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  Dedication


For all those who know and love the joy of tabletop gaming.








  
  Book Description


Mallory is beginning to wonder how far the dark forces have spread on Ruby Isle. It is beginning to seem like everywhere they turn, they face another challenge. But some things they can’t turn their back on, no matter how great the danger. Even if it’s something that might be beyond their abilities. 
*
This story was written by Australian authors using Australian spelling.








  
  Name Pronunciation


Like many names there is more than one way to pronounce the following ones. These are the pronunciations used in this story. 
Characters
Barle (barl)
Danae (da-nay)
Deneg (den-eg)
Emica (em-e-cah)
Esben (es-ben)
Herena (her-en-ahh)
Hisoki (hiss-oh-key)
Jorgen (jaw-gen)
Kruth (kr-uth)
Melsed (mel-said)
Ninette (nin-et)
Pelga (pel-guh)
Rodina (row-dean-uh)
Sarisa (sa-risa)
Welby (well-bee)

Places
Buckneth (buck-neth)
Cachen (car-chen)
Delten (del-ten)
Eridell (air-a-dell)
Eswen (es-when)
Inadon (in-ah-don)
Maregan (mare-eh-gan)
Merrow (mare-row)
Shadhurst (shad-hurst)
Simria (sim-re-ah)
Velkden (velk-den)
Wrentville (rent-vil)






  
  Foreword


Opening stats, Mallory’s notebook entries recapping the previous adventures and other details can be found at: 
www.avrilsabine.com/series/gotrt
The notebook entries will contain spoilers if you haven’t read the book they refer to.






  
  Chapter One


Mallory picked a cluster of herbs, straightening and putting them in the cloth sack Ryan held out. They weren’t far from the road, the wagon several metres ahead of them, Ninette nearby keeping guard. The countryside around them was sparsely treed and the dirt track was rough, large ruts in some places. 
Wiping her hands against her trousers, Mallory sighed. “I was so certain that would be enough.” She brushed several strands of her brown hair back from her face. It had come loose from her plait, the natural copper highlights glinting in the late afternoon sunlight.
“One XP to go.” Ryan gestured to some herbs further along the edge of the road, the faint glimmer to the plants that could be harvested, making it easier to spot them. “That should do it and then you’ll have your ten CAS points to put in apothecary.” He’d left his backpack in the wagon, but carried his bow on his back and his swords at his sides, along with his quiver. His black hair was tied at the nape of his neck and his dark eyes were filled with humour. “Brodie will be glad you can do average rapid mend.” He paused a moment. “For all of two seconds.”
Mallory laughed softly as she strode towards the herbs. “We’ll be sick of hearing him tell us how unfair everything is by the time he catches up with my level.” Her hand rested on the wand in the canvas hoop at her side. “I wonder if there’s some sort of gag spell.” Her hand lightly brushed the short sword that hung at her other side. Threatening him with it wouldn’t work since he’d know she wouldn’t use it on him.
Ninette, who continued to follow them, laughed. “Silent tongue. Ma used to threaten us with it.” Her laughter faded. “Back when she was alive.” Her hand rested on the hilt of her short sword and she regularly scanned the area.
Reaching the herbs, Mallory picked them, shoving them in the cloth sack. She was now one CAS point off character level five. “Finally.” She glanced at the wagon that was leaving them behind, a canvas stretched over arched saplings so that it reminded her of an Old West wagon. “That was the worst plan ever. There has to be a better way to power level.” Breathing out heavily, she trudged after the wagon wishing it were closer. She was exhausted after how many resources she’d gathered over the past three days. And in particular the resources everyone had helped her gather during the journey today. So much for being able to relax in the wagon after dealing with the crypt. Not much of that had happened. At least the clothes she’d washed hadn’t taken too long to dry and she’d been able to change out of the dress and into the more practical shirt and trousers she preferred to wear. “What are we going to do with all the herbs if we can’t sell them in Velkden?” The vegetables she’d gathered could be eaten, but there were too many herbs for them to use all of them. Although there were also probably too many vegetables to use before they started going bad.
Ryan shrugged. “Maybe Danni will have a suggestion.”
Mallory smiled as they approached the wagon. Brodie and Kruth were still teaching each other insults that were common in each other’s world. Most of the ones Brodie had tried to teach Kruth hadn’t made sense to him.
Kruth shook his head, the canvas brushing against it. At six and a half feet tall and with a muscular build, the space in the back of the wagon was cramped for him. He grinned showing protruding lower canines. “I have a better one. As bright as a swamp rat.” He had greenish grey skin and wore heavy cotton trousers, a hide vest, leather boots and had a wide copper bracelet on each wrist.
“What’s a swamp rat?” Brodie was sprawled out next to Fang, absently patting the wolf’s head. He had the same coloured green eyes as Mallory and his short brown hair was in need of a trim. Fang made a noise in her sleep and he smiled down at her before returning his attention to Kruth. The wolf cub was a mixture of colours. Her legs were mostly white while the rest of her was grey with some red amongst it along with a few white sections.
Kruth stared at Brodie. “You’ve never heard of a swamp rat? They’re the dumbest creatures imaginable. Chew off their own leg if they were hungry enough and then wonder what happened to it.”
Emica glanced at Kruth and Brodie. “I’ll be glad when we reach the farmhouse out from Velkden.” She sat on one end of the vampire Deneg’s travel coffin, using the whetstone she’d borrowed from Ryan, on her two short swords. The twenty-year-old kitsune currently had only her ears shapeshifted into her fox form, wanting to hear anything well before it reached them. Her hair was the same russet colour as her fox pelt and her dark brown eyes continually scanned the area.
Callum chuckled, also glancing towards Kruth and Brodie. “I’m not surprised.” He had the same dark coloured eyes and hair as his brother, but where Ryan’s hair was long, his was kept short. He sat on one of the chests at the front of the wagon, Smudge curled up on his lap, the river otter chattering softly as if in agreement with him. Callum chuckled again, running his finger across Smudge’s nose. There was a paler section of fur near the tip of his nose, the same pale colour as his under body, bright against the darker fur of his upper body. Behind them, the wagoner, Welby and Roast sat on the wagon seat, talking quietly amongst themselves.
Jorgen, who sat on the opposite end of Deneg’s coffin to Emica, plaited his pale blond hair back from his face, including the eight thinner plaits with the glass beads scattered along them. “The greatest insult amongst my people is to tell someone they’re clanless.”
Brodie frowned. “That doesn’t make sense.”
“If you’re clanless, it’s because no clan has been willing to accept you.” Jorgen pulled his hair over his shoulder to continue plaiting it.
“Aren’t you without a clan?” Brodie asked.
“Even if I find none of them have survived, there are other clans that would accept me.” Jorgen’s tone was cool and his blue eyes narrowed as he looked at Brodie.
Mallory tried not to wince as she thought of and discarded several comments and questions to change the subject. She felt like throwing something at her brother for his comment. “Why only eight plaits?” She gestured to his hair that he was tying off.
“They signify the eight main compass points,” Jorgen said.
“Eight?” Brodie asked. “Aren’t there only four? North, south, east and west.”
“There are also the compass points between each of those,” Jorgen said.
Danae, who sat on one of the chests at the front of the wagon next to Callum, said, “Most people only count the four as major compass points. Travellers are different. But then they spend a lot of time going from place to place when many people remain in the town or village they were born in.” Her blond hair was drawn back into a plait to show her pointed ears and her pale green eyes were filled with excitement, her gaze continually scanning the area as she soaked in her surroundings. “You’re so lucky you’ve seen so much of Eridell.”
Jorgen nodded. “I went to Trinity Crossing once.”
Mallory recognised the town name from having read ‘Legend Of The Ancestral King’. It was on the border of where the three countries of Eridell, Maregan and Cachen met. It also reminded her of all that could go wrong if they didn’t prevent Emica’s father, Hisoki, from waking the ancestral king. Once again, she found herself looking for a way to change the topic. “Are any of you going to pick herbs and do some levelling up now I can level apothecary up to forty-five?” She supposed she should probably put her points in the crafting ability. Before she needed to mend Brodie’s knee again at six o’clock.
The wagoner glanced over his shoulder. “We’re nearly there. The river is ahead of us. From here you can see the demonic shrine that’s along the banks of the river.”
Brodie, who was sitting on the floor of the wagon, on the bedrolls that had been laid out, tried to sit up straighter so he could peer between the chests and the arch of the canvas. “I can’t see anything from here.” He glared at his knee. “I can’t wait until my knee is fixed.” He looked at his sister. “Have you put those points in apothecary yet?”
“I can’t heal you until six. There’s no rush.” Mallory added the points in, barely managing not to smile at Brodie’s muttered comments. She read over only the notifications that mentioned something new, glancing past the rest of them. You have reached level thirty-seven apothecary. You now have the ability to treat rare diseases. You have reached level forty apothecary. You now have the ability to do average surgery. You have reached level forty-five apothecary. You now have the ability to use average rapid mend on broken bones.
Ryan checked the pocket watch, returning it to his belt pouch. “It’s only fifteen minutes till six. Those bandits we ran into earlier slowed us down.”
Mallory’s gaze was drawn to the chest Danae sat on. They’d put the bow they’d gained from the motley crew of bandits that had attacked them earlier, inside it. The five bandits hadn’t lasted long. Nor had they gained many drops. The short bow, enough arrows to replace those they’d used and twelve copper pieces. Gaining XP from a fight rather than picking herbs had been a nice change.
Callum glanced over his shoulder. “I wouldn’t mind stopping and having a closer look at the shrine.”
“So would I.” Mallory didn’t bother trying to see out the front of the wagon. She already knew she wouldn’t be able to. At least not clearly with everyone sitting at the front. They’d passed a shrine earlier, on the banks of a lake, and she and Callum had been outvoted when they’d wanted to stop and look at it. Everyone had said they’d wanted to reach Velkden before dark. But she was sure it was more likely that most of them wanted to be closer to reaching Cutthroat Harbour and rescuing those held there.






  
  Chapter Two


Mallory glanced around the wagon, already cramped. Eventually, the majority of them were going to have to walk. She doubted the ones they rescued would be capable of doing so and the wagon was already crowded. Although they’d be dropping Deneg, his travel coffin and chest off soon. Brodie had tried to lift the lid earlier and learned it had been locked from the inside. He and Callum had argued over Brodie risking Deneg’s life. Brodie had protested that he hadn’t planned to open it fully, just peek inside. He’d wanted to see how a vampire slept. She almost shook her head at the memory. 
Brodie looked at Mallory. “About time you sorted out your apothecary.”
Ignoring her brother, Mallory looked around the wagon at each of her companions. “Can we stop at the shrine?”
The wagoner glanced over his shoulder again. “The shrine isn’t far from the farmhouse Deneg wishes to visit. You could ride back and have a look while we set up camp. We’ll be struggling to get that done before dark as it is.”
“We could all have a look once we set up camp,” Ryan suggested.
“In the dark.” Emica looked at each of them. “You do realise most people avoid wandering around in the dark for a reason.”
“I can go with you,” Ninette offered. “The more of us the less likely we are to be attacked.” When no one immediately answered, she added, “Or I can stay with the wagon and help set up if you want to visit the shrine while the rest of us travel on to the farmhouse.”
“Better make up your mind,” the wagoner said. “I’m about to cross the bridge.”
“You’re not leaving me behind,” Brodie said.
“We’re doing this?” Mallory asked.
Ryan grinned. “Pull up and let us off.” He glanced at Brodie. “Some of us aren’t capable of jumping off a moving wagon these days.”
“Like I asked to be shot in the knee,” Brodie muttered.
“Did you want me to stay with the wagon or come with you?” Ninette asked.
Mallory hated to say no with the hopeful look in Ninette’s eyes. “Someone needs to guard the wagon.” She jumped off it, turning to Kruth. “Can you stay and help Ninette?”
Kruth nodded, his hand resting on the hilt of his longsword. “I’ll protect the wagon with my life.”
“Ah, thanks,” Mallory said.
Callum put Smudge in the makeshift sling, chuckling. “We’d rather you didn’t actually lose your life protecting the wagon.”
“Do we have to stay with the wagon or can we come with you?” Emica looked at Mallory, glancing once at Jorgen as she spoke.
“You can come with us.” Ryan helped Brodie onto Bug. The mixed draft horse stood patiently.
Emica and Jorgen jumped down off the wagon, walking alongside them. They left Augusta and Bobbi behind, after a brief discussion, deciding the rest of them would walk and Ryan would take his backpack in case they came across anything worth gathering.
Mallory waved to those left on the wagon as it crossed the bridge. “Not that we really need to collect anything else. I doubt we could fit anything more in the chests with everything I’ve gathered today.”
Ryan shrugged. “You never know what we might find.”
Mallory fell silent as they strode towards the shrine. It reminded her of a cross between a garden gazebo and a miniature temple. The octagonal structure was made from black rock, three stone steps leading into the open space, railings around all sides except one. She slowed as they entered the shrine. In the middle was a stone plinth, the imprint of a hand on it. Demonic runes were written above and below the handprint. “We should have brought the book with us.” She checked the journal icon in the corner of her vision. It was fifteen experience points for a location.
Brodie entered the shrine. “Finally. I gained a CAS point.” He paused. “So did Ryan and Danni.”
Mallory tried not to smile at the disappointment she could hear in her brother’s voice. It was impossible not to. She supposed she should be glad he hadn’t yet complained again about how unfair it was that everyone was ahead of him in experience points.
Callum ran a finger over the runes. “We really need to learn them so we don’t have to keep consulting the book.”
“The word across the top is the name of the divine demon the shrine is dedicated to. Melsed. Beneath the hand is their offer. Ten mana in exchange for a plus two charisma buff for an hour,” Jorgen said.
“How does that work?” Brodie remained on Bug.
“You place your hand on the imprint and say the demon’s name.” Emica stepped around Jorgen and placed her hand against the stone. “Melsed.”
“Nothing happened,” Brodie said.
Emica smiled, removing her hand. “Yes, it did.”
“Let me try.” Brodie looked to Ryan, who was closest to him. “Help me down?”
“Do you know who this demon is?” Jorgen gestured towards the plinth.
Emica shrugged. “It’s not like I follow any particular divine demon like you do.”
“What if they’re evil?” Mallory asked.
Brodie hesitated, his hand above the plinth, Fang at his side. “Evil divine demons could have shrines on Ruby Isle?”
Emica shrugged again. “It’s possible. Not likely, but possible. The Duke wouldn’t tolerate it if he learned of one on his island. Soldiers would be sent to deal with it.”
Brodie continued to hold his hand above the plinth. “So it’s okay?”
Before anyone could answer, Emica shoved him out of the way, an arrow whistling through the air where he’d been. “Take cover.” She slipped an arm around Brodie’s waist, helping him towards a cluster of trees, one of his crutches left behind, Fang keeping pace with them.
Mallory followed, grabbing Bug’s reins as she ran past her. Reaching the cover of the trees, she dropped the reins and turned to face the direction the arrow had come from, drawing her wand. “Where are they? And is it more than one?”
Ryan stopped beside her, hunting bow in hand. “The thicket of trees behind the shrine.” He glanced at those with him. “Where’s Callum, Danni and Jorgen?”
Emica pointed to berry bushes near the river. “Hiding over there.”
“That’s where we should have gone. Look at all the berries. I need a pie recipe. We have the blueberry pancake one, but pies would be good too,” Brodie said.
Ryan grinned. “Of course they would.”
Mallory remained close to a tree. “We can’t stay here all day. Not that there’s much left of the day.” The shadows were lengthening and soon there’d be no light left.
“We’ve got to get that necklace off Smudge so you can heal my knee,” Brodie said. “I told you that you shouldn’t have left it with Smudge.”
Ryan checked the pocket watch. “Two minutes.”
Emica pointed at the trees past the shrine. “Look. They’re aiming at the berry bushes. And I can’t use my lightning yet. Not after being near Jorgen for so long.”






  
  Chapter Three


Mallory caught sight of the archer at the same time as Emica, throwing a fireball at them. They stepped back out of view. “We need to draw them out.” 
“Or sneak up on them,” Ryan said. “We could wait until dark and use the night vision potions. We still have three left.”
“Mal should learn the vanish spell and turn us invisible,” Brodie said.
Emica looked Brodie up and down. “They’d hear you coming. No point wasting mana on you.”
Mallory took the spell out of her belt pouch, frowning as she tried to read the words in the fading light. The parchment vanished as she reached the last word. “I can use it on two people, but I won’t have all my mana back again for just under five minutes. The spell only lasts for a minute.”
“We’ve got invisibility potions,” Brodie said. “Four of them.”
“I want to keep them for Cutthroat Harbour,” Mallory said. “Just in case we need them.”
“We have to make a decision quickly.” Ryan fired at the archer that came into view again. “Before it’s too dark. We have a lantern in Bug’s saddlebags, but that will only make it easier for the archers to target us.”
“There’s a second one.” Emica pointed to another archer.
Mallory threw a fireball at them.
“Don’t waste all your mana,” Brodie muttered. “You won’t be able to use vanish if you do.”
“Fireball only takes three mana. I’ve still got enough to use vanish twice.” Mallory kept watch on the trees across from them. Nothing moved. “What are we going to do?”
“I can become a fox and you can make me invisible,” Emica suggested. “They won’t know what hit them. I bet I can take out one, if not two of them, before the minute is up.”
Ryan nodded. “Sounds good.” He turned to Mallory. “I’ll stay with Brodie. You make yourself invisible and go after Callum, Danni and Jorgen. Let them know what’s going on.”
“Bring the necklace back and heal my knee,” Brodie said. “I’m sick of not being able to help.”
“Don’t risk it.” Ryan fired at an archer.
Mallory saw an arrow come from where Callum, Danae and Jorgen hid. “Okay. Let’s do this before someone gets hit by one of those arrows.” She glanced at Brodie’s knee. “We’ve already spent enough on boneset salve without needing to spend more.” Not now that it was beginning to feel like they were starting to earn money again.
“I’m ready.” Emica became a fox the moment she finished speaking, remaining in front of Mallory, looking up at her.
She cast the spell on the kitsune who vanished instantly, trying not to think about having used up nearly half her mana. Before she could cast the spell on herself, Ryan drew her to him, his arm around her waist.
“Don’t risk returning here until we’ve taken out the ones attacking us.” Ryan’s lips met hers, his arm tightening around her. Letting her go, he stepped back.
Nodding, she used vanish I on herself before running towards the berry bushes. Before she could reach them, Jorgen, in crystalline wolf form, burst from them, racing towards the trees where enemies hid.
His snowy white coat, with its crystal blue tinge to it, stood out starkly against the falling darkness. She wanted to tell him to remain in cover, but they couldn’t leave Emica to take on enemies on her own. Guilt struck her. Which was exactly what they’d done. Pushing herself to run faster, Mallory reached the cover of the berry bushes. “Callum.”
“Where are you?” Callum put a hand out, trying to find her.
“Mallory? You used a potion?” Danae asked.
“Callum, I need the necklace.”
Smudge slipped it over his head, making soft sounds as he held it out.
“Thank you.” She took it from him, slipping it over her head as she started to turn away. “Ryan said to stay here.” She didn’t mention he’d also told her to remain there too. “I’m going to help Emica and Jorgen.” She raced towards the trees, not waiting to find out what Callum and Danae had been about to say. She needed to get in cover before the spell wore off. Bringing up her journal, she checked her buffs. Along with the double healing, the necklace gave her was twelve seconds of invisibility. She eyed the distance between her and the trees. There was no way she’d make it before she was visible again. What she needed was a spell to make her run faster. If there even was such a thing. She checked her stamina. Luckily she’d had a short break while collecting the necklace or she’d be out of stamina. As it was, she’d be lucky if it lasted long enough to get her to cover. She really needed to get in the habit of taking stamina into account.
Her grip tightened on her wand as the last few seconds counted down, the trees were well out of reach. She had seventeen mana. Enough to cast five fireballs. Or two poison dart I. Not enough at all. She really needed to put more points in wisdom. Glancing around, she saw no enemies and no arrows coming towards her even though she was visible. Ahead, she heard the sounds of fighting. Behind came the sounds of running footsteps. Glancing over her shoulder, she saw Ryan, Callum and Danae running in her direction. She grinned at the look on Ryan’s face. She was sure he’d have something to say later. Once they were safe.
Reaching the trees, she slowed her pace to a fast walk, not wanting her stamina to reach zero. She spotted four archers attacking Emica and Jorgen, both still in their animal forms. Two archers attacked from a distance while the other two fought the shapeshifters up close.
Mallory attacked the archers firing on the shapeshifters from a distance, using poison dart I on each of them. She might have been able to attack them more times with fireball, but with its damage over time and the fact the archers weren’t wearing armour, she’d do anywhere between twenty-three to twenty-eight damage on each of them. Fireball would only give her eighteen at the most on one and twenty-seven on the other, with how many times she could cast it. That was if she managed to get a crit. Which wasn’t a guarantee.
When the archers turned their attention to her, she ducked behind a tree, wishing it was twice the size when an arrow came close to hitting her. She wanted to check if the archers were coming after her, but didn’t dare. What if that was what they were waiting for? She didn’t know how much health they had. For all she knew, they could be dead. Checking her XP, she saw it was the same. About to close her journal, the XP changed. She’d helped kill one. Although, maybe not one of these ones. There were the two she’d attacked earlier.
She couldn’t remain pressed against the tree all night. With how little light was left, everything was shadows and darkness. Which might work to her advantage if the archers weren’t using night vision potions. She really needed a spell that created light. Breathing out heavily, she forced herself to move. There were so many things she needed. She peered around the edge of the tree.
A flash of light lit up the sky through the trees and thunder sounded overhead. The scene was momentarily highlighted, the two shapeshifters now joined by Ryan. An arrow came from a nearby tree, striking one of the archers. Mallory threw a fireball at one of the ones still attacking the shapeshifters. The lightning vanished, leaving her blinking as she tried to adjust to the darkness.
“Mal!”
She looked in the direction her brother’s call came from. A light came towards them, two figures moving awkwardly towards the trees.
“You need to let her people go or she’ll kill me, Mal.”
She heard the fear in her brother’s voice. He might have a revive left, but that didn’t mean he wanted to lose it. A sound drew her attention and she started to reach for her sword.
“Don’t attack me,” Callum said.
She lowered her hand. “What do we do? Most of them are dead.”
“All of them are dead,” Callum said.
“Can you use your invisibility spell on me?” Jorgen asked. “I can activate stealth and she won’t hear me coming.”
“Callum, Danni and I can attack from the treeline.” Ryan glanced upwards when lightning again lit the sky, thunder rumbling around them.
“Mal! You need to give an answer now,” Brodie said.






  
  Chapter Four


“Don’t attack. We’re coming out.” Mallory cast the spell on Jorgen. “Hurry.” She checked Brodie’s stats, relieved his health was at twenty-seven. As it should be. Trying to be as quiet as possible, she hurried towards the lantern light, trying not to think about all the terrible jokes about going towards a light. They circled around in her mind anyway. 
“Come on, Mal.”
Mallory reached the edge of the treeline, peering past a tree at a woman with a knife at her brother’s throat. She recognised her as the woman who’d been at the ruins with Rass. A glance around showed no others. “I’m coming out.” She hoped Jorgen didn’t take much longer. She only had the chance to take a single step before the woman was dragged away from Brodie. Three arrows impaled the woman. Before Mallory had the chance to attack, the kitsune sped towards the woman, leaping at her.
Another arrow struck the woman and Emica landed on the ground. Emica became human, but still kept her fox ears, as the woman fell and Jorgen became visible, the woman vanishing before she hit the ground.
Emica glanced around the area. “It’s clear. Or at least I can’t hear anyone nearby.”
Ryan stepped out of the treeline, staring at the spot where the woman had been. “She was with Rass.”
Jorgen picked up the lantern the woman had dropped. “The hellion you’ve been hunting?” His words were punctuated by a flash of light and rumbling thunder.
Ryan half shrugged, half nodded. “Not deliberately.”
Mallory wanted to point out that it didn’t mean Rass wasn’t in the area, but the words wouldn’t form. What if he was. And what if he’d levelled up even further.
Callum followed Danae into the open. “I wonder if there’s another encampment around here.”
“We’re not going after every encampment between here and Cutthroat Harbour,” Emica stated. “We don’t have time.”
“You need to heal my knee,” Brodie said. “I couldn’t do anything when she grabbed me.”
Mallory came out into the open, scanning the area, feeling like she had a target painted on her. Putting her wand away, she crouched in front of her brother. “We need to check bodies and get out of here. Who knows how many other bandits are in the area.”
“One of them was a hellion,” Emica said.
Mallory placed her hands on Brodie’s knee and, once she saw she had enough mana, activated average rapid mend. “The break is seventy percent of the way through the healing process.”
“Use the salve on it. See if that gets double healing too,” Brodie urged. “If it does, my knee will be fixed tonight.”
Mallory took out the boneset salve from her satchel while Ryan and Callum lowered Brodie to the ground. She glanced up as lightning streaked across the sky, followed by rumbling thunder. “I hope we reach the farmhouse before it rains.”
“I’ll collect Bug.” Danae took a step towards where the horse had been left.
“That woman had a horse with her,” Brodie said. “Left it with Bug.”
“I’ll go with you.” Jorgen followed Danae.
“Wait up for Mal to finish and I can help,” Brodie called out.
Danae kept walking. “We won’t be long.”
Mallory grinned when her brother kept looking in the direction Danae had taken. She lowered her voice. “If you don’t speak up…” She let her words trail off, certain her brother didn’t need her to fill in the blanks.
Brodie glared at her.
Callum chuckled, glancing over his shoulder. “I’ll help them. Then we can use the lantern in Bug’s saddlebags to check bodies.”
Mallory applied the boneset salve to Brodie’s knee, putting the salve away before she checked how her brother was going. She sighed. “It doesn’t work with the salve. Only my ability.”
“My knee will be fixed tomorrow morning though, won’t it?” Brodie demanded.
Mallory re-splinted his knee. “Yeah. With the double healing, I’ll be able to finish fixing your knee tomorrow morning.” She turned to Ryan who’d remained with them, one sword drawn as he scanned the area. “What’s the time?”
Ryan checked the pocket watch, tilting it towards the lantern on the ground next to Brodie. “As good as seven.”
Mallory nodded, rising to her feet. “I’ll finish fixing your knee at seven in the morning.” She glanced at the rest of their companions who returned with Bug only to leave with the lantern, heading towards the trees where the archers had hidden. Lightning again filled the sky, thunder rumbling around them.
Danae remained behind. “The other horse was gone. It probably left when we killed its owner.”
Ryan helped Brodie to his feet. “How would it know?”
“It might have been a companion.” Danae picked up the crutch lying on the ground, handing it to Brodie. “I’ll get the other one.” She hurried towards the shrine.
“Wait up.” Brodie awkwardly followed.
Ryan leaned his head close to Mallory. “Think he’s finally going to ask her out on a date?”
Mallory laughed. “I doubt it.”
Ryan slid his arms around her waist, tugging her close. “What were you thinking earlier? If you want to play tank, start putting more points in constitution to increase your health.”
“I need to increase my mana. Spells cost too much.” She slipped her arms around his neck, smiling up at him when lightning split the sky, making it easy to see his expression. Thunder followed close on its heels. She waited until the sound died away before she spoke. “You’re not a tank either. So why did you follow?”
Ryan grinned. “Did you really think I’d let you run into danger without me?” His lips met hers before she could answer.
By the time their kiss ended, she was distracted by their returning companions and her answer was forgotten. She half turned in Ryan’s arms. “How many hellions?”
“Two.” Callum set the lantern down beside the other one, holding out some coins. “They didn’t have much on them.”
Mallory took the coins, counting them before adding them to her belt pouch. Three silver and fourteen copper pieces. It was going to take them ages to earn the money they’d spent in Wayholt.
“We got leather boots, a black shirt, a leather belt and a small meat pie wrapped in calico.”
Brodie joined them in time to hear Emica’s words, Danae and Fang with him. “Pie? Who gets the pie?”
“Ninette and Kruth,” Ryan said. “They stayed behind so we could check out the shrine.”
“Oh.” Brodie’s gaze followed the pie as Emica put it in Bug’s saddlebags, lightning streaking through the darkness of the sky, followed by the sound of thunder.
“We better get back and check on them. Who knows what else is in the area.” Mallory took Brodie’s crutches when Callum helped him onto Bug.
Callum gathered Bug’s reins. “Did the necklace work on the salve?” He nodded towards the pearl necklace that was lying against Mallory’s shirt.
“No. Only for my ability.” Mallory picked up one of the lanterns. “But his knee will be mended at seven tomorrow morning.”
“That’s not bad. Three days to heal shattered bones.” Callum smiled down at Smudge who poked his head out of the sling





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
alum'l \Saé[ne
\Sfanm y)/eéewen
(% j)/eéewen






