they followed her back out the window, leaving the town as the first rays of sunlight crested over the horizon.

    
  They took the busiest road out of town, northwards, urging their horses into a quick step. Not only would a busy road mean that any tracks they left would disappear in the crowd, but they were also desperately running out of food, and this road would lead them past the Roadside Respite, where they would be able to resupply.
Ailith doubted anyone would come after them. A small town was like a small world of its own, and outsiders were best forgotten quickly. Whatever had happened during the night would soon be nothing more than a rumour. And with her arrest happening in the dark, Ailith doubted anyone would recognise her on the road. 
Only when nothing but trees surrounded them did she slow down to tell Jay and Amelie what had happened. She left nothing out. From the disease in the dead elf to the otherworldly visitor in the prison to the panic when she discovered that she, too, was a carrier. To their credit, neither of them reprimanded her for panicking. Instead, they listened quietly until she had finished her tale. 
“I couldn’t sleep after everything that happened. And I have a theory.” Jay moved his horse next to hers and held out a hand to her. “A theory that I truly hope is wrong. If you don’t mind, have a look at my general health.” 
Ailith took his hand. It was shaking slightly, she noticed. 
He’s scared. 
She knew the answer even before she called on her magic. Jay had a brilliant mind, and his theories were seldom wrong. Knowing what to look for, she found the anomaly immediately. A thousand tiny mouths clung to the magical energy in him, ripping and tearing. Biting back the immediate feeling of panic, she tried to study them without drawing nearer. Although something seemed to be eating at his magic, it didn’t seem to immediately consume it. Instead, it seemed to be trying to tear it or change it. She had never felt anything like it, and she didn’t understand it either. It scared her. Bile rose in her throat, and she withdrew herself from his body, squeezing his hand. 
“I’m sorry.”
He tightened his jaw in response. “If I’m correct, Amelie should be clear of it.”
Ailith looked over at the other woman. “Do you want me to look for you?”
Amelie nodded. When Ailith took her hand, she found nothing. A bruise where Amelie had bumped her elbow into the door frame. Otherwise, she was in perfect health.
“It’s attached to our affinity for magic?” Ailith looked back at Jay, who nodded.
“I realise it is based on very little, but it is the only theory I have for now. What else sets us apart that a magical smoke could be attracted to?”
So if she looked inside her own body . . . She turned her magic inwards, only to immediately withdraw again. It had gotten worse since she checked in the cell, the gnashing teeth doing something to her magic. What exactly, she didn’t want to think about. The thought alone that her magic could be affected like that was too terrifying to contemplate.  
“So what do we do?” Ailith struggled to keep the panic out of her voice. Exhaustion was making it hard to think rationally, and the night’s events were rapidly catching up. 
Jay nudged his horse a little closer, putting a hand on her arm. “No matter how scary this is, I’m sure we can find a healer who can help us. First, we stay the course. We go to the Roadside Respite. We have enough food left for the few days it will take us to get there, and we can replenish our supplies. Then we travel to the nearest big city and look for help.”
Ailith tried to calm her mind, focusing on what Jay proposed. It was a solid plan, and she desperately needed a heading. 

    
  The day passed as if it were a fever dream. The excessive use of magic, the panic, and the lack of sleep made her brain so foggy, she could barely stay atop her horse. The banter between Jay and Amelie completely bypassed her. The blossoming trees around her that she usually loved so much left her unaffected.
It was only after a night of cold and restless sleep that Ailith felt slightly more human. The first thing she did upon waking was turn her energy inwards. The gnawing blackness was still there, but she noticed no difference in her body. Whatever this disease or curse was, it seemed to be content to just linger in the background. She prayed it would stay there. 
By the time Jay and Amelie woke, she had saddled the horses and concocted the very loose beginnings of a plan. 
They would indeed travel to the Roadside Respite. Once there, they would ask around for Dorian Redwing, the name the dying elf had given them, and give chase. They needed answers, and he was the only lead they had. If that trail went cold, they could always travel to Dewhaven. Ailith knew a healer there who would be willing to help them.
With that, her spirits raised a bit. They had a solid plan, this odd disease seemed happy to remain dormant, and the sun was out for once. It was easy to join Amelie and Jay in their back-and-forth, if only to temporarily forget about the darkness that waited inside her. 






  
  Chapter 4


The first symptom of the disease showed itself on the third day. Ailith woke up drenched in sweat, the fingers of her left hand cramped and swollen. Her knuckles burned as if they had been pressed with a hot iron. 
One look at Jay confirmed that he was suffering the same.
Anxious for what she would find, Ailith let magic run through her body. The disease was there. And it had grown, slowly but surely making itself more present. 
How long until she could no longer ignore it? How long before that strange darkness inside her was larger than she was?
She tried not to ponder it too much. Nothing could be done about it immediately. There was no point in panicking herself even further. 
“And so, our good health changes,” she said wryly over breakfast, eating the last of their rations with trembling hands. 
Before they left, she drenched some cloth in water and froze it to try to numb the pain somewhat, offering the same cold compress to Jay. 
Their usual banter was notably absent that day, even if Amelie did her best to distract them all with small talk. The reigns burned in Ailith’s hand. Every movement seemed to only intensify the fire in her fingers. To deal with pain, she would normally disassociate herself, distance her body and mind, trying to reach a state of near meditation. But that was difficult to do when Amelie was trying so hard to make them feel better.
By the time they reached the inn, both of Ailith’s hands were on fire. Yet where she gritted her teeth and bore the pain, Jay had no such success. He had been continuously rubbing his hands the last part of the journey.
“Don’t touch it. It will only make you focus on the pain more,” she told him repeatedly. But when he snapped back at her a third time that he wasn’t touching it, she let it rest.

    
  The Roadside Respite was a welcome sight. The promise of good fresh food alone quickened Ailith’s step. But the moment they entered, Ailith knew something was off. A shiver ran down her back.
They were being watched. 
Her eyes scanned the room. The big fireplace in the centre cast dancing shadows across the walls and patrons. It was busy; the Roadside Respite usually was. Lying next to one of the busiest trade roads, it catered to a steady stream of customers all desperate for fresh food and a soft bed. Most patrons looked like the sort Ailith expected: small groups of merchants, a family here and there, all sat around a collection of mismatched tables. But she spotted him immediately, even though he was sitting at one of the darker tables in the corner. The man from the prison. 
“On our eleven, danger,” Ailith muttered, making sure to not let her eyes linger. Her group had worked together long enough that neither Amelie nor Jay looked over immediately as they walked to the bar, only glancing around as if looking for an empty table. 
“Who is he?” Jay asked.
“The man from the prison,” Ailith responded under her breath before ordering a room, food, and drinks.
Amelie sucked in a breath. “Do we engage?”
“What if he isn’t here for us?” Jay butted in. They all exchanged a sceptical look, and Jay shrugged. “A man can hope.” 
Ailith sighed. “I’ll get it. Jay, watch my back. Amelie, go after the mark. See if you can learn anything.” 
“Be careful.” Amelie touched her wrist briefly. “Both fey and fiend are dangerous, and you are not as sharp as you usually are. No gambling.” 
Ailith winked back. “Only if I know I can win.” She took her tankard and walked over to the stranger. 
He was wearing the same suit as last time, she noted. And like last time, the hair on the back of her neck stood up more the closer she got to him. 
Only when she sat down did he acknowledge her presence by looking at her. Something about his amber eyes made her heart skip a beat. And not just because they were beautiful. He seemed to look right through her, as if he could see her very soul.
Was he a mind reader? In her head, she screamed loudly. No reaction. 
What is he? 
Despite her entire body telling her to run, she didn’t break eye contact as she sat down. Instead, she cocked a challenging eyebrow, sipping from her tankard.
Let him make the opening move. 
“Well, well. Already coming to me voluntarily? I expected a bit more resilience from you.” He spoke quietly despite the noise of the taproom, but his voice still held that same air of confidence. As did the smile he flashed her. All arrogance and no warmth.
Ailith offered him a cold smile in return. “I usually prefer to smother potential threats before they get close, but this scenario seemed to call for a different approach.”
He spread his arms. “Potential threat? You wound me. My intentions here are nothing if not benevolent.” He leaned forwards. “I told you I would be there when your good health changed, didn’t I? And I never lie. That I can promise you.”
Only when he leaned back again did Ailith realise she had been digging her nails into her palms. Slowly, she let go; it had only made the burning in her fingers worse. Why was this man so intimidating? Because he is not a man, she reminded herself. Focus. Every game has rules. You just need to determine the rules of this game.
With a deep breath, she forced herself to appear more relaxed. 
“Which leaves me the obvious question. What are your benevolent intentions?”
She held up a hand as he was about to respond, earning herself an annoyed glare. 
He’s used to deciding when to speak. 
“And although my curiosity has been piqued, I would much rather know exactly who I’m talking to.” Her turn to lean forwards, both eyebrows raised. 
“Simply Arkhael will do.” 
Was that amusement in his eyes? He, too, leaned in closer, and for the briefest moment, she thought she saw the fire reflected in his eyes, his teeth sharp as he smiled at her.
Just as quickly, it was gone again. 
Fiend. Her heart beat in her throat, but Ailith maintained her position. Definitely fiend. 
Devil or demon? Ailith had encountered only a few demons. They were unpredictable, wild, and dangerous. Threats best killed swiftly. Devils were even rarer, more of a subject of folklore. And if those stories were to be believed, they were a lot more cunning. Even in the secluded grove where she had grown up, there were tales of promises that could not be broken. Binding contracts and deals that always ended in stolen souls.
She looked at him with this in mind. 
Not a single wrinkle on his clothes, not a hair out of place. She decided to take the gamble. 
“So, what are your benevolent intentions, devil?” 
She had struck home. The mask dropped. Only briefly, but long enough for her to see the annoyance. 
Confidence rushed through her. This man—devil—might be terrifying, the power and arrogance that radiated off him making it clear he was not to be taken lightly, but this game of words and masks, that was one Ailith could play.
She leaned back, taking another sip from her tankard. 
“How are your hands, druid?” He mimicked the same tone she had just used. “Not yet sore enough that you’re tearing the skin off your flesh, I see.”
“Is that it? The cure for our souls? Neither my friend nor I are that stupid.”
Arkhael laughed. “My dear, you have contracted a sickness so serious, even I cannot cure it. And after the next full moon, there will be nothing left of you to cure.” Ailith’s blood went cold. He seemed dead serious in his taunting. “But I do know what the cure is, what the symptoms are, and how to suppress those.”
He extended a hand. 
She eyed it as if he had offered her a poison dagger blade-first. Only benevolent intentions, he had said. If he was indeed a devil, she believed he couldn’t go back on his own word. 
Carefully, she put her hand in his, magic tingling in her fingertips. If he tried something, she was ready.
His hand was hot to the touch. If she hadn’t already known he wasn’t human, she would have been concerned for his well-being. He closed his fingers over hers, bent forwards, and brushed his lips against her knuckles. 
“It won’t be long until the second symptom shows itself. We can discuss less altruistic intentions then.”
And with that, he was gone, vanishing into thin air in front of her. Leaving her utterly confused and with her fingers still burning. She clasped them in her other hand until the feeling subsided, then looked at them. The cramping was gone. She flexed her hand. Closed her fingers. No pain. 
So he couldn’t cure it, but he could suppress the symptoms? She rubbed her hand where his lips had brushed her skin. It was still tingling slightly.
Suave arrogant bastard.
Standing up to rejoin her companions, Ailith realised her legs were shaking slightly. 
Fucking terrifying suave arrogant bastard.

    
  “All good?” Jay’s voice was full of concern as she joined them at their table. Ailith shook her head. 
“Fiend. Not fey. Devil, to be precise. And he’s after something.” 
She shared the details of the conversation with them. 
Jay paled. “Until the next full moon gives us precious little time.”
Ailith nodded, ignoring the terror that gripped her very soul. Less than twenty days. It wasn’t a lot of time at all. With a deep breath, she grabbed the table. Devil be damned. They had a plan, a solid plan. It was going to be fine.
Amelie leaned back. “Any idea what he wants?”
“Not really.”
The three of them fell silent. 
“Let’s go over what we do know first,” Jay offered, always the pragmatic. 
Ailith held up a finger. “He’s been watching us. These two meetings, he was prepared for them, and he seems to know the details about what ails us. So one, he wants something from us.” She raised another finger. “And two, he’s powerful enough to suppress the symptoms, even if he can’t cure this disease. And he made sure we would be aware of this. This entire meeting seemed like a power play.”
Amelie nodded along. “He’s trying to gain at least some modicum of trust, making sure we know what he’s capable of so that, when he plays his cards, we’ll play the game with him.” She looked at Ailith. “Do I sound like you yet?” 
They all laughed, despite everything. 
“We can play along for now. If there is indeed something he wants from us, that gives us leverage, and he clearly has information that could help us. So we try and learn what this leverage is. Just . . .” Jay gave both Amelie and Ailith a stern look. “Watch your words. Don’t accidentally agree to something.” 
Amelie scoffed. 
Ailith looked offended. “I never make accidental deals.” 
“No, but you like gambling too much.” He raised an eyebrow as she was about to protest. “This is not some nobleman, Ailith. Deals with a devil are irrevocable. Any agreement made with them, however accidental, is binding. And the stakes are often souls, not just a few coins.”
Ailith rolled her eyes but conceded. Jay was right. 
“What do you know of devils?” she asked him. Out of the three of them, he was the only one who had received a formal education.
“Enough to know that their power isn’t something to be scoffed at. Not enough to feel comfortable dealing with one,” Jay grumbled, but then he sat up a bit straighter. “I have only little knowledge on fiends in general. From a wizard’s perspective, neither demon nor devil is particularly interesting as their magics are inborn rather than learned. Even so, we had a few classes on the infernal.” 
Ailith listened attentively. It wasn’t often that Jay was willing to talk about the schooling he had once received.
“From what I can recall, devils are proud creatures. Their lives in the Hells follow a strict hierarchy and rule system. Some of those rules are magically binding. Don’t ask me how it works, I don’t know,” he added as Ailith opened her mouth. “But it is because of this that devils can be dealt with, whereas demons can never be trusted. A devil cannot lie, cannot go back on their word, and a contract made with them is binding. Again, magically so. That is why they are master wordsmiths. Even before I learned this, I was told tales of people bargaining away their souls to devils because of their trickery with words. Always be specific when talking to them.” The last was aimed solely at Ailith. 
Ailith smiled at him. “Don’t worry, I wasn’t planning on making these chats a regular occurrence.” 
With that, the matter was settled. 
“Anything from you?” She turned to Amelie. 
“The regular inn gossip. Supposed merrow attacks further north. Talk of a war brewing in the southeast. But we’re at least on one trail. A man by the name of Dorian Redwing travelled through here. Without asking too much, I got the impression he must be nobility or otherwise in high standing. He’s travelling northwards, which is conveniently in the same direction as Dewhaven.” Her shoulders sagged a bit. “But it sounds like he has a good two days on us.” 
So no way to catch up. Even if they crippled their horses, they wouldn’t be able to close that distance. How had he gotten so far ahead?
“At least we can hold reigns again without pain,” Ailith tried.
“About that . . .” Jay raised his hands. His fingers were still red. “I had hoped that maybe it would take some time, but it looks like your new friend only cured your symptoms.” He smiled wryly, and Ailith did not begrudge him the note of envy in his voice.

    
  If there was one thing Ailith loved about paid accommodation, it was the baths. As someone who was often cold, there were few things she liked better than the hug of hot water around her body. 
She sighed and pulled her knees up in the small tub of the shared bathroom. What an absolute mess they had found themselves in. A magical disease and a devil, all because they had been in the wrong place at the wrong time. She looked at her hand and shivered slightly at the memory of his lips on her fingers.
“You okay?”
She jumped at the sudden noise and looked up with a scowl. Amelie walked over to the tub next to hers, towel around her waist, giving her a very pointed look.
“Where were your thoughts? Either you have finally found yourself a bath that runs hot enough, or you are blushing.” She lit the fire under her bath and sat down on the edge while she waited for it to heat up. 
“I was not blushing.”
“Of course not. And neither did you speak to an incredibly attractive man earlier today. I noticed how you couldn’t take your eyes off him. Am I wrong?” She wiggled her eyebrows at Ailith, who huffed in response.
“Not man, devil. Very different. And weren’t you supposed to be gathering information?”
Amelie let herself glide into the water and put her hands on the edge of the tub, resting her chin atop them.
“Listen, I don’t judge your fantasies. I’m sure there’s something to be said for a forked tongue. It’s been a while for all of us.” The woman looked around the empty bathroom. “I mean, if you are really desperate, I could share a tub with you.”
“Amelie!” Ailith splashed some water into her friend’s face. “Of course I didn’t take my eyes off of him, he’s a devil.” She rolled her eyes when Amelie only raised her eyebrows further. “Fine. Yes, he is good looking. And yes, you are right, we all need to visit a brothel sooner rather than later. But now is hardly the time! And I most certainly was not thinking about his tongue, forked or otherwise!”
Amelie giggled. “Have we finally found your type, then? High cheekbones, well dressed, and dangerous?”
Ailith scoffed. “You’re drunk.” But she smiled despite herself.
“Only a little.” Amelie turned her back on Ailith, sinking further into the water. 
For all her brazen comments, Ailith appreciated the woman. Leave it up to Amelie to make people smile even in the worst of times. Briefly, she considered taking her up on the offer. It wouldn’t be the first time they had found pleasure in each other’s bodies. She rubbed her hand. It would be unfair to the other woman to do anything with her while thinking of someone else. And you really shouldn’t be doing so. She kicked herself mentally. How did one kiss on the hand get her so flustered?
“You know,” Amelie’s voice broke the silence again.
“Hmm?”
“I think Jay was jealous.”
Ailith sat up. “I know. I genuinely felt so guilty when I realised the devil had cured my hands but not his.” 
That earned her another eye roll. “That’s not what I meant, you absolute oblivious beansprout.” Ailith raised her eyebrows at the choice of insult but let it lie. Amelie’s words were becoming more slurred. There would be no point in arguing with her at this stage.
She stepped out of the hot water, goosebumps immediately covering her body, and wrapped a towel around herself.
“I’m off to bed. Try not to drown in a tub.”
Amelie gave her a wink. “Don’t have too many sex dreams while we’re sharing a room.”
Ailith only shook her head. Incorrigible. 






  
  Chapter 5


The next two days were gruelling. Not only did they push their horses in an attempt to close at least some of the distance, but Jay was struggling. In the mornings and evenings, Ailith did everything she could to numb the pain with what was available to her. She made teas and tinctures. She froze water and wrapped it in bandages to make a cold compress. She tried to block the pain magically. All to no avail. 
What little relief she could bring during these moments was immediately undone on the road. The wizard’s fingers were raw and cramped at the end of every day. To his credit, he didn’t complain. Jay bore it all with gritted teeth, knowing full well that they couldn’t afford to slow down. But his usually witty responses had become short and snippy, to the point that even Amelie stopped trying to take his mind off the pain.
So they travelled in tense silence, only stopping long enough to keep the horses from going lame and to sleep. Amelie and Ailith took a little time to either hunt or gather every evening, adding some fresh food to the rations they had bought at the inn. Ailith was also fairly certain that Amelie had swiped a bottle of wine, but the mood for a drink never struck.
Even the hours of rest brought no respite. Guilt gnawed at Ailith. She was much better at bearing pain. Every jerk of the saddle, every grimace Jay made, only increased her guilt. And when she kept watch in the quiet hours of the night, she couldn’t help but regret that she was the one who had spoken to the devil, not Jay.
You’re better at negotiating, she told herself over and over. There was a reason she usually did the dealing, but it didn’t make her feel any better. 
It didn’t help that she could still feel the devil’s lips on her fingers. At first, she had tried to tell herself that it must have been whatever magic he had used to cure her hands, but she couldn’t keep that pretence up for long. She knew her own body too well for that.
It was the adrenaline rush she had gotten when that facade had dropped, however briefly. Ailith wanted to be angry at him. Demand that he help Jay as he had helped her. 
But she was much more ashamed of the part of her that wanted to sit at that table again. To play that game of words. To see if she could crack those defences one more time. 
You’re exhausted, and he’s a devil. Of course you’re fascinated. It’s part of their nature. 
No matter how often she repeated it, it did not diminish the burning shame she felt. Maybe she truly did have a gambling addiction.

    
  The second symptom hit them as unexpectedly as the first had. One moment, they were riding in tense silence; the next, Jay gasped and fell off his horse. They were with him immediately, Ailith putting a hand on his forehead and closing her eyes. Bruises from falling. That alien gnawing darkness. Nothing unexpected. She trickled some mild healing into the bruises regardless. The man was in enough pain already; he didn’t need more. 
“Anything?” Amelie asked as Ailith opened her eyes. She shook her head. Jay lay gasping under their hands. As soon as it had started, it was over. His breathing steadied, and he sat up shakily. 
“Fuck,” he said, then proceeded to retch up the remnants of his lunch. 
Amelie got up. “I’ll find us a spot for the night.”
Ailith didn’t argue. It would cost them an hour, but she preferred that over risking Jay’s life. Gently, she rubbed his back, trying to relax his body with both her physical and magical touch. Otherwise, she remained quiet, knowing Jay would speak when ready. 
By the time he calmed down, Amelie had returned. “There’s a clearing just off the path.”
They made their way over to set up camp. Amelie exchanged a glance with Ailith. They wouldn’t hunt or forage tonight. Instead, they ate their dinner in tense silence. Jay was the one who finally broke it. 
“Leave me.”
Ailith nearly dropped the stale bread she had been chewing. He had been quiet and withdrawn after his blackout. To hear him start a conversation with something so incredibly stupid was the last thing she expected from him. “What?”
“Leave me. I’ll follow your trail. But right now, I am only slowing you down.”
“You can’t mean that.” Even in the warm light of the fire, Amelie’s face had gone slightly pale. 
“I do.” He rubbed his swollen fingers. “I’m a liability. Unless you have any more otherworldly miracle cures.” The faintest hint of irritation laced his tone, and he narrowed his eyes at Ailith. But before she could respond, he continued, “I’ll follow your trail. Catch up with you when I can.”
“Out of the question. You’re part of the team.” Ailith’s tone was firm. “We can tie you to the horse if we need to. But we need your mind if we are going to figure out how to solve this. Plus.” Her voice faltered. “The devil healed my fingers, but he didn’t cure me. It’s only a matter of time before I fall off my horse too.” 
Amelie put a hand on Jay’s arm. “We are stronger together.”
The wizard opened his mouth to speak, then closed it again. 
Amelie smiled at him, squeezing his arm. “I’ll take first watch.”

    
  Ailith felt like she had barely slept when Amelie woke her. 
“Anything?” she mouthed, nodding in Jay’s direction. Amelie shook her head. 
No changes. That was good, at least.
Quietly, Ailith sat up, her back to the remnants of the fire. One eye on Jay, the other on the forest. Its health was comforting. The trees around her had strong roots and thick bark. It made her feel less fragile, less out of control while a mysterious disease ran through her veins. How long until she, too, blacked out? The anticipation was nerve-wracking.
Ailith reached out. With her next heartbeat, she and the forest were one. She was the roots digging down for water, keeping the soil together. She was the new growth that had sprouted at the edge of the clearing and had only seen the sun twice. Regardless of her turmoil, the forest was stable. At peace. 
Ailith had heard of druids who had linked themselves with a forest and never woken again. It was easy to see why. She had always felt nature’s pull especially strong. Where most druids were able to link themselves with all the elements, she had never felt the same affinity. Never understood what they meant when they spoke of “losing themselves to the fire” or “being one with the wind.” Even if her command of air magic was strong, it had never held her in its stormy embrace. It was the greenery around her that drew her in. And maybe it was because she was unable to connect with the life in the other elements that she clung to the growing parts of nature with something akin to desperation. It had always been her comfort in even the loneliest hours, her shield against the world. The one reliable constant. With something so very foreign in her own body, it was tempting to remain a part of the strong trees. If it hadn’t been for the soft breathing of her friends nearby, maybe she would have.
Slowly, she drew back into herself, shivering slightly at the cold chill of night and taking a deep breath. They could do this. 
A shrill ringing pierced her ears. Followed by pain. Her vision blurred. She couldn’t tell if it was her or the world that was spinning. The ground met her and flung her around. Through her blurred vision, she watched the sky come down as she herself fell upwards. She wanted to scream. To warn the others. But her body seemed out of reach no matter how hard she tried. And she was dizzy. So dizzy. Her head pounded with it. 
Roots. 
Ailith blinked. 
The world was below her again. The sky above her. Where it should have been. As suddenly as the episode had come on, it was gone again.
She was on the ground, panting. Her cheek was pressed to the cold forest floor, its beating, thriving heart an anchor she desperately clung to. As she willed her breath to slow, she became aware of her stomach protesting the unnatural movements of the world. 
Gently, she calmed it down, focusing inwards. Her body was fine. Upset as if she had just been jostled about, but fine otherwise. She shivered, suddenly aware of the sweat on her skin and how cold the soil was below her. 
Planting her hands firmly on the ground, she opened her eyes again. 
From the corner of her eye, she could just see a pair of very finely made boots.
Now, of all times. 
Of course. It was no coincidence. 
With a groan, she pushed herself off the ground. He was leaning against a tree. Arms crossed. The hint of a smile on his lips.
Ailith narrowed her eyes. He was watching her struggle and had the gall to smile. Devil, she reminded herself. Not known for their kindness. But she was not in the mood for his games.
“Do you want me to get back on my knees for your entertainment, or are you here to talk?”
His eyebrows shot up in surprise, and briefly that smile curled into something . . . else. 
It was long enough to set Ailith’s pulse racing, earlier annoyance gone.
But then that perfectly sculpted mask took its place again.
“I thought we might converse. And maybe in a more . . .” Arkhael glanced around the camp. “Appropriate setting.” 
That fucking honeyed voice. She shivered.
“I’m on watch duty. Afraid I can’t just leave on a whim.”
“Hmm.” Arkhael raised his hand and made a circular gesture. Despite herself, Ailith watched curiously. She had not seen this style of casting or this type of magic before. As Jay had mentioned, it seemed like more of an inborn skill than a studied ability, but nothing like her own.
Flames sprang up out of the forest ground, creating a perfect circle around the small campsite, before dying back down. Rather than the expected scorch mark, glowing red runes remained in their place. 
“They are protected.” He turned back to Ailith and snapped a finger. The air next to him started to shimmer before igniting into a small circle of flames, slowly expanding until a person could easily step through it. A portal. A very fiery portal. Through the shimmer, the faint outline of a room was visible. She could just barely make out a large table in front of a fireplace. 
Bowing slightly, Arkhael gestured at the portal. “Shall we?” 
It was an invitation only in form. His smooth, quiet voice was full of confidence and command. 
What if Jay had another fit? Would this circle of runes protect against magic? Against arrows?
But she voiced none of her concerns. Instead, Ailith nodded. There was not truly a choice. Her group needed his knowledge. She stepped through.

    
  It was warm. Blessedly so, after the cold night air. That was the first thing Ailith noticed. 
The room she found herself in took her breath away. It was a large circular chamber with walls that looked to be hewn out of a dark stone. An ornate dark-wooden table stood as the centrepiece. The plates, the cutlery, the goblets—all were either silver or silvered. The mantle above the fireplace held two golden candelabras. Several lacquered cabinets stood against the walls, each with some form of display piece. She saw a collection of crystal decanters holding liquids in one. Another displayed what looked like a horned skull encrusted with gems. Yet another held a large shining purple rock. Almost everything in the room that could be lifted would fetch her a very decent price. 
Above the mantle hung a large painting. It was meant to be a centrepiece, an eye catcher, Ailith realised with some amusement. Clearly she was not the correct audience. Only after she had appreciated the gilded frame did she take in the actual painting.
But she could recognise quality, even if art was something she didn’t deal in. The painting showed a figure flying against a darkened sky. Below him, a city burned. Whoever the artist was had created a masterpiece. The flames almost seemed alive on the canvas. 
Before she could have a closer look at it, Arkhael pulled back a chair for her. 
“Please, have a seat.”
Briefly the sound of moving flames increased as the portal behind Ailith shrank, then disappeared. 
No unnecessary risks, she reminded herself, or at least not until after she got some relief for Jay. 
As if being here was not the epitome of unnecessary risks.
She sat down, watching Arkhael closely. Her magic was brimming just below the surface, ready should she need it. Walking over to one of the cabinets, Arkhael retrieved one of the crystal decanters and poured an amber liquid into two glasses on the table.
He sat across from her with a smile. “Welcome, druid, to my home.” He raised the glass at her, looking very pleased with himself.
Without taking her eyes off him, Ailith picked up her glass and sniffed the contents. 
Whatever it was, it was strong. The smell of it alone made her eyes water. Any poison in it could easily have been masked. Carefully, she took a small sip, rolling the liquid over her tongue. If the liquid contained poison, her body could neutralise it, but it would take time and magic. That was a risk she didn’t want to take. Not here. Not with this devil. 
The flavours were rich and warm. Unfamiliar, but she tasted nothing that didn’t belong, and her magic detected no immediate threat to her health. 
The liquid burned on the way down, making her eyes water. Arkhael put his own glass down, smile still on his lips. 
“You can relax. I would hardly poison you now.” 
Ailith narrowed her eyes. “What do you want, devil?”
He flashed her a toothy grin. “I believe you offered yourself on your knees?” 
“A one-time offer only.” 
“Pity.” He took another swig from his glass. “But not what I invited you for.” He leaned forwards. “How is your head?”
“About as good as my hands were last time.” 
“And how are those now?” 
“Fishing for gratitude?” 
“Merely reminding you.” 
“You invited me into your home to fix my headache?” 
“Do you want me to?” 
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