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THE CHEF

Elf Rory Scout flicked the fur-lined hood back from her face and freed her aching ears from their imprisonment inside a wool cap as she stepped into the lodge. She rubbed their pointed tips and swiveled them around to restore circulation, but also to see if she could pick up any sounds that might hint as to why she’d been called in again so soon. She’d barely made it back from her last trip before one of the watch elves flagged her down and redirected her here.

Nothing stirred in the great hall, or any of the surrounding hallways, as far as she could tell. The familiar scent of peeled pine and rich soil welcomed her almost as warmly as her own home, and her feet sank into the moss that carpeted the entire lodge. Even in dead of winter, it remained verdant, damp, and warm in the lodge, and her soul cooed with pleasure. 

For the place to be empty at three o’clock on a Rest Day afternoon was totally normal. Which begged the question, why was she here?

Slipping her pack off with a sigh of relief—it weighed half as much as she did—she leaned it against the log wall and went in search of Borden Captain and hopefully some answers. He wasn’t in his office, but she followed the sound of murmuring voices down the mossy hallway, ducking a veil of lichen growing from one of the ceiling beams, and found the next office door open. She stopped in the doorway as Borden and another elf turned toward her.

Borden beckoned her inside. “Rory, good. We were hoping you would arrive soon. Come in.”

“What’s this about?” She glanced from the captain to the other elf, a man who looked familiar, but whose name escaped her.

“This is Taro Councilman. He’s the council member who handles most of our foreign intelligence.”

Ah. That explained why he looked familiar. Borden was her boss, but Taro was his boss, and one of the ten elven council members of Maireadd. Her mother was on the council as well, though her duties had more to do with tourism and public—human—safety. Why tourism was even a thing in a forest that had been cursed for the past five hundred years was beyond Rory, though she had to deal with it often enough.

“What’s going on?” she asked.

“We’re not entirely sure,” Taro said, his eyes hawkish as he met her gaze. “You know about the situation in Barra. Their queen is a sorceress and she’s driving the country into the ground, and taking the rest of the continent with her.”

Rory nodded. “If Barra falls, everyone else’s economy takes a trip down a wyrm den and doesn’t see daylight for a very long time.” Barra, their coastal neighbor to the west, controlled shipping and import and export for most of the continent. And thanks to being squished between the elves’ cursed forest of Maireadd and the coast, it also had a high number of magicals living in it. Magicals that Queen Dianthe, the sorceress, and King Ebezer now considered resources rather than citizens. 

“Not to mention unimaginable fallout to the magical community,” Borden said, echoing her thoughts. “And we’re not the only ones getting worried. Thyrus’ president is getting downright twitchy. For good reason. He’ll be the one taking the brunt of the economic collapse, as well as getting many of the refugees if things keep progressing.” He didn’t need to say that Maireadd would be getting the rest.

“So...what do you need me for?” Rory asked, looking between them. The humid warmth of the lodge had her sweating in her winter gear. She took off her gloves and unbuttoned her coat, but she still had a lot of layers on underneath it. 

“Sorry to drag you in here directly from the trail,” Taro said. “I promise we won’t keep you long.” He handed her a file from his desk. “The Thyrus government is asking us for a guide for one of their people crossing from Thyrus into Barra.” He gave her a moment to read.

“Sean Leigh...” She scanned the first page, her black eyebrows rising toward her mussed hairline. “A...chef? What.”

“Obviously that’s a cover.”

She snorted. “So what is he really? And why does he have a government endorsement to get him through Maireadd and into Barra?”

“They say the Thyrus president is pretty passionate about grilled eel. Maybe he’s sending the man to look for recipes,” Borden quipped.

Rory gave him a flat look, though her own thoughts weren’t much more mature at the moment. 

“Read the file,” Taro said. “See if you can make sense of it. I have someone outside Maireadd with access to technology looking into him. They’ll call us when they find something.”

“What do you expect they’ll find?” Rory asked, frowning over the small color photo paper-clipped to the file. Sean Leigh had red-blond hair, freckles, and a dimpled grin. He wasn’t ugly, whether by human or elf standards, but he looked about as far from threatening as one could get.

“I suspect he’s a spy, or worse.”

“Really?” her forehead bunched again. That did not look like the face of a spy. Then again, maybe that was the point. “You’re sure he’s not just a chef hunting recipes for the president?” She flashed Borden a smile. The redheaded human might not look threatening, but Taro was right. This was so far into the realm of weird that it made a swamp troll look sane.

Taro shrugged. “I want you to find out. Whatever his mission is, I suspect it has to do with the situation in Barra, and that’s a situation we can’t ignore. Chances are, he and his president are on our side in this case, but we need to know what they’re planning. We can’t afford to have things blow up on our borders. If Thyrus and Barra come to open war, then, cursed or not, Maireadd is still stuck in the middle.”

“I reserve the right to be skeptical,” said Rory, shaking her head. “Though if he turns out to actually be a chef and nothing else, I may have to resign. At that point I’ll have seen it all.” 

“Rory,” said Taro as she was getting up to leave. “We’re certain that Leigh’s business is with Barra, not Maireadd, but just in case... be on guard. Don’t let him slip away from you. And don’t let anything happen to him. Thyrus is uncommonly protective of its people.”

Rory stepped back out into the snow still clutching the file, her pack slung over one shoulder as she headed up the hill toward her tree house. Sounds of music and laughter filtered through the branches from other houses, and she hoped Angel had dinner cooked. All that talk about recipes and cooking had made her hungry. The agreement with her family had been that her sister Angel could live with her while she finished mage school, in exchange for taking care of the house whenever Rory was out on a mission. If having cookies and hot stew ready for her when she got home wasn’t stated, it was implied.

Rory climbed the spiral stairs wound around the massive bole of her oak tree, and stepped out onto the planked landing. The house itself wrapped most of the way around the tree bole, leaving space where the stairs came up for a railed balcony. She pushed through the door into warmth and light, and kicked her boots off even before she dropped her pack.

“Roryyyy!” Angel squealed, flying out of the kitchen to collide with Rory, sending a puff of snow off her coat. “Welcome home! Supper’s on. I expected you an hour ago though. I bumped into Iris Sentinel on my way home, and she said you’d passed the border of the city.”

“Then she forgot to mention that she sent me right back to work,” Rory said, shedding her layers and leaving a trail of clothes on her way to the kitchen. She waved the file before slapping it down on the table. “Another assignment already.”

“Anything you can talk about?”

“You know I can’t talk about my work.”

“Well, does it have to do with the cute human?” Angel asked, peering over Rory’s shoulder at the little photo of Sean Leigh.

“Something like that.”

Rory ate while Angel asked questions about her last trip. She’d been escorting Elf Erinn Ambassador to Barra’s capital after a visit home. Three days’ travel either way on foot. Even though she’d been gone nearly two weeks, half of that time had been snooping around in the capital, not traveling. Angel understood that Rory couldn’t talk about her work, but often she would tell about the places she’d visited or some of the people she’d met, or other odd things.

After dinner and a long bath Rory shut herself in her room with Sean Leigh’s file and a plate of chocolate chip cookies—a weakness she’d discovered on one of her visits to Thyrus. Humans truly had some wonderful foods. Not that she’d ever admit that to her fellow elves. Or admit that she smuggled in bags of chocolate chips whenever she had to travel outside of Maireadd. Part of her hoped that Leigh was actually a chef. Maybe he could give her a few recipes.

The file was woefully short, extending only a few pages beyond what she’d already read. But Taro was right about things not adding up. Never mind the ridiculousness of Thyrus sanctioning a guide through Maireadd just for some random cook. The guy was his own enigma. Arrested at sixteen for... the file didn’t say what. Junior sharpshooting champion. Won school medals in running track and martial arts. After getting kicked out of a military academy, he apparently dropped off the face of the earth for several years before popping back up as a chef in one of the cities. And he was only twenty-eight years old.

“Dragons’ claws. Talk about weird. Who is this guy?”

That was all the information her own people had been able to dig up on him so far. The single page his own government had provided gave her absolutely nothing. Just a request for a guide and safe passage through Maireadd.

The biggest thing that stuck in her mind was the fact that they were sneaking him in on foot. If he were simply a tourist, even if by some chance he was a friend of the president, they would have just sent him over Maireadd in a chopper. She told Borden as much when she talked to him via magic mirror later that night. They had heard from their person in Thyrus, and didn’t have any new information. She was to leave to go meet him first thing tomorrow.

She sighed. “And I didn’t even get a chance to do laundry.”

* * * * *
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IT TOOK RORY THREE days to hike from her home to the Maireadd-Thyrus border. She and Mr. Leigh would be passing back through Maireadd less than a day’s march from her home in the elven city of Tristini, since it was the narrowest point between Thyrus and Barra, and most of the main trails led through that way. 

She waited at the edge of the forest on the evening of the third day, looking across a snowy field at the distant lights of one of Thyrus’ little villages. Even from a mile’s distance she could hear their chapel bells chiming a midwinter carol. She bounced on her toes, puffing out a breath of fog into the dusk. Finally she gave up on trying to keep her toes warm while standing still, and knelt down to spell her boots for warmth. It wouldn’t last too long without some kind of an anchor, just hopefully long enough for her to meet Leigh and start walking again so her feet would warm themselves. The council frowned upon excessive use of magic in front of humans, especially in their agents. They’d rather be underestimated, whenever possible. But Rory hated being cold, and it wasn’t like it was a spell anyone could see.

A pair of headlights separated from the village and wound their way toward her in the gathering gloom. The car disappeared for a moment into a dip in the road, and then reemerged, pulling into the parking lot across the field. The road didn’t reach all the way to Maireadd. No paved road did. From where they’d stopped the car, the road turned to dirt and gravel, and then dwindled to a narrow, rutted wagon track when it reached Maireadd.

Two figures emerged from the car and started toward her, slogging through unbroken snow. She could have gone to them, but this gave her a chance to study the two men before they reached her. The older one carried a flashlight, which annoyed her, as it blinded her every time it bounced across her face. Were human eyes really so weak that they needed a light already? It wasn’t even fully dark yet. 

“Elf Rory Scout?” the older man called as they came up. He was puffing a bit, which made his Thyrusian brogue almost incomprehensible. Leigh, the younger of the two, didn’t appear bothered by the hike through the snow. Good for him. He had a lot more snowy miles to go.

Rory nodded once. “Yes.”

“This is Sean Leigh,” the older man said, shoving his companion forward without introducing himself. “Take good care of him.”

Rory narrowed her eyes at the older man before turning to Leigh. “Did you get the information we sent?”

“Yes,” he said, dimpling at her. Dragon scales. He was even cuter in person, human or otherwise. 

“And you don’t have any human technology with you whatsoever? No cell phone, no flashlight, nothing with batteries or electricity? No guns?”

“Nope.”

“This isn’t an arbitrary request. If you have anything like that, you need to get rid of it now. I don’t feel like dying tonight if you bring something with you that the curse doesn’t like.”

“I’m clean,” Leigh said, spreading his hands. “I promise.” Somehow his accent, lighter and more precise than the other man’s, made him even more appealing.

She nodded. “I always have to ask. Like I said, I don’t feel like dying tonight.” She eyed the older man again, looking back and forth between them. “You ready to go then?”

Her human charge nodded and stepped forward to follow her.

“Watch your six, Sean,” the other man called before turning back toward the car.

“Who was he?” she asked.

“My...handler.” Leigh glanced at her, flashed a dimple, and shrugged. “We both know that page they sent over with the request for a guide was a load of ogre crap.”

Rory almost fell over.

“So you’re not a chef?”

“I am, among other things.”

She should have asked him what other things. Instead she caught herself by surprise when she said, “Can you make cookies?”

“Uhm. Yes?”

Now that they were under the trees it was dark enough that Rory couldn’t see his expression, but he sounded surprised as well.

“I may have picked up a few bad habits in my travels,” she admitted, surprising herself again.

He chuckled, but didn’t say anything more, leaving them to walk in silence in the deepening night. If he wondered why they were hiking in the dark, he didn’t say so, just kept up, walking at her side as though a stroll through a cursed forest at night was just another recipe to try out.

“What do you do besides cook?” she asked after the silence began to get oppressive, when she started imagining snapping twigs and squeaking snow out there in the trackless forest.

“You mean why do I have a handler?” he countered. Blunt, but his tone sounded more amused than guarded.

“Sure. You can answer that one if you want.” She tried to make her voice sound light and the question inconsequential.

“Would you believe me if I said the president wanted me to spy out some new recipes?”

Rory snorted, and then burst out laughing. “No. No I would not.”

“He really likes grilled eel.”

She laughed so hard she had to stop and lean against a tree. Tears turned cold against her skin. 

“I like to think I’m a funny guy, but even I’ll admit it wasn’t that funny.”

She waved him off. “Context. Sorry I can’t explain.”

“Okay.”

He waited for her to settle down, then walked in silence again. They must have gone a mile or more without speaking, and Rory became aware again of Maireadd’s murmurs. The groan of trees in the bitter cold, the small clacks of twigs and branches brushing together, the squeak and crunch of some creature keeping up with them out there. She was fairly sure it wasn’t the forest playing tricks on her this time.

“Do you dislike elves, Mr. Leigh?”

“What? No! Of course not. Why would you ask that?” He sounded startled, like his mind had been a thousand miles away.

“You’ve barely spoken.”

“Well it’s not for that reason. I’m just...” His coat rustled as he shrugged. “Elves are super cool. Magic and all that. Anyhow, if I don’t talk I can’t make a fool out of myself, right?”

That was unexpected. Again. This human was just full of surprises. Rory stopped and looked at him. She couldn’t see much of his face in the dark, but he shifted, his boots squeaking in the snow. “Why are you here, Sean?”

The snow squeaked some more and his clothing rustled as he tried to stick gloved hands into his coat pockets. “I’m going to cook.”

“You are the strangest spy I’ve ever met.”

“You think I’m a spy?”

“Aren’t you?”

The gap of silence that followed didn’t tell her a thing.

“I’m a lot of things. But right now, mostly just a chef.” He started walking again, then turned, waiting for her. Was he playing her for the biggest fool ever right now?

Rory sighed. She had a feeling this mission might turn out to be the strangest one she’d ever taken.
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THE ELF WITH THE CUTE EARS

Sean knew the elves were keen to find out what his government was planning. Colonel Jacobs had informed him that the elf they’d be sending as his guide was thought to be an agent for the Council, though that hadn’t been proven. What the colonel had failed to mention was that the elf was gorgeous, dangerous, and now probably thought him an imbecile. After talking to her, he felt confident in assuming Jacobs was right. The tricky part about the whole thing was that Maireadd’s and Thyrus’s interests lined up perfectly for his end game. But would they agree on how Thyrus planned to get there?

“Look, Sean...” the elf broke another uncomfortable silence. At least she’d gotten past calling him ‘Mr. Leigh.’ Thank goodness. “It’s going to be a long few days if you can’t figure out how to carry on a conversation. I’m not just saying that in hopes that you get comfortable and spill all your secrets to me. Maireadd is dangerous. That’s why humans don’t come through here without a guide. There are horrors in this forest you’ve never even heard of. Things that aren’t purely physical monsters. Like hellhounds. Do you know anything about hellhounds?”

“Yes,” he answered darkly. More than he wanted to know, in fact.

“They pop up out of the shadows when they feel your fear and tear you apart,” she said, ignoring him. “It’s not fear that draws them, though. Fear can just as easily signal courage. It’s despair that brings them. Discouragement, depression, doubt, isolation. Those kinds of things. The things you feel when you give in to your fear. And no one’s immune to those things. Not even me. So it’s always better to have someone to talk to.”

She left out the part about how they could appear anywhere—not just in Maireadd, and how they liked their victims helpless, desperate, and alone. How their claws carried a venom that inflicted horrific pain with just a scratch.

“Okay,” Sean agreed, though he didn’t know what to say. He had a lot of questions, but the elf seemed a bit prickly, and he wasn’t sure she’d appreciate them.

Another long silence ensued, and she gave an exasperated sigh, obviously waiting for him to do the talking.

He stirred from his thoughts. “Um...” he tried. “Is there...I mean, do you always travel through Maireadd at night?”

“No!” she pounced on his question. “No we don’t. Only when it’s necessary. In this case, something has been stalking us almost since we started, and I don’t want to camp in the open. That would just be asking to get our throats ripped out. If I was by myself, I’d find a tree to sleep in, but since I’m not, we’re going to keep going until we get to one of our regular campsites. It’s sheltered, and has permanent wards in place to keep the monsters away. We’ve only got another mile or so to go.”

“Okay.” He hitched his pack higher. Fifty pounds of sleeping bag and supplies, but no weapons. He had a pocket knife, but that hardly counted. They’d told him he couldn’t bring any technology unique to humans, which meant no gun or carbon-fiber blades or taser or any of the gadgets he might normally have stashed away on his person. No one said anything about replacing them with something more old-fashioned, though, like a good old steel sword. He had an elf scout for protection after all. But he still felt vulnerable.

The campsite Rory mentioned ended up being a shallow cave hollowed out from a short rock ledge at the bottom of a ravine. Cozy and protected from the wind, but bitter cold with a lingering dampness in the air. Rory whispered a few words as they approached, and light crystals glowed to life in the branches of young evergreens surrounding the cave mouth. The air changed as well, the bitter edge giving way almost at once to a dry warmth.

“Wards are up. We should be safe now. Nothing short of a full grown dragon could get through these, and they’ll keep the worst of the cold away as well.”

“This isn’t so bad,” Sean said, dumping his pack on the ground and unzipping his coat as the warmth continued to build to a comfortable level. Evergreens grew at either side of the cave entrance, sharply fragrant and bowed with snow. The light crystals glimmered in the shadow of their branches like frozen fireflies.

“Don’t get used to it,” the elf warned him. “This is probably the most comfortable we’ll be for the rest of the trip. Just hope whatever has been stalking us out there gives up tonight.”

She pulled her hat off, and Sean couldn’t help staring at her ears for a moment. Not that he hadn’t seen elves, or their ears, before, but the sight always made him smile. They more resembled dogs’ ears than humans.’ Longer, pointed, and expressive, though not furry.

“What?” She fingered her ears and gave him a defensive look. “Are they frostbitten or something?”

“No, just cute.” Troll turds. “Sorry. That was unprofessional.”

“No, it’s ok.” Rory laughed while managing to look smug and delighted at the same time. “Elves are a bit conceited about their ears. If more humans paid them compliments, foreign relations would be twice as good as they are.”

“Huh.”

“You...” She looked to be struggling for a moment to choose her words. “You are cute as well. Is that an acceptable compliment for a human?”

“Um.” Sean felt himself blush. “It’s acceptable, it’s just... well, more acceptable between friends, or romantically speaking.”

“I see. That’s why you said your compliment was unprofessional.”

“Yeah. I mean, it just kind of slipped out, and your ears are really cute, but if I had meant to actually compliment you, like, in that romantic sense, I’d have said you’re stunning. Because you are. But that’s really unprofessional. Troll turds. I’m an idiot.” He could feel his blush deepening, and swiped a hand over his face. What was wrong with him? His usual smooth tongue seemed to have stayed behind in Thyrus this time around. Or maybe it was the presence of the elf that had him flustered. Was she magicking him into being a bumbling fool? But she looked pleased.

“You humans are far too tight with your compliments. You’re obviously very good at them, too, which seems a waste. Cute human.” She reached up and patted him on the head as she swept past to begin building a fire.

Sean groaned. He turned to his pack and unrolled his sleeping bag, then found an energy bar to munch on, standing at the cave mouth and looking out at the black darkness beyond the fairy lights. Behind him, Rory whispered a word, and he heard the fire ignite with a whoosh. Warmth reached out and caressed his back, and a breath of air brushed the back of his neck. He pulled his hat off and ran a hand through his hair.

This is gonna be a long week.

* * * * *
[image: ]


GRAY LIGHT AND SNOWFLAKES waited for them when they broke camp next morning. Rory muttered under her breath as she left the warmth of the wards and scrambled up the side of the ravine they’d camped in. Sean sat on his pack at the cave mouth and watched her out of sight, waiting for her to scout around and see what had been following them the night before. He didn’t have to wait long.

“We have a problem,” she said a few minutes later as she slid back down the embankment. “Ice dragon.”

Sean brought up a mental file on the creatures. He’d never seen one, but they were one of the predators he’d been required to familiarize himself with. They were wingless, with powerful hind legs that could run a man down in seconds. About the size of a large pony, their forelegs were short, but equipped with six-inch curved claws. They had double rows of teeth, and the ability to breathe super-cooled air that would cause a freeze burn on contact. Basically, they could turn your flesh into shriveled, frozen, dried-up meat. Like steak left in the freezer for too long.

“Did it give up?” he asked.

“It? No. She didn’t. She’s gone for now. The scouts are always female, and she just left to get the rest of her pack and bring them back for the hunt.”

“Oh. Okay.” That hadn’t been in his file. He waited.

“This is a problem. Do you remember how I said these wards would hold up against anything but a full grown dragon? Well a pack of ice dragons amounts to about the same thing. I can call for backup, but it’s not safe to stay here, and it’ll take some time for anyone to reach us. We’ve got to get moving, and fast.”

“Okay,” Sean said again. He slung his pack onto his shoulders and followed her up out of the ravine. “Um, I’m assuming this is something you’re typically prepared to handle.”

“It’s not.”

“Okay.”

“There shouldn’t be any ice dragons here, for one thing. For another, even if there was, they shouldn’t have ventured down from the tundra this early in the season. Winter’s barely begun, and it usually isn’t this cold or snowy this soon. Honestly, you’re one of the last single parties we’ll be guiding through for the year. We’ll have tourists, of course, because of the skiing, but they come in groups, and have a full guard.

“So no, I’m not prepared to handle this. But the last thing you should do is panic. Excuse me. I need to make a call.”

Sean hadn’t been panicking. In fact, she seemed much more flustered than he was as she dug out a pocket magic mirror and demanded to speak with an “Elf Borden Captain.”

Elves had an odd naming system. They took their position or job as a title, in place of having a family name. Colonel Jacobs had informed him his guide was an elf woman whose full name was Auralie, but the elves considered it rude to call someone by their full name if you were only given a partial. He doubted her title of ‘Scout’ was correct either. Not that he was one to talk.

“We have a situation,” she barked at the person that appeared in her mirror.

Sean scanned the forest as she explained the problem to her captain. No doubt she would hear trouble coming long before he could, but he still felt the back of his neck prickle in the deep silence that only snow could bring to the world.

Rory finished her call and turned back to him. “In case you weren’t paying attention, we’re going to divert and head toward Tristini. They’re sending out a patrol on horseback to meet us, but we won’t see them until this evening. In the meantime, we get to hustle, and hope the dragon pack doesn’t catch up with us before then.”

“Okay.”

* * * * *
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THE HOURS AND MILES stretched behind them as they ‘hustled’ toward the elven city, sometimes walking, sometimes jogging. Sweat prickled Sean’s scalp under his hat and dampened his shirt, chilling him instantly when they stopped for a short rest and snack. But they didn’t stay still long enough to get truly cold before they started off again. As afternoon came on the snow fell heavier. This close to the winter solstice and under the dense tree canopy, daylight didn’t last very long. Only a few hours past noon, the gray winter light began to fade.

“Stop!” Rory hissed, throwing out an arm across his chest. “Hear that?”

“No,” he whispered.

“They’ll be on us in a few minutes. Leave your pack. All we can do is buy a few more minutes and hope the patrol gets here,” she said, shrugging off her own pack and dumping it on the ground. Sean did so as well, and they ran. It felt like flying after lugging around the weight of the pack all day.

Rory glanced over as they sped through the trees. “Not that it’ll do any good, but do you have a weapon?”

“These,” he said, raising his hands. He hadn’t actually meant it as a joke, but the flat look she gave him said she didn’t appreciate it.

She drew a longknife from the layers of her winter clothes and tossed it to him. “I’ll do what I can with magic, but you might as well go down fighting too.”

He caught the knife out of the air. Too long for a dagger and too short for a sword, he swiped it through the air a couple times to get a feel for the length and balance. “Okay.”

“And whatever you do, don’t give in to your fear. Remember it’s better to die by ice dragon than by hellhound.” 

Cheery, he thought. But he was still going to do all he could to keep from dying either way. He’d never fought an ice dragon before. He was kind of looking forward to it.

It only took a few minutes before he could hear the dragons crashing through the brush behind and to either side of them. They’d spread out and were trying to surround their prey. He grinned.

“What is wrong with you? Why are you smiling?”

He wiped the smile off his face. “What? No reason. I just love this time of year, don’t you? The holidays coming, long nights, snow and stars and monsters chasing you. Makes you feel alive. What’s not to like?”

Rory made it perfectly clear with her look that she thought he was a crazy person. Ah well. They only picked the crazy ones for this type of work.

Flashes of movement came closer through the trees and brush. Iridescent scales like mother-of-pearl. They’d left the trail when they turned toward Tristini, following the path of a stream instead. What little water was left in it after the summer was frozen now, crackling angrily under their boots.

“How many?” he asked as they ran.

“Six, I think,” Rory replied. “Too many.”

Maybe. He’d have to be fast. Faster than an elf. Was that possible? He stripped off his bulky coat and flung it away. Rory glanced sideways at him, but didn’t say anything. He realized he was grinning again. 

One of the dragons drew close on the bank above them, running on its two powerful hind legs, with its short, spindly forearms tucked against its chest, keeping pace effortlessly. Rory shouted a warning as it leapt toward him. Sean twitched backward and it missed him by inches, hissing as its teen snapped down on air. He never stopped moving, turning his momentum into a lunge. He wrapped an arm around the dragon’s throat, flung himself onto its back, and stabbed the slender elf blade into the creature’s eye. Steel slid into its brain, and it died with a hissing shriek. He leapt clear of it as it fell, taking the knife with him.

Rory had stopped, meanwhile, her hands raised as though she was about to conjure magic. Instead, she just stared at him, her dark eyes huge. Admittedly, it was an odd moment for him to notice the color of her eyes for the first time, but the rush of battle blazed in his blood, and every detail stood out in stark definition, even the smoked silver of Rory’s eyes. Wisps of her black hair stuck out from under her hat, highlighting her pale face.

He raced toward her and the spell was broken.

“You can’t be a cook,” she panted as they ran.

“I am.”

The stream bed opened up suddenly, and they slid to a halt, bumping into each other with the suddenness of the stop. The remaining dragons—five of them—surrounded them.

“Would you stop doing that!” Rory hissed.

“What? What am I doing?”

“Grinning like an idiot when we’re about to get eaten.”

She whispered a word into her palm, and then blew across it. A sudden rush of wind swirled around them, and in an instant they stood in the middle of a vortex of furious wind, a small stationary tornado that gathered snow and ice and flung it around them in a raging barrier.

“That won’t keep them out for long,” she shouted above the wind’s roar as they watched the shapes of the dragons draw near outside their tornado cocoon, distorted and indistinct through the veil of flying snow.

“What’s the plan?” he yelled back.

She eyed the bloody longknife, and chewed her lip. “Do you think you could do that again? I might be able to blind them, but I’ll have to let the barrier go.”

He nodded. “Do it.”

“Don’t get yourself killed. Our countries can’t afford a war with each other.”

He grinned.
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ICE DRAGONS

Already the dragons were closing in. One of them poked its nose into her wind barrier as Rory took a second to make herself an ice blade. A foot long, an inch wide, and razor sharp, it had no handle because it would shatter on impact, and she didn’t plan on wielding it with her hands. Next, she whispered the words to another spell, shaping it and then holding it for a moment as she looked over at the human. He had a maniacal grin on his face again, but he nodded that he was ready. She released her magic.

The wind barrier died with a sigh, and she got a good, close-up look at the dragon lunging toward her throat before her next spell activated and a dense cloud of ice particles and fog rose around them. She’d been trained to work with the elements on hand whenever possible, since conjuring a cloud of ice on a snowy day took far less energy and concentration than making and sustaining a fireball in those conditions would. She’d love to be able to hurl fireballs at these monsters—it just wasn’t practical.

The dragon re-appeared out of the fog, only about two feet in front of her. She lunged to the side, feeling its icy breath blast past her, making her coat sleeve instantly freeze and crackle as she flung her arm out, directing her ice dagger at the dragon’s open mouth. The blade caught the monster in the back of the throat, but didn’t kill it instantly. She dove away again, nearly flinging herself into the claws of a second beast. Taking a cue from Sean, she used her momentum to swing herself onto the second dragon’s back. Hooking a leg around its neck, she planted both hands over its ear holes and shouted a command. She wasn’t capable of the kind of black magic that could stop a heart from beating, and wouldn’t have used it even if she could, but there were many ways to kill without using a death spell. The air in the dragon’s ear canals heated and expanded instantly under her hands, and she felt the tiny explosion in her palms when its eardrums exploded. It screamed, flailed wildly with sudden vertigo, and crashed into the first dragon. Wounded and confused, they clawed at each other while Rory jumped free.

Her ankle rolled on a hidden rock as she came down, shooting pain up her leg and dumping her in the snow, but she panted another spell, forming another handful of ice daggers, and flung them, one after the other, toward the two dragons’ eyes until one struck home. The beast with the ear troubles collapsed. The other, still clawing its own throat, fumbled off into the fog.

She hadn’t been able to keep track of Sean during her battle—couldn’t even see him through the conjured fog. But now she heard a pained yell from him, and tried to run in that direction. Her ankle had other ideas though, and dumped her back on the ground.

Cursing dragons, their ancestors, progeny, and distant cousins, she formed another spell and flew herself toward the ongoing battle.

Flashes of movement, hisses, and Sean’s hoarse breathing led her forward. Only a foot off the ground, she nearly bashed her injured ankle against a carcass. She passed a second dark, indistinct shape lying in the snow to the left and then crashed into the third and last dragon, bouncing back from its flank and losing her grip on her magic. She landed on her bad foot and rolled her ankle again. Her magical energy running low after using it on such a grand scale, she picked herself back up with a snarl and a blast of wind and settled onto her good foot, fully expecting the dragon to pounce on her. Before it could, Sean shot out of the fog and threw himself at the dragon’s open maw. His longknife angled forward and up, he drove it into the dragon’s mouth, up into its sinus cavity. He jerked his arm back, and Rory couldn’t tell if it was in time to entirely miss those snapping teeth or not, but when the dragon bit down, it drove the knife hilt deeper, into its own brain. It fell with a soft whump into the snow.

Sean stood there panting for a moment, splattered in blood that dripped into the snow around him. He’d lost his hat and his bright hair stuck up in every direction over red ears.

“Are we done?” he asked finally, turning to her.

“I think so.”

“Good.” He dropped himself into the snow and lay back, clutching his left hand to his chest while he caught his breath. “That was fun, but enough’s enough.”

Rory released her magic, drooping with relief, and sank down beside him. Her ankle throbbed, and blood pounded in her ears. She hadn’t thrown around and maintained that much magic on that big of a scale all at once since academy. Even elves, the strongest magical race, had a limit, and though she hadn’t reached it, she could still feel the dulling effect of exhaustion setting in.

“What happened to that patrol that was supposed to meet us?” Sean asked.

“Ha!” she barked an ironic laugh and watched the puff of white breath dissipate. Their battle, though it felt like it had taken a lifetime, had only lasted a few minutes, and there was still plenty of light, though it was fading.

A soft huff of sound, somewhere between a whispered gasp and groan, got her attention, and she sat up and faced Sean. “You’re hurt.”

“So are you,” he countered.

“Show me.”

He held out his hands for her, wordless as she examined them. His right seeped blood through his glove. She pulled a much smaller knife from her pocket and flicked it open, carefully cutting the material away to reveal the gashes across the back of his fingers and palm. They were ragged, but not deep. Unfortunately, she didn’t have anything to bind them, since they’d left their packs when they started running. She’d have to cut a strip from their clothes, but she left it for now, since he seemed to favor his left hand more.

She winced as she cut the glove away, already prepared for what she’d find, since the glove itself had been flash-frozen and then broken. Underneath, his hand looked raw and blistered, his skin cracked open in places, bleeding and discolored. She let out a breath.

“It could have been worse,” she told him. “Your glove protected you.”

“I know. Hurts like freakin’ dragon fire, but at least I won’t lose my hand.”

“Dragon fire, dragon ice. Basically it amounts to the same thing. You killed four of them by yourself. You should be dead. Anyone should be dead. I don’t even know of any elves that could fight three ice dragons at once.”

He nodded, smiling softly, and closed his eyes, hunching over his hands. She noticed he was starting to shiver. With shock or cold she wasn’t sure, since he’d dropped his coat back in the stream bed. Probably both.

She silently cursed her own injury, since it meant she’d have to use more magic to go back for their supplies, and she was already exhausted. But then, as she got ready to conjure a wind to carry her again, she heard a shout, and the sounds of horses coming through the trees.

A few minutes later a dozen riders appeared out of the dusk, pulling their horses up in a circle around them.

“Vasya,” she greeted their captain. “You’re late.”

“So I see,” he replied, surveying the scattered bodies. “What happened?”

“Exactly what looks like happened!” she snapped. Pain, worry, and fatigue had relieved her of any semblance of patience. She flung her hand toward Sean. “Get him taken care of, and send some of your people to get our packs. We dropped them when we had to run for our lives.”

“What about the dragons? Are there more of them?”

“No. Maybe. There was one running around with an ice blade in the back of its throat. Probably dead by now, but you can keep an eye out for it.”

At a few commands from Vasya, half the riders broke off and disappeared up the stream bed. The other half dismounted. A few of them went to examine the corpses, while Vasya and the medic grabbed supplies and came over.

“Do you have any injuries?” the medic asked her.

“I’m fine!” she snapped. “I just twisted my ankle. Get my human taken care of, before you start an international incident.”

Sean, whose shivers had set his teeth rattling, visibly relaxed when Vasya wrapped a blanket around his shoulders and muttered a warming spell over it—air mingled with fire. He sagged in the snow, but still offered her a grin. “No one would miss me that much.”

“I seriously doubt that. Especially now.” She watched the medic clean and wrap the slashes on his right hand before turning his attention to the left. Sean flinched and cursed a blue streak while the elf rubbed salve across it and wrapped it. When it was done, he snatched both hands back to his chest and hunched in the blanket, silent. The medic examined Rory’s ankle next, but there wasn’t much he could do beyond bracing it. 

Vasya flicked his gaze from the human to Rory, silently questioning what had happened. She shook her head. 

When the rest of the riders got back, they distributed the extra packs among them, gave Sean his coat back, and then got him and Rory mounted up behind two of the scouts. Full dark had set in by the time they started toward Tristini. It would be midnight before they reached the city. She held onto the elf in front of her, thoroughly tired and miserable, her ankle throbbing with the motion of the horse. Not far away she could see Sean by the light of the crystals they carried, not holding on at all, simply balancing with his knees behind the saddle, keeping his hands to himself.

The dark trees, like the hours of their journey, slipped past in a blur. Rory kept nodding off, and once the elf she rode with had to catch her wrist to keep her from sliding from the horse.

“Sorry,” she mumbled. “Long day.”

He chuckled. They’d all had days like that. Even scouts, who spent prolonged periods, sometimes weeks at a time, camping and marching. Cold, adrenaline, and magic use sapped your energy, no matter how strong you were.

She straightened up, glancing over to check on the human. He still rode with his hands tucked safely in his coat, his posture slumped. He swayed with the motion of the horse.

“How far?” she asked, worried he might go to sleep or pass out and fall.

“We passed the first sentries ten minutes ago.”

She barely held back a moan of relief, instead asking, “Borden is expecting us?”

“He and Taro Councilman are waiting for you at the lodge. We’re to drop you off there.”

So no chance of sleep any time soon then. Or at least not as soon as she’d like. She sighed.

Within minutes they were pulling up in front of the lodge. The elf she’d been riding with slid down from the saddle and then lifted her down, waiting for her to gain her balance on her good foot before he let go. Borden was there to meet her with a crutch and another elf healer, whom she waved off.

“We’re fine for now. Let us get inside before you start hovering.”

Vasya followed them into the lodge, but the rest of the patrol scattered to their homes. He and Borden had talked via magic mirror while they rode, so Borden and Taro were both up-to-date on what had happened, though Rory hadn’t filled in all the details yet.

“It’s a relief to see you alive,” Borden said as they headed toward the councilman’s office. “I was afraid the patrol would be too late.”

“They were too late,” she grumbled, struggling with the crutch on the moss floor. Sean plodded along behind them, looking half asleep on his feet and totally out of it while holding his hands awkwardly in front of him. They’d never found his hat.

When they arrived in Taro’s office he greeted them with: “I’m sorry, Rory. We asked you to do a job, and then failed you. I know you and Mr. Leigh need your rest, so we won’t keep you long.” 

“Thank you.”

Taro shifted, watching her. She knew what he wanted, and sighed. “Mr. Leigh’s safe travel through Maireadd was the mission you gave me, and as it’s not complete yet, I’ll take responsibility for his lodging for as long as he’s in Tristini.” 

The words were a show for Sean. What they really wanted was to make sure she was still going to keep an eye on him.

“Thank you, Rory. Of course, we will happily take care of expenses, and Elf Bari Healer is at your service,” he gestured to the elf woman who’d been hovering over Sean, twitching to take care of his hands with something better than a field dressing. 

“We’d like to hear the details of what happened, as well,” he continued. “Having ice dragons this near civilization isn’t acceptable, so please come in as soon as you’re able tomorrow.”

“Of course.”

Again, what they really wanted was her opinion of Sean Leigh. The ice dragons as well, certainly. But Borden would be handling that. Taro was more interested in the potential spy she was hosting.

They left the lodge, toiling up the hill to her house, where she called on her magic to lift her up to the balcony. She didn’t think she could handle stairs at this point. Sean and Bari caught up a moment later. Angel met them at the door and pulled Rory into a hug that jammed the crutch into her ribs.

“Are you okay? What happened to your foot? Did you really fight dragons?” Her barrage of questions continued as they dragged themselves inside.

Sean sank onto the couch, looking as though he might become a permanent part of it. Rory extricated herself from her sister’s concern and collapsed next to him with a groan.

“Thank you,” he said quietly, looking over at her while Bari unwrapped his hands. He gave her a tired smile, not quite enough to dimple, but it brightened his face, bringing back a hint of his disarming boyishness. She’d seen his crazy dragon killing grin and his battle fury though, and wondered what secrets that innocent mask and lilting brogue might cover.

Bari stood, leaving his hands uncovered, and went to confer with Angel.

He winced as he flexed his fingers, his pain showing in his bright blue eyes. “I know your people don’t like humans in their city, much less suspicious chefs. So thanks for taking me in.” This time he gave her one full dimple.

She snorted and lifted a hand to wave him off, found she was too tired for such an extravagant movement, and dropped it back in her lap. “You were hardly in danger of getting left in a snowbank. When the Thyrus government requests a guide special for one of their people, we make sure we take good care of them. International incidents and all.”

Bari came back with a basin of water and put a few drops from a vial into it, making the entire room smell of lavender and herbs. Sean winced as he lowered his hands into it, then sagged as the mixture eased the pain. He leaned his head back, and his lips parted almost instantly in sleep. He didn’t react when Bari applied another salve and fresh bandages.

The healer turned her attention to Rory next, examining her ankle. She left another of her herbal brews to soak it in, and a wrap for it. “It’s going to be a week or more before you can go running around the wilderness again,” she warned before she left.

Angel saw the healer to the door, then flopped down in a chair across from them. She looked from Sean to Rory and raised an eyebrow. “Am I going to get the story?”

“Not tonight,” Rory said, pushing herself up wearily. “Give me a hand.”

Together they got Sean stretched out in a more comfortable position on the couch, careful to rest his hands across his chest without bumping them, and draped a blanket over him. He never stirred.

“I’m going to go do the same thing. The person that wakes me up before noon tomorrow gets a dagger up their nose.”

* * * * *
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NO ONE BOTHERED RORY, but nevertheless she crawled out of bed and a horde of bloody nightmares well before noon the next day. Sean still snored from the couch when she hobbled through to the kitchen where Angel had a fire going in the cook stove. Her sister sat at the table with one of her textbooks and a cup of tea.

“How are you this morning?” she asked.

Rory grumbled under her breath before she said, “I’d be better if I didn’t have to leave the house today.” She scrounged for something to eat, then went to find clean clothes. She’d collapsed in her wool under-clothes the night before, too tired to climb out of all her winter layers. With those goals accomplished and Sean still sleeping—she was more than a little jealous—she headed to the lodge.

“Are you well today?” Taro Counsilman asked when she swung herself into his office with the help of her crutch. He touched a round crystal sitting on his desk. It lit with a faint blue glow and he directed his next words toward it. “Borden, Auralie just came in. Join us if you would.”

A few seconds later the other elf came in, nodding to both of them. Rory levered herself into a chair with a muttered apology. The others drew up seats facing her. 

“You and the human are both well?” Taro asked again. 

“Well enough. He was still sleeping when I left.”

“Healer Bari assured us that he’s in no danger of permanent damage to his hands. His left will take longer to heal fully, and there may be some scars, but he should be recovered well enough by the time you are that you can both continue.”

Rory nodded, rubbing her gritty eyes. “She said it would be a week or more. Apparently I did a good job of twisting it. I hope Sean’s mission wasn’t time sensitive.”

“That would depend on what his mission is. First though, tell us about the ice dragons.”

Rory gave them the full story, starting with how she’d suspected something was following them right from the beginning, to how they’d killed all six of the dragons before the patrol showed up to help them. The others didn’t ask questions until she finished.

“I hardly know what to focus on first,” Borden said after a moment of silence. “The fact that however unlikely it is, it seems like the dragons targeted you and Mr. Leigh—or the fact that he killed four of them without any assistance. A human!”

“He didn’t use any magic, correct? You can verify that?”

Rory lifted a shoulder in a half shrug. “I didn’t have eyes on him the whole time, but from what I saw, it was all physical skill. He didn’t act like he was trying to hide anything from me, and I didn’t sense any magic use other than my own.”

“Thyrus cracks down on sorcery more than most countries,” Borden said. “I doubt they’d sponsor a magic stealer.”

All of the races had gifts and abilities in different areas—for humans it was innovation and leadership, but they had no magical ability whatsoever, unless they stole it. Magic was in the blood of the other races, and stealing it required literally draining it out of them with their blood in a twisted ceremony that also called on other-wordly forces to bind it to the human soul. Magicals like Rory and the other residents of Maireadd both loathed and feared Barra’s witch-queen.

“True,” Taro murmured, frowning in thought. “I suppose it’s possible he’s just that good. It would explain why they sent him to do... whatever it is he’s doing. Does he seem competent? What are your thoughts on his character?” he asked Rory.

This time it was her turn to hesitate. “I’m not sure. He seems a little careless sometimes, but I think he’s also really smart. I don’t know if the carelessness is real, or an act. If it’s an act though, it’s a good one. But there’s something else. He doesn’t fight like an elf.”

“I would hope not.” Borden chuckled. “The day a human fights better than an elf is the day that ogres fly.”

Rory shook her head. “He killed four ice dragons. You really think he doesn’t fight as well as an elf? What I said was that he fights differently.”

“How’s that?” Taro asked, glancing at Borden, who looked like he’d taken a bite of something sour.

“He’s got all the skill that any of us have, from what I could tell. Maybe more, since that kind of speed and agility doesn’t come naturally to humans, it means they have to work a lot harder for it. But he doesn’t seem to have a decent sense of self-preservation.”

“Explain.”

“He wins because he throws himself toward risk. I watched him jump onto a dragon’s back so he could stab it in the eye. He stuck his entire arm in another dragon’s mouth so he could kill it. Do you know any of our kind that would do that?”

Since the answer was no, naturally her question met with silence. Elves were legendary fighters, their skills allowing them to keep their opponents at arms’ length more often than not, or keep things quick and clean when they had to get in close. They didn’t usually need to take risks, so they didn’t. Their sense of danger and self-preservation was trained into them. The word “reckless” was almost a profanity in their culture. “If you can’t kill, escape,” her own instructors had taught her. Somehow, she didn’t think that was a line that Sean had ever heard. 

“Is he suicidal?” Borden asked.

“Not that I can tell.”

“He sounds...dangerous.”

Rory didn’t reply. Sat and waited instead for more questions, or a change in her assignment. She agreed that Sean was most definitely dangerous, but there were many different ways to be so, and dangerous to someone—an ice dragon for instance—didn’t necessarily mean dangerous to them.

“Keep watching him,” Taro said after a long silence. “Try to get to know him better. See if he’ll tell you about his assignment, or at least open up enough that you can guess. He seemed willing enough to admit he’s not just looking for recipes—” a smile teased the corner of his mouth, “so maybe he’ll drop some other hints.”

“Oh, he was quite adamant that he is a chef,” said Rory. “It’s just not all
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