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    Hey you. 
 
    Yeah, you. You should join my Patreon page. When you join, you will get preview chapters of my future books to both read and listen to. You’ll also be able to see cover art sketches and get copies of sexier, NSFW versions of my already super sexy covers. If you are into audiobooks, I have a tier where you get 3-4 every month included for a crazy low price. Woah. 
 
    Click here, or search for my name on Patreon.com 
 
      
 
    If Patreon isn’t your jam, you can always join my Facebook group to get updates there 
 
      
 
    My Books come out Wednesdays! 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 1 
 
    Twigs crackled under my feet. The woods were shadowy, and darkness lurked between the tree trunks. My heart was pounding, and the muscles in my legs burned with effort.  
 
    I was almost there.  
 
    I’d almost made it.  
 
    The leaves were slick under my feet, and I wished briefly for my old running shoes. But then I burst out of the trees into the clearing on the edge of the cliff, and I wouldn’t have traded this moment for anything.  
 
    The sun was emerging over the edge of the horizon, and as I slowed my pace and finally halted, it burst up into the sky in a glory of golden light. It dazzled me, and I covered my eyes with my hand as the sun momentarily blinded me.  
 
    My heart was pounding from the exertion, and my forehead was sweaty, but there was a grin on my face.  
 
    The gods were near. I was sure of it.  
 
    “It’s so beautiful,” Pawen gasped, and I turned to look at my running companion.  
 
    The skinfolk woman was dressed in tight brown cotton leggings and an even tighter lace-up black cotton vest. It was Innothlig’s version of Lululemon. They didn’t have Lycra in this world, but I wasn’t complaining. Pawen rarely wore such form-fitting clothes, and I did love that she felt comfortable enough around me to wear an outfit that revealed so much of her lean, athletic figure. She was a fast runner, and she put me through my paces whenever we ran together.  
 
    I hadn’t expected one of the things I’d miss most after stepping through a portal to a fantasy world would be having a regular workout schedule, but I’d been surprised at how much I’d been craving exercise. Particularly as I’d somehow been transported back into a much younger body when I stepped through the portal. The energy and power running through my newly rejuvenated muscles were like a drug.  
 
    Pawen and I had started to make early morning runs a habit of ours, and at least once a week we tried to make time to come out of the city and run through the woods to the top of the ravine to see the sunrise.  
 
    “It’s amazing,” I replied.  
 
    Pawen came to stand by my side, and we watched the sun climb higher as we got our breath back. We could see the river way below us, and more trees spreading out toward the horizon. And beyond the trees, where the Forest of Hid ended, were mountains and plains of the other kingdoms of Innothlig.  
 
    “The Outer Kingdoms,” Pawen said in a soft voice.  
 
    I glanced at her and found her looking at me with a gentle expression in her amber eyes.  
 
    I wondered what she meant for a second, and then I remembered everyone in my new life thought I’d come from the Outer Kingdoms. Pawen must be wondering if I was feeling homesick. I rearranged my features into a slightly melancholy expression and nodded my head slowly.  
 
    I didn’t like lying to my friends about where I’d really come from, but as far as I knew, no one in Innothlig knew about the existence of Earth. Humans were already second-class citizens here, and I didn’t want to give anyone another excuse to shit on me if I could avoid it.  
 
    Yeah, I know I said I was from the Outer Kingdoms, but I actually was a diner chef in my fifties until an unusual storm nearly struck me with lightning, and suddenly, I found myself here in my twenty-something body. The words sounded insane even to me. How well would that news go down in a world where humans were already seen as abnormal creatures born of blasphemy?  
 
    My educated guess was not very well.  
 
    I’d never been very interested in religion, so when I’d first arrived in Innothlig and had words like “blasphemer” hurled at me as a slur, it had taken me a while to realize just how severe the term was here. 
 
    Cooking was a religious practice in Innothlig, and the prevailing view was that humans, as inherently unholy creatures, couldn’t possibly cook to a standard that would please the pantheon of gods who ruled over this world. I was on an unofficial mission to prove that wrong.  
 
    I’d already made the leap to Journeyman status at House Siggwin, the cooking academy where I was studying, but during the religious festival of Breost’s Day, six weeks ago, I’d started having some strange dreams. Dreams I was now convinced meant the gods themselves were talking to me.  
 
    It sounded like the kind of thing that would’ve gotten me locked up back on Earth, and even in Innothlig, the statement would be met with disbelief. And probably whatever this world’s version of a Baker Act was. A lowly human thinking the gods were speaking to them? 
 
    Inconceivable.  
 
    But it was true.  
 
    It was one more thing to get used to about living in this world, but sharing this bit of news with my friends had been easy, and they’d supported me without question. My roommate Wemba, my first girlfriend Sae, and my new girlfriend, Pawen.  
 
    Sae was a deeply religious person, and her advice had been so helpful while I was trying to wrap my head around all of it. She prayed to the gods all the time and made regular offerings as part of her worship, and I’d started joining her in her sessions in the House Siggwin chapel.  
 
    I was still learning, but every time I prayed I felt like I was getting a little bit closer to understanding what was going on and what the gods wanted from me.  
 
    And then there were moments like this, with the sun rising into the sky of a fresh new day when I didn’t even need to try to feel the gods’ presence.  
 
    I tipped my head back and closed my eyes to bask in the warmth of the new day for a moment, and Pawen linked her arm through mine and rested her head on my shoulder.  
 
    Pawen wasn’t as pious as Sae, but her quiet warmth and support meant just as much to me as Sae’s knowledge.  
 
    There’d been an instant connection between Sae and me when I first arrived in this world, but my relationship with Pawen was different. She was much more guarded, and her manner was much more reserved than Sae. But that only made me treasure our moments of intimacy even more because I knew how hard-won they were. 
 
    Pawen had been hurt in the past, and it meant so much that she was learning to trust again, and that she was willing to be vulnerable with me as our relationship grew.  
 
    These past few weeks had been an especially important time for our connection. We’d started running, and sharing these hours together when it was just her and me away from everything else had strengthened our relationship. Out here, Pawen could talk more about her past, her feelings, her hopes and fears, and her plans for the future.  
 
    I opened my eyes and looked at the beautiful skinfolk woman by my side. The early morning sun lit up her tawny ringlets and turned the stray hairs to bright, burning copper. Her golden-brown skin was glowing from the exercise, and her amber eyes were half-closed against the light of the sun.  
 
    I kissed her hairline softly, and she turned her face up to mine and smiled.  
 
    “What are you thinking about?” she asked.  
 
    “About how pretty you are,” I replied with an answering smile. “And how amazing you’ve been these past few weeks with everything.”  
 
    Pawen’s cheeks flushed a little, and her eyes sparkled. She was getting more used to my compliments. Her ex had never bothered to tell her how beautiful she was, but I never got tired of telling her.  
 
    “Thank you,” she whispered. “I’m glad I can be here for you when you need me. You’ve been going through so much. The dreams, the placement, everything…”  
 
    “Yeah,” I replied. “It has been a lot. But I wouldn’t change any of it.”  
 
    “Sae says she thinks the gods have a purpose for you,” Pawen said. “That you’re going to be a hero, destined for greatness, like in the stories.”  
 
    “I don’t know about that,” I chuckled.  
 
    “But I think so, too,” Pawen said. “Why else would the gods be speaking to you like they are?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said. “Honestly, I don’t have any answers. It just feels like a lot to deal with if I’m expected to be a hero on top of everything else that’s going on.”  
 
    “I know.” Pawen squeezed my elbow. “But if anyone could be a hero, Henry, it’s you.”  
 
    The fierceness in her tone melted my heart. I turned to face her and pulled her into a tight embrace. Pawen embraced me back, and some of the tension left her muscles as she pressed her body against mine.  
 
    “I can do it because of you,” I whispered into her curls. “You and Sae, together, you help me more than you know.”  
 
    “And Wemba.” Pawen laughed softly. “Don’t leave him out. Even if he’s not here, he’d never let you hear the last of it if he found out you didn’t include him.”  
 
    “True.” I chuckled at the thought of my roommate and best friend’s outrage. “Wemba is included in all of this as well, he’s been really supportive, too.”  
 
    Pawen tilted her head back to look into my face. She brushed her slender fingers along my hairline and tucked a stray strand of my dirty-blond hair back behind my ear. For a few moments, we just looked into each other’s eyes.  
 
    Then Pawen gave a little sigh and glanced over at the horizon.  
 
    “We should be getting back to the city,” she said. “The morning is slipping by.”  
 
    “Yeah, you’re right.” I was reluctant to let her go, but she had a point. We both had classes this morning.  
 
    I let Pawen out of my arms, and she rolled her head on her neck a few times and stretched out her calf muscles.  
 
    “Ready to go?” she asked.  
 
    “Yep.” I nodded.  
 
    We headed back down the trail into the trees. It was too steep to run properly here, so we walked down the incline and used the trees for support when our feet slid on the path.  
 
    Back in the thickest part of the woods, it was still pretty dark, and although the shadows were starting to thin out a little, in some places it was almost as if the sun hadn’t yet risen.  
 
    I glanced behind me at Pawen to make sure she was doing okay.  
 
    The skinfolk woman was holding onto a tree to steady herself, and she looked up with her mouth open to say something.  
 
    But then she froze.  
 
    Her eyes went wide as she looked past me. My head snapped around as I followed her gaze, and I saw a wolf standing between the trees.  
 
    It was standing still with its yellow eyes fixed on us in an unwavering stare. Its gray coat was thin and harsh-looking with bald patches on the end of its tail. There was a livid scar across its muzzle that wrinkled as it lifted its lip to bare its yellow teeth.  
 
    My heart was pounding.  
 
    I knew the likelihood of getting attacked by a wolf back home was low, but this wasn’t back home, and this wolf looked like it was starving and desperate.  
 
    I didn’t have any weapons on me. Because who goes running with a knife in their belt?  
 
    A low, rumbling snarl emerged from the wolf’s chest. It took one, stiff-legged step toward us.  
 
    Something leaped over my head. 
 
    I ducked instinctively as a huge golden cat soared through the air and landed on the trail in front of me. It must have been around six feet long, with broad, powerful shoulders, short, tawny-brown fur, black ears, and faint stripes zigzagging their way up its muscular legs. Its long, thick tail slashed angrily to and fro, and the hair on its strong shoulders stood up like a crest as it stared the wolf down.  
 
    I whirled around to see where Pawen was. But the path behind me was empty.  
 
    “Pawen?” I whispered in disbelief.  
 
    The cat didn’t look at me as all of its attention was focused on the wolf in front of us, but its familiar golden coloring was unmistakable.  
 
    The wolf bared its teeth again.  
 
    The cat– Pawen, I realized– let out a growl that rose into a full-throated snarl. Every hair on her body seemed to stand on end, and she rushed forward with a high-pitched yowl.  
 
    The wolf turned tail and fled for its life back through the trees.  
 
    The cat turned back and glanced at me.  
 
    If I’d had any doubts about the cat, they vanished as soon as I met those familiar amber eyes.  
 
    I knew Pawen was skinfolk, but it was the first time I’d seen her in her animal form. It was humbling to see the power and grace evident in every line of her feline body. She could have taken my head from my shoulders with one blow of her huge paws.  
 
    “Pawen,” I whispered again in an awestruck tone.  
 
    The cat glanced away. A shudder ran through her body, and her shoulders hunched, her tail lashed against the ground, and then with a shimmer, she changed back into her human form.  
 
    Pawen stood upright on her two feet, and at that moment, the sun finally made its way through the trees. A beam of light illuminated her in a golden spotlight, and it highlighted every smooth, strong line of her naked body. Her hair became a gilded halo around her head, and her eyes smoldered like lit coals in her beautiful face. The peach fuzz on her limbs and torso seemed to catch fire and cloak her in a burning glow.  
 
    For a moment, I was too dumbstruck to speak.  
 
    Then Pawen moved her hands to cover herself, and I realized with a jolt that she probably would prefer if I didn’t stare at her right now.  
 
    “Sorry,” I stammered, and I dragged off the light shirt I was wearing and held it out to her. “Here.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Pawen’s voice sounded a little strained, and I looked at her face quickly to make sure she was okay.  
 
    But she was grinning, and I realized she was trying to hold back a laugh. 
 
    “Did you see him back off?” She held my shirt in her hands but didn’t move to put it on. “I had him so scared.”  
 
    “He was about to wet his wolfie pants,” I agreed with a grin. “You were amazing.”  
 
    “I know I haven’t… shown you this part of myself before,” Pawen said with a slightly concerned look on her face. “I hope you weren’t… offended.”  
 
    “Offended?” I repeated. “Why would I be offended? You were amazing! Your other form is so beautiful!”  
 
    Pawen’s face relaxed into a smile.  
 
    “Really?” she asked.  
 
    “Really really,” I replied. “You know I wouldn’t lie to you about something like that, Pawen. Why wouldn’t you think your other form is beautiful?”  
 
    “It’s very big,” she said in a small voice. “I– I mean, I’ve heard other men say they don’t like it when a form is too big or too much…”  
 
    A stab of fury pierced through me for her ex, who’d undoubtedly been the man to say that to her.  
 
    “Well, those men are idiots,” I said in a firm voice. “And insecure. You’re so powerful, Pawen. You’re strong, and you’re beautiful. It’s what makes you so incredible. Not just as skinfolk, but as a woman as well.”  
 
    A huge smile spread across Pawen’s face.  
 
    “Thank you, Henry,” she whispered, and then she looked down at my shirt and pulled it over her head.  
 
    I helped her adjust it, despite the stab of longing as her lovely body was covered from my gaze again.  
 
    Her running clothes were lying in torn shreds on the trail, and Pawen collected them up carefully.  
 
    “I may be able to repair them,” she explained. “Or at least reuse the fabric for something else.”  
 
    “Recycling,” I agreed with a nod.  
 
    “What’s that?” She gave a puzzled frown.  
 
    “Oh, it’s like when you make something new out of something old,” I explained. “I guess it’s an– an Outer Kingdom thing.”  
 
    “Recycling,” Pawen repeated. “I like that.”  
 
    Pawen’s light running shoes had also been destroyed in her transformation, but she often went barefoot, so her feet were tough enough to walk along the trail without pain.  
 
    We went slowly back through the woods until we came to where the trail to the top of the cliff met the main path coming out of the city. It was a lot smoother here, and there were two furrows worn deep into the dirt where carts and carriages passed through.  
 
    The path sloped down a gentle incline until it passed out of the trees and into the brief stretch of grassy plains that separated the city from the forest. The sun was much brighter as we came out from under the shade of the trees, and the heat of the morning was already intense. I guessed it was going to be even warmer once when we were back inside the city.  
 
    “What class have you got first?” I asked Pawen.  
 
    “Sweetmeats,” she replied. “What about you?”  
 
    “Bread.” I sighed. “With Stabaka.”  
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry.” Pawen made a sympathetic face.  
 
    I’d had some luck with convincing the tutors of House Siggwin I actually did know what I was talking about when it came to cooking. Some of them had even become my allies. The fey tutor, Daw, had been the one to see my potential as an Apprentice and put me forward for early admission to Journeyman. Daw was a good friend, and I was very grateful for his presence on the academic staff at House Siggwin.  
 
    But there were always more who were determined to make my life a misery, and Stabaka, the dwarf cook who specialized in bread, was one of those people.  
 
    Nothing I did was ever good enough for him, and he seemed to take a perverse delight in dealing out the most unfair and harsh criticism of every dish I made. He was harsh to all of his students, but he made no secret of the fact that he disliked me a lot. 
 
    In a way, it wasn’t personal. He was just racist, and he hated all humans. The fact that one had been accepted into the academy was bad enough, the fact that I’d been advanced to Journeyman early was even worse, and the fact that I was in his class was the last straw.  
 
    I was a good cook, I knew that. A person couldn’t work in kitchens for almost forty years and not become skilled at their craft; that was just basic math. So it didn’t rattle me too much when Stabaka sneered at my bread dough and turned up his nose at my laminated pastry. As much as I loved making bread, I still dreaded being in Stabaka’s classes. But I needed his approval to pass the class, and although I’d done well in the assignments so far, I wouldn’t put it past him to make my final assignment unfairly hard.  
 
    “At least you know you’re good,” Pawen said in an unconscious echo of my own thoughts. “He doesn’t criticize you because you need it, it’s just because he’s awful.”  
 
    “Yeah, he is awful,” I agreed. “If I didn’t need to take his class, I wouldn’t. But I need to have it on my record, and he is one of the best tutors in the academy, so I’m stuck with him for now.”  
 
    “You’ll be okay.” Pawen patted my arm comfortingly. “You’re too good a chef not to be.”  
 
    “Thanks, Pawen.” I smiled at her.  
 
    We reached the end of the path, and the guard on duty let us in through the wooden barrier across the main road. We stepped over the threshold back into the city, and the sounds, smells, and sights of Hid came alive all around us as we walked through the streets.  
 
    It was hotter here than it had been in the woods, and the buildings seemed to crowd in on both sides and make the atmosphere even more oppressive.  
 
    The distinct smell of seaweed rolled in from the harbor, and the wind carried with it the heavy odor of ripe vegetables from the market square. It was early, but the traders and sellers were already setting up their stalls and laying out their wares.  
 
    We passed a little girl hawking a basket of ribbons, and another with a tray of dried flowers. There was a man selling puppets, a woman selling little white clay tokens for worship, and a trio of young girls selling prayer books.  
 
    But the main traffic came to and from the market square where the food sellers were.  
 
    “Do you want to walk back through the market?” I asked Pawen.  
 
    “Aren’t you worried about being late for class?” she asked.  
 
    “I think Stabaka will survive,” I said with a grin. “But if you want to go ahead, then I don’t mind.”  
 
    “No,” she said quickly. “I want to look as well.”  
 
    “Okay.” I smiled at her, and we turned down a side street that led to the market.  
 
    Technically it was on our way back to House Siggwin, and technically it was always good practice to keep up with what new imports and products were available in the market.  
 
    Technically.  
 
    I grinned to myself and then stepped quickly out of the way as a dwarf trader bustled past me with a basket of muffins on her head.  
 
    “Muffins for sale!” she called. “Muffins for sale!”  
 
    “I wish I had a penny on me,” Pawen said in a longing voice. “I would love a muffin right now.”  
 
    “Me, too,” I agreed. “Maybe we can find a seller who’ll be happy to send the bill to the proctor at House Siggwin.”  
 
    We walked through the stalls and marveled at the array of spices, herbs, flowers, and vegetables on display. I’d been in Innothlig for almost five months now, but I was still in awe of all the different foods and ingredients that were a part of life here.  
 
    There were two kinds of ingredients in Innothlig and two kinds of food a person could make. The first kind was just regular food– meat and potatoes, everyday bread and butter that people would eat at mealtimes. But the second kind of food was called wicfood, and that was magic.  
 
    Wicfood was made with very specific ingredients, and it took a huge amount of skill to make it correctly because wicfood wasn’t just tasty. It was imbued with emotion and worship, and the right chef could make it do anything. 
 
    I’d tasted wicfood tarts that made it impossible to lie. I’d created wicfood dishes that made the eater remember the best parts of their childhood. I’d read of wicfood that could make the eater fly, could turn them invisible, could allow them to speak in different languages, communicate with animals, or speak to the dead.  
 
    The only limits in wicfood were a cook’s imagination, ingenuity, and skill.  
 
    And their devotion to the gods. Because wicfood wasn’t just magic, it was used in worship as well, so creating wicfood was seen as something holy. And that was yet another reason why most people here in Innothlig thought humans couldn’t cook because how could a creature of blasphemy, whose very existence was a mockery of the gods’ divinity, create something that was designed to honor and please the pantheon?  
 
    I still didn’t understand exactly how that prejudiced idea had taken root in Innothlig. I’d spoken to a priest in the academy chapel about it once, but it seemed like it was a question that would receive a different answer from anyone you asked.  
 
    It was a weird thing to think about, especially when I seemed to be receiving more guidance from the gods than the average non-human citizen in Hid could boast of.  
 
    “Henry, look!” Pawen exclaimed.  
 
    Her excitement jolted me out of my thoughts, and I looked where she was pointing. A woman was standing by the fountain at the center of the square. She was talking energetically to someone else in the crowd, and then to someone else, and then she climbed up onto the edge of the fountain bowl and waved her arms in the air above her head.  
 
    She shouted something, but I couldn’t make out what she was saying.  
 
    “What’s happening?” someone grumbled nearby.  
 
    A pigeon suddenly dive-bombed out of the sky and spiraled down toward the ground. At the last second, it pulled up and tumbled to the floor in front of the fountain, where it shimmered and transformed into a young man. He scrambled to his feet with seemingly no qualms about his naked state and climbed onto the fountain next to the woman.  
 
    He shouted something as well, but his voice was still too quiet for us to hear.  
 
    I looked around for Pawen.  
 
    “Do you want to go see what that’s all about?” I asked.  
 
    “Yep.” She grinned and grabbed my hand.  
 
    We pushed our way through the crowded square. More and more people were starting to realize something was happening, and we got caught in a tide of people all heading toward the fountain.  
 
    “What is it?” a woman demanded. “What’s happening?”  
 
    “I don’t know,” Pawen replied.  
 
    “Is it war?” someone else cried.  
 
    “Is it plague?” another person shouted.  
 
    I shouldered my way through a knot of people and almost fell through the other side. We were right by the fountain now, and the young skinfolk man was unfortunately still naked and, unfortunately, right at my eye level as he bounced up and down on the edge of the fountain bowl.  
 
    “It’s here!” he shouted.  
 
    “What?” I yelled back. “What’s here?”  
 
    “The Goose!” he announced. “The Golden Goose is back!”

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    “The what now?” I was puzzled, but from the dumbstruck looks on the faces all around me and the collective gasp that ran through the crowd, I guessed this was a very big deal indeed.  
 
    “Oh, Sweet Mother Breost,” Pawen gasped.  
 
    “What is it?” I asked her in a low voice, but before she could reply, even more voices from the crowd drowned her out.  
 
    “How do you know?” someone shouted.  
 
    “There haven’t been Golden Geese around these parts in decades,” someone else scoffed.  
 
    “Yeah, how do we know you ain’t just spinning us a yarn?” another person shouted.  
 
    “I seen it!” the naked man insisted. “I was flying over the woods, like I do, to get out of the city for a bit, and I seen it! First, I seen its tracks, and then my bird brain knew there was something else going on, so I followed the tracks, and then I seen the Goose itself! For real!” 
 
    “I saw it, too!” the woman next to him on the edge of the fountain raised her voice to join in the hubbub. “I flew out with him, and I saw the tracks, and I saw the Goose! Huge thing it was, white as snow!”  
 
    With that, the crowd exploded into frenzied shouting.  
 
    I grabbed Pawen’s arm and pulled her away from the fountain to the edge of the crowd where there were fewer people.  
 
    Pawen’s eyes were shining, and her face was split from ear to ear with the biggest smile I’d ever seen.  
 
    “The Goose, Henry!” she breathed.  
 
    “I’m sorry, you’re going to have to fill me in,” I said. “The Golden Goose? Not the bird that lays golden eggs?”  
 
    “Yes, of course,” Pawen said as though it was obvious. “There’s only one kind of Golden Goose.”  
 
    “I guess so,” I acknowledged. “And they’re, what, a big deal around here? In a good way or a bad way?”  
 
    “Oh, a good way,” she assured me. “The Golden Geese are very special, and their eggs are said to be extremely powerful wicfood ingredients, but no one’s seen one for years, maybe even centuries. To be honest, I thought they’d died out already.”  
 
    “What happened?” I asked. “Do they get hunted?”  
 
    “No!” Pawen drew in her breath in a shocked gasp, and she stared at me with her eyes wide like I’d asked if anyone local ate babies. “That would never happen!”  
 
    “Sorry,” I apologized. “I don’t know much about Golden Geese.”  
 
    “No, of course not, I’m sorry,” Pawen said in a softer tone. “But the Golden Goose is very sacred. It’s a very holy beast. They’re known to be friends of the gods. Hwaeg, Our Lady of Stillness, is sometimes shown in pictures with the Goose by her side.”  
 
    “That does sound familiar now that you mention it,” I said with a nod. “I think I’ve seen pictures of her with a goose. I just didn’t realize it was that Goose.”  
 
    “No one would ever harm the Goose or hunt it,” Pawen continued. “They’re too holy. That’s why their eggs are so prized. The Goose is a creature in close communion with the pantheon, and their eggs make the perfect food for the gods. They’re full of magic.”  
 
    “Alright.” I nodded. “I’m guessing it’s a good omen, then, for one to appear after all this time?”  
 
    “Definitely,” Pawen replied.  
 
    “So we should probably make sure we’re the first ones to break the news to House Siggwin,” I said.  
 
    Pawen’s eyes gleamed with adventure.  
 
    “We should,” she agreed.  
 
    The crowd was already starting to disperse as people at the fringes ran in all directions to spread the news.  
 
    Pawen and I set off at a sprint through the streets toward House Siggwin. We might have been tired from our run earlier, but excitement and adrenaline boosted my weary muscles, and we tore through the streets and the academy gate into the quad.  
 
    The classrooms were laid out around the quadrangle lawn, and we hurtled toward the main building, stumbled through the main door, and hauled open the first door we came to.  
 
    Without even realizing it, I’d found my way into my breadmaking class, and Stabaka looked up irritably as we burst into the room. All the tables were full of other students, and the tutor instantly recognized who I was, then took in my shirtless and disheveled state with a scowl.  
 
    But I spoke before he could open his mouth.  
 
    “The Golden Goose is back!” I announced.  
 
    Whatever Stabaka had intended to say, the news trumped it.  
 
    The dwarf’s mouth dropped open, and he stared at Pawen and me with a look of comical disbelief on his bearded face.  
 
    “But– but–” he began.  
 
    But then the rest of the students burst into wild shouting, and there was a general stampede toward the door.  
 
    “No! Wait! We can’t– class is still in session!” Stabaka waved his arms helplessly, but there was no holding back the tide of excited students.  
 
    They poured out of the classroom and followed Pawen and me as we ran to the next door, flung it open, and shouted out the news.  
 
    More students followed, more tutors followed, and soon there was a sizable crowd gathered on the quad as everyone in House Siggwin left whatever they were doing to discuss the amazing news.  
 
    I spotted Daw deep in conversation with the proctor, and I wove my way through the crowd to reach his side.  
 
    “Henry.” Daw greeted me with his customary calm smile. Not even the news of the century could rattle him from his permanently calm demeanor. His black eyes were as peaceful as ever, and there wasn’t a hair out of place in his long shaggy black waves. 
 
    “Hey, Daw,” I replied. “You’ve heard the news then.”  
 
    “Of course.” The corner of his mouth quirked up in a smile. “Who hasn’t?”  
 
    “This is utter chaos,” the proctor grumbled. “The proper authorities should have been notified and this matter dealt with quietly. And where is your shirt, student? You can’t walk around like that in broad daylight.”  
 
    “Who are the proper authorities, sir?” I asked in an innocent tone.  
 
    “Well, I mean, I don’t mean the authorities exactly,” the proctor blustered. “But, well, look at all of this! It’s a total shambles!”  
 
    “The news would have reached the students soon enough,” Daw said in a calm voice. “It’s not as though we could have kept it a secret. Just listen to the hubbub going on in the city.”  
 
    Daw had a point. The quad might be noisy, but the uproar going on outside the House Siggwin walls put the students’ clamor to shame. I supposed we could have found a way to break the news quietly, but everyone had been so swept up in the moment in the square that it had been infectious.  
 
    I looked around at the smiling, laughing, excited faces of the students and staff, and I didn’t have any regrets.  
 
    “When was the last time you heard of the Golden Goose making an appearance near Hid?” I asked Daw.  
 
    “Oh, well, now…” The fey blew out his breath in a long, thoughtful whistle. “I don’t think it’s happened in my lifetime, and I’ve lived in Hid for a hundred years.”  
 
    Daw was a hundred years old?  
 
    I managed to keep my face neutral, but secretly I was shocked. I knew fey could live for a long time, but Daw had the outward appearance of a man in his mid-thirties. There were a few laugh lines around his dark eyes, and a crease or two on his forehead, but his black skin was mostly smooth and unmarred by any signs of aging.  
 
    I mused ruefully on the fact that I would have to go through the aging process all over again. It wouldn’t be as bad as going through puberty for a second time– that would have been its own special kind of hell– but I wasn’t looking forward to the day when this body hit its forties and started to stiffen up again. I’d been through that once already. For now, I was just going to enjoy the strength and energy of my twenties… again.  
 
    “Henry!” Sae’s voice rang out, and I turned around as the finfolk woman threw herself into my arms.  
 
    I spun her around, and she giggled in excitement. I put her down on her feet again, and she grabbed my arm and pulled me away from Daw and the proctor. I threw Daw an apologetic grin, and he smiled in response.  
 
    “Henry, come on!” Sae insisted.  
 
    “Where are we going?” I asked with a laugh.  
 
    Sae’s dark eyes were bright, her freckled face was flushed, and her usually sleek black bob was tousled and unkempt.  
 
    “We heard a rumor that classes are going to be canceled today!” she cried.  
 
    She pulled me to the edge of the crowd, and I saw Wemba and Pawen sitting at the edge on one of the terracotta planters positioned by the academy gate. They both waved to us as we hurried toward them.  
 
    “This is something grand, isn’t it, hero?” Wemba announced. “I heard that you and Pawen were the two noble souls who brought this news to our door.”  
 
    “We toiled for many an hour to bring you this missive,” I replied in a grave tone.  
 
    “And you shall be rewarded!” Wemba made a grand gesture. “I can’t think of what yet, as my pockets are empty and my purse is back in my room, but rest assured, gentle hero, this deed will not go unrecognized.”  
 
    “Men,” Sae said to Pawen with a roll of her dark eyes.  
 
    Pawen giggled behind her hand.  
 
    “What’s this about classes getting canceled?” I asked Sae.  
 
    “It’s what I heard,” she replied. “Ledoth said she heard it from Blebaka who heard it from Blostwen.” 
 
    “So a reliable source, then,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Hey.” Sae grinned and nudged my arm. “If we all wish hard enough for it to happen, who knows what’ll come about?” 
 
    “No matter what happens next,” Pawen said, “I need to go back to my dorm room and put on some proper clothes.”  
 
    “Yeah, Henry.” Wemba raised a dark eyebrow. “Care to explain yourself?”  
 
    “What?” I raised my eyebrows innocently.  
 
    “Out at all hours! Coming home at this time of the day in this state of undress! Your mother and I have been worried sick!” Wemba put his arm around Sae’s shoulders and furrowed his brow in turn at me and Pawen with a mock scowl on his face.  
 
    I couldn’t help but chuckle at his dedication to the bit, and Sae giggled as well.  
 
    “Pawen scared off a wolf,” I explained.  
 
    “Sweet Mother Breost,” Sae gasped in genuine shock. “A wolf?”  
 
    “It wasn’t that impressive,” Pawen said. “It looked pretty weak and tired to me. It didn’t take much to scare it off.” 
 
    “I don’t know about that,” I protested. “It looked pretty ferocious to me. I thought you were incredible to take it on.”  
 
    “I didn’t ‘take it on,’” Pawen said with a dismissive shrug of her shoulders. “I just growled at it, and it ran away.”  
 
    “It was very impressive,” I said in a decisive tone.  
 
    “I bet it was!” Wemba exclaimed.  
 
    “Pawen, you’re a warrior,” Sae cheered.  
 
    Pawen rolled her eyes, but I could tell she was secretly pleased by the others’ praise.  
 
    “Can I have some quiet, please!” The proctor’s shrill voice rang out over the crowd. “Quiet! Quiet, please!”  
 
    It took a few moments for the crowd to quiet down enough for his words to be heard, but finally, there was silence, and the proctor cleared his throat.  
 
    “Alright,” he said. “In light of this current situation and the news regarding the appearance of the Golden Goose, all classes are canceled for today while the tutors and staff convene to discuss our next moves. We shall–” 
 
    His next words were drowned out by a massive cheer from the entire student body.  
 
    “Yes!” Wemba leaped down from his seat on the edge of the planter. “My friends, we must answer the call!”  
 
    “The call to…?” I grinned.  
 
    “To spend the rest of the day in as many taverns as possible!” Wemba danced a few steps of a celebratory jig.  
 
    “We haven’t even had breakfast yet,” I said.  
 
    “Not a problem,” he declared. “We’ll eat at the tavern.”  
 
    “I need to get dressed,” Pawen protested.  
 
    “And I should probably put on a shirt,” I added.  
 
    “Oh, I don’t know about that.” Sae gave me a saucy grin and leaned over to pat my bare shoulder. “I kind of like this look.”  
 
    “Well, thank you,” I replied with a chuckle. “But I think the owners of whatever tavern we end up in might think differently.”  
 
    “You’re no fun.” She gave a teasing pout.  
 
    “Alright!” Wemba clapped his hands together to get our attention back on important matters. “Pawen, you get dressed. Sae, you get anything you might need for an afternoon of raucous revelry. Henry, you and I shall gather clothes, coins, and sundries. We’ll all meet back here in a wuldorsped moment, yes?”  
 
    “I’ll go with you,” Sae said to Pawen.  
 
    “Okay.” Pawen nodded.  
 
    “That doesn’t mean talking for hours and hours!” Wemba called after them as they vanished into the crowd. “A wuldorsped moment, remember!”  
 
    “Come on.” I clapped my hand on his shoulder. “Let’s go before we’re the ones who take ages to get ready.”  
 
    “As if,” Wemba scoffed.  
 
    We hurried back to our rooms, I had a brief rinse in the washroom and grabbed a clean shirt while Wemba brushed his neat beard and gathered up his long dark brown hair into a smooth bun at the back of his head. Then we made our way back down to the quad, where Sae and Pawen were already waiting for us.  
 
    “A wuldorsped moment, Wemba,” Sae teased.  
 
    “Don’t be smug, Sae,” Wemba said in a serene tone. “It’ll ruin your features.”  
 
    “Don’t be a dick, Wemba,” she returned in a tone that matched his. “It’ll ruin your balls.”  
 
    “My balls?” he echoed.  
 
    “Your balls,” Sae replied sweetly. “Because I will crush them under my heel.”  
 
    “Oh, Blessed Lady Aegwa, protect me!” Wemba let out a theatrical gasp and covered his crotch with both hands.  
 
    I rolled my eyes.  
 
    “And you complain about me and him,” I said to Sae. “You’re just as bad.”  
 
    “But that’s why you love me, right?” Sae grinned and linked her arm with mine.  
 
    “Maybe.” I grinned back and placed a kiss on the top of her head.  
 
    Pawen had changed into a slight variation of her normal outfit of tunic and leggings. The leggings were a simple dark brown, but her tunic was a deep, dark red, and it was laced tightly over her chest in a way that made her golden breasts swell above the low neckline. It was the same way that Sae often wore her tunics, and I guessed that she might have had an influence on Pawen’s outfit choice.  
 
    “You look beautiful,” I told her.  
 
    “Thank you.” Pawen smiled at me and took my other arm. “Sae helped me dress.”  
 
    “I thought she might have.” I chuckled. “I recognized her handiwork.”  
 
    “I told you Henry would like it,” Sae said with a satisfied smile.  
 
    “I do,” I told her. “And you look amazing as well.”  
 
    Sae flashed me a cheeky smile. “I know.”  
 
    The finfolk woman wore a dark-blue tunic similar in cut and style to Pawen’s, but it was much tighter, and it clung to her wide hips and round curves like a second skin. Her black leggings were much shorter than Pawen’s and showed off her soft, pale knees and calves.  
 
    “Ah, if only you had a third arm for me to hang on and gaze at you adoringly,” Wemba sighed.  
 
    “I know,” I agreed in a sympathetic tone. “It is indeed a tragedy that I’m not an octopus.”  
 
    “A what?” he asked with a laugh.  
 
    “An octopus,” I said. “You know, sea creature, eight arms?”  
 
    “Oh, I know them!” Sae exclaimed. “I’ve seen them when I’m swimming.”  
 
    That made sense. Sae was finfolk, and her other form was a seal, so she often went swimming in the harbor.  
 
    “How do you not know about octopuses, Wemba?” I asked in surprise.  
 
    “How do you know about them?” he countered.  
 
    “They taste good,” I replied with a grin. “I’ve cooked them a lot.”  
 
    “Really?” Sae exclaimed. “I’ve never tried one before.”  
 
    “That’s crazy,” I declared. “One day I will cook you all an octopus. And you will love it.”  
 
    The crowd on the quad was much smaller now, and we joined another group of students who were also heading out into the city to enjoy the unexpected day of freedom. The streets outside House Siggwin were buzzing with chatter and excitement. People were running back and forth, the street sellers had paused hawking their wares so they could talk eagerly among themselves about the news that had come to the city.  
 
    A small boy ran up to us as we walked out of the House Siggwin gates and skidded to a halt with his eyes and mouth wide open.  
 
    “The Goose!” he gasped. “The Golden Goose has come to Hid!”  
 
    “We know, child,” Wemba said in a lofty voice. “That news was fresh an hour ago.”  
 
    “Not a child.” The boy screwed up his face. “You a poo-head.”  
 
    He stuck out his tongue at Wemba before running away.  
 
    “Wemba,” Pawen said in a reproachful tone.  
 
    “Well, I’m sorry!” Wemba exclaimed. “What else could I have said?”  
 
    “He was so excited,” Pawen chided.  
 
    “If I’m going to be accosted by a random child in the middle of the street,” Wemba said firmly, “then it needs to be with glistening, sizzling-hot, up-to-the-minute news.”  
 
    “You’re brutal.” I chuckled.  
 
    “It’s a brutal world,” Wemba declared. “If that boy wants to make a career out of announcing news to strangers, he’s just going to have to do better.”  
 
    “Wemba,” Sae said. “Did you have many friends as a child?”  
 
    “No,” he replied in an innocent tone. “Why do you ask?”  
 
    “No reason.” Sae grinned at me and Pawen.  
 
    The boy wasn’t the only person in the city determined to make sure every last person in the streets heard the news. There seemed to be someone at every corner yelling that the Golden Goose was back, and by the time we made it to our favorite tavern, we’d heard the news at least a dozen times.  
 
    The inside of the tavern was packed with people, and it was even hotter inside than it was outside, so Wemba and I ventured in to place our orders. Then we squeezed back out through the crowd and joined Sae and Pawen at one of the wooden tables outside.  
 
    “Here we go,” I said as I slid onto the bench next to Wemba and gave the others their tankards of honey mead. “Drincaile.”  
 
    “What is it you say, Henry?” Pawen wrinkled her forehead as she tried to remember.  
 
    “Cheers!” Sae filled in. “That’s it, isn’t it?”  
 
    “That’s it,” I said with a grin. “Cheers, drincaile, whatever.”  
 
    “Cheers,” Pawen said with a nod, and we all knocked our tankards together in a toast.  
 
    “To a day of freedom!” Wemba said.  
 
    “To the Golden Goose!” Sae exclaimed, and we all took a long swig.  
 
    “Daw said he hadn’t heard of the Goose coming to the city in a hundred years,” I said. “So it’s pretty crazy that it would come back now.”  
 
    “I guess she knew there were some special heroes in town now,” Wemba grinned.  
 
    “Sure, definitely,” Sae deadpanned.  
 
    “I don’t know much about the Goose,” I said. “Only that she lays golden eggs. Pawen said they’re creatures that are special to the pantheon.”  
 
    “Oh, yes, very much so!” Sae exclaimed. “To see the Goose is a powerful and positive omen.”  
 
    “And their eggs are just about the most powerful wicfood ingredient there is,” Wemba added. 
 
    “But you’re not meant to hunt them, right?” I asked. “So how do you get the eggs?”  
 
    “Well, there’s the problem,” Wemba said.  
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked.  
 
    “They’re sacred creatures, Henry,” Sae explained. “Hunting them wouldn’t get you eggs, but you can’t capture them, either.”  
 
    “Right.” I frowned. “So…”  
 
    “So I don’t think anyone really knows for sure exactly how you’re meant to get an egg,” Wemba said.  
 
    “From what I’ve seen and read in religious texts,” Sae said, “the Goose is always in the company of Hwaeg, Our Lady of Stillness.”  
 
    “That’s what you said, isn’t it?” I nodded to Pawen.  
 
    “Yes,” she replied. “But I don’t know much more than that.”  
 
    “Lady Hwaeg is the goddess of dairy products, though,” I commented. “Wouldn’t eggs come under Mother Breost’s domain? She’s the goddess of fertility, after all.”  
 
    “That’s why it’s so interesting,” Sae said with her eyes sparkling. “We don’t know exactly why the Goose is always shown with Lady Hwaeg, but I’ve read that some scholars think it’s because Lady Hwaeg is the goddess of ice and snow and the moon. Those are powerful connections to the water, snow, and ice, obviously, and the moon controls the tides, doesn’t it? And think about Lady Hwaeg’s other connections. She’s the patron goddess of weavers, spinners, knitters, and maidens. What do they all have in common?”  
 
    I thought about it for a bit with a frown on my face.  
 
    “Weavers, spinners, and knitters are all creative trades,” Pawen said. “They make things out of raw materials.”  
 
    “They’re all about change,” I said in sudden realization. “Like you said, Pawen, the weavers, spinners, and knitters all make change happen in their trades when they take raw material and make it into a finished product. And a maiden is a woman at one of the most changeable times of her life.”  
 
    “Exactly.” Sae gave a satisfied nod. “Everything is about change, and something becoming different from what it was before. And what is an egg if not an extension of that idea? It’s one of the biggest changes in nature.”  
 
    “And the Goose itself is a creature that moves between three environments,” I added. “The land and the water and the air.” 
 
    “Yes!” Sae gasped. “I didn’t think of that before, but you’re right.”  
 
    “This is too much theology for me,” Wemba said with a sigh as he reached for his tankard of mead.  
 
    “Wemba, it’s the Golden Goose of legend,” Sae protested. “You can’t talk about the Goose without talking about the pantheon.”  
 
    “They do seem to be very closely connected,” I said.  
 
    “See!” Sae exclaimed. “Henry gets it.”  
 
    “The only thing I’m getting at the moment is another round.” Wemba stood up. “And it’s on me because I might not understand this conversation, but I’m still having a great time with my friends.”  
 
    “Cheers to Wemba!” I exclaimed and drained the last of my tankard in one gulp.  
 
    “Cheers to Wemba!” Pawen echoed.  
 
    “Fine,” Sae laughed. “Cheers to Wemba.”  
 
    Wemba bowed and strode back into the tavern to refill our drinks.  
 
    “So what do you think is going to happen next?” I asked. “Now that the Goose is actually back, I mean.”  
 
    “I don’t know,” Sae admitted.  
 
    “Well, what happens in the stories?” I asked.  
 
    “There are some tales that say a true hero can tempt the Goose into laying an egg for them,” Pawen said.  
 
    “That’s right,” Sae agreed. “A master chef who is pure of heart and highly skilled, who can woo the Goose into bestowing its favor upon them.”  
 
    “Woo the Goose?” I repeated with a chuckle. “I’m guessing that’s not an instruction to flirt with it.”  
 
    “Can you imagine?” Sae giggled. “No, wooing the Goose means making offerings to it. If the Goose likes your offering and accepts it, then you’ve got a chance.”  
 
    “Is the Goose a god?” I asked.  
 
    Sae’s eyes opened wide in surprise.  
 
    “No, Henry,” she said in a shocked tone.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said quickly. “I didn’t mean to be offensive. I just meant, well, wooing it sounds a lot like worship. Making an offering and hoping you find favor and they accept your offering and answer your petition.”  
 
    Sae frowned in thought.  
 
    “You’re right,” she said slowly. “I hadn’t thought about it like that before.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean it in a disrespectful way,” I added.  
 
    “No, no, of course not.” Sae gave me a warm smile. “I know you wouldn’t be disrespectful. I mean, it would be strange if you would be.”  
 
    “Have you had any more dreams lately?” Pawen asked. “Did you dream of anything that might have been about the Goose?”  
 
    “No.” I shook my head. “I’ve only had the regular kind of dreams lately. No divine inspiration or divine voices speaking to me.”  
 
    “I bet you will soon,” Sae said. “This is such a huge event. I can’t believe the gods wouldn’t want you involved in some way.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t dare to presume that,” I said with a chuckle. “I’m just happy to keep my ears open for whatever the gods decide to share with me.”  
 
    Sae put her hand over mine and squeezed it reassuringly. I smiled at her and then looked up as Wemba came back out with a tray of overflowing tankards.  
 
    “Drink up, my heroes,” he announced as he thunked the tray down on the table.  
 
    And drink up we did.  
 
    We stayed in the tavern for a few more hours as we laughed, argued, teased, and debated our way through several more tankards of mead. We ordered an early lunch of meat pies to make up for Pawen’s and my skipped breakfast, and then we sauntered down to the beach and laid in the sun while we sipped cool apple juice from a nearby stall.  
 
    Sae took the opportunity to go for a swim, and we all ended up joining her. It was the perfect end to a day full of excitement, and as the sun began to track its way down the sky toward the horizon, we gathered up our things and headed back into the city toward House Siggwin.  
 
    We were sunburned, hot, tired, hungry, and very pleased with the day we’d had.  
 
    The clock on the tower in the quad said we’d timed our return just right in order to catch the evening meal in the dining hall, but when we walked around to get there, we found there was another crowd of students gathered outside the door.  
 
    “What’s going on?” I said out loud.  
 
    “They’re all looking at something,” Wemba observed.  
 
    We pushed through the crowd to get to the door of the dining hall.  
 
    “It’s locked,” one of the students said.  
 
    “What does that say?” Pawen pointed to the piece of paper tacked to the wood at the top of the door.  
 
    I was the tallest one in the group, so I reached up and pulled it down to read it.  
 
    ATTENTION ALL STUDENTS. THERE WILL BE NO FOOD SERVED IN THE DORMITORY DINING ROOMS THIS EVENING. PLEASE, MAKE YOUR WAY TO THE GREAT HALL FOR A SPECIAL ANNOUNCEMENT.

  

 
   
    Chapter 3  
 
    “The Great Hall?” Wemba gasped.  
 
    “This has got to be about the Goose!” Sae gasped.  
 
    “It’s exciting, isn’t it?” Pawen’s amber eyes were bright.  
 
    “Wait, what does it say?” the student next to me demanded.  
 
    “We’re all supposed to go to the Great Hall,” I announced to everyone around me.  
 
    There were some mutterings, and I wondered for a moment why the students here hadn’t read the notice for themselves. Then I looked again and realized the majority of the people here were dwarves, who had an average height of four-foot-five inches. Whoever had pinned the notice to the door had put it so high up that they’d effectively ensured no one under five feet would be able to read it.  
 
    That was the kind of thing you had to think about when you lived in a fantasy world.  
 
    “Well, come on, then!” Wemba was almost hopping from foot to foot in his excitement. “Let’s go to the Great Hall!”  
 
    The Great Hall was on the other side of the quad. I’d eaten there once before, on the first night of the term when all the students in House Siggwin had been gathered together for a ceremonial meal. It was a place that was only used on special occasions, and it was pretty exciting that we’d all been summoned there this evening. 
 
    Eagerness jumped in my stomach as we crossed the quad to reach the Great Hall and saw the doors were propped open with light and conversation spilling out from inside. I was getting pretty used to magic by now, but somehow a part of me still managed to be a bit dubious at the thought of a Golden Goose actually being something real. But as I stepped into the Great Hall and saw the rows of tables filled with excited students, the raised dais at the far end where the proctor and Head of House Siggwin stood, and the painted murals of the pantheon on the wall, my heart leaped with anticipation.  
 
    The Golden Goose, the creature from a fairytale, a feature in Willy Wonka’s chocolate factory, and a mythical animal I never dreamed actually existed, was as serious as a car accident in this world.  
 
    I was struck, not for the first time, by how damn lucky I was to be living this life. I glanced at the murals of the gods and goddesses on the walls of the Great Hall, and I offered up a small, silent prayer of thanks to whoever among them had arranged my entrance into this world.  
 
    Wemba found some spare seats at one of the tables, and we all squeezed onto the bench and looked expectantly around to see what would happen next. It was warm in the Great Hall with so many bodies crammed together, and I hoped they would keep the doors open to let the cool evening breeze make its way into the room.  
 
    “What do you think they’re going to say?” Sae asked eagerly.  
 
    “They’re going to say classes will resume tomorrow as usual,” Wemba predicted in a gloomy tone.  
 
    “They’re going to say House Hrothos is taking charge of all things Golden Goose-related,” I said with a grimace.  
 
    “That seems most likely,” Pawen said with a sigh.  
 
    “I can’t believe you’re all being so pessimistic,” Sae said. “We’re in the middle of a historic event right now!”  
 
    “And there’s not even wine on the table.” Wemba flicked his nail against the jug of water in front of him.  
 
    “Wemba, you just spent five hours drinking mead in the tavern,” Sae retorted in exasperation.  
 
    “And there wasn’t any wine there, either.” Wemba shook his head. “I’m not saying I deserve a medal for bravery in the face of overwhelmingly bleak circumstances, but if you did want to give me one, I wouldn’t say no.”  
 
    The sound of a gong boomed through the Great Hall.  
 
    Everyone immediately fell silent, and every head turned to see where the noise had come from.  
 
    A short, brown-skinned fey girl with long, curly orange hair lowered the heavy-looking bronze gong in her hand and walked through the rows of tables to reach the front of the Hall where the proctor and Head were standing. Once there, she bowed to them both and went to stand next to the proctor.  
 
    The Head of House Siggwin, Toth Scinanbrith, stepped forward and raised his hands in the air. He was a tall fey man with huge pointed ears and iron-gray hair that draped like a heavy cloak around his bony body, and it was long enough to graze the floor behind him.  
 
    “Students and staff of House Siggwin,” he announced in his low, throaty voice. “Welcome. By now, I am sure all of you have heard the news. The Golden Goose has been spotted in the woods outside the city.”  
 
    A ripple of murmurs ran around the room, but they died away as Toth Scinanbrith raised his hands again and gestured for silence.  
 
    “I do not need to spell out for you all what a momentous day this is,” he said. “It has been over a century since the last Golden Goose was seen so nearby. Indeed, many scholars feared the Golden Geese were no longer among us and had been carried to the pantheon’s lands to walk forever with our heavenly hosts. For one to appear again near Hid is a sign the gods are smiling upon us.”  
 
    The proctor started clapping, and everyone else in the room joined in until the Head raised his hand for quiet again.  
 
    “It has been so long since the Goose was last seen,” he said, “that the practice of wooing the Goose has faded from common memory. However, we still have written records of the last time the Goose was seen in these lands, and I have spent this afternoon studying these records with the staff and scholars of House Siggwin. We have also spoken with the other Houses in Hid, and each academy has agreed to follow the customary practice we discovered in our studies.”  
 
    Toth Scinanbrith paused for dramatic effect.  
 
    The entire Hall was silent as everyone there waited for his next words.  
 
    “Each House in Hid will select a delegation of their finest students,” the Head said. “The delegation will be equipped and funded by our House sponsors, and they will venture into the kingdoms beyond Hid to try and track the Goose. Once the Goose has been found, there will be a selection of offerings designed to woo, worship, and honor the Goose, and a subsequent offering that, it is hoped, will entice the Goose to lay and give up one of her mighty and magical eggs to the delegation, who will then transport the egg back to their House. The successful House will receive untold fame and glory, and needless to say, the students of that delegation would enjoy very favorable prospects upon completion of their studies at their academy.”  
 
    “That’s putting it mildly,” Wemba muttered as an aside. “You could have your pick of job offers. Can you imagine what a feather in a kitchen’s cap it would be to hire the cook who helped bring back the egg of the fucking Golden Goose?”  
 
    “Shh,” Sae whispered.  
 
    Toth Scinanbrith spoke again.  
 
    “I am sure there are many students here tonight who are interested in being a part of this historic event,” he said. “I would remind all of you this will not be a light undertaking. The trek into the woods will be physically demanding. And, of course, the Goose is a sacred creature, and only the most pious and devoted of supplicants will be successful in gaining her favor. This is an endeavor that will test you physically, emotionally, and spiritually.”  
 
    He paused again to really ramp up the drama.  
 
    “But with all that being said,” he continued. “Any students who wish to join the House Siggwin delegation should visit the proctor tomorrow morning and make their intentions known. This mission is open to all students of House Siggwin, but I would urge anyone who is considering putting themselves forward to examine your soul and make sure you are truly ready for such an endeavor. The honor of House Siggwin relies upon your performance. And, more than that, you are courting the favor of the pantheon. Be mindful of your choices, students.” 
 
    The Head looked around at everyone in the hall with a grave expression on his face. I felt like his gaze lingered on me a little longer than it had on everyone else, but I couldn’t tell if I was imagining it or not.  
 
    “And now,” he said, “I have spoken for long enough, and I thank you for your patience in listening to me on an empty stomach. The food is on its way, but before we eat, let us ask a blessing.”  
 
    There was a shuffling around the Hall as everyone bowed their heads and prepared to pray.  
 
    “Our most gracious heavenly hosts,” Toth Scinanbrith intoned. “We call upon you this day that you will shine down your favors upon us, your most humble servants. We ask that you would bless this endeavor, and give House Siggwin the strength and wisdom to woo the Golden Goose, this your most blessed of creatures and the noble companion of Our Lady of Stillness. We ask you to bless our efforts and let us find grace in your sight. We ask you to rain down your bounty upon us and strengthen us so we may not fall short in seeking success in this venture, which we undertake for your glory and for your exaltation. All of these things we ask in the most humble and most devoted way. So say we.”  
 
    “So say we,” came the collective response from the students.  
 
    “And now, let us eat.” Toth Scinanbrith clapped his hands together, and the doors at the back of the Great Hall opened as serving staff came through with huge trolleys loaded with covered silver dishes.  
 
    The last time we’d eaten in the Great Hall, it had been a very symbolic meal of stale bread and salted beef, which had not been at all appetizing, so I wasn’t sure what to expect. But tonight’s meal couldn’t have been more different from that meal.  
 
    I received a platter of soft white bread and a slice of a delicious cold pie that was stuffed with herbed potatoes and succulent chunks of meat. I couldn’t work out exactly what the meat was at first, but after a couple of bites, I recognized it as rabbit. Wemba poured us all glasses of water, and I gratefully sipped my drink and let the cool liquid slip down my throat.  
 
    “So,” Wemba said in a conversational tone as he placed the jug of water back down on the table with a thunk. “We’re all agreed, then?”  
 
    “What?” I looked up quickly. 
 
    I thought I must have spaced out and somehow missed a portion of the conversation, but Sae and Pawen looked as puzzled as I was.  
 
    “We’ve all agreed to what, Wemba?” I asked.  
 
    “That we’re going to throw our names into the ring, obviously.” Wemba raised one dark eyebrow. “We’re going to see the proctor tomorrow and say we want to be considered to join the House Siggwin delegation.”  
 
    Pawen, Sae, and I looked at each other.  
 
    Then we all smiled and nodded.  
 
    “Definitely,” Sae said.  
 
    “One hundred percent,” I added.  
 
    “Let’s do it,” Pawen declared.  
 
    “May I interest you fine heroes in a cheers?” Wemba raised his glass, and we all joined him in another toast. “Cheers to us and this new adventure.”  
 
    “We might not get picked,” Pawen said in a cautious tone.  
 
    “But we also might,” Sae said.  
 
    “Come on, we definitely have a good chance of getting picked,” I said. “We’re a diverse group, we’re all skilled… I mean, I’m the only real fly in the ointment here. They probably won’t want a human joining the delegation.”  
 
    “Maybe,” Wemba conceded. “But you’re also one of the best cooks in the whole academy.”  
 
    “Thanks.” I lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “I wish that was enough, but I’m not sure. But you’re right, it should at least give me a fighting chance to be considered.”  
 
    “There you go!” Wemba nudged me so hard that I almost dropped my fork.  
 
    “Yes, Henry,” Sae chimed in. “You’ve got to stay positive. You’ve already achieved so much success, it would make sense to pick you.”  
 
    “Think about how well you did on our Journeyman placement,” Pawen reminded me. “The Semeresk family was delighted with how well you helped them during the Breost’s Day festivities.”  
 
    “That’s true,” I acknowledged. “I should be more hopeful about this. I have as much chance as anyone else does.”  
 
    “And you definitely have more talent than half the people in this room.” Wemba threw a slightly disparaging glance around the Hall at our classmates. “Who else would know how to cook an octopus?”  
 
    “You haven’t even tried my octopus,” I said with a chuckle. “You might hate it.” 
 
    “I might,” Wemba conceded. “But I know that would only be because it turned out that I don’t like octopus. It would have nothing to do with your cooking, which is always sublime.”  
 
    “Thanks, sweeting.” I grinned at him, and Wemba batted his eyelashes in response.  
 
    “I swear, spending time with the two of you is like watching a puppet show.” Sae tutted with a look of long-suffering patience on her face.  
 
    Pawen laughed quietly behind her hand with her eyes gleaming in merriment.  
 
    “Then we should start charging you admission,” I chuckled.  
 
    “What do you need to charge money for?” Sae countered. “You’re going to bring back the Goose egg, aren’t you? You’re going to have more money than you know what to do with.”  
 
    “No way,” I said with a grin. “That’s all going to go toward buying you and Pawen expensive presents.”  
 
    “Aw, Henry.” Sae sent me a sweet smile. “You are too cute sometimes.”  
 
    The rest of the meal went by quickly. All anyone could talk about was the Goose, and no one dawdled over their food. Students finished their meal and left the Great Hall in excited groups.  
 
    “They’re probably leaving early to discuss strategy,” Wemba commented.  
 
    “Or to get a good night’s sleep before tomorrow,” Pawen said.  
 
    “Either way, it’s probably a good idea to turn in,” I said.  
 
    The others all nodded, and we got up from our seats and left the Hall.  
 
    I hadn’t realized how stuffy it had become inside the dining space, and I paused outside the door to enjoy the feeling of the cool evening air on my skin. The sky overhead was a rich, dark blue, but there were still a few streaks of ruddy color lingering over the rooftops of the houses on the other side of the academy walls. The breeze blew in from the harbor and brought with it the smell of the sea, and the wild scent of salt and water made the hair on my arms and the back of my neck stand up.  
 
    Someone pushed past me, and I was rudely jolted back to reality.  
 
    “Oh,” Rothlaf sneered. “Sorry. I didn’t see you there.”  
 
    The pale fey looked me up and down with a contemptuous expression on his face, but I was amused to notice he still kept a wary distance between us. He might be an asshole, but he was an asshole who remembered all too well what had happened the last time he took things too far. My knuckles had ached for days after I’d knocked him on his ass, and although I normally wasn’t one for violence, I didn’t regret my actions in the slightest.  
 
    He’d been bothering Sae, and if anyone thought they could mess with the important people in my life, they would have to think again.  
 
    “Oh, hey, Rothlaf,” I said in an innocent voice.  
 
    I took a step toward him and grinned when he immediately skittered back.  
 
    His pale face flushed with rage as he took in my grin and guessed what I was thinking.  
 
    “Shouldn’t you be off somewhere bullying small children or pulling the heads off of rodents?” Wemba suggested in a crushing tone.  
 
    “I can go where I want,” Rothlaf snapped. “Unlike you. I hope you’re not stupid enough to think you might have a chance of joining the delegation, are you?”  
 
    “Why?” I raised an eyebrow. “Scared of a little competition?”  
 
    “Competition?” he scoffed. “Please. They won’t even let you in the door. A human going to find the Golden Goose? It’s unthinkable. It’s blasphemy.”  
 
    Normally Rothlaf’s harassment didn’t bother me, but his words had the uncomfortable ring of truth about them. It was what I’d already thought about, after all. How likely was it that the Head of House Siggwin and the proctor, who didn’t like me anyway, would allow me to join in on such an important mission?  
 
    But I wasn’t about to let Rothlaf know how his words echoed my own thoughts, and I kept my face neutral and my voice even as I replied.  
 
    “It’s going to be really hard for you when you finally realize being a human hasn’t stopped me from beating you in every situation where we’ve gone up against each other.” I paused. “Beating you in cooking, beating you in being a decent person, beating you in a fistfight…”  
 
    “You cheated,” Rothlaf snarled. “We were drunk. You ambushed us.”  
 
    “You literally just admitted it was you and your friends against one person,” Pawen said in a fierce tone. “And you still lost.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s really not the winning retort you think it is,” Wemba added.  
 
    “You’re an asshole,” Sae said flatly. “And you’re crazy if you think you’re somehow pious enough to join the delegation.”  
 
    “You just wait and see.” Rothlaf’s thin lips curled in a nasty smile.  
 
    More students came out of the Great Hall behind us, and Rothlaf took the opportunity to follow them down the path across the quad.  
 
    “Every time we meet that fey, he leaves a bad odor behind him.” Pawen wrinkled her nose in disgust.  
 
    “He is a piece of work, alright,” I agreed.  
 
    “Don’t listen to him, hero.” Wemba punched me lightly on the shoulder. “You’re twice the cook he is and thrice the man he is.”  
 
    “Thanks, hero.” I smiled at him, and even though Rothlaf’s words had rattled me a little bit, Wemba’s words helped restore my confidence.  
 
    “Yeah.” Sae leaned against me and looked up into my face with a serious look in her dark eyes. “Forget Rothlaf, Henry. He’s a turd in a wig, that’s all.”  
 
    That was such a good description of the fey that I burst out laughing. The others joined in with me, and our laughter echoed around the shadowy quad.  
 
    It was getting late, so we arranged to meet outside the proctor’s office the next morning, and then we said our goodnights to each other. Pawen and Sae went off to their dormitory, and Wemba and I walked back to our room. We got into our separate beds, and I was lying still with my eyes fixed on the flickering lamplight when Wemba’s voice came from his side of the room.  
 
    “You’re not worried about what Rothlaf said, are you, Henry?” My roommate’s voice was uncharacteristically serious.  
 
    I didn’t want to make Wemba feel bad. I didn’t really like talking about the anti-human prejudice that was a part of living in Hid because it wouldn’t change anything about my situation, and all it would achieve was making the people around me feel helpless. For a moment I considered lying, but that wasn’t in my nature, either, and I wanted to be honest with Wemba.  
 
    “I was for a bit, at first,” I replied. “But really, he only said what I’d already thought about.”  
 
    “It’s not fair,” Wemba said. “You’re such a brilliant cook. I hate how close-minded the tutors and students here are.”  
 
    “Not all of them,” I said with a smile. “I have you, and Sae, and Pawen. And there are tutors like Daw who are on my side.”  
 
    “Yeah, I know, it’s not totally hopeless.” Wemba sighed. “It just… it’s hard to watch, you know?”  
 
    “Yeah.” My voice was quiet.  
 
    There was a moment of silence. Then Wemba made a noise of annoyance in his throat.  
 
    “Okay, fine, I’m not too proud to say it.” He exhaled noisily. “I care about you, okay, hero? You’re my best friend, and I want you to succeed, and I think you’re pretty incredible. Alright?”  
 
    “Aw, Wemba, my sweetheart.” I rolled onto my side and grinned at him. “I didn’t know you cared.”  
 
    “Shut up.” He rolled his eyes. “You definitely knew.”  
 
    “You’re right, I did,” I chuckled. “I care about you, too, Wemba. You were the first friend I made here. And all the hard stuff in Hid, all the prejudices, the comments, the stares and whispers, it’s all a thousand times more bearable because I know you’ve got my back. You’re the best friend I’ve ever had.”  
 
    “Bah.” Wemba’s voice was gruff. “I bet you say that to all your half-dwarf, half-fey roommates, don’t you?”  
 
    “I do,” I said. “You got me.”  
 
    “I knew it.” Wemba cleared his throat. “Well. We should get to sleep. Big day tomorrow.”  
 
    He blew out the lamp, and darkness filled the room.  
 
    “Goodnight, sweeting,” I whispered.  
 
    “Oh, shut up,” Wemba hissed.  
 
    I snickered into my pillow and closed my eyes.  
 
    I’d half-expected to have a dream that night, but I slept soundly all the way through the night without anything coming to disturb my slumber.  
 
    I awoke the next morning to see the sun peeping in through the curtains, and I got out of bed right away to fling open the window and let the light come pouring into the room.  
 
    Wemba groaned and sighed as the light hit his face, but then his eyes snapped open.  
 
    “Henry,” he said. “It’s tomorrow morning.”  
 
    “It is,” I agreed.  
 
    Wemba snapped upright in his bed like a stone fired from a catapult. He dug his fingers into his eyes and heaved a deep sigh before springing out of bed and making a beeline for the washroom.  
 
    It wasn’t long before we were both washed, dressed, and ready to face the day. And more importantly, the proctor.  
 
    We hurried down the stairs and through the corridor that led in one direction toward the dormitory dining hall. The other direction led toward the building exit.  
 
    “What do you think?” Wemba asked me. “Breakfast before adventure?”  
 
    “Adventure first,” I decided.  
 
    “Wise choice.” Wemba nodded.  
 
    We headed out of the dormitory building and across the quad to the proctor’s office. On our way there, we bumped into Sae and Pawen, who were walking across the quad to meet us.  
 
    “It’s funny, I thought it would be busier,” Sae said as we headed down the path to the building where the proctor’s office was. “From the way everyone was talking in the Great Hall last night, I thought there would be dozens and dozens of people all trying to sign up to be a part of the delegation.”  
 
    “Maybe the Head’s words got through to them,” Pawen suggested. “Perhaps they did some soul-searching and realized they weren’t ready for something like this.”  
 
    We passed through the doorway of the administrative building. Almost at once, I became aware of a strange noise.  
 
    “Do you guys hear that?” I asked.  
 
    “Yeah.” Sae furrowed her brow. “What is it?”  
 
    “It’s people shouting, isn’t it?” Pawen said.  
 
    “A lot of people,” Wemba said with a frown. “And they’re close by.” 
 
    The noise got louder and louder as we walked down the corridor to our destination. We turned left by the records office and came into the right hallway.  
 
    The proctor’s office was at the end of a short, narrow corridor.  
 
    A corridor that was currently blocked with a writhing, struggling mass of brawling students.

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
    “Um…” I stared at the scene in front of me. “What the hell is happening right now?”  
 
    Before any of the others could answer, a student stumbled out of the throng with blood pouring from his nose. He staggered against the wall and left a smear of red fingerprints on the white limewash.  
 
    “Rosaka, you coward!” someone shouted from the crowd, but the student just flapped his arm weakly at them and sagged against the wall as he tried to stem the flow of blood from his nose.  
 
    “Hey, what’s happening?” I asked and gestured to the mass of fighting students.  
 
    “They’re trying to stop people from signing up,” the student answered in a voice that was muffled by the blood clogging up his nostrils. “Someone started saying only fey should be allowed to go, and then the dwarves started kicking people in the shins, and then it all started to get out of hand…”  
 
    “Uh, yeah, that’s one word for this.” I stared at the struggle going on in front of me.  
 
    Students were fighting with each other, but like most student fights I’d seen, it was less a choreographed skirmish and more like an aggressive rough and tumble of people who didn’t really know what they were doing.  
 
    One student grabbed another by the hair and clawed wildly at their face with their fingernails. Another student was crawling frantically between the legs of the people standing over them. Two students were rolling around together on the floor in a position that would have looked sexual if both parties weren’t bleeding from a split lip and a broken nose.  
 
    The door to the proctor’s office was at the end of the corridor. The only thing standing between us and the proctor was a mass of fighting bodies.  
 
    “Okay,” I said. “I guess we have a few options to consider now.”  
 
    “Yes.” Wemba’s dark eyes gleamed. “Is punching or kicking better?”  
 
    “Kicking,” Sae said in a firm tone. “Always go for kicking.” 
 
    “Guys,” I protested.  
 
    “Henry, we need to sign up for this,” Pawen said. “And to do that, we have to get to the proctor’s office.”  
 
    “Yes, but are you sure you can manage this?” I asked.  
 
    Sae and Pawen both crossed their arms and scowled at me.  
 
    “Seriously?” Sae asked with a raised eyebrow. “You’re actually going to stand there and ask us that with a straight face?”  
 
    “Uh… No?” I grinned at them. “Okay, I just wanted to make sure.”  
 
    “That’s very sweet of you,” Sae told me. “But, yes, I think we can manage this.”  
 
    Pawen just grinned.  
 
    “Alright, then.” I fixed my eyes on the proctor’s door, squared my shoulders, and took a deep breath. “Let’s do this.” 
 
    And so we flung ourselves into the fray.  
 
    Almost immediately, I was hit in the back of the head by someone’s flailing elbow. Luckily, it seemed to hurt them more than me as I heard a squeal of pain in response.  
 
    I waded on through the ruckus, ducked someone hurling themselves at me, and dodged a wild attack aimed at my face.  
 
    Pawen was moving through the crowd with the grace of a dancer. She seemed able to dodge and swerve out of the way of everything that came her way, and she did it with a cat-like agility that was seriously impressive to witness.  
 
    Wemba was good at dodging attacks as well, and he was short enough to duck under a lot of the blows that came too close. But then someone went low and headbutted him in the stomach, and he went crashing to the ground. He was up on his hands and knees almost at once, and I grabbed his arm and hauled him fully upright again.  
 
    Sae didn’t bother to try and dodge anything. She hurled herself into the fight with the unbridled abandon of a feral animal, and she tore, clawed, and kicked at everyone who tried to get in her way.  
 
    Together, somehow, we managed to find a path through the heaving, swearing, shouting brawl of students. And finally, we ended up right outside the proctor’s office, and I reached my first out to the side and hammered on the door.  
 
    Just then someone tackled me around the waist and brought me crashing down to the ground. I grunted as my spine slammed against the floorboards. And then I saw Rothlaf’s vicious face looming over me, and I brought my knees up and aimed a kick with both feet against his sternum.  
 
    The fey tried to jerk out of the way, and my blow got him in the shoulder instead of the chest. It was still enough to send him spinning around, and he clutched at the nearest thing to steady himself. That thing turned out to be another student, and they shoved Rothlaf away so violently that he tripped over his own feet and came crashing down to the ground.  
 
    I threw myself at him, and my fist crashed into the fey’s pale face.  
 
    Rothlaf let out a choking squeal of pain and fury.  
 
    “It’s the human!” he shrieked. “The human is trying to get into the proctor’s office!”  
 
    “Oh, you are kidding me!” I grabbed Rothlaf by the shoulders and pushed him back against the floor so hard that the air left his lungs with a tortured wheeze.  
 
    Rothlaf’s eyes bulged as he struggled to draw a breath.  
 
    But the damage had been done, and as I stood up again, another student lunged at me and tried to topple me over.  
 
    “It’s the human!” he screamed. “Get the human!”  
 
    I grabbed him and sent him flying back into the crowd. But already the word was spreading through the crowd of brawlers, and instead of turning on each other, they started to focus on a new enemy.  
 
    Me.  
 
    “Henry!” Sae’s yell rang out over the crowd.  
 
    I ducked my head and bulldozed my way through the students who were trying to cluster around me. I tripped, fell, and crawled through the hubbub, and suddenly I was back at the proctor’s door.  
 
    Sae, Pawen, and Wemba were there, and they were banging their fists on the door in a desperate plea.  
 
    And suddenly, like a miracle, the door to the proctor’s office swung open. We all fell inside, and the door slammed shut behind us a second later.  
 
    I looked up in a daze and met a familiar, grinning face.  
 
    “Hello, Henry,” Caffie said. “Are you doing alright down there?”  
 
    “Caffie!” I exclaimed.  
 
    She held out her hand to me. I took it, and a thrill passed through me as our fingers touched. I got to my feet, and Caffie gave me a long, intense look that burned in her purple eyes like a flame. She released my hand, and the absence of her touch was as strong as its presence, but our eyes were still locked, and she drew in a breath quickly before she looked away and smiled around at the others.  
 
    “Henry, Pawen, assorted newcomers.” She raised her light brown eyebrows as she took in our rumpled appearance.  
 
    She was dressed in a tight, purple, velvet bodice embroidered with flowers and a long purple skirt. It was a much simpler outfit than the ornate dresses I’d seen her wear during the festival of Breost’s Day, but she still looked amazing. 
 
    The bodice laces strained against her voluptuous chest, and the long skirt bloomed out around her hips like the petals of a flower. The leather belt she wore emphasized the trim hourglass shape of her figure. Her russet hair was braided into long, thick plaits that hung down over her shoulders, and the ends were tied with purple cords that matched the shade of her skirt perfectly.  
 
    It might have been a simple outfit, but every piece of clothing had clearly been chosen and coordinated to look its best. Caffie sold clothes, and she definitely knew what worked best on her.  
 
    “I didn’t expect to see you here,” I said. 
 
    “I bet,” she said. “I definitely expected to see you here, though.”  
 
    “How come?” I asked.  
 
    “Are you kidding me?” She grinned and flicked one heavy reddish braid over her shoulder. “The whole city is buzzing with this news about the Golden Goose. I don’t think an hour had passed before my father started planning how he could get involved in the expedition to go find it. And I was ready to bet that wherever there might be talk of a gods-given opportunity to cook up something fabulous, a certain human cook I know would be right in the middle of it.”  
 
    “Well, you did get that right.” I grinned back at her. “We did come here to put our names forward to be a part of the delegation.” 
 
    “I knew it.” The dwarf woman gave a satisfied nod, and then she looked at the others with an expectant expression on her face. “Are these the other hopefuls? Hi, Pawen.” 
 
    “Hello, Caffie.” Pawen smiled. 
 
    “Wemba, Sae, this is Caffie Semeresk.” I introduced the dwarf woman to my friends. “She’s Master Semeresk’s daughter. The Semeresk house is where Pawen and I had our Journeyman placement.”  
 
    “I’ve seen you in the market before,” Sae said with a smile. “You sell the most adorable blouses I’ve ever seen.”  
 
    “Why are you selling clothes if your father is Master Semeresk?” Wemba asked. “That hero is richer than a dragon.”  
 
    “Thank you,” Caffie said to Sae, and then to Wemba she explained. “I have a, uh, tendency to annoy my father with my life choices, so I decided to use my inheritance to do something I enjoyed which would also annoy him.”  
 
    “And is it working?” Wemba grinned at her.  
 
    “Count my father’s gray hairs,” Caffie replied with an answering grin.  
 
    Something crashed into the office door, and we all jumped. 
 
    “They’re tearing the place apart,” Wemba said.  
 
    “Everyone wants a piece of the Goose,” Sae said.  
 
    “Why are you here?” I asked Caffie. “Where’s the proctor?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Caffie said. “My father is coming in to speak to him and the Head about funding the mission to find the Goose, so I just came ahead. When I got here, the office was empty. And then all that started outside, so I just locked the door and decided to hole up in here until it died down.”  
 
    “I’m glad you let us in,” I said.  
 
    “Yeah.” Wemba exhaled. “I can’t imagine the Head is going to look very favorably at students who start a brawl in the hallway. We’re lucky you let us in before they came back and found us in the middle of it.” 
 
    Something– or someone– crashed into the door again. This time it was followed by a piercing yell of pain.  
 
    “Well, if they do break down the door,” Caffie said. “Hopefully they’ll kill us quickly before they eat us.” 
 
    “Why are they going to eat us?” Sae asked with a grin.  
 
    “Oh, don’t you know?” Caffie’s purple eyes flashed as she grinned. “That’s what happens when you deny a gaggle of privileged students the quest they think is theirs by right.”  
 
    “Gaggle,” Wemba noted. “Good word choice. I like gaggle.”  
 
    “It also has associations with geese,” Pawen noted with a smile. “Smart.”  
 
    “Also, have you ever encountered a group of geese?” Sae added. “Those things are ruthless.”  
 
    “Very appropriate considering everything we had to endure to get here,” I said. “Are you guys alright?”  
 
    “I bruised my knuckles on some guy’s teeth.” Wemba examined the back of his hand. “But it could have been a lot worse.”  
 
    “Same.” Sae nodded. “I didn’t bruise my knuckles, but someone did bite my finger. But, like you say, it could have been a lot worse.”  
 
    “How did someone bite your finger?” Caffie raised a light-brown eyebrow.  
 
    “You should have seen her,” I said with a grin. “She was swinging and clawing at anything that moved.” 
 
    “Hey, when you throw me into a fight, I fight back.” Sae grinned.  
 
    “Besides,” Pawen added. “Henry wasn’t sure if Sae and I could handle ourselves.”  
 
    “Henry.” Caffie shook her head. “I am shocked and appalled.”  
 
    “Hey, I only wondered if they could do it,” I protested. “Call me insane for not wanting my friends to get their teeth knocked out in a student brawl.”  
 
    Caffie smiled, and there was a warmth in her bright eyes as she looked at me that sent a little shiver down my spine.  
 
    I remembered the thrill that had jolted through me when our hands touched, and I wondered if she’d felt the same thing.  
 
    Another yell came from outside.  
 
    “Maybe we could reason with them?” Pawen suggested.  
 
    “Pawen, sweeting,” Wemba said in a tender tone, “did someone hit you in the head out there?” 
 
    “Very funny, Wemba.” She rolled her eyes. “Do you have a better suggestion?”  
 
    “Yes,” he replied. “We barricade ourselves in here, and after a few days of pacing up and down, we eat Sae.” 
 
    “What!” Sae exclaimed. “Why do I get eaten first?” 
 
    “You are a tasty morsel,” I said.  
 
    Sae rolled her eyes, but she giggled as well.  
 
    “There, you see,” Caffie announced. “Cannibalism, it’s the mark of all entitled students.”  
 
    A high-pitched shriek came from outside.  
 
    We all spun around to stare at the office door.  
 
    “That sounds bad,” Pawen said in a concerned tone.  
 
    “Yeah, maybe we should go out there,” I said.  
 
    “Henry!” Wemba exclaimed. “Haven’t you been listening? They’ll eat you alive.”  
 
    “But that sounds like someone’s getting really hurt out there,” I protested.  
 
    The handle of the office door rattled frantically.  
 
    “Let me in!” came a hoarse squeal from outside the door.  
 
    “Oh, shit, that’s the proctor!” Wemba exclaimed.  
 
    I ran to the door and pulled it open enough to see the proctor’s terrified face near the floor.  
 
    “Let me in!” he gasped. 
 
    I pulled the door open wide enough for him to crawl into the office on his hands and knees, and then threw my whole body against the door to try and force it shut.  
 
    A roar of outrage went up from the brawling students outside, and a dozen fists thudded against the door as they tried to get in.  
 
    “Wemba!” I gasped. “Help me!”  
 
    Wemba threw his shoulder against the door to help me get it closed. Caffie and Pawen joined in, and together we managed to force the door shut again and turn the lock.  
 
    The proctor was still on the floor, and he looked around at us with a wild look in his eyes.  
 
    His clothes were torn, there were bleeding scratches on his cheek, and blood gushed from his nose.  
 
    “Don’t– don’t hurt me,” he stammered. “I don’t have any say in who goes on the mission, that’s up to the Head and the donors, I don’t– I’m not–”  
 
    “Hey, hey, it’s okay, we’re not going to hurt you.” I crouched down next to him, and he cowered away from me. “It’s okay. You’re safe. No one’s going to get in.”  
 
    “Are you– are you here to apply?” he whispered.  
 
    “Yes,” I said. “But the right way. Not by fighting.”  
 
    The proctor’s head swiveled around as he looked at all of us. Everyone nodded reassuringly at him.  
 
    Finally, the proctor swallowed and nodded back.  
 
    I held out my hand to him, and he took it without his normal “I hate humans” sneer. I helped him to his feet, and he leaned against his desk and mopped his forehead with his sleeve while his breathing started to return to normal.  
 
    “Sweet merciful pantheon,” he whispered to himself. “What is the world coming to?”  
 
    “The news has everyone very excited,” I said.  
 
    “I can understand excitement, but brawling in the halls?” The proctor shook his head. “Such a thing would never have happened in my day.” 
 
    I doubted it, but I decided not to point that out. 
 
    The proctor’s eyes suddenly fixed on Caffie, and a look of pure horror spread across his face.  
 
    “Oh, sweet merciful pantheon,” he whispered. “Master Semeresk. He’s coming in this morning to discuss funding the expedition.”  
 
    “Yes,” Caffie said with a sympathetic grimace. “Unfortunately, yes, he is.”  
 
    “Oh, no,” the proctor whimpered. “How will this look to the donors? And the Head! The Head will be furious.”  
 
    “The Head will have his head,” Wemba murmured in my ear.  
 
    I bit back my snort of laughter.  
 
    “The Head can’t blame you for this, though,” I said to the proctor. “It’s nobody’s fault. Well, apart from all the people out there… because it actually is their fault. But it’s not like you caused this.”  
 
    “That doesn’t matter,” the proctor sighed. “The Head will find some way to lay this at my door.”  
 
    “My father won’t mind,” Caffie said in a reassuring tone. “He might even find it funny.”  
 
    “It’s not a laughing matter!” the proctor insisted. “This is a holy mission! A sacred task! And our students are resorting to fisticuffs in the corridor!”  
 
    “Well, it does sound bad when you say it like that,” Caffie said.  
 
    Something crashed against the door, and the proctor flinched violently.  
 
    “This is terrible,” he wailed.  
 
    “They might all stop and go away if they knew that their behavior was disqualifying them,” Pawen suggested.  
 
    “Don’t open the door!” the proctor squealed. “Don’t let them in!”  
 
    “It’s okay,” I said quickly. “We’re not going to open the door.”  
 
    “They’re wild animals,” the proctor whimpered. “Wild animals. How can we possibly pick a delegation from students like that?”  
 
    “Well, you don’t have to,” Wemba said. “You’ve got us. All of us came here to put our names forward for selection.”  
 
    The proctor looked around with a look of apprehension on his face. His eyes flickered to me, and then he looked away quickly.  
 
    “Well, um,” he hedged. “It’s not– it’s not really–” 
 
    “It’s not what?” I asked in a very level voice.  
 
    “Well, it’s not– I mean, I’m not sure that–” He smoothed down his hair in a nervous manner and tried to straighten his clothes. 
 
    He touched the scratches on his cheek and winced, then dabbed at the bloody marks with the cuff of his shirt sleeve. 
 
    “I thought you said you weren’t in charge of deciding who goes on the delegation?” Wemba said. 
 
    “I’m not!” the proctor replied quickly. “I’m not! I just–”  
 
    “Just what?” Sae asked.  
 
    “I don’t want you to…” He swallowed. “Get your hopes up.”  
 
    “Henry just saved your ass!” Caffie exclaimed. “You’d still be out there getting pummeled by fifty angry students if he hadn’t opened the door for you!”  
 
    “Caffie,” I said in a low voice and shook my head at her. “It’s okay, just leave it.”  
 
    “No, Henry!” Caffie’s features were set in an outraged scowl. “This is total horseshit!”  
 
    “Language, please.” The proctor flinched. “As I said, it’s not–”  
 
    “Look, I don’t care what it is or isn’t.” Caffie took a threatening step toward the proctor, and he huddled back against the desk. “Henry deserves to be considered for a place on the delegation just like any other student.”  
 
    “I’m not saying he doesn’t!” the proctor squeaked. 
 
    “Then what are you saying?” she demanded.  
 
    The proctor’s beady eyes darted from Caffie to me and back again.  
 
    “It’s just not done,” he said in a weak voice. “A human going on a mission like this.”  
 
    “Well.” Caffie’s voice was icy cold. “My father is one of the biggest donors to House Siggwin. He’s taken a personal interest in this mission. And he happens to have personally recommended Henry after his Journeyman placement in our household. So I think he might have a few words to say about your utterly backward, prejudiced attitudes.”  
 
    “It’s nothing personal!” the proctor gasped desperately. “I don’t have anything against him!”  
 
    That was the exact opposite impression I normally got from the proctor. Every other time our paths had crossed, the proctor looked at me like I was a stray cat that had somehow managed to find its way onto the school grounds. 
 
    “Then I assume that when the Head comes back, you’re going to tell him that Henry was a hero and saved you from the fight outside,” Caffie said.  
 
    “I– I–” the proctor stammered. 
 
    “Oh, come on,” Wemba scoffed, but he fell silent when I put a quick hand on his arm.  
 
    He raised his eyebrows at me, and I shook my head to tell him to be quiet.  
 
    Caffie might be able to talk to the proctor like that because she wasn’t a student here, and her father had more than enough money and influence to bail her out of any trouble she might get herself into. 
 
    Wemba didn’t have that luxury, and I didn’t want him to jeopardize his chance at going on this quest, or his wider academic career, by speaking out of turn. 
 
    “Well?” Caffie demanded.  
 
    “I– I don’t– I can’t–” the proctor gasped.  
 
    Then a bang on the door cut through his stammering.  
 
    Everyone fell silent.  
 
    And that was when I realized something.  
 
    “The noise,” I said. “It’s stopped. The fight is over.”  
 
    “Really?” the proctor gasped.  
 
    The bang on the door came again.  
 
    Caffie moved to open it, but before she could touch the handle, the door swung back as it was pushed open from the other side. 
 
    The Head marched into the proctor’s office. With him were three other people. Caffie’s father, Master Semeresk. Flaeth Miht, the beautiful and talented fey who’d made it her mission in life to ruin my time at House Siggwin as much as possible. And another fey whom I’d never seen before.  
 
    “Proctor!” the Head exclaimed in an outraged voice. “What is the meaning of this? Why were there students fighting in the hall outside?” 
 
    “Head Scinanbrith!” The proctor leaped to his feet. “Oh, sir, thank the pantheon. It was utter chaos.” 
 
    “What are these students doing in here?” The Head scowled at all of us. “Were you a part of that terrible ruckus outside?” 
 
    “No, of course not!” Caffie exclaimed. “They’re here to put their names forward to be a part of the delegation.”  
 
    “Hmm,” the Head said.  
 
    “I got here earlier and found the office empty, so I sat down to wait,” Caffie said. “Then this group of students arrived to speak to the proctor, and they were waiting outside when that awful brawling started. I let them in so they wouldn’t get hurt.”  
 
    “I see.” The Head shot the proctor a suspicious frown. “And where were you in all of this?”  
 
    “I went to the dining hall,” the proctor said in a small voice. “I wanted a cup of tea. And when I came back to my office, the fight was happening.”  
 
    “But Henry saved you, didn’t he?” Caffie stared at the proctor like she was trying to bore into his soul. 
 
    She was smiling, but her purple eyes were as hard as gemstones.  
 
    “Uh, I,” the proctor floundered. “Y-y-yes. He, uh, he did. He– he opened the door to let me in and fought off the ruffians who were outside.”  
 
    “I see.” The Head raised his eyebrows and looked at me intently. “Well done, Henry.”  
 
    “Thank you, sir,” I said politely.  
 
    “Henry! Henry Cotton!” Master Semeresk greeted me with a jovial smile. “How are you, my boy?”  
 
    His attitude was so different now than when I’d first met him. When he’d discovered there was a human among the Journeyman team working in his kitchen, he’d acted like the news was shocking enough to send him into an early grave.  
 
    But my wicfood offerings had helped his wife have a safe childbirth, and she’d delivered a healthy and much longed-for baby boy. Both mother and baby had made it through their ordeal safely, and Master Semeresk had completely changed his attitude toward me.  
 
    “I’m well, Master Semeresk, thank you,” I replied. “How is Mistress Semeresk? And the new arrival?”  
 
    “Oh, right as rain,” he said with a chuckle. “Both of them are doing famously well. The Mistress was talking of hiring you to cater the little one’s naming ceremony.”  
 
    “I’d be honored,” I said in a heartfelt tone.  
 
    The Head exhaled sharply to cut our conversation short.  
 
    “Proctor, please find seats for our generous donors,” he commanded.  
 
    The proctor leaped to obey him, and as he swiped piles of papers from two chairs in the corner, I studied the unfamiliar arrival.  
 
    He was a tall fey with long, straight, dark-green hair. His eyes were green, and his skin was dark brown. He was wearing what I knew now to be the latest in fey fashion: a long black velvet coat that almost reached his ankles, a pleated and ruffled white linen shirt, tight, pale-beige breeches, and tall, black, leather boots. There was gray and black embroidery all over his coat, and his whole outfit was perfectly tailored to suit his trim, narrow figure.  
 
    There was something familiar about his face I couldn’t quite place. But then as he sat down and Flaeth went to stand behind him, I suddenly recognized the similarities in their coloring and facial features. They had the same green hair and eyes, the same dark brown, lightly-freckled skin, the same full lips, and a small chin.  
 
    “Master Semeresk,” the Head said. “Master Miht. Thank you for joining us today.”  
 
    I held back a gasp as I realized the truth.  
 
    The new fey was Flaeth’s father.

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
    Flaeth’s beautiful face was impassive as she looked around at everyone. Her emerald eyes briefly met mine, and then she looked away coolly. There wasn’t a hair out of place in her sleek, dark-green bob. The ends slightly curved in to emphasize her defined jawline, and her brown skin was smooth… but ever so slightly flushed. 
 
    Flaeth always presented an ice-cold demeanor in public– except on the rare occasions where I managed to rile her up– but her face was impassive, and I read something else in her gaze when our eyes met. It was just a flicker, and then she looked away again, but I thought it almost looked like fear.  
 
    What did Flaeth Miht, one of the most talented and certainly one of the richest students in House Siggwin have to be afraid of?  
 
    “Alright.” The Head perched on the end of the proctor’s desk and faced all of us with a grave look on his face.  
 
    The effect was slightly ruined by the proctor peering out from around the Head’s elbow as he leaned to the side and tried to get a good view of what was going on.  
 
    “Gentlefolk,” the Head said. “We all know why we’re here.”  
 
    “I thought I did, Toth.” Flaeth’s father spoke in a sharp, cold drawl. “But when I arrived, I was accosted by a crowd of ruffians making merry in your hallway. It’s hardly a vote of confidence for the school’s ability to pick the correct students to make up the delegation.”  
 
    “Oh, hardly, Bennlaeth,” the Head protested. “If anything, it shows that we will be making our selections based on piety and skill, rather than brute strength. And it’s a testament to our students’ enthusiasm for this task.”  
 
    “Or for the fame and glory that will come with success,” Bennlaeth Miht murmured.  
 
    “A few youthful hijinks.” The Head waved his hand in a dismissive gesture. “Nothing to be concerned about, I assure you.”  
 
    “My father has donated a great deal of time and financial resources to making sure this mission is a success,” Flaeth retorted.  
 
    Her voice was as deliberate and cold as ever, but I was watching her closely, and I saw how her eyes flicked to her father’s face as she spoke.  
 
    “Miss Miht,” the Head began in a tolerant voice, “I am well aware of your father’s contributions–”  
 
    “Then I suggest you pay attention to them in the manner they deserve.” Flaeth cut him off without any hesitation.  
 
    She didn’t seem to have any qualms about addressing the Head of House Siggwin as if he was a naughty schoolboy, and Toth Scinanbrith raised his eyebrows and blinked a few times as he digested her tone.  
 
    “Well, Toth?” Bennlaeth watched him with a slight smile hovering around his lips.  
 
    “I can assure you both,” the Head said. “I appreciate your family’s contributions to this endeavor.”  
 
    “Good,” Flaeth said, and that one syllable was dripping with icicles.  
 
    “Flaeth,” her father said, and Flaeth flinched at the sound of her name. “Don’t bully the Head of your own academy.”  
 
    “Yes, Father.” Flaeth’s spine somehow managed to become even straighter. She locked her eyes on the wall behind the Head’s ear with her lips pressed firmly together.  
 
    Wemba and I exchanged surprised glances.  
 
    “If you have all finished bickering,” Master Semeresk grumbled. “Perhaps we can get on with the business at hand.”  
 
    The dwarf was dressed in brown moleskin breeches and a plain white shirt underneath a plain, brown leather jacket. His clothes were as finely tailored as Bennlaeth Miht’s, but he looked much more plain in contrast to the fey’s dramatic finery.  
 
    The dwarf sat back in his chair with his fingers linked together and raised a ginger eyebrow at the Head.  
 
    “I came here to do business, not to throw insults,” he added with a pointed look at Flaeth’s father.  
 
    “Insults?” Bennlaeth looked over at him with one raised, dark green eyebrow. “No insults here, I assure you, Semeresk.”  
 
    Master Semeresk grunted.  
 
    “Alright,” the Head said. “Let’s get down to it. The delegation to woo the Golden Goose.”  
 
    “Yes.” Bennlaeth nodded. “Of course, Flaeth will be a part of the delegation.”  
 
    Behind him, Flaeth’s eyes lit up. A tiny smile curved her lips.  
 
    “I don’t trust her to protect my investment all by herself,” Bennlaeth added with a cold smile. “She will need to be accompanied so this mission actually has a chance of success.”  
 
    The light in Flaeth’s eyes went out like a snuffed candle.  
 
    She pressed her lips together tightly, and although she tried to keep her face steady, I saw how she flinched at her father’s words.  
 
    I frowned slightly and looked away so she wouldn’t catch me looking at her in a vulnerable moment.  
 
    “My daughter Caffie will also be a part of the mission,” Master Semeresk said. “My investment in this task must also be protected.”  
 
    “Of course, of course.” Bennlaeth nodded again, but there was a cruel edge to his smile. “Two girls sent into the woods. We are guaranteed success.”  
 
    “I’m not a girl,” Caffie said in an icy tone. “I am a woman. And so is Flaeth.”  
 
    “Don’t interrupt my father when he’s speaking,” Flaeth snarled.  
 
    Caffie raised her eyebrows. “Excuse me?”  
 
    “You just showed how little you know about these matters,” Flaeth snapped. “Show some respect.”  
 
    “Now, listen here, young lady,” Master Semeresk blustered. “That is no way to speak to my daughter.”  
 
    “I will speak to her in the way she deserves,” Flaeth flung back.  
 
    “Flaeth.” Bennlaeth raised a hand, and his daughter instantly fell silent.  
 
    “Damn,” Wemba whispered in my ear. “I never thought I’d see anyone have Flaeth Miht on such a short leash.”  
 
    “He’s horrible,” I whispered back.  
 
    “He’s her father,” Wemba responded. “Of course he’s going to be a dick.”  
 
    He had a point, but as I looked at Flaeth’s cold face and the stern, rigid lines of her body, I couldn’t help but feel sorry for her.  
 
    “My daughter is foolish and highly strung,” Bennlaeth said to Master Semeresk in a lazy, careless voice. “She doesn’t know what she’s saying. Young women are flighty creatures.”  
 
    Only the faint tightening of the skin around Flaeth’s eyes indicated that she had any emotional response to her father’s cruel words.  
 
    “Well, uh, I don’t know if I agree with that,” Master Semeresk grumbled. He looked at Caffie, who had her arms crossed and a thundercloud of a frown brewing on her face, and at Flaeth, who stared impassively back at him. “But we’re getting off the subject. Our daughters will both represent our interests in this matter. I have no objection to that. Caffie has a good head on her shoulders, and I trust her to make the right decisions in my absence.”  
 
    The contrast between the two fathers’ attitudes toward their daughters was stark.  
 
    “I have no objection to that, either,” Bennlaeth said.  
 
    “Good, good.” The Head nodded. “So we have two members sorted.”  
 
    “I also have a tracker in mind who can guide the delegation in the woods,” Master Semeresk added. “I’ve known him for years, and he’s guided many of my business expeditions sourcing rare ingredients in the Outer Kingdoms.”  
 
    Bennlaeth made a noise in his throat, and the dwarf looked at him with an impatient glare.  
 
    “If Master Miht has no objection to that, of course,” he added in a dry tone.  
 
    “No objection,” Bennlaeth said smoothly.  
 
    I couldn’t tell if he actually did object to Master Semeresk choosing his own tracker to guide the delegation or if he just wanted to remind the dwarf there was another interested party in the room.  
 
    Either way, it was a petty display of power, and my dislike for the tall, arrogant fey went up several notches. 
 
    “And I suppose these are the student candidates?” Master Semeresk nodded toward us. “I see some familiar faces here. Henry, of course, I know. And– Pawen, was it?”  
 
    “Yes, sir.” Pawen inclined her head to him.  
 
    “I trust the other two are just as skilled.” Master Semeresk glanced at Wemba and Sae before looking back at the Head. “I am satisfied with these choices.”  
 
    “Not so fast, Semeresk,” Bennlaeth said.  
 
    The fey leaned forward in his seat and his cold, green gaze ran over us with a disdain that felt all too familiar. It was clear to see where Flaeth got her attitude problem.  
 
    “There are already enough women in this delegation,” he said. “We don’t need the other two.”  
 
    “These women are both skilled cooks at the top of their classes in House Siggwin,” Caffie exclaimed.  
 
    I was pretty sure Caffie had no idea how Sae and Pawen fared in the class rankings, but I had no objection to her saying that to get back at Bennlaeth Miht.  
 
    “And a half-breed?” Bennlaeth raised a green eyebrow at Wemba.  
 
    “My name is Wemba Wyrtroth, sir,” Wemba said in a very cold voice. “I trust my surname is familiar to you?”  
 
    A look of genuine surprise flickered over the fey’s arrogant face.  
 
    “Ah,” he said. “Wyrtroth. Of the Wyrtroth Bank?” 
 
    “The very same,” Wemba said. 
 
    “My apologies,” Bennlaeth said in a voice that almost sounded sincere. “I was not aware of your heritage.”  
 
    “No, I know you weren’t,” Wemba said with a smile that showed all of his teeth.  
 
    Bennlaeth gestured toward Wemba with a lazy wave of his hand.  
 
    “Of course, you deserve a place on the delegation,” he said.  
 
    “I insist that Henry also join the delegation,” Master Semeresk said.  
 
    Bennlaeth blinked. He looked at Master Semeresk, and then he looked at me, and a disbelieving smile spread across his face.  
 
    “You can’t be serious,” he said.  
 
    “And why not?” Master Semeresk retorted. “He’s an excellent cook. He saved my wife’s life. He will be an invaluable asset to the mission.”  
 
    “So this is it, is it, Scinanbrith?” Bennlaeth let out a short bark of laughter. “Two women and a human. That is the sum of House Siggwin’s candidates?”  
 
    “The human doesn’t have to come, Bennlaeth,” the Head said hastily. 
 
    My heart sank. It felt like I’d had a real chance of joining the delegation, but now my plans were about to be foiled by the Head’s need to placate this asshole.  
 
    “However,” the Head continued with a patronizing smile toward Sae and Pawen, “both these women do have high marks in all their classes, and Pawen was also on the same Journeyman placement which attended to Mistress Semeresk, so I think some kind of compromise could be reached where–”  
 
    “No.” Master Semeresk bit off the word. “Henry goes.”  
 
    God damn.  
 
    I struggled to keep my face neutral, but my eyes flashed to Master Semeresk’s face. He gave me a brisk nod. 
 
    “That’s not negotiable,” the dwarf added. “I insist that Henry be a part of this.” 
 
    “A human?” Bennlaeth scoffed. “On a holy quest like this?”  
 
    “He’s shown himself to be a devout and skilled cook,” Master Semeresk replied in a hard tone.  
 
    “Honestly, Scinanbrith, I’m surprised you even let it in the door,” Bennlaeth said to the Head in a scolding tone.  
 
    I would have flinched at being referred to as “it” but I was too intent on waiting to see what would happen next. 
 
    “He performed exceptionally well in his entrance test,” the Head said with an embarrassed look on his face. “And his tutors put him forward to take the Journeyman test after only a few weeks of his Apprenticeship.”  
 
    “So, it’s a freak as well as a human?” Bennlaeth shook his head. “I cannot approve this. I won’t.”  
 
    “He goes!” Master Semeresk thundered. “I will have no objection to this!”  
 
    “He will not go,” Bennlaeth retorted. “I will not allow it.” 
 
    “Allow!” Master Semeresk exclaimed. “You dare to tell me you will not ‘allow’ it?”  
 
    It was a very strange feeling to stand there and be argued over like I wasn’t even in the room.  
 
    The two men were glaring at each other. Master Semeresk’s already ruddy face was flushed even redder with anger, and Bennlaeth’s lip was curled in a sneer.  
 
    Caffie was glowering at Bennlaeth, and so were Wemba, Sae, and Pawen.  
 
    Flaeth stared at a spot on the opposite wall with her features carefully arranged into a blank, expressionless mask. 
 
    The Head looked around the room with a helpless expression on his face while the proctor peered around him with his eyes wide at all the drama unfolding in front of him.  
 
    “Would either of you consider shifting in your positions?” the Head asked with a sigh.  
 
    Both men looked at him with disbelieving looks on their faces, and the Head raised his hand in defeat and gave another heavy sigh.  
 
    “I just thought I’d ask,” he muttered. “Henry?”  
 
    “Yes, sir?” I replied in my most polite voice.  
 
    The Head stood up from his position perched on the proctor’s desk. He came over to where I was standing, and he leaned against the wall with one hand planted on the limewash beside my head. It was an attempt to tower over me, and it might have worked on a shorter person, but although the fey was tall, I was six foot four inches, and the Head was actually a bit shorter than me.  
 
    I saw him realize this and awkwardly attempt to change his position so he didn’t look quite as ridiculous.  
 
    “Henry,” he began again. “I’m sure you can see this is causing a lot of friction.”  
 
    “What, sir?” I asked.  
 
    “Well, your–” He searched for the right words. “Your candidacy for the delegation.”  
 
    “Oh,” I said. “I’m sorry to hear that.”  
 
    “Yes, yes, I knew you would be.” The Head smiled at me in a way that didn’t hide the anxiety in his eyes. “So, I think you’ll agree that maybe it’s for the best if you just step aside from all of this, hmm? I mean, think of the toll this expedition will take on your studies.” 
 
    He patted my arm in a way that was probably intended to be a fatherly gesture.  
 
    “You wouldn’t want to risk those good grades of yours, would you?” he asked. “I’m sure if you think about it, you’ll realize you have to do what’s best for you and your own academic path here at House Siggwin. You’ve already accomplished so much, you mustn’t feel like you have to continue this winning streak. Just getting good grades is rewarding enough.”  
 
    The patronizing tone in his voice set my teeth on edge.  
 
    Toth Scinanbrith would be one of the first people to proclaim that House Siggwin was unlike any other, and the House had proved that by accepting a human into its halls. He knew what my academic record was like, and he knew I’d been allowed early access to the Journeyman studies, which almost never happened.  
 
    But still, he was ready to throw me under the bus and take this chance away from me, just to avoid pissing off Bennlaeth Miht.  
 
    That was why he wanted me to step down. If it was technically my own choice, then Bennlaeth Miht would be kept happy, and Master Semeresk couldn’t accuse them of kicking me out of the running.  
 
    Well. I wasn’t going to make it that easy for them.  
 
    I pretended to think for a moment, and then I heaved a sigh.  
 
    “It’s such an important matter, sir,” I said. “I would love to be a part of the delegation to woo the Goose. It’s an honor to be considered for such a historical occasion as this. But I understand it’s the school donors who have the final say on this matter. Of course I would never want to inconvenience the school in any way, but I respect that the final choice is ultimately up to them.” 
 
    The Head’s jaw clenched.  
 
    I smiled sweetly at him.  
 
    Caffie snorted, and when I looked over at her, she was grinning broadly.  
 
    Her father was also smirking.  
 
    Bennlaeth Miht looked like he’d bitten down on something sour.  
 
    “Toth, this matter isn’t getting resolved,” he snapped. “So I will make this very simple for you. Either the human is dismissed, or I withdraw all of my funding for this expedition.”  
 
    The proctor let out a squeak that might have been from excitement or dismay.  
 
    “Bennlaeth,” the Head protested. “There’s no need for that kind of talk. We don’t need to be so drastic.”  
 
    “Allowing a human to join the delegation is a drastic decision,” he flung back. “And a disastrous one. If I have to resort to drastic measures to counter that decision and keep the delegation on the right track, then that is what I will do. It’s your choice, Toth. The human or my funding.”  
 
    The Head gulped. He looked at Bennlaeth, and then he looked at me, and there was a pleading expression in his eyes. He opened his mouth and was about to say something, but Master Semeresk got there first.  
 
    “I’m happy with that choice,” he said. “I have no objection to Master Miht leaving the donor party.”  
 
    “What?” Toth Scinanbrith practically whirled around and stared at the dwarf.  
 
    Master Semeresk leaned back in his chair and linked his fingers together with a self-satisfied air.  
 
    “I am perfectly comfortable with putting up one hundred percent of the capital,” he said. “It’s one hundred percent of the risk, but also one hundred percent of the glory when the expedition succeeds. And it will succeed.”  
 
    He glanced at me and gave me a steady nod.  
 
    “Henry,” he said. “Do you vouch for the skills and piety of your peers?”  
 
    He gestured toward Wemba, Sae, and Pawen.  
 
    “I do,” I replied.  
 
    “Then I am satisfied.” Master Semeresk nodded at the Head. “The delegation is complete.”  
 
    “Now, now, hold on a moment.” Bennlaeth’s icy calm had cracked, and he smoothed his hand over his dark-green hair and forced out a smile. “Hold on a moment. Let’s discuss this.”  
 
    “What is there to discuss?” Master Semeresk raised an eyebrow. “You’ve withdrawn your funding, haven’t you? Henry is staying on as part of the delegation, and I am backing the mission by myself.”  
 
    “Perhaps I was… hasty in my judgment.” Bennlaeth’s smile was more like a snarl. “I am still interested in funding the expedition.”  
 
    “Are you sure, Master Miht?” The dwarf smiled back at him. It was like watching two fighting cats puff themselves up and yowl at each other. “I wouldn’t want you to struggle with committing to such a drastic measure.”  
 
    “I think I will be able to manage.” Bennlaeth forced a chuckle and glanced down at his nail beds with a deliberately casual air. “The pantheon knows, I’ve needed to commit to many drastic measures over the years in an effort to make Flaeth into a cook actually worth a damn. This will be just one more in a long list.”  
 
    Flaeth carried on staring at the wall as though she hadn’t heard her father. Maybe that was a skill she’d had to refine over the years if this was how her father always treated her. He seemed to take every opportunity to cut her down.  
 
    I wanted to rush to her defense and throw her father an angry retort that would make him feel small and helpless. But I knew Flaeth wouldn’t thank me for such an act, and it wasn’t worth jeopardizing Master Semeresk’s generosity.  
 
    “So we are in agreement, then?” Master Semeresk looked between Bennlaeth and the Head. “The delegation is settled.”  
 
    The Head nodded. “Cafoth Semeresk. Flaeth Miht. Henry Cotton. Wemba Wyrtroth. Sae Oferith. Pawen Fricuru. And your hired tracker, Master Semeresk.”  
 
    “I agree.” Master Semeresk raised an eyebrow at the fey next to him.  
 
    Bennlaeth Miht clenched his long jaw in anger.  
 
    “I agree,” he gritted out.  
 
    “Excellent!” The Head clapped his hands together. “A fine thing, gentlefolk, a fine thing. Now that the delegation has been settled on, the only thing that remains is to finish up the preparations for your departure. You leave the city tomorrow to embark on your quest.”  
 
    Now that the whole thing was over, my knees were suddenly weak with relief. I leaned against the wall as I became aware of how fast my heart was beating, and I struggled to hold back a massive grin.  
 
    We’d done it.  
 
    We were going to find the Golden Goose. 
 
    Bennlaeth Miht abruptly stood up.  
 
    “Well, then,” he said. “That’s settled. Good day to you.”  
 
    His voice was icy cold. He jerked his head in a nod to the Head and to Master Semeresk before turning on his heel and stalking out of the office.  
 
    The Head winced and hurried after him. Master Semeresk and the proctor followed close on his heels. Flaeth didn’t spare us a single glance as she followed them. 
 
    “Thank the pantheon!” Sae burst out once we were left alone. “We did it!”  
 
    “I know!” Wemba exclaimed. “Can you believe it? We’re going to find the Golden Goose!”  
 
    “And we’re leaving tomorrow,” Pawen gasped. “That’s so soon. We’ve got to start packing right away.”  
 
    “We’ve got to buy clothes for hiking through the woods!” Sae corrected her with a grin.  
 
    “Oh, now that is a good idea,” Wemba agreed.  
 
    We all started to walk out of the office, but then I heard Caffie call my name.  
 
    I stepped back through the door and saw Caffie leaning against the proctor’s empty desk. She smiled when she saw me.  
 
    “Hey,” she said.  
 
    “Hey,” I replied. “That was intense.”  
 
    “Yep.” She nodded. “I just wanted to say… Don’t listen to Miht. He’s an asshole.”  
 
    “He really is, isn’t he?” I chuckled. “No, don’t worry. I’m not going to listen to what that jerk says.”  
 
    “Good.” She smiled. “I’d hate to think that kind of hateful speech would affect you in any way.”  
 
    “I’m kind of used to it by now.” I lifted one shoulder in a shrug.  
 
    “That doesn’t make it any better.” She shook her head. “Sorry, you don’t need to hear about this. It’s nothing you don’t already know. I’ve said my piece. Oh, and I was going to say as well… I have access to my father’s line of credit, so if you need any ingredients or tools or supplies for the trip, just let me know, and I can get it for you.”  
 
    “Thanks,” I said.  
 
    I stepped closer to her and looked down into her face.  
 
    She tilted her head back and met my eyes.  
 
    “Thank you,” I murmured. “For saying your piece.”  
 
    “It’s what any decent person would say,” she whispered.  
 
    “I guess that makes you a decent person, then, doesn’t it?” I smiled.  
 
    “Maybe.” She pulled her lower lip between her teeth. “Or maybe…”  
 
    “Maybe what?” I asked in a low voice.  
 
    “Maybe I just like you,” she whispered.  
 
    “Well,” I replied. “That’s good to hear. Because I like you, too, Caffie.”  
 
    She drew in a little gasp, and her purple eyes searched my face.  
 
    “You do?” she whispered.  
 
    “Yeah.” I stepped even closer to her. Close enough that I could see the fringe of her lashes and smell the sweet musk of her perfume. “I mean, you are pretty adorable.”  
 
    I brushed a stray wisp of reddish hair out of her eyes and tucked it behind her ears.  
 
    “It would be hard not to like you,” I murmured.  
 
    I bent my head until our faces were close together. I gently nudged her nose with mine. My eyes half-closed as I savored the smell of her skin, and the gentle warmth of her breath on my cheek. My hands went to her arms, and I gently cupped her elbows in my palms.  
 
    Caffie swallowed hard.  
 
    And then she lifted her face and pressed her mouth against mine.

  

 
   
    Chapter 6  
 
    Caffie’s lips were soft, but she pressed her mouth against mine with an intensity that caught me off guard. My surprise only lasted for a second, and then I leaned into the kiss. Caffie’s lips parted, I felt the quick, darting heat of her tongue against mine, and a low growl slid out of my throat. My fingers dug into her elbows, and I crushed her against me.  
 
    Caffie let out a little moan, and the sound sent sparks of desire whirling through my veins.  
 
    My hands went to her hips, and I lifted her onto the edge of the proctor’s desk. She wrapped her legs around my waist and lifted herself up, and I forgot about our height difference, about the fact that the office door was still open, that Master Semeresk and the Head were still nearby. I forgot about everything except for the delicious, teasing heat of Caffie’s lips and the softness of her body against mine.  
 
    She linked her hands around my neck and arched her body to press her round ample breasts against my chest. Her skirts were hitched up around her hips, her bare thighs gripped my waist, and I could feel the heat of her womanhood burning against me. Even through my shirt and her underwear, it was like her naked pussy was pressed against my abdomen, and the heat of her body was like a drug in my bloodstream.  
 
    Someone shouted in the quad outside.  
 
    It was a miracle that either of us heard the sound because we were so wrapped up in each other. But the noise broke us apart, and we stared at each other for a few moments as we got our breath back.  
 
    Caffie’s cheeks were flushed pink, and her purple eyes were sparkling. I looked down at her and saw the excited heave of her chest against the laces of her bodice and the flush of arousal over the creamy, white skin of her exposed thighs.  
 
    I swallowed hard.  
 
    “Um…” I released my grip around her waist, and Caffie unlocked her legs and slid down to the ground again.  
 
    I helped her rearrange her dress, and then we just stood there for a moment with slightly shy smiles on both of our faces.  
 
    “Well…” Caffie began in a slightly hoarse voice, and then she cleared her throat and tried again. “Well…”  
 
    “That was unexpected,” I said.  
 
    “And unwelcome?” she asked.  
 
    “No!” I exclaimed, and I reached out to touch her shoulder. “It was very welcome. Very welcome indeed.”  
 
    “I thought so.” She threw me a mischievous smile. “Like you said, I’m pretty adorable. And very pretty, too.”  
 
    “I don’t remember saying anything about you being pretty,” I teased.  
 
    “Oh?” Caffie’s eyes were still bright, and she reached up a hand to smooth down her hair. “Am I wrong?”  
 
    “No.” I chuckled. “You’re not wrong.”  
 
    “Don’t worry.” She smiled, but her eyelashes flickered, and her voice was suddenly low. “You’re very pretty, too.”  
 
    “Thank you.” I took her hand from where it was still fiddling with her hair and linked my fingers through hers.  
 
    I pulled her closer to me again, and she tipped her head back to look up into my face.  
 
    My eyes followed the pretty lines of her face, her pointed chin, her soft cheeks, and the soft line of her throat. Her eyes scanned my face, and her lips parted ever so slightly as she let out a soft exhale. 
 
    “Why are you so damn tall?” she whispered.  
 
    “It does make this interesting,” I agreed with a chuckle. “You must be almost two feet shorter than me.”  
 
    “I might not be able to make eye contact, but I can certainly make some other kind of contact.” Caffie raised a meaningful eyebrow.  
 
    It took me a moment to work out what she meant, but as she grinned and glanced down, I realized and burst out laughing. Caffie was so short that her face was almost closer to my crotch than my face.  
 
    “Damn, Miss Semeresk,” I chuckled. “What kind of talk is that for an upstanding young lady of the town?”  
 
    “A lady who knows what she wants.” Caffie grinned at me. “I’m glad you’re coming on this trip, Henry. This is going to be fun.”  
 
    “I think so, too,” I replied.  
 
    “Cafoth!” Master Semeresk’s gruff voice bellowed out from the quad. “Where are you? It’s time to go!”  
 
    “I’d better go,” she said.  
 
    “I’ll see you soon,” I said.  
 
    “I’ll see you tomorrow,” she corrected me with a smile. “The Golden Goose waits for no one.”  
 
    “True.” I chuckled. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”  
 
    Caffie went to the door, and I watched her as she walked out of the office and along the corridor to the door outside.  
 
    I waited a little while to give her a head start, and then I went out into the quad. I wasn’t sure where the others would be, but when I got out into the sunshine, Wemba called my name.  
 
    I looked around and saw Wemba, Sae, and Pawen sitting around the fountain.  
 
    I waved and jogged over to them.  
 
    “Where did you go?” Wemba asked. “We thought Flaeth and her father might have captured you.”  
 
    “Oh, no, it’s okay,” I said as Sae and Pawen made space for me to sit between them on the edge of the fountain. “Caffie was just telling me her father has a line of credit in the market, so if we need anything for tomorrow, we can purchase it on his account.”  
 
    “Nice,” Wemba noted.  
 
    “Was that it?” There was a slight grin hovering around Sae’s lips.  
 
    “What?” I hedged.  
 
    “Was that all you talked about with Caffie?” she asked.  
 
    “Well…” I paused.  
 
    “I knew it!” Sae clapped her hands together in triumph. “I knew there was something going on between you.”  
 
    “There’s nothing going on,” I protested. “We just talked and–” 
 
    “And?” Sae raised a dark eyebrow.  
 
    “And, yes, okay, maybe we kissed,” I confessed with a grin.  
 
    “I said so!” Sae leaned over and planted a kiss on my cheek. “I could tell you liked her. And she likes you, too!”  
 
    “You’re still okay with this, aren’t you?” I asked her in a sudden rush of concern. “You know I would never want to hurt you or make you feel uncomfortable with this arrangement.”  
 
    “Henry, my sweeting.” Sae cupped my face in her hands and smiled at me. “I told you, I love that you can find happiness with other women. It makes me feel like what we have is so special because it’s a choice you make freely. And that makes me feel more than okay. In fact, it only makes me love you even more.”  
 
    “I love to hear that.” I took her hands in mine and squeezed them hard. “I wanted to make sure you were okay.”  
 
    I glanced up at Pawen and gave her an inquiring look.  
 
    “Pawen?” I asked.  
 
    “I feel the same way as Sae,” she said with one of her soft smiles. “It’s a choice you’re making to be with us. And to me, it shows just how big your heart is and how much love you have for everyone, which is something really special.”  
 
    A warm feeling grew around my heart.  
 
    I smiled softly and reached for Pawen’s hand. Her slender fingers slipped through mine, and she smiled at me with gentleness in her amber eyes. I leaned forward and kissed her forehead, then tucked her golden ringlets back behind her ear.  
 
    “It’s okay if you change your mind,” I whispered to her. “Just because you agreed to it once, it doesn’t mean that you have to go along with it forever. I would never want you to be in a situation where you didn’t feel comfortable. I care for you so much, I don’t want you to feel like that’s changed.”  
 
    “Henry.” Pawen smiled and pressed her forehead against mine. “It’s okay, really. I don’t want you to feel bad about this. Caffie seems really nice, she’s funny, she’s sweet, and she’s brave… and she’s very pretty, too.” 
 
    “Okay.” I smiled. “Well, just know I think you and Sae are both nice, and funny, and sweet, and brave, and very pretty, too.”  
 
    I put my arms around them, and the two women leaned into me and rested their heads on my shoulders.  
 
    Wemba cleared his throat loudly.  
 
    “Not to be the obvious hat on a pig,” he said, “but we should probably go and pack.”  
 
    “The what?” I laughed. “The hat on a pig?”  
 
    “Yes.” Wemba frowned. “Haven’t you heard that phrase before?”  
 
    “Not once,” I said. “What does it mean?”  
 
    “It’s like, something that’s kind of useless and gets in the way,” Wemba said with a wry smile.  
 
    “Like a hat on a pig.” I nodded. “You’re not a hat on a pig, Wemba.”  
 
    “Oh, I know,” he assured me. “In the larger scheme of things, I’m a hat on… on whatever creature looks amazing in a hat. But in this situation, I’m definitely the hat on a pig.”  
 
    “Maybe,” Sae conceded with a giggle. “But that’s okay. You’re right, as well, we should start making preparations for tomorrow morning.”  
 
    “I wonder if the proctor will remember to tell our tutors we won’t be in classes,” Pawen mused. “Maybe we should let them know.”  
 
    “Oh, Stabaka’s going to love that,” I sighed.  
 
    “Chin up, hero.” Wemba punched me lightly in the shoulder. “Think of how amazing it’ll feel to come back with the Golden Egg. That’ll really show Stabaka what humans are capable of.”  
 
    “True.” I nodded. “Let’s go, then.”  
 
    “I want to pack first,” Sae said. “Pawen, do you want to come with me and help me sort through my clothes? Then I’ll help you.”  
 
    “I don’t really have that many clothes,” Pawen said with a smile. “But, sure, I’ll come and help you with yours.”  
 
    “Well, I might have a few things you can have, if you want them,” Sae offered. “I know we’re different shapes, but I reckon I’ve got a few things that would fit you, especially with a bit of tailoring.”  
 
    “Okay, sure, thanks.” Pawen smiled.  
 
    The two of them linked arms and went off toward Sae’s dorm.  
 
    A great rush of tenderness for them bloomed in my heart as I watched them go. They were very different women, but they both had kind hearts, and I loved to see how well they were getting along.  
 
    “You’re a lucky hero, Henry,” Wemba observed. “Now stop drooling.”  
 
    “I’m not drooling,” I said with a laugh.  
 
    “Please.” Wemba gave me a pointed look. “If I were you, I’d be drooling. You’ve got two gorgeous women on your arms. And a third one lined up.”  
 
    “I don’t like thinking about it like that,” I said. “It makes me sound like I’m a collector. It just kind of happened.”  
 
    “I know.” My roommate nudged me. “You’re a good man, Henry. It’s one of the more infuriating things about you.”  
 
    “Infuriating?” I repeated.  
 
    “Yeah, you know,” he said. “At least if you had a terrible personality and no social skills, it would make up for the fact that you’re a brilliant cook and a total ladies’ man. But, alas, you have talent and a good heart, so unfortunately I can’t despise you in the way I would like.”  
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said with a grin. “I’ll try to be more obnoxious in the future.”  
 
    “You do that.” Wemba gave me a stern nod. “Let’s go and talk to some tutors, shall we?”  
 
    I sighed, but it wasn’t as bad as I thought it would be.  
 
    Wemba’s tutors all accepted his explanation and wished him well. When it came to speaking to my teachers, Wemba’s presence by my side seemed to temper some of the tutors’ opinions about a human being selected for the delegation. Some of them even wished me good luck.  
 
    Stabaka grumbled in his throat and shot me an angry look from under his wiry white eyebrows.  
 
    “I will still expect no less than a perfect result from you on your final assessment,” he snapped. “I will not tolerate any excuses for falling behind.”  
 
    “No, sir,” I said sweetly.  
 
    “It is an important mission, though, sir,” Wemba put in.  
 
    “Important missions come and go,” Stabaka barked. “There’s a new quest every decade. But skills? Talents? Those are things you can’t lose. What you learn in my class will stay with you forever.”  
 
    “That’s very true,” I said with a solemn nod.  
 
    Stabaka glowered at me like he thought I was mocking him.  
 
    “Try not to mess this mission up for everyone, human,” he snapped. “I don’t know why they allowed you to go, but seeing as you are going, you would do well to remember this is a holy endeavor and your actions will have consequences for us all.”  
 
    “I will, sir,” I said. “I will take everything you’ve taught me and put it to good use.”  
 
    Stabaka frowned at me for a moment longer.  
 
    I smiled innocently back at him.  
 
    He waved his hand impatiently to dismiss us, and Wemba and I hurried out of his office.  
 
    “Gods, what an old windbag he is.” Wemba blew out his breath in a sigh. “And so rude! How do you put up with him?”  
 
    “I think about how good he is at making bread,” I replied with a chuckle. “And then I knead all my feelings into my dough. It’s a good thing this isn’t a wicfood class and we’re not using magical ingredients, otherwise, every single loaf I make would fill the eater with feelings of homicidal rage.”  
 
    “I have those feelings just from being in his presence for five minutes.” Wemba grimaced. “I can’t imagine sitting through a whole class of that.”  
 
    “I don’t have much choice.” I shrugged. “Besides, it’s not forever. That’s what I remind myself.”  
 
    “You have the fortitude of an ox,” Wemba said. “Who’s next on your list?”  
 
    “I think we’re all done, actually,” I replied. “I put off seeing Stabaka until the last minute.” 
 
    “Alright, then.” Wemba nodded. “I guess it’s time to go pack, then.”  
 
    We made our way back to our dorm room. Propped outside the door were two large canvas knapsacks with a note attached to them. I pulled it off and read it aloud.  
 
    “‘Please use these bags to bring your essentials with you,’” I read. “‘Any other luggage will not be permitted.’”  
 
    “No,” Wemba moaned. “How am I supposed to fit everything I need into this tiny thing?”  
 
    “They’re not that tiny.” I lifted one experimentally and slung it onto my back to test it out. I felt the weight of something in the bag, and when I undid the straps and opened it, I found a blanket neatly folded around a padded bedroll.  
 
    “Look, they’ve provided bedding as well,” I said. “And there’s still enough space to fit a lot of other things in here.”  
 
    “What about my comb? My hair oil? My beard butter?” Wemba exclaimed.  
 
    “You do not have beard butter.” I raised my eyebrows.  
 
    “Henry, you would not believe the things I have products for,” Wemba stated.  
 
    I chuckled and threw the other bag at him.  
 
    “Well,” I said. “You’d better get packing so you can figure out which of those products you can bring along with you.”  
 
    “My hair is going to be one big ball of split ends by the time we’ve finished this thing,” Wemba sighed.  
 
    I clapped my hand on his shoulder in a comforting gesture as we went into the room.  
 
    Packing turned out to be a much easier task for me than it was for Wemba. I’d never been into fashion, so I didn’t have that many clothes to worry about, and my personal grooming habits were a matter of running a comb through my hair and shaving every other day. Once I’d packed my razor, my comb, my washcloth, a bar of soap, and my everyday clothes, I was done.  
 
    I sat on the bed and watched Wemba agonize over which pair of pants to take and which shirt to leave behind.  
 
    “You know it’s only going to be us out there, don’t you?” I reminded him. “We’re going to be tramping through the woods. No one’s going to care about what you look like.”  
 
    “But I care!” he exclaimed. “I care, and I will know what I look like, and believe me when I tell you that has a ripple effect on everything else.”  
 
    “I guess.” I shrugged.  
 
    “It’s different for you,” Wemba said. “You can roll out of bed and put on a flour sack and somehow you manage to make it look good.”  
 
    “I don’t know about that,” I chuckled.  
 
    “You’re telling me you wouldn’t wear a flour sack?” Wemba raised a skeptical eyebrow.  
 
    “Well…” I paused. “If it was practical and there was nothing else…”  
 
    “There you go,” he said.  
 
    “You mean you wouldn’t?” I asked.  
 
    “Henry.” Wemba shot me a serious look. “I cannot stress this enough: no. No, I would not.”  
 
    I smothered a chuckle.  
 
    “I’ve still got some space left in my bag,” I said. “If there’s anything you really can’t leave behind, I’ll see if I can squeeze it in.”  
 
    “Really?” Wemba exclaimed. “Thank you, hero, you’re a real friend.”  
 
    “No problem, hero.” I watched as Wemba held up two shirts that looked identical to my eyes.  
 
    My roommate screwed up his face in indecision.  
 
    “How do you do it?” he exclaimed. “How do you act so confident all the time?”  
 
    “Confident?” I asked in a surprised tone.  
 
    “Yes!” Wemba let out an exasperated sigh. “What’s the secret?”  
 
    I considered the question.  
 
    Part of the answer was I’d been alive for almost fifty years, and at this point, I couldn’t be bothered to care about a lot of the things that I had as a twenty-year-old. Age gives a person perspective they just didn’t have when they were younger.  
 
    But I couldn’t reveal that to Wemba, so I just shrugged.  
 
    “I don’t know,” I said. “I suppose growing up poor made a difference. I never had fancy things or nice clothes when I was growing up, so I don’t miss them now when I don’t have them. And it made me realize those things aren’t important. My mom and my grandmother didn’t have much, but it didn’t matter.”  
 
    Wemba heaved a deep sigh.  
 
    “Unfortunately,” he said, “I grew up both rich and ugly, so I’m at a bit of a disadvantage there.”  
 
    “Ugly?” I exclaimed. “Wemba, you’re not ugly.”  
 
    “I can pass for acceptable now,” he said with a lofty wave of his hand. “But believe me, when I was a child, I was a very ugly thing. Being half-fey and half-dwarf doesn’t get you invited to very many parties when you’re a youngster, but it does make the other children very honest about what you look like.”  
 
    His tone was light, but I knew Wemba well enough by now to tell he was covering up a deep and old hurt inside him.  
 
    “Wemba,” I said. “Honestly. You look great.”  
 
    “Henry.” Wemba raised an eyebrow. “Are you flirting with me?”  
 
    “No.” I rolled my eyes. “I’m just saying, you don’t need fancy clothes to look good, alright? You’re a handsome guy.”  
 
    “Well, now, you’re going to make me blush.” Wemba batted his eyelashes at me.  
 
    But I could tell he was secretly pleased, and he turned back to the two shirts with a little smile on his face.  
 
    Half of me wanted to laugh at the absurdity of the situation because it never failed to boggle my mind how attractive people never seemed to realize how good they looked. But another part of me felt a stab of anger toward the people who’d said such cruel things to Wemba.  
 
    It was the same feeling I had whenever Pawen talked about her ex, or when I saw how hesitant she was about accepting compliments.  
 
    Wemba had been there for me since my first day in Innothlig, and I hated the idea that someone had made him feel like he wasn’t good enough. He didn’t talk about his childhood much, but I knew his mixed heritage had been a difficult thing for him to overcome. Having dwarf and fey parents was a very rare thing in Innothlig, and although Wemba had dwarf friends in Hid, I got the impression he still felt like an outsider. 
 
    Perhaps that was why we got along so well.  
 
    “You’re a good friend, Wemba,” I said.  
 
    “Henry.” Wemba looked at me like I’d said something ridiculous, but I talked over him.  
 
    “No, come on,” I said. “Let me be sincere for a second, alright? I mean it. You’ve always got my back, you’re always there for me, and I just want to let you know I appreciate it. I appreciate you.”  
 
    “Aw. Hero.” Wemba smiled, and his eyes were a little bit misty. “I don’t know what to say.”  
 
    “You don’t have to say anything.” I smiled back at him. “I just wanted you to know.”  
 
    “Damn. Now I really am going to start blushing.” Wemba turned away and cleared his throat loudly as he continued sorting out clothes. “Okay, what do you think? The white linen or the white cotton?” 
 
    “That one.” I pointed.  
 
    “Okay.” He blew out his breath. “And what about the cream? Cream linen or cream silk?”  
 
    I grinned and pointed to the one made of linen.  
 
    After Wemba had finished packing, we met up with Sae and Pawen and went to the kitchens to sort out which ingredients we would take with us.  
 
    That took up the rest of the day, and all too soon it was time for the evening meal. We ate together, and then Wemba announced he was going to go out with his drinking buddies.  
 
    It was typical of Wemba to get plastered before a big event rather than attempt to get an early night, but it was how he coped, and it was a method that seemed to work for him.  
 
    Sae said she wanted to go for a swim, and Pawen wanted to get an early night, so we said our goodbyes and agreed to meet up tomorrow morning in the dining hall at breakfast time.  
 
    I went back to the dorm room and hauled out my books for a little bit of last-minute preparation.  
 
    Stabaka probably hadn’t intended his final words to be anything other than critical, but the old guy did have a point. This was a holy quest we were embarking on, so it wouldn’t hurt to go over the notes I’d been making about the pantheon and my dreams.  
 
    I hauled out my books and my journal and sat on the bed as I perused the textbooks. My head was buzzing with thoughts, facts, and observations, and I felt too wired to get an early night like I’d planned.  
 
    I tried to focus on the words on the pages, but my eyes kept skipping around, and eventually, I closed the book with a sigh. I dug my fingertips against my closed eyes and took a deep breath, then another, and another.  
 
    Slowly, a feeling of calm began to grow inside my body. My jangling nerves started to settle down, and I listened to the beat of my heart in my chest.  
 
    “Blessed pantheon,” I whispered. “Please, let me feel your presence on this quest. Open my ears so I may hear your advice. Open my heart so I may know your guidance. Whatever you have in store for me, I trust it’s part of your great and bountiful plan.”  
 
    My heartbeat was slow and steady now.  
 
    I let out my breath in a gentle exhale and blinked my eyes open.  
 
    I’d never been a person who prayed, even when things got hard, but it was strange how comforting prayer was becoming. Of all the things that had happened to me since I’d arrived in Hid, that was probably the one that would have puzzled my younger self the most.  
 
    I chuckled dryly to myself and opened the textbook again.  
 
    But just then there was a knock at the door.  
 
    I slid off the bed and went to open it.  
 
    Pawen was outside.  
 
    She smiled at me, and there was a gleam in her amber eyes.  
 
    “Can I come in?” she asked.

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
    “Of course,” I replied with a smile.  
 
    I held the door open for her, and Pawen came into the room and sat down on my bed. I closed the door and went to sit next to her.  
 
    “Are you working?” she asked with a glance at the books on the bed. 
 
    “I was trying to, but I couldn’t concentrate.” I leaned over, grabbed the books, and placed them on the floor out of the way. “What about you? I thought you were getting an early night.”  
 
    “I was trying to,” she said with a rueful smile. “But my thoughts kept going around and around, and I just couldn’t relax.”  
 
    “I guess we’re all a little bit on edge tonight,” I said. “Sae’s swimming. Wemba’s out partying.”  
 
    “So what should we do?” Pawen asked.  
 
    There was a husky note in her voice, and I swallowed as I looked into her beautiful face.  
 
    Her lovely amber eyes were huge as she looked at me, and she pulled her full lower lip between her teeth in a way that set my blood pumping.  
 
    I’d just spent the last few minutes trying to calm down my heart rate, but now it was pounding wildly.  
 
    I reached out and gently ran my thumb over Pawen’s soft lips. Her eyes closed halfway as I touched her, and she let out a tiny sigh. Her breath was warm on my cheek, and her lips were as soft as rose petals under my skin.  
 
    My hand slid along her jawline. I cupped her cheek in my palm. And then I pulled her face close to mine and captured her mouth in a kiss.  
 
    Pawen let out a little moan as my lips closed on hers. Her hands grabbed the front of my shirt and pulled me closer. She kissed me back with a hungry passion that sent goosebumps rising over every part of my body, and my heart thumped as every hair on my body stood at attention.  
 
    “Henry,” she whispered.  
 
    The sound of my name on her lips was an unbelievable feeling.  
 
    My hands went to her waist, and I pushed her down against the bed, then followed her and straddled her. Pawen gazed up at me, and her eyes were bright and eager.  
 
    “Are you okay?” I whispered.  
 
    “Mmhmm.” She nodded vigorously.  
 
    I linked my fingers through hers and pulled her hands up above her head. Then I kissed her again and pressed myself against her, and her deliciously soft body melted under me.  
 
    My mouth moved from her lips to her cheek, to her throat, and then to the neckline of her bodice. The skin there was unbelievably soft, and it smelled entirely of Pawen in a way that made me delirious. My lips traced a path to the place where the sides of her bodice met, and then my fingers tugged the laces loose, and my lips touched the bare skin of Pawen’s naked breasts.  
 
    Pawen sighed with pleasure as my mouth explored her breasts, and then she let out a little gasp as my lips closed around her nipple.  
 
    “Ahhhh,” she sighed. “Ohhhh, yes.”  
 
    My tongue worked her nipple into an excited point, and I palmed her other breast until both of her nipples tightened into hard, brown buds.  
 
    “Yes,” Pawen whimpered. “Oh, Henry, that feels so good.”  
 
    I kissed up between her breasts until I reached her shoulders, and then I pulled at the laces of her bodice until I could pull it off properly.  
 
    “I want to see you naked,” I whispered in her ear.  
 
    Pawen swallowed hard.  
 
    “Then you need to return the favor,” she whispered back.  
 
    “Do I?” I smirked.  
 
    “Yes.” She smiled mischievously. “That’s my rule. If you want to see any more, then I get to see more, too.”  
 
    “Okay,” I chuckled, and I loosened the laces at the collar of my shirt, then pulled it over my head.  
 
    Pawen ran her hands over the smooth planes of my chest with a little sigh.  
 
    “Mmm,” she whispered. “I never get tired of seeing this.”  
 
    “What?” I asked. “My chest?”  
 
    “Your body,” she breathed. “You don’t know how damn handsome you are, Henry.”  
 
    “I’ll believe it if you tell me,” I whispered.  
 
    “Then believe it,” she replied, and there was a fiery spark in her golden eyes that sent an answering fire burning through my veins.  
 
    She reached for my pants, and I helped her unbuckle my belt. Then she dragged down my pants and underwear, and she let out a little sigh of satisfaction as my cock sprang free.  
 
    “There it is,” she whispered.  
 
    “You like the look of that, too?” I chuckled.  
 
    “Yes,” she replied in a tone that implied it should have been obvious. “If your chest is handsome, then your manhood is even more handsome.”  
 
    My cock gave a deep throb in response, and I could barely hold back a groan of desire.  
 
    “I want you to take my cock inside you,” I whispered in her ear.  
 
    “Me, too.” She began to pull down her leggings, but I stopped her.  
 
    “I want you to cum first,” I said in a husky voice. “I want your pussy to be hot… and wet… and throbbing for more when you take my cock.”  
 
    Pawen bit her lower lip with barely contained desire.  
 
    She couldn’t manage any words, but she managed to get out a nod of consent.  
 
    I dragged her leggings slowly down her thighs, over her knees, and then off her feet. Her underwear followed, and I drew in my breath as Pawen’s pussy was put on full display. The dark brown folds between her legs were glistening with arousal, and I brushed my knuckles against the heat. It made Pawen whimper and clamp her thighs around my arm.  
 
    “Yes,” she whispered.  
 
    “Open your legs for me,” I murmured.  
 
    Pawen bit her lower lip and slowly spread her thighs wide open. I pushed her knees higher so her heels were by her ass, and I began to stroke the delicate skin of Pawen’s inner thighs.  
 
    Pawen let out a little squeak. Her bare toes curled in the bedsheets, and her head turned from side to side in her frustration.  
 
    “You’re torturing me,” she gasped.  
 
    “But do you like it?” I returned.  
 
    I lowered my head between her thighs and pressed my lips against the soft mound.  
 
    “Henry,” Pawen begged.  
 
    She shifted in the bed, and as she moved, a little of her pussy juice gleamed on her inner thighs. It shone like silver, and I traced the gleam back to its source, and my finger slipped between the hot folds and found the throbbing button of Pawen’s clit.  
 
    “Ohhh, fuck!” Pawen gasped and let out a tiny scream as my fingers touched her.  
 
    Her hands gripped the bedsheets, and her neck arched back with delight. 
 
    I rubbed her clit softly, and then more quickly until my fingers were flashing back and forth between her thighs.  
 
    Pawen moaned, and I bent over her and pinched her nipples with my free hand. I rolled them between my finger and thumb, and Pawen gasped in pleasure.  
 
    Her pussy constricted, her clit throbbed, I moved my fingers quickly for the final stretch, and Pawen came with a drawn-out, breathless sound.  
 
    “Ohhhhh,” she moaned. 
 
    Her body shook, her eyelashes quivered, and then she drew in a long, ragged breath and opened her eyes.  
 
    “Sweet Lady Aegwa,” she breathed.  
 
    “That’s what I like to hear,” I said with a chuckle.  
 
    Pawen pulled me down and kissed me hard. Her lips were hot and eager, and her hands reached down between us and touched the rock-solid length of my cock.  
 
    “Mmm,” she whispered. “I want you inside me, Henry.”  
 
    I jumped as Pawen’s fingers explored the tender tip of my cock. She threw her legs open and wrapped her arms around my neck. My cock nudged against the sweet heat between her thighs, and I groaned with desire.  
 
    “Gods, Pawen,” I whispered. “I want you so bad.”  
 
    “Come and get me,” she breathed in my ear.  
 
    It took every ounce of self-control, but I gently pressed the tip of my cock between the slick folds of Pawen’s pussy. 
 
    “Yes,” she whispered, and her hands went to my ass to urge me even further inside her.  
 
    I shifted my hips, and Pawen gasped as my shaft slid all the way inside her pussy. I gasped as well, and for a moment I closed my eyes as the sensations overwhelmed me. Pawen’s pussy was slick and hot and tight, and my cock glided inside her like it was made for me.  
 
    “Fuuuuck,” I groaned. “You feel so good.”  
 
    “Ohhhhh,” she moaned as she arched under me. “Yes, yes, Lady Aegwa, bless me tonight.”  
 
    I began to move my hips back and forth, and Pawen moaned again as we found a rhythm and rocked together. She lifted her hips for me, and I thrust even deeper inside her.  
 
    “Pawen,” I moaned.  
 
    “Henry,” she gasped. 
 
    I thrust into her again and again. Our bodies clapped together, and Pawen’s moans became even more breathless as we plowed a furrow in the bed.  
 
    “Henry!” she gasped suddenly.  
 
    Her pussy convulsed around my cock, and Pawen let out a wordless moan as she came again. Her fingers dug deep into my back, her body spasmed, and her hips banged against the bed as the orgasm overtook her.  
 
    The feeling of Pawen’s pussy gripping my manhood, and the sight of her underneath me completely helpless in her ecstasy was too much for me to hold back from. I gasped and let out a long groan as my own orgasm exploded out of me. 
 
    I shuddered, my breath caught in my throat, and my hips jerked forward so I could thrust my cock into Pawen one final time and shoot my cum inside her. My seed burst out of me like water from a hose, and I gasped without words as my body fizzed and crackled.  
 
    Pawen moaned and clung to me, and I groaned into her neck as my body found its release.  
 
    Then I toppled over onto the bed next to her and laid on my back with my chest heaving.  
 
    “Oh, my gods,” I managed after a minute. “Sweet Lady Aegwa, thank you.”  
 
    “Thank you,” Pawen echoed.  
 
    When I looked at her, I found she was smiling at me.  
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked her in a breathless tone.  
 
    By way of an answer, Pawen leaned over and gently kissed me. Her mouth tasted sweet and salty, and there was a fine sheen of sweat on her forehead that made her whole face glow.  
 
    “I’ll take that as a yes,” I said with a smile.  
 
    Pawen laughed softly.  
 
    I held out my arm to her, and she nestled close to me and rested her head on my shoulder. I stroked the soft skin of her upper arm, and we laid there in contented, satisfied silence while our heartbeats returned to normal.  
 
    “I like our way of coping with stress better than Wemba’s,” I said.  
 
    Pawen giggled. “Me, too.”  
 
    “How are you feeling about it all?” I asked her. “I know we all talked a bit about it earlier, but are you doing alright?”  
 
    “Henry, I’m okay,” Pawen assured me. “You don’t need to worry about me so much, I’m not going to break.”  
 
    “I know,” I replied. “I just want to make sure, that’s all.”  
 
    “And I appreciate it a lot.” Pawen smiled. “But you don’t need to worry. I’m doing really well. I’m… well, I’m doing better than I ever thought I would again.”  
 
    Her voice wobbled a little on those last words.  
 
    I held her tighter against me and kissed her forehead gently.  
 
    “Heartbreak sucks,” I whispered.  
 
    “It wasn’t just the heartbreak,” she sniffed. “It was everything that went with it. The way he spoke to me, the things he put in my head… and my parents were confused and disapproving about how it ended.”  
 
    “It’s okay,” I whispered. “You’re not there anymore. You don’t have to talk about it.”  
 
    “I know.” She sniffed loudly and looked around at me with a fierce expression. “But when I remember how bad it was, it makes me appreciate where I am now all over again. It makes me realize how blessed I am to have found you, Henry.”  
 
    There was a lump in my throat. 
 
    “I’m blessed to have found you, too, Pawen,” I whispered in a hoarse voice.  
 
    Pawen cupped my face in her hand.  
 
    “I thought I would never find happiness again,” she whispered. “And now I’ve found you. It’s like a dream come true.”  
 
    My heart was too full for words, so I just pressed her hand to my lips and kissed it.  
 
    Pawen laid down again, and I pulled her against me and held her close.  
 
    Pawen might think she was blessed, but I wished I could share with her how lucky I really was.  
 
    Back on Earth, I’d never found time for romance or a relationship. I’d been married to my work, and my life had been spent in various kitchens. I didn’t regret it for a second because I’d had a great life on Earth before. But once I’d left my youth behind me, I’d kind of assumed my chance at that kind of thing was over for me.  
 
    I never in a million years would have guessed I would find connections like the ones I had with Sae and Pawen.  
 
    I loved Sae.  
 
    And I was beginning to feel like I loved Pawen, too.  
 
    She’d been very clear when we started having sex that she wasn’t ready for a new love affair. Her heart was too bruised for a serious commitment, and I’d told her I had no expectations from her and would be happy with whatever she wanted.  
 
    That was still true.  
 
    But my feelings for her were growing, and I couldn’t deny that a part of me hoped Pawen would return my affections. If not right now, then maybe one day.  
 
    For now, I was happy to lie here with the beautiful skinfolk woman in my arms and listen to the gentle sounds of her breathing.  
 
    The clock in the quad chimed the hour, and Pawen stirred with a sigh.  
 
    “I should go,” she murmured. “I’m falling asleep.” 
 
    “You could stay the night?” I suggested. “The bed’s small, but there’s enough space for both of us.”  
 
    “I would love that.” Pawen smiled. “I’ll just go clean up first.”  
 
    She slid off the bed and went into the ensuite washroom. I tidied the sheets and plumped the pillows, and when Pawen came back out again, the bed was in much better shape than the mess we’d made of it. 
 
    “Do you have a spare nightshirt I could borrow?” Pawen asked.  
 
    “Yeah, sure, I’ll get you one.” I got off the bed and rummaged in my clothes chest.  
 
    Pawen paused at the foot of the bed, and I had to stop in my search for a moment and just look at her. The soft lamplight kindled her tawny skin to a golden glow, and the shadows flickered along the lean lines of her body. Her dark-brown nipples had tightened from the chill in the washroom, and they stood erect like the peaks of two mountains. The softness of her breasts was such a contrast against the taut muscles of the rest of her body. 
 
    She was utterly beautiful, and I couldn’t believe such a gorgeous creature was about to spend the night in my bed.  
 
    “What is it?” Pawen asked with a hint of anxiety in her voice.  
 
    “You just look very beautiful,” I said.  
 
    A shy smile spread across Pawen’s face.  
 
    “Thank you,” she whispered.  
 
    I found my other nightshirt and held it out to her. She pulled it on over her head. It fell to her ankles, and it was comically oversized on her, but it would keep her warm.  
 
    I pulled back the blankets, and we slid into the bed together. Pawen cuddled close to me, and I fell asleep with the sweet smell of her hair and skin lulling me into rest.  
 
    I slept so deeply that I didn’t hear Wemba come back into the room, and it was only when the clock chimed eight outside that I stirred.  
 
    Pawen had turned over on her side in the night, and I patted her shoulder gently to wake her. She gave a little sigh, rolled over, and opened her eyes sleepily.  
 
    “Good morning,” I said.  
 
    “Mmm, good morning.” She yawned. “What time is it?”  
 
    “Almost breakfast time,” I replied.  
 
    I sat up and swung my legs over the edge of the bed. 
 
    Wemba was a snoring heap in his bed, and I went over to the window, pulled the curtains wide open, went over to him, and poked his shoulder.  
 
    “Wemba,” I said loudly. “Get up.”  
 
    “‘Snot my fault!” Wemba catapulted up in bed and stared around wildly.  
 
    His eyes focused on me, and he flopped back down against the pillow with a gasp.  
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked in concern.  
 
    “Oh, gods, I was dreaming,” Wemba groaned. “I was in a tavern drinking, and everyone I was with suddenly vanished, and I was left behind to pick up the bill. And when I went to pay I realized I didn’t have any money.”  
 
    “Scary stuff,” I said. “I hope that wasn’t what happened last night, was it?”  
 
    “Oh, no, not at all,” he said. “That was good fun. And also– you’ll be very proud of me– I didn’t overdo it.”  
 
    He sat up in bed again and spread his arms wide.  
 
    “Look at me,” he declared. “Not hungover in the slightest. Pull those curtains even wider, let the sunshine in, I won’t be bothered by it.”  
 
    “I’ll leave the curtains alone if you can get dressed quickly,” I replied with a chuckle. “The clock just chimed. It’s almost breakfast time.”  
 
    Wemba got out of bed and then halted when he saw Pawen.  
 
    “Oh, hello, Pawen.” He looked between us with a devilish grin growing on his face. “I assume the two of you were up late… studying.”  
 
    “Yes,” I said in a dignified tone. “We were. We were studying.”  
 
    “The Golden Goose or each other’s anatomy?” Wemba grinned and then dodged as I threw my dirty socks at him.  
 
    Pawen giggled and got out of bed, too.  
 
    “We’d better hurry,” she said. “It’ll be a while before we get to eat in a dining room again.”  
 
    “I am going to have so many sausages,” Wemba announced before he hurried into the washroom.  
 
    Wemba’s grooming was normally a lengthy process, but the promise of the last sausages he was going to get for a while seemed to spur him on, and he was dressed and ready to go in record time.  
 
    Pawen and I washed and got dressed quickly. Wemba and I grabbed our knapsacks and went down together to the dining hall while Pawen went back to her dorm to get her bag.  
 
    Sae was waiting outside the door with her knapsack on her shoulder, and once Pawen joined us, we all went into the hall together and sat down.  
 
    “Sausages,” Wemba sighed with delight as he speared a particularly fat one on the end of his fork. “How I’m going to miss you.”  
 
    “There might be sausages on the trip, Wemba,” Sae said.  
 
    “Even if there are, they won’t be like this,” he said in a sorrowful tone. “They’ll be cooked over a campfire and charred with smoke and ashes.”  
 
    “Well, if you feel so strongly about it,” I teased, “I’m sure the Head will be able to find a replacement for you if you want to drop out.”  
 
    “How dare you.” Wemba shook his head at me. “This is a sacred and holy mission. I’m made of sterner stuff than that.” 
 
    “Um, am I being paranoid?” Pawen whispered. “Or are people looking at us?”  
 
    I’d kind of gotten used to people staring at me while I was simply going about my business. It was just a part of the reality of being one of the few humans in House Siggwin.  
 
    But now that Pawen mentioned it, I started to realize the stares I was getting were a bit more intense than the ones I was accustomed to. There were more glares, too, and the people who wouldn’t meet my eye turned around and muttered among themselves.  
 
    “I don’t think we’re very popular right now,” Sae observed.  
 
    “Jealousy.” Wemba nodded. “We’re the chosen few. We get to woo the Goose.”  
 
    “That’s so dumb.” Pawen rolled her eyes. “If it wasn’t us, it would have been someone else. Besides, there’s no need to be jealous of us because if we do woo the Goose, the whole House will benefit from it.”  
 
    I wasn’t so sure the situation was just a matter of jealousy.  
 
    As I looked around the hall, I met one student’s eye, and he mouthed the word “blasphemer” at me with such an expression of venom on his face that it startled me.  
 
    I shouldn’t have been surprised because this was exactly what I’d worried might happen.  
 
    The other students in House Siggwin were not going to like the idea of a human being part of the most important mission in at least a century.  
 
    But there wasn’t anything I could do about it. I was already determined to do the best I could on this mission, and the disdain of my peers was something I was getting very good at ignoring.  
 
    So I shrugged and took a bite of my sausage.  
 
    We finished our meal quickly, and then the four of us hoisted our knapsacks onto our shoulders and headed toward the door. But as we approached the exit, a dwarf man suddenly stepped in front of us.  
 
    “You’re on the delegation, aren’t you?” He had vibrant orange hair and a beard that hung in a long braid down his chest. “To woo the Golden Goose?”  
 
    “Uh, yeah.” I glanced around at the others, and my muscles tightened as I readied myself for action.  
 
    “Good luck,” he said. “May the pantheon bless your endeavors.”  
 
    “Uh… thank you,” I stammered.  
 
    He nodded and stepped aside.  
 
    We went out of the dining room, and Sae excitedly grabbed my hand.  
 
    “He wished you well!” she exclaimed.  
 
    “I know, that was a surprise.” That was putting it mildly. “I had no idea anyone would do that.”  
 
    “You’re changing things!” Her smile was so infectious, I found myself smiling as well. “People are starting to see what an amazing person and incredible cook you are!”  
 
    “Thank you,” I said with a chuckle. “Let’s hope they can spread the word to the rest of the world.”  
 
    It was a short walk from the dining hall to the quad, but it seemed like every single person in House Siggwin had shown up to watch the delegation leave. The paths were full of staff, students, and teachers, and we had to cut across the grass by the fountain to reach the gates where Toth Scinanbrith, Master Semeresk, Caffie, Flaeth, and Master Miht were waiting for us.  
 
    “May the pantheon bless you!” someone called from the crowd.  
 
    I looked around, and to my surprise, some of the surrounding students actually smiled at me.  
 
    It was weirdly disorientating to receive anything other than a scowl from my fellow students. For a moment I forgot what to do with my face, but then I pulled myself together and smiled back at them.  
 
    Maybe it was change like Sae said.  
 
    Or maybe it was more about getting in the good books of the student who might bring back the Golden Goose.  
 
    Either way, I was glad for the change of attitude.  
 
    “There you are!” the Head exclaimed.  
 
    “Greetings,” Bennlaeth Miht drawled in his cold voice. 
 
    His hard, green eyes roamed over us with as much interest as someone examining cattle at an auction.  
 
    Flaeth stood by his side. She was wearing dark-green twill pants and a simple white blouse under a calf-length brown leather coat. It was the simplest outfit I’d ever seen her in, and it was such a change to see her out of her fancy and elaborate gowns. It made her look younger and somehow softer.  
 
    But her face was as hard as ever, and when she saw me, her lip curled in her usual disdainful sneer as she lifted her chin.  
 
    “Hello, everyone.” Caffie smiled at us. 
 
    She was wearing a similar outfit to the one she’d worn yesterday, but her purple skirt was shorter, and there was a sheathed knife hanging from a thick leather belt around her waist. She had a knapsack on her back like the ones we had. Her eyes lingered on me for a moment longer, and then she turned to her father as he nudged her to the side.  
 
    “Where’s that fellow, then?” Master Semeresk demanded. “Caffie, you did tell him to come to the main gates, didn’t you?”  
 
    “Yes, Father,” Caffie said in a patient voice.  
 
    “He said he would get the food you needed for your journey,” the dwarf muttered. “If he doesn’t turn up, then it’s going to be a hungry walk for everyone.”  
 
    “Don’t worry, Father,” Caffie said. “We’ll just eat each other instead.” 
 
    A tall, brown-skinned man suddenly appeared by Master Semeresk’s side. The dwarf jumped and let out a startled grunt.  
 
    “Bless the pantheon, Reofara!” he exclaimed. “You startled me.”  
 
    “Apologies,” the man said.  
 
    His voice was soft and low, and his green eyes were startlingly bright in his dark-skinned, square-jawed face. He had a large, pointed nose, sharp cheekbones, and a slightly hollow look to his face, as though he was perpetually hungry. 
 
    He had long, black hair tied back in a braid, and he was dressed all in brown with a brown leather jacket, a simple brown cotton shirt, and brown twill pants tucked into knee-high leather boots. There was a bandolier and belt across his chest and around his waist with several pockets and pouches.  
 
    “Everyone,” Master Semeresk said, “this is Reofara. He will be your guide in the woods.”  
 
    “Pleasure.” Reofara inclined his head slightly to all of us.  
 
    He didn’t seem to notice I was a human, or if he did notice, he gave no indication that he cared.  
 
    This was turning out to be a morning full of pleasant surprises.  
 
    Just then, a porter arrived with a large box. It had straps attached to it like a backpack, and Reofara took it and slung it on his back. It must have been heavy, but he moved like it weighed no more than a feather.  
 
    “All your supplies are in there,” the Head said, and he patted the top of the box over Reofara’s shoulder.  
 
    “Cost a pretty penny, that did,” Master Semeresk grumbled. “Caffie, you mind it doesn’t get lost out there in the woods.”  
 
    “Yes, Father,” Caffie said patiently.  
 
    The Head raised his hands and gestured for silence from the crowd of onlookers.  
 
    “Welcome, everyone,” he called. “Students, staff, and tutors of House Siggwin. This is a historic occasion. One you are all privileged to bear witness to. Today we send a delegation of our most skilled and pious students out into the woods to woo the Golden Goose.”  
 
    The crowd let out a cheer. Someone whooped and clapped.  
 
    “Thank you.” The Head nodded. “As I said, this is a historic occasion. And I’m sure you will not mind if I detain you all for a few more minutes while we bow our heads in prayer.”  
 
    The crowd shuffled their feet and bowed their heads.  
 
    “Oh, great and blessed pantheon…” Toth Scinanbrith’s voice rang out over the crowd. “We ask your blessings on this most auspicious and important day. We crave your bounty and your grace. We ask that you bless the efforts of House Siggwin’s delegation, and we humbly beg that you smile down on these students and bless their endeavors to woo the Golden Goose. House Siggwin is bound to your service, most blessed, gracious, and well-beloved Lords and Ladies. Long has this House served you. For centuries we have trained skilled and pious cooks in the art of offering and cooking, and we have sent out thousands of dedicated chefs who have served you in capacities both grand and humble. We ask that you remember our dedication to you and that you bless the works of this House. Through all of these things we ask that the glory of the pantheon may be exalted, and your praises rise up to the very edges of the heavens. So say we.”  
 
    “So say we,” echoed the crowd.  
 
    “So say we,” I murmured under my breath.  
 
    I half-expected to hear a voice in my ear, or to feel that tension in the atmosphere like I’d experienced before that meant the gods were nearby.  
 
    But I didn’t feel anything more than the heat of the sun beating down on my head and the faint relief from the cool breeze blowing through the quad. 
 
    “May the pantheon bless you and keep you safe.” The Head raised his hands in the air and bowed his head slightly toward us.  
 
    “You were wrong all along!” The voice rang out from the crowd. “You were wrong!”  
 
    The Head faltered, and everyone scanned the crowd to see who’d spoken.  
 
    I spotted her first. It was the woman who had approached me on my first night in the academy, the only other human student I’d ever seen in House Siggwin.  
 
    She pushed her way to the front of the crowd and gestured to me with a wild wave of her hand.  
 
    “You all said humans didn’t belong in House Siggwin!” she shouted. “You said we couldn’t cook, you called us blasphemers, you said we had no business here! But now a human is a part of this sacred mission!”  
 
    “Please, calm down.” The Head struggled to keep a calm smile on his face, but his voice rose and cracked in agitation. “This isn’t an opportunity for individual students to air their grievances!” 
 
    “They said we couldn’t do it!” the woman shouted. “They said we didn’t belong here, but he’s shown them all!”  
 
    Some mutters and boos started to come from the rest of the crowd.  
 
    “Blasphemer!” someone yelled.  
 
    “It is the gods’ will!” someone else called.  
 
    “The pantheon will smile on this mission!” the woman shouted. “The gods will bless House Siggwin because of him!” 
 
    She meant me.  
 
    “Damn, hero,” Wemba said. “You’ve got the crowd all riled up.”  
 
    “I know,” I said with a grimace. “I didn’t mean to incite a race riot.”  
 
    “The delegation has been selected, and the school’s decision is final.” The Head raised his hands in the air again, but the gesture didn’t have any of its previous power.  
 
    The mutterings continued. The human woman was standing at the front of the crowd, and she suddenly stumbled forward like someone had pushed her.  
 
    She grabbed hold of the fey standing next to her to steady herself, and he gave an outraged cry and shoved her away.  
 
    She fell backward into the crowd with a little scream.  
 
    “Can we all just calm down!” the Head shouted.  
 
    “Perhaps it would be wise if we left,” Reofara said in a calm voice.  
 
    “Yes, yes, of course.” The Head wiped a flustered hand over his face. “Oh, pantheon save us, this wasn’t supposed to devolve into another brawl.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, well, off you go now,” Master Semeresk barked. “Caffie, don’t do anything rash.”  
 
    “No, Father, I promise I’ll behave.” Caffie rolled her eyes, but she hugged her father with a tender look on her face.  
 
    We all pulled on our knapsacks, and Reofara led the way toward the gate.  
 
    “And a big cheer for our delegation!” the Head announced hastily. “Huzzah!”  
 
    A few people cheered, and that seemed to inspire the others.  
 
    “Huzzah!” the Head encouraged.  
 
    The cheer was louder this time, and it followed us as we stepped toward the main gate.  
 
    But suddenly an iron-fingered hand locked around my elbow and dragged me out of line.  
 
    Bennlaeth Miht’s face was as cold and impassive as if it had been carved from stone.  
 
    “Listen to me, human,” he hissed. “The Semeresks might have vouched for you, but I know what you really are. Stay away from Flaeth.”  
 
    “I try to do that anyway,” I replied in a flat voice, and I shrugged his grip off my arm. “You don’t need to worry about that.”  
 
    “Don’t you dare presume to know what I’m feeling,” he snapped. “And let me tell you another thing. If you fail this mission, if you destroy House Siggwin’s chances at wooing the Goose, if you mess this up in any way, I will personally make sure you are expelled from the academy.” 
 
    “Again, Master Miht, you have nothing to worry about,” I replied with a cool smile. “I have no problem with giving your daughter a wide berth. I am a part of this delegation because I am an excellent cook, and I am dedicated to this mission’s success.”  
 
    “Fine words for a human.” Bennlaeth’s lip curled, and I was struck again by how much his daughter looked like him. “You do know your presence here is a mistake, don’t you? Not just on the delegation, but in the school. In this city.”  
 
    “I think some of the other people here might disagree with you,” I replied in the same cool tone. “I think my academic record might disagree with you as well.”  
 
    “You might be able to scrape by for now,” he snarled. “But you won’t be able to keep this up forever. Blood never lies. You’ll fail, mark my words.”  
 
    “I think I’ll just concentrate on this mission for now,” I said sweetly. “It is a very important mission, after all.”  
 
    Bennlaeth’s jaw clenched. A muscle in his cheek twitched furiously. Then he turned on his heel and stalked away.  
 
    So that was where Flaeth got her habit of flouncing away.  
 
    I grinned to myself, and then I ran to catch up with the others as they passed under the archway and out into the street. 
 
    We were on our way.

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
    We might have received a mixed response from the students of House Siggwin, but the people of Hid were very excited to see us off.  
 
    A crowd of cheering people followed us from the moment we stepped into the street. People threw flower petals into the air as we walked past, and several women ran up and draped wreaths of flowers around our necks.  
 
    “Oh, thank you!” Sae exclaimed.  
 
    Pawen and Caffie smiled their thanks as the wreaths were placed around their necks, and Wemba kissed the hand of the nearest woman, which made her blush and giggle.  
 
    Flaeth didn’t object and took the wreath around her neck without a murmur or even her usual scowl.  
 
    “May the pantheon bless you!” cried the fey woman who approached me. 
 
    She hung the wreath of sweet-smelling flowers around my neck, and she gave me the biggest smile. 
 
    She didn’t even seem to notice that I was human, and I smiled back at her and gave her a little bow.  
 
    “Thank you kindly,” I replied.  
 
    She gave a little squeal of excitement and clapped her hands in delight as we walked on.  
 
    “The gods go with you!” she cried out after us.  
 
    “We’re popular out here, aren’t we?” Wemba said.  
 
    He waved to the surrounding crowds, and a huge cheer rose up.  
 
    “Better than in House Siggwin,” I agreed, and I waved as well.  
 
    Another cheer rose up, and I grinned.  
 
    The crowds followed us as we approached the outskirts of the city. The path leading to the woods was ahead of us, and as we approached the area where the number of houses started to decrease, I spotted a group of people coming at us from another street. They didn’t look like cheering citizens. They were walking with purpose, and their faces looked determined rather than excited.  
 
    “We’ve got company,” I said to Wemba, and I nodded toward the approaching group.  
 
    “Oh, damn,” Wemba exclaimed. “Guys, do you see that up ahead?”  
 
    “Yeah,” Sae said with a frown. “Who are they?”  
 
    “I know who they are.” Caffie heaved a sigh of resignation. “That’s House Hrothos.”  
 
    “They sent a delegation of their own,” I realized.  
 
    It made sense. From the little I knew about House Hrothos, they seemed to have far more sponsors and resources than House Siggwin did, so they would be well equipped to send out their own delegation in search of the Goose.  
 
    “They can’t stop us,” Flaeth snapped. “We have as much right to try for the Goose as they do.”  
 
    “They’re not going to stop us,” Reofara said in a calm voice. “We are simply two different parties heading the same way.”  
 
    “I don’t know, Reofara,” Caffie warned. “House Hrothos are a slippery lot.”  
 
    The House Hrothos delegation had spotted us, and from the looks on their faces, they weren’t exactly happy about it.  
 
    Our group met theirs at the crossroads that led out of the city. Everyone stopped, and there was an awkward silence for a moment while we all looked each other up and down. Even our crowd of well-wishers fell silent as the tension filled the air.  
 
    There were seven people in the House Hrothos delegation, and to my eyes, it looked like there were six students and one guide, the same as our party. A tall skinfolk man was standing at the front of the group, and from his leather vest and jacket and the multiple knives strapped to the bandolier across his chest, I guessed he was a guide rather than a student.  
 
    The rest of the group was made up of mostly fey students. There was one dwarf woman, but she was the only non-fey person there, apart from their guide. Every person in the group was carrying a heavy canvas backpack that was clearly brand-new and must have been bought specially for this occasion. There was a thick bedroll strapped to each person’s pack, and I noticed wryly how much thicker it looked than the bedrolls House Siggwin had provided.  
 
    “Dunwen,” Flaeth snapped. “I see you’ve managed to throw something together.”  
 
    A fey at the head of the group sneered. She was beautiful, with long, dark-blue hair flowing down her back and huge golden eyes like a cat’s, but the expression on her face was ugly.  
 
    “Flaeth,” she retorted in a voice that dripped with poison. “Still hanging out with the bottom of the barrel scrapings, I see.”  
 
    She passed her dismissive gaze over the House Siggwin group. And then she noticed me. She did a double take, and the contempt on her face changed to outright fury.  
 
    “A human!” she exclaimed.  
 
    Flaeth’s spine went as straight as a ramrod. Her lip curled, and her delicate chin lifted in a defiant gesture as the House Hrothos students stared at me in outrage.  
 
    “How can a human be a part of this?” one of them demanded.  
 
    “This is sacrilege,” snapped another.  
 
    “House Siggwin has really outdone itself,” Dunwen sneered. “It’s going to be no fun bringing back the Goose’s Egg if this is our competition.”  
 
    “You shut your mouth, Dunwen,” Flaeth snapped. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. This human can at least cook, unlike those hacks on your team.”  
 
    Our crowd of onlookers sucked in a collective gasp, and they began muttering among themselves.  
 
    My eyebrows shot up in surprise. Wemba, Sae, and Pawen all turned their heads and widened their eyes at me.  
 
    Flaeth admitting to another fey that I could cook?  
 
    The curveballs just kept coming this morning.  
 
    “A human cooking?” the other fey scoffed. “Now that I’d like to see.”  
 
    “Don’t worry,” Caffie assured her. “You will.”  
 
    “Oh, you.” Dunwen rolled her eyes. “I know who you are. You were at the Firgenholt ball, weren’t you? You’re a Semeresk. So that’s why you’re here, your father paid for you to tag along, didn’t he?”  
 
    “At least I didn’t sleep with my tutor to be able to tag along,” Caffie responded with a sweet smile.  
 
    Dunwen’s eyes opened wide in furious horror.  
 
    “I did no such thing!” she hissed. “I earned my place here, my skills are beyond question, I–!” 
 
    The skinfolk man standing next to Dunwen leaned forward to murmur something in her ear.  
 
    She bit off the rest of what she’d been about to say and smoothed her face back into a cold mask.  
 
    “Well,” she said. “As pleasant as it was finding out that we don’t have to worry about our competition, I’m afraid we have to take our leave now.”  
 
    “Don’t worry,” Flaeth said. “We’ll be seeing you again soon enough.”  
 
    “If I do, it will only be so I can see the look of defeat on your face.” Dunwen gestured behind her to indicate that the rest of the party should follow.  
 
    The leather-clad skinfolk man, who I assumed was their guide, led the way down the path, and Dunwen and the others followed close behind.  
 
    The crowd began to drift away as everyone else prepared to go back to their normal lives.  
 
    Flaeth tried to run furiously down the path after the House Hrothos delegation, but Reofara threw out his arm to block her way.  
 
    “We should let them go ahead,” he said. “We don’t need to go at their pace.”  
 
    He began to walk at a slow but steady stride down the path toward the woods. 
 
    “What? No!” Flaeth exploded, and she ran ahead of him and walked backward so she could look in his face while she argued with him. “We’re not letting them get a head start!”  
 
    “It won’t be much of a head start,” the skinfolk man replied in a calm tone. “The way they’re marching on ahead tells me they’re not going to be stepping through the woods with any attempts at silence, so they’re probably going to scare off all animal life in a mile radius.”  
 
    “Including the Goose,” Caffie realized.  
 
    “Exactly.” Reofara nodded. “We don’t need to tread on each other’s toes here. We’ll let them get ahead, and then we’ll have free rein to go at a better pace.”  
 
    “No!” Flaeth raged.  
 
    Her fists were clenched at her sides, and she whirled around to scan the tree line before spinning back again to shout in Reofara’s face.  
 
    “We’re letting them get away!” Flaeth’s green eyes blazed with fury. “Look at them, they’re already in the woods!” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Reofara replied. “We’ll soon catch up.”  
 
    “We shouldn’t have to catch up!” she shouted. “We should be out there leading the charge! We should be the ones setting the standards, not falling over ourselves to meet theirs! Why should we bow to what they want?”  
 
    “It will benefit us in the long run.” Reofara’s voice remained impressively calm. “They will tire themselves out by charging on ahead, and scaring away all the animals, while we will be able to get a better understanding of the environment.”  
 
    “We can’t fall behind!” Flaeth screamed.  
 
    Her voice reached a hysterical note, and as the echoes of her scream died away, she whirled around and ran ahead of us down the path toward the woods.  
 
    “Flaeth!” Caffie yelled after her. “Come back!”  
 
    But Flaeth didn’t listen.  
 
    She was a fast runner, and within a few minutes, she had entered the tree line and was lost from our sight.  
 
    “Oh, great,” Caffie said with a sigh. “That’s definitely going to end well.”  
 
    “Why can’t she just accept that other people might know more than she does on a topic?” Wemba rolled his eyes.  
 
    “I know, it’s like she thinks every opinion that isn’t hers is dangerous somehow,” Sae agreed. 
 
    I didn’t say anything, but I couldn’t shake the memory of the look on Flaeth’s face in the proctor’s office.  
 
    I couldn’t lie and pretend I was Flaeth’s biggest fan. I found her just as irritating and offensive as the others did– probably even more so considering how often she decided to take out her frustrations on me. But I also couldn’t lie and insist I didn’t find the fey an interesting and sometimes very tragic figure.  
 
    She was so driven, it was hard not to respect her. When I’d been a part of her team during our Journeyman placement in the Semeresk household, she’d been tyrannical at times. She demanded a lot from the people around her, but she demanded even more from herself.  
 
    And now that I’d seen her father and how he treated her, I was starting to get an idea of why she drove herself so hard. And why she was so relentlessly unkind to everyone else.  
 
    If her father was convinced she could never succeed, then of course she would want to prove him wrong. And if she’d grown up with his poisonous words dripping into her ear and trying to convince her she had no talent and even less value, then of course she would try to boost herself by acting like she was better than everyone else.  
 
    Flaeth was a bitch. But it was a coping mechanism, and I couldn’t help feeling sorry for her.  
 
    “I hope she doesn’t get lost,” Pawen said with a concerned frown on her face.  
 
    “She’ll be fine,” Caffie said in a dismissive tone. “She’s too sour for anything to eat her.”  
 
    “Didn’t you guys see a wolf here the other day?” Wemba said to me.  
 
    “Yes,” I replied. “It was just before we heard the news about the Goose, in fact.”  
 
    “Why were you in the woods?” Caffie asked me with a curious expression on her face.  
 
    “Pawen and I were running to see the sunrise,” I explained. “We often run out here together.”  
 
    “For fun?” Caffie’s light brown eyebrows raised in disbelief.  
 
    “Yes,” I said with a chuckle. “For fun.”  
 
    “Don’t you like running?” Pawen asked her.  
 
    “No.” Caffie wrinkled her nose. “Why would I? It’s just getting hot and sweaty to reach one place a bit sooner than if I’d walked there.”  
 
    “It’s not really about getting anywhere,” Pawen said with a smile. “It’s about the act itself.”  
 
    “Getting sweaty and tired?” Caffie shook her head. “No thanks.”  
 
    “What do you do for fun, then?” I asked her.  
 
    “I sew,” she replied. “And I knit and weave.”  
 
    “But that’s your job, isn’t it?” I asked. “You make and sell clothes.”  
 
    “It’s my job now because it was my hobby first,” Caffie explained. “I’ve always loved sewing. I love doing things with my hands, and I knew that was always what I wanted to do.”  
 
    “But now you do it for a job, and you still do it for fun?” I smiled. “That’s impressive.”  
 
    “Okay,” she challenged me. “What do you do for fun? Besides running in the woods.”  
 
    “Well…” I gave a rueful chuckle as I saw where she was going with this. “Okay, okay, I get you. Most of the time I’m cooking.”  
 
    “But it’s part of your studies,” Caffie mimicked me teasingly as her purple eyes sparkled with glee. “How can you still do it for fun?”  
 
    “I’m a nerd, alright?” I laughed.  
 
    “A what?” she asked.  
 
    Oh, crap.  
 
    “Uh, it means someone who’s really into a certain subject,” I explained quickly.  
 
    “Nerd.” Caffie tried out the word experimentally. “I’ve never heard that before.”  
 
    “Henry’s full of strange words,” Sae said.  
 
    “Yeah, most of the time we’ve got no idea what he’s talking about,” Wemba said.  
 
    “Come on.” I rolled my eyes. “It’s not that bad.”  
 
    “I’m sorry, what did you say?” Wemba gave an exaggerated frown of confusion. “I didn’t catch that.”  
 
    “I’ll push you into a ditch,” I told him.  
 
    “Henry’s from the Outer Kingdoms,” Pawen told Caffie.  
 
    “Oh, right!” Caffie nodded. “That explains it.”  
 
    “Do you think we’ll reach the Outer Kingdoms on our quest?” Pawen asked Reofara.  
 
    “Very possibly,” he said with a nod. “It all depends on the tracks we find.”  
 
    “Henry, that’ll be so exciting!” Sae exclaimed. “We’ll get to see where you come from!”  
 
    “Oh, it’s really not that exciting,” I hedged.  
 
    “Nonsense,” Wemba declared. “We all want to see where our fearless hero hails from.”  
 
    That might be a bit difficult considering that I hailed from a whole other world, but of course, I couldn’t say that to him. But almost without realizing it, we’d entered the woods, and that conversation was left behind with the change in scenery.  
 
    The tops of the trees rustled in the breeze, and it was suddenly much cooler than it had been on the road and in the city. Reofara led the way along the dirt path for a while, and then he turned down a smaller track that led between the trees. The undergrowth was thicker here, and bushes grew close to the track and pulled at our clothes as we walked by.  
 
    Normally when I came into the woods, I was too busy running to really stop and take in my surroundings, so it was a nice change to walk and appreciate the landscape. 
 
    I saw a huge, sprawling oak growing at a weird angle at the top of a slope. Its thick, rough roots reached out over the ground, and its gnarled trunk was so wide I didn’t think two men standing on either side of it could span it with their arms. Its green leaves filtered the sunlight through and covered the ground with a carpet of shifting pieces of light and flickering shadows.  
 
    A little further along, we came to a place where the ground sloped down and there was a shallow depression in the earth about twenty feet wide. In the center of the space was a tree unlike anything I’d ever seen before. Its trunk was a silvery-gray color, and although it was only about six feet tall, it boasted a huge canopy of branches that stretched all around and threw shade everywhere. The tree’s leaves were a tawny-pink color, and when the sun hit them and shone through, they seemed to shine from within. 
 
    The ground beneath the tree was covered in a thin blanket of fallen leaves. The fallen ones had lost the brilliant pink glow and were a dark, burgundy shade of brown. A few white wildflowers grew in clumps around the base of the tree trunk. A bird sang in one of the branches, and I had to stop and listen for a moment.  
 
    The whole scene looked like something out of a Studio Ghibli film. It was totally magical.  
 
    But maybe this was an everyday sight for the others, and they carried on walking without more than a cursory glance at the tree.  
 
    I hesitated for a moment.  
 
    “Henry?” Wemba called over his shoulder. “You alright back there?”  
 
    “Yeah,” I replied. “I’ve just got a stone in my boot. I’ll catch up in a minute.” 
 
    Wemba followed the others through the undergrowth, and I stepped off the path and walked toward the tree. My boots made no sound on the fallen leaves. The sunlight was filtered into a pink-and-gold haze, like it was shining through stained glass. It gave everything a dreamy feel, and as I came up to the tree trunk, I realized the bird overhead had stopped singing as soon as I’d stepped into the circle.  
 
    I looked up the tree’s silvery-gray trunk and under its crown of branches.  
 
    The same feeling I’d had as I watched the sunrise with Pawen wafted gently through my chest. The sense that there was someone else nearby, that someone was watching filled me.  
 
    I pressed my palms against the tree trunk and closed my eyes.  
 
    The bark was surprisingly smooth under my hands. It reminded me of a birch tree, and my fingers gently explored its cracks and crevices. My ears strained to hear any noise.  
 
    But everything was silent.  
 
    I opened my eyes again and looked up into the tree branches. I met the bright, beady gaze of the bird that had been singing. It cocked its head to the side and regarded me with a curiosity that seemed totally absent of any kind of fear.  
 
    “Hey, there,” I whispered. 
 
    The bird ruffled its feathers and hopped to the next branch, and then the next, and then the next until it was lost in the tree’s bright leaves.  
 
    “Henry!” Reofara shouted.  
 
    I turned around and quickly walked out of the circle back onto the path. I reached it just as Reofara stepped around the corner and into view.  
 
    “Don’t fall behind,” he scolded me. “That’s how people get lost.”  
 
    “Sorry,” I said. “I had a stone in my boot.”  
 
    “Next time, tell us, and we’ll wait for you,” he said. “We’ve already misplaced one member of this party. We don’t want to lose another as well.”  
 
    “Has Flaeth not turned up?” I asked as I followed him back to where the others were waiting.  
 
    “She’s definitely been eaten by a bear,” Caffie said.  
 
    “No, she hasn’t,” Pawen protested.  
 
    “We’ll carry on walking,” Reofara said in a calm voice. “She will turn up.” 
 
    We set off again, but there was no sign of Flaeth.  
 
    I couldn’t shake a feeling of unease that only grew as we walked further into the woods without finding her.  
 
    “I think we should try and look for Flaeth,” I said.  
 
    “She’ll turn up,” Caffie said dismissively.  
 
    “As a corpse, maybe,” Wemba suggested.  
 
    “Wemba!” Pawen exclaimed. “That’s not very nice.”  
 
    “Well, neither is she,” Wemba retorted.  
 
    “Even so,” Pawen said. “She doesn’t deserve to get lost in the woods by herself.”  
 
    “She’s such a bitch, she wouldn’t appreciate it if we did go looking for her,” Sae said.  
 
    “We have to find her,” I said. “We can’t leave her to fend for herself.”  
 
    “I would have thought you’d be the first person to want to leave Flaeth behind.” Wemba raised a curious eyebrow.  
 
    “I feel sorry for her,” I admitted. “I know she’s awful, but you saw how her dad spoke to her. I think I’d be awful too if I’d had that growing up.”  
 
    “No, you wouldn’t,” Sae said in a decisive tone. “You’re too nice.”  
 
    “Yeah, Henry,” Caffie agreed. “She might have an awful dad, but she’s still a person capable of making her own choices. And she chooses to be horrible. All the time.”  
 
    “I know, I know.” I sighed. “It’s just that she’s so clearly unhappy.” 
 
    “You have a very sweet heart, Henry.” Pawen turned around and threw me a smile. “But maybe it’s a bit too sweet.”  
 
    “You can’t tell me it doesn’t bother you,” Wemba said. “All the things she says and does. She’s relentlessly racist toward you.”  
 
    “I know.” I shrugged. “It grates on me, but it doesn’t upset me.”  
 
    “I don’t think I would be that gracious or that empathetic if my racist classmate was lost in the woods,” Caffie said.  
 
    “We’re all different,” I said in a peaceful tone.  
 
    I could tell the others were still puzzled by my attitude, but I’d explained it as best as I could. 
 
    Part of me wondered if this was an age thing. The longer I was alive, the more I realized the simple truth: everyone in the world was struggling. Once I’d realized that, I started to see how it influenced everything. Most of the world’s problems could be traced back to individuals feeling fear or loss or loneliness or anxiety.  
 
    It wasn’t an excuse, but it was a reason, and it helped put things into perspective for me.  
 
    “Reofara?” Caffie asked. “What do you think?”  
 
    “I think it’s dangerous for someone to be alone in these woods when they’re not used to it,” the guide replied. “As soon as we reach the top of this incline, I’ll go and look for her.”  
 
    “Shouldn’t we all go?” Wemba asked.  
 
    “I know these woods better than you do,” he said. “I’ll be quicker, and if you all stay here, then I’ll know where you are, and I won’t have to be concerned about you also getting lost or into trouble.”  
 
    “We’re not children,” Wemba retorted in a slightly annoyed tone. “We can take care of ourselves.”  
 
    “In the city, maybe,” Reofara replied. “Not out here.”  
 
    “Hmm,” Wemba muttered.  
 
    “I didn’t know you were so eager to go to Flaeth’s rescue, Wemba,” I teased. “Looking for a little bit of hero action, are you?”  
 
    “Oh, of course,” Wemba scoffed. “There’s nothing I want more than to rescue the most beloved member of our team from the jaws of certain death.”  
 
    “Wemba’s ready to fight wolves with his bare hands to save Flaeth,” Sae giggled.  
 
    “Wemba’s ready to wrestle a bear to save Flaeth,” Pawen joined in.  
 
    Caffie chuckled, and Wemba let out a deep sigh.  
 
    “Have you all finished?” he asked in an exasperated tone.  
 
    “Maybe,” I chuckled. “Depends on how much of a hero you want to be.”  
 
    “As much of a hero as Flaeth is a nice person,” he retorted.  
 
    We climbed to the top of the incline, and Reofara paused and looked up at the sun.  
 
    “Alright,” he said. “I’m going to retrace our steps and go look for her. Everyone else needs to stay here and not move, okay?”  
 
    “Okay.” I nodded. “We’ll wait here until you come back.”  
 
    “Good.” The tracker nodded and melted back into the trees.  
 
    “How does he do that?” Wemba marveled. “It doesn’t even seem like the twigs crack when he treads on them.” 
 
    “I know his other form is a wolf,” Caffie said. “Maybe that helps.”  
 
    The dwarf woman leaned against a tree and slid down to the ground with a little sigh.  
 
    I went over to her and sat down by her side.  
 
    “Are you doing okay?” I asked her.  
 
    “Yeah.” She didn’t sound very convincing.  
 
    “What is it?” I pushed.  
 
    “Nothing.” She hugged her knees to her chin and pushed out her lower lip.  
 
    “Caffie?” I nudged her gently with my elbow. “What’s up?”  
 
    Caffie screwed up her features into a grimace and then hid her face in the crook of her elbow.  
 
    “You’re going to think I’m a terrible person,” she said in a muffled voice.  
 
    “I doubt that,” I said. “I think you’re great, you know that.”  
 
    “Do you?” One purple eye peeped up at me.  
 
    “Of course.” I smiled at her. “Come on. What’s wrong?”  
 
    “Part of me was glad when Flaeth ran off,” Caffie said in a small voice. “But now I’m getting worried. What if she actually has gotten eaten by a bear or something? They say sometimes that if you wish for something, the gods will give it to you so you can see how foolish your own desires can be. What if they were listening, and they made Flaeth get eaten by a bear so I could see what a bad person I am?”  
 
    “That’s a rough lesson,” I said. “And it’s not very fair to Flaeth, is it? I’m sure she’s been praying that she gets found.”  
 
    “Yeah…” Caffie sighed. “I guess I shouldn’t assume the gods would hear my prayers and not Flaeth’s.”  
 
    “Yeah, exactly.” I smiled. “And besides, I think the gods are more merciful than that. And wiser.”  
 
    Caffie gave me a watery smile.  
 
    “Plus,” I added, “if they listened to all our prayers, then I would definitely have dropped dead months ago. I’m sure the students and a lot of the staff at House Siggwin have prayed for my demise.”  
 
    “But you showed them, didn’t you?” Caffie chuckled.  
 
    “Yeah, exactly,” I replied.  
 
    “Flaeth was definitely one of the people who would have prayed for such a thing,” Caffie said, and then she cut herself off with a groan and buried her head in her arms again. “There I go again! Why can’t I say anything nice about her?” 
 
    “Because it’s difficult to,” I acknowledged. “But you shouldn’t beat yourself up about it.”  
 
    “How do you manage it?” she demanded. “I’ve never heard you talk about what a bitch Flaeth is to you. And the pantheon knows that as much as she’s a bitch to everyone else, she’s twice that to you.”  
 
    “I guess I just weather it.” I shrugged and considered my words before continuing. “It doesn’t matter in the long run. What she thinks about me isn’t going to change how I feel about myself. You know what I mean?”  
 
    “Yeah.” She nodded. “But still. I think it’s amazing that you manage it so well.”  
 
    “Well, thank you,” I chuckled softly.  
 
    We were silent for a little while.  
 
    Caffie sighed as she looked around the woods. Her purple eyes were bright with curiosity, and the sunlight filtering through the leaves caught her reddish braids and brought out the pure copper tones. 
 
    She looked so pretty. 
 
    My mind went back to our sudden, secret kiss in the proctor’s office, and my stomach flipped over in excitement at the memory. My cock twitched, and I swallowed and dragged my gaze away from her and looked instead at the bare, dry earth beneath us.  
 
    “How did you know the House Hrothos people?” I asked in an effort to pull my mind back to safer topics.  
 
    “Oh, from boring parties that my father would force me to attend.” Caffie pulled a face. “Dunwen– the fey with blue hair that Flaeth spoke to– comes from a rich trader family in Hid, and my father likes to invite every past, present, and future business partner to the events he throws.” 
 
    “And the Firgenholt ball?” I asked with a smile.  
 
    “Oh, that.” Caffie rolled her eyes. “The Firgenholts are this really rich, really awful fey family who hold this thrice-cursed ball every spring. It’s meant to be a celebration of the sun’s return, the seasons changing, all of that, but in reality, it’s an excuse for Nama Firgenholt to prance about in her latest expensive gown and brag about how many suitors she has.”  
 
    “Sounds awful,” I scoffed.  
 
    “It is,” Caffie said in a heartfelt tone. “You have no idea.” 
 
    I started to say something else. 
 
    But then we all heard Flaeth start screaming.

  

 
   
    Chapter 9  
 
    “Oh, no,” Pawen gasped.  
 
    “Where is she?” Caffie cried.  
 
    I’d already pinpointed the direction that Flaeth’s scream had come from, and I jumped off the trail and hurtled through the trees.  
 
    The others ran after me. Twigs cracked under our feet, and fallen leaves flew up in the wind of our passing.  
 
    The ground sloped downward, and the bare roots of the trees twisted up out of the earth and seemed to have grown in the perfect position to trip up unwary travelers. 
 
    I ran on, and the gentle slope of the ground suddenly turned into an abrupt drop, and I almost skidded over the edge of a gully that opened up between the trees.  
 
    The ground fell away into a steep ravine with the dried-up remains of a pond at the bottom. It must have been a decent-sized pond at one point in time, but now it was just an empty bowl surrounded by trees. The walls were bare earth poked through with thick, gnarled roots and studded with rocks.  
 
    Flaeth was hanging over the edge of the gully. Her fingers were wrapped desperately around a protruding tree root, and her feet were scrabbling helplessly at the soft dirt wall of the gully, but every time she tried to find a foothold, the dirt just crumbled away under her boots.  
 
    “Flaeth!” I dashed over to her, flung myself down on my stomach, and held out my hand. “Grab on!”  
 
    “Henry!” Tears spilled from Flaeth’s green eyes. “I’m slipping!”  
 
    “It’s okay, I’m here!” I threw a quick glance over my shoulder as Reofara burst through the trees. “Grab my legs!”  
 
    Reofara took in the situation in an instant.  
 
    He immediately hooked one hand through my belt and wrapped his other hand around the nearest tree root.  
 
    “I’ve got you,” he said.  
 
    “Flaeth!” I shouted. “Take my hand!”  
 
    “I can’t,” Flaeth gasped. “I’ll fall.”  
 
    “It’s okay,” I assured her. “Hold onto the root with one hand and grab hold of me with the other. It’ll be okay, I’m here.”  
 
    “I’m going to fall,” she whimpered. “I can’t hold on.”  
 
    “It’s okay,” I said in a calm tone.  
 
    “I’m going to fall!” Tears streaked down Flaeth’s cheeks.  
 
    “Flaeth,” I said in my gentlest voice. “Look at me.” 
 
    Her terror-filled eyes locked with mine. 
 
    “That’s right, look at me.” I forced the panic out of my expression. “Listen. You’re not going to fall, okay? I’m here. Reofara’s here. We’ve got you, alright? We’re going to get you out of there. You just need to grab my hand.”  
 
    Flaeth’s green eyes searched my face in desperation, and I held her gaze steadily.  
 
    “It’s okay,” I whispered. “You can do it.”  
 
    Flaeth let out a little whimper. In one wild motion she grabbed at my hand, and I caught her fingers in mine.  
 
    “Yes!” I shouted.  
 
    “I’m slipping!” Flaeth screamed, but then she gasped as I hauled her up.  
 
    Her other hand let go of the tree root and clawed at my arms for another safehold.  
 
    Reofara steadied me, and together we dragged Flaeth over the edge of the gully and back onto solid ground away from the crumbling edge.  
 
    “Blessed Lord Hebban!” Caffie exclaimed. 
 
    “Is she okay?” Pawen gasped.  
 
    “Stand back, give her some air,” I directed.  
 
    Flaeth’s breath came in desperate, heaving gasps. Her eyes were huge, all the color was gone from her face, and her whole body was shaking.  
 
    Sae pushed a water bottle into her hand, but Flaeth was trembling so much that the rim of the bottle jolted against her teeth, and the water splashed down her front. Sae took the bottle back with an apologetic expression on her face.  
 
    “It’s okay,” I said in a soothing tone. “Just breathe, okay? You’re safe now. Put your head between your knees.”  
 
    Flaeth just stared at me, and I gently pressed my hand between her shoulder blades to show her what I meant. She hugged her knees to her chest and lowered her head.  
 
    I kept my hand on her back, and when she didn’t object, I started moving it in small, soothing movements between her shoulders.  
 
    Slowly and gradually, Flaeth’s breathing started to return to normal. After a while, she lifted her head and looked up at me. Her face was still pale, and her eyes were wet, but she seemed more stable.  
 
    “Alright?” I asked her in a low voice.  
 
    She gave a jerky nod.  
 
    “Thank you,” she whispered in a voice so quiet I almost missed it.  
 
    She took a deep breath and shrugged my hand away from her shoulders.  
 
    “I’m okay,” she said.  
 
    “Can you stand?” Caffie asked her.  
 
    The dwarf woman’s forehead was wrinkled in concern, and her purple eyes were anxious.  
 
    “Try to drink some water,” Sae said, and she handed her the bottle again.  
 
    Flaeth managed to drink a few mouthfuls this time, and that seemed to help steady her even more. Some of the color started to come back into her cheeks, and when she handed the bottle back to Sae, she followed it up by getting to her feet. She brushed down the front of her tunic and scrubbed in vain at the dirt stains that she’d gathered on her leggings.  
 
    “Are you okay?” Sae asked her.  
 
    Flaeth nodded.  
 
    “Thank you,” she murmured.  
 
    “I’m going to say this now so I don’t have to say it again.” Reofara’s voice was still calm, but there was a steely look in his green eyes. “These woods aren’t a playground. I am here to guide you safely through them, but in order for me to do that to the best of my abilities, you have to listen to me. And the number one rule I’m going to give you is this: don’t wander off.”  
 
    “I didn’t wander off,” Flaeth protested.  
 
    Part of me wanted to laugh at how quickly she was starting to return to her normal self again.  
 
    “You left the group,” Reofara replied. “Wandering off, running off, it doesn’t matter. If you leave the group, I can’t look out for you. There are enough things to think about on this mission without keeping tabs on where everyone is. I need to know you’re going to respect this rule. I don’t care who you are in the city or how big your purse is or where you come from. Out here, you listen to me. Understood?”  
 
    Flaeth licked her lips.  
 
    “I understand,” she muttered.  
 
    Wemba’s eyebrows shot toward his hairline. Sae and Pawen looked at each other with expressions of amused shock on their faces.  
 
    I managed to keep my face impassive, but inside I shared my friends’ emotions. I’d never seen Flaeth so passive before. I didn’t think I’d ever heard her offer a response to criticism that hadn’t been marked by shouting and flouncing away.  
 
    Still, there was a first time for everything.  
 
    Maybe it took dangling over the edge of a cliff to make Flaeth realize her actions had consequences.  
 
    “And I will say to all of you right now,” Reofara added. “This group will only succeed if we work together as a team. I’m not going to pretend I know how to cook in the ways you guys can, and I’m prepared to step back and let you take the reins once we find the Goose. But until then, I’m in charge. I’m the one who can get us there. And I know for a fact that when you’re in the woods, it’s vital that you can rely on the rest of your teammates. So, if any of you have a problem with each other, or with me, or with what’s happening, you have to agree to talk about it. No sulking, no brooding, no storming off. Those will only endanger the entire delegation. Agreed?”  
 
    “Agreed,” I said.  
 
    The others nodded their heads in assent.  
 
    Flaeth looked down at the ground, but she nodded as well.  
 
    “Good,” Reofara said. “Now. Do we all feel ready to continue? Flaeth?”  
 
    “I’m ready,” she said.  
 
    “Alright, then.” The tracker looked around the woods, and then he peered up into the sky. “I think we should start heading further into the woods. The Goose was sighted some ten miles away from the city, so we’ve got a long way to go before we get near the place where it was seen.”  
 
    “This might sound like a dumb suggestion,” Wemba said. “But might it be near a lake? It’s still a goose, after all, even if it is a Golden one.”  
 
    “I’ve seen pictures of the Goose on water,” Caffie agreed. 
 
    “With Lady Hwaeg,” Sae said with a nod. “Our Lady of Stillness. She’s often described as walking by the waters of lakes. The Goose is her companion, so I think looking for a lake would be a good place to start.”  
 
    “There’s a lake further north,” Pawen said, and she pointed through the trees in the right direction. “I don’t know how many miles, but it’s a long way.”  
 
    “I think I know the lake you mean,” Reofara said. “How do you know about it?”  
 
    “I run in these woods,” Pawen explained. “I’ve come here and camped out overnight to run and walk through the trees.”  
 
    “You keep saying things like that like they’re normal,” Caffie said with a mock frown of displeasure.  
 
    “It’s a good way to clear my mind,” Pawen said with a smile. “I once stayed out here for three days, and I just walked and ran all over the woods, just going where I wanted to go. It was amazing.”  
 
    “It is.” Reofara smiled briefly. “I’m impressed.” 
 
    “So, are we all agreed, then?” Wemba looked around at us all. “Who thinks we should head for Pawen’s lake?”  
 
    “I think that sounds like a good idea,” I said. “I agree with Sae. It’s a good place to start looking.”  
 
    Sae nodded.  
 
    “I agree,” Caffie said.  
 
    “Flaeth?” Wemba asked.  
 
    The fey nodded.  
 
    “That’s decided,” Reofara said. “We’ll head for the lake.”  
 
    He paused for a moment, glanced up at the sky again, and then selected a direction. He began walking ahead, and we all followed him.  
 
    Reofara’s path took us even further away from the track we’d been following, and it was clear that not many travelers passed through this way.  
 
    The trees were thick along here, and some of them were pressed so tightly against each other that their branches had started to intertwine, and their trunks looked like they were growing into each other. More thick roots twisted out of the ground like fat electrical cables, and they grew in strange and convoluted shapes, knots, tangles, and arches. 
 
    It was like an exhibition of miniature, organic sculptures, and even though they were hard to walk through without tripping on them, it was an interesting sight to see.  
 
    The branches rustled overhead, and the sun’s rays sifted through the leafy canopy and fell into scraps of light and shadow that skittered to and fro over the woodland floor.  
 
    A faint breeze wafted through the trees. It smelled of balsam and dirt, and it lifted my heart in an unexpected way as I tramped along. It was nice to be out here in the middle of nature and far away from the grind of my studies and living in House Siggwin.  
 
    A bird sang out from one of the trees nearby, and I paused for a moment to try and locate it within the branches. It took me a few seconds, but I finally found it, and I watched the little guy sing his heart out. He looked like a blackbird, but his breast was speckled with blue freckles, and his beak and legs were a shocking coral-pink color.  
 
    “That’s a braede,” Flaeth said.  
 
    I was kind of shocked she was standing near me. Not to mention that she was talking to me like we were both regular people. There was no contemptuous sneer on her face, and she looked up at the singing bird with an expression on her face that made her features look soft rather than fixed into a harsh mask.  
 
    “A braede,” I repeated. “Its song is so beautiful.”  
 
    Flaeth didn’t say anything.  
 
    I wondered if I’d blown it, but when I snuck a sideways look at her, she was still gazing up at the bird with such intense concentration on her face that I wondered if she’d even heard me. 
 
    I started walking again. And somehow, without realizing it, Flaeth and I fell into step, and before I knew it, we were actually walking together side by side.  
 
    I kept my face expressionless as though this didn’t mean anything to me in the slightest, but inside I was burning up with curiosity.  
 
    What cracked open Flaeth’s frosty exterior and revealed some of the person inside?  
 
    Was it really as simple, and as dramatic, as a near-death experience changing her life forever?  
 
    I glanced sideways at her to try and gauge her mood.  
 
    Flaeth was walking steadily enough, but her head was down, and she had her eyes on her feet rather than on the woods around us. Her face was set back into its usual cold mask, but I could see something else in her eyes.  
 
    I debated for a moment over whether I should say anything or not.  
 
    There was a good chance that if I tried to say something, it would ruin everything, and Flaeth would return to being the same snobby, unkind student she normally was.  
 
    But I couldn’t keep quiet when someone nearby was hurting, so of course, I ended up talking to her.  
 
    “What’s that?” I pointed to another bird in a tree nearby.  
 
    “That’s another braede,” she replied. “But it’s a young one, so it doesn’t have the blue freckles on it yet. But you can see where its coloring is starting to change. It’s already got pink feet.”  
 
    “Oh, yeah,” I said with a nod.  
 
    Flaeth had delivered all of this information in a calm and casual voice, as though we hung out all the time and swapping bird facts was a totally normal thing for us to do.  
 
    I decided that was a good sign. I tried not to bombard her with questions, but every so often when I spotted or heard a particularly interesting bird, I pointed it out and asked her to identify it.  
 
    Flaeth proved to be surprisingly good at this, and I learned a lot in the next couple of hours as we walked behind the others.  
 
    “Why do you know so much about birds?” I asked her as we paused for a five-minute breather.  
 
    “My childhood bedroom had a tree next to the window. I would watch the birds from my desk while I studied.” Flaeth pressed her lips together into a thin line, as though the memory was a sour one, and I regretted asking her.  
 
    But then she held up her finger, and we both listened carefully to the song of a bird in the tree directly above our heads. It was a sweet, two-note call, and it swooped up and down the scale in a simple but compelling melody.  
 
    “That’s a red camb,” Flaeth said. 
 
    “I like that one,” I said.  
 
    “Me, too.” Her voice was light and overly casual.  
 
    I didn’t say anything in response to that, and as we walked on, I let the silence grow between us to see what she would do.  
 
    Not much, as it turned out.  
 
    Flaeth seemed perfectly happy to walk in silence, and I was happy with the arrangement as well. So we walked quietly without speaking until Reofara called for a break, and we stopped to eat lunch.  
 
    We found a spot to sit down, and Reofara opened one of the pouches hanging from his belt and took out several small, flat, tough rolls.  
 
    I bit into mine and found it was remarkably dense. It reminded me of a bagel, and I had to chew it for a while before I could swallow. Each mouthful sat in my stomach like a stone, and it was odd for a minute before my stomach settled.  
 
    “Is there anything to go with these?” Wemba asked with a deep sigh.  
 
    “Jerky.” Reofara handed it around. “And pieberries.”  
 
    “Pieberries?” Wemba’s head whipped around. “Where? I love pieberries.”  
 
    “Over there.” The tracker nodded toward a bush a few feet away. “That’s a pieberry plant.”  
 
    “Oh.” Wemba stared at it in fascination. “I didn’t know they grew out here.”  
 
    “Where did you think the ones in the city came from?” Reofara had a slight smile playing around his mouth.  
 
    “From a garden inside the city, I suppose,” Wemba admitted.  
 
    “There’s a seller in the market who forages out here in the woods,” Caffie said. “I wonder if they’ve ever come this way.”  
 
    “Probably,” Reofara said. “This is a pretty popular spot for traders to forage. There are bayberries just over there as well, see? You can make candles from the wax that gathers around the berries.”  
 
    “Oh, yes!” Sae exclaimed. “I know there’s a trader in the market who makes really nice bayberry candles.”  
 
    “Who wants some pieberries, then?” Reofara stood up and went over to the bush.  
 
    It was a compact plant with lots of small, glossy, dark-green leaves. It was covered in white flowers that looked like little stars. The centers of the flowers were orange, and there was a berry growing there in the middle that was about the size of a blueberry.  
 
    Reofara passed his hand over the pieberry bush with his eyes closed. His lips moved briefly for a few moments like he was praying. Then he opened his eyes and picked a handful of the orange berries from the bush.  
 
    “Here you go.” He gave each of us a few berries, and then he popped the last few in his own mouth.  
 
    The berries were sweet and refreshing. They burst in my mouth like little bubbles, and although they didn’t have the strongest flavor, the texture of them popping between my teeth was very pleasant.  
 
    “If you want any more, the bush is right there,” Reofara said. “Just be careful not to take too many.”  
 
    “Why?” Wemba asked.  
 
    “It’s good manners,” Reofara replied simply. “By leaving some, you allow the plant to flourish. It is also a gift to the next traveler who comes along after you and who may also want a taste of pieberries.”  
 
    I liked that idea.  
 
    I glanced at Flaeth to see what she thought. I was half-expecting her to come out with some line about how people should do whatever they could to help themselves and how it wasn’t the winners’ fault if other people were too slow to catch up.  
 
    But she was busy tearing into her roll.  
 
    She must have felt me looking at her because her eyes glanced up and met mine. Her gaze was cool, and I thought I read a challenge there as well.  
 
    I didn’t want to look away in case she read it as a sign of weakness. Flaeth took another bite of her roll without ever once taking her eyes from mine.  
 
    We were only saved from falling into a full-on staring contest by Reofara getting to his feet again and brushing the crumbs of bread from his jacket.  
 
    “Come on,” he said. “We need to keep moving if we want to find a decent place to camp before nightfall.”  
 
    “We just had lunch,” Wemba protested. “Surely it’s hours until nightfall.”  
 
    “Time moves quickly in the woods,” Reofara responded. “And it’s better to be prepared too early than the other way around.”  
 
    Wemba couldn’t argue with that, and we carried on walking without any more dissenting voices in the ranks.  
 
    Caffie hung back from the rest of the group, and she came to walk next to Flaeth and me.  
 
    “Hey.” She greeted me with a smile before directing that same sunny smile at Flaeth. “Hey.”  
 
    “Hello,” Flaeth replied in a cool voice.  
 
    “How are you doing?” Caffie asked. “Do your feet hurt yet? My feet hurt. My father insisted on buying new boots for me, but bless the pantheon, they’re painful.”  
 
    Caffie’s boots were made of shiny black leather, and I could just imagine how uncomfortable they were.  
 
    “Ouch.” I pulled a face to sympathize with her. “You need to break them in.”  
 
    “That’s what I’m trying to do.” Caffie kicked up a little flurry of dirt and heaved a deep sigh.  
 
    “You have to struggle through the pain to find relief.” I chuckled. “I’ve had to do that before. It’s never very fun.”  
 
    “No,” Caffie agreed. “It certainly is not.”  
 
    “Why are you wearing new boots?” Flaeth asked abruptly. “That makes no sense.”  
 
    “Uh, what do you mean?” Caffie asked.  
 
    “Why wear new boots?” the fey responded. “That seems like a foolish move on your part. Surely you would want old boots that were soft, and that you were comfortable walking in.”  
 
    “Um…” Caffie looked at me and raised her eyebrows. “Maybe, yeah, but I don’t have any old boots that are also suitable for tramping along tiny dirt paths in the middle of the woods.”  
 
    “Oh.” Flaeth’s voice was flat.  
 
    Caffie looked at me again. Her expression seemed to be asking if I knew how the hell to navigate this conversation. I gave her a subtle shrug, and she dropped that line of questioning.  
 
    “It’s nice to be out and about in the woods, isn’t it?” she said instead. 
 
    “I was just thinking about that, too,” I agreed with a smile. “The trees and the birds and everything. Flaeth has been showing me how to recognize a lot of the birds we’ve seen.”  
 
    “Oh, how nice!” Caffie exclaimed. “I love birds, but I’m no good at recognizing them. I don’t seem to have the right ear for bird calls, either. They all sound the same to me.” 
 
    “Well, they’re clearly not all the same,” Flaeth snapped. “Each bird has a very different song.”  
 
    “Yeah… I know that.” Caffie raised an eyebrow. “I was just saying I find it difficult to tell the difference between them.”  
 
    “That’s only because you’re not listening hard enough,” Flaeth said.  
 
    There was a long moment of silence.  
 
    Our boots crunched through the twigs and fallen leaves coating the woodland floor.  
 
    I heard another bird start calling from a nearby tree. It was a whooping, hoarse sound that went up and down like the tone of an alarm going off.  
 
    “What’s that call?” I asked in an effort to smooth things over.  
 
    “It’s a yellow-flanged bobber,” Flaeth snapped. “It’s very distinctive.”  
 
    “Yeah, I can hear that,” Caffie said. “It’s a bit like–”  
 
    Flaeth stalked ahead of us while Caffie was still talking. She pushed past the others and went to walk by Reofara at the head of the group.  
 
    Caffie blew out her breath in a long exhale.  
 
    “Sweet Mother Breost, give me patience,” she sighed.  
 
    “I know,” I said in a sympathetic tone. “She’s hard work.”  
 
    “Why are you even talking with her?” Caffie shook her head. “She’s so unpleasant. She’s always been like this.”  
 
    “Do you know her?” I asked in surprise.  
 
    “We had the same tutors growing up,” she explained. “And our fathers did business together, so we’d often end up being invited over to each other’s houses to play and spend time together.”  
 
    “Wow.” I chuckled. “I can’t imagine the two of you playing together.”  
 
    “And you’re right there because that never happened,” Caffie informed me. “Whenever she came over to my house, she would go and sit in the window seat and stare at the garden. Or she’d go down to the kitchen and watch what the staff were doing. And when I went to her house, I’d play by myself with all the expensive toys she had while she told me I was a baby because I still played with dolls.”  
 
    “Charming,” I observed.  
 
    “Yeah.” Caffie made a face.  
 
    “I didn’t know you two were friends, though,” I said. “Why didn’t you ever mention it?”  
 
    “Because we’re not friends,” Caffie said. “The visits stopped happening after a while when it became clear neither of us was enjoying ourselves. I’d barely even see her at balls or social gatherings. When she came to our house on her placement, that was the first time I’d seen her in years.”  
 
    “That’s strange,” I commented. “I would have thought Flaeth would have gone to all those kinds of things. It’s a great way to be the center of attention.”  
 
    “No, she was never a big fan of parties,” Caffie said with a shrug. “If there was a buffet, she would fill her plate with every single piece of food there, and then she would take one bite out of each thing, and then spit it out into a handkerchief.” 
 
    “Taste testing?” I raised my eyebrows.  
 
    “I guess so.” Caffie shrugged again. “But it was very weird. And gross.”  
 
    I nodded quietly, but inside I felt a stir of sympathy.  
 
    I knew what it was like to be so obsessed with something that it made everyone else in your life look at you strangely. People had thought it was weird for me to be interested in cooking and preparing food. I’d always been interested in cooking, right from when I was a kid and learning the ropes in my grandmother’s little kitchen. I had memories of being teased about it by the other kids all through school.  
 
    One year there was a bake sale to raise funds for the school library, and I baked a whole plate of Funfetti cupcakes from scratch. The cakes had come out perfectly, and I was so excited to show them off at school.  
 
    But the whole thing had been a bit of a disaster.  
 
    Some of the adults at the sale were convinced I’d actually bought my cakes from a store and was just trying to pass them off as homemade. And then the kids started picking up on what their parents were saying, and they started calling me a cheater. Then some kid started saying the Funfetti sprinkles were actually wax crayon shavings that I’d added in because I didn’t know what sprinkles were.  
 
    The whole thing got really unpleasant, and my mom had to be called in to explain that no, I hadn’t cheated and I really had baked the cakes myself.  
 
    It had left a sour taste in my mouth. And maybe that was when I’d started to realize how meaningless other people’s opinions of me were. Half the time, whatever a person thought about me was just a reflection of their own baggage and anxieties, and whatever criticism of me they had, it wasn’t worth a dime compared to what I knew to be true. 
 
    And now, decades later, I could suddenly feel that memory of being back in my elementary school’s big hall with my plate of cupcakes held in my hands and the eyes of a dozen judgmental adults staring at me.  
 
    It sounded like Flaeth had been like me.  
 
    So obsessed with cooking that it came across as strange to the people around her.  
 
    “So?” Caffie’s voice broke into my thoughts. “Go on, then.”  
 
    “What?” I asked.  
 
    “Why are you talking to her?” she asked.  
 
    “To Flaeth?” I lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “I don’t know. I guess I feel sorry for her.”  
 
    “Oh, yes, of course.” Caffie lifted one eyebrow in a sarcastic way. “The rich, beautiful, talented, arrogant fey is definitely in need of our sympathy.”  
 
    “Well, what’s your excuse?” I challenged her. “Why were you talking to her?”  
 
    Caffie narrowed her eyes at me and wagged a playful finger in my face.  
 
    “Don’t you deflect,” she said.  
 
    “And don’t you avoid the question,” I replied with a grin.  
 
    “Alright, fine.” Caffie rolled her eyes. “Maybe I felt a bit sorry for her, too. And maybe I felt a bit bad about how earlier I said she was going to get eaten by something in the woods.”  
 
    “You were a bit harsh,” I chuckled. “But you were just teasing.”  
 
    “Still.” She sighed. “I don’t want to be mean to her. If we can keep the sour faces to just one person in the group, I think that’s a good thing.”  
 
    Her voice sounded troubled, and there was a genuine look of concern in her purple eyes.  
 
    It was a sign that underneath her sassy retorts and fiery spirit, Caffie was a sweet and sensitive person who genuinely did care about other people. Even people like Flaeth. 
 
    “You’ve got a kind heart,” I told her with a smile.  
 
    Caffie smiled, too.  
 
    “Not really,” she said. “I just hate drama and tension, you know? It’s really fun to gossip about it when it’s happening to other people, but it makes me so uncomfortable and upset when it’s happening to me or people I care about.”  
 
    “Because you have a kind heart,” I answered.  
 
    “Okay, fine.” Caffie rolled her eyes. “But what about you? I’ve just got a few childhood sob stories, but Flaeth is actively mean to you all the time. And you’re in the same school as her. I’ve managed to avoid seeing her for ages. I can’t remember the last time before all the Goose news that we were in the same room together.”  
 
    “Stuff that happens in your childhood is pretty powerful, though,” I countered. “I can understand you being upset about that.”  
 
    “But it still doesn’t compare to what you go through with her,” Caffie said. “Seriously. Henry, what’s your secret?”  
 
    I chuckled to myself as I realized this was the second time I’d been asked that question recently. 
 
    The secret answer, the real answer, would probably be the same one I’d given to Wemba. Or rather, thought about giving it to Wemba but ultimately chose to remain silent. 
 
    Age had given me more empathy than I’d had the first time I’d been twenty. And it seemed too petty to worry about things like that now.  
 
    “I guess I can see that it’s complicated,” I said after a moment thinking about it all. 
 
    “It’s not that complicated,” Caffie disagreed. “She’s an adult. She’s making the choice over and over again to be a cruel and prejudiced person.”  
 
    “Yes, okay,” I admitted. 
 
    “If you’re going to say her father is the reason why she’s awful,” Caffie continued, “then yes, okay, I get that, but she is still able to make a decision about whether or not she wants to be like him.”  
 
    “True,” I said, and then I heaved a deep sigh.  
 
    “What is it?” Caffie asked.  
 
    “I don’t know.” I shook my head and looked around. 
 
    The trees standing with their roots so deeply tangled in the earth, the tiny spinning scraps of leaves that blew on their branches, the sunlight shining down through the canopy overhead. 
 
    “I think it feels like a waste of time.” I shrugged. “We have all of this, and it won’t last forever, but we’re worried about what another student on the course is saying and doing. So long as she doesn’t go too far, whatever she says just kind of pales in comparison to all of this.”  
 
    I waved my hand around to indicate to Caffie that I was talking about the woods, but in truth, I was thinking about more than that. I was thinking about the Goose, about the murals of the pantheon on the wall of the dining hall, the voices I’d been hearing in my dreams, and all of that seemed so much bigger and so much more important than a few hurtful words.  
 
    I found Flaeth irritating, there was no getting away from that. But it was complicated, and I did find myself empathizing with her. If only because we’d both been kids obsessed with cooking and none of our peers had ever really known how to accept that.  
 
    “Well, I guess you’re right,” Caffie said in a dubious tone. “But even if I don’t, I’ll just chalk it up to you being a decent person and leave it at that.”  
 
    “Okay.” I grinned and shrugged. “You can do that too if it’s easier.”  
 
    The sky showing through the trees was starting to change color. The clear blue started to darken to navy, and I saw a faint flush of pink start to spread across the horizon and highlight the bottoms of the clouds with a warm, rosy glow.  
 
    “Are we stopping yet?” Wemba panted.  
 
    “We can have a wuldorsped break,” Reofara replied. “But if you all can, I would like to press on until we find the lake.”  
 
    “How much further is that going to be?” Caffie shifted from one foot to another with her face scrunched up in a wince of pain. “Damn these boots. My feet are going to be one big blister, I can feel it.”  
 
    “Not that much further,” Reofara said. “If we walk quickly enough, we should be able to reach the lake by nightfall.”  
 
    Wemba heaved a deep sigh. 
 
    “Alright,” he said as he hoisted his knapsack up higher on his shoulders. “I suppose we should continue marching on.”  
 
    “Are you all okay with that?” Reofara looked around at us. “I don’t want any of you to force yourselves beyond what you’re capable of and comfortable with doing.”  
 
    “I can carry on,” Caffie said.  
 
    “I want to die, but I can go on,” Sae said with a sigh.  
 
    I nodded. “I can carry on.” 
 
    “Good. Great.” Reofara turned on his heel and spent a few seconds looking up at the sky before he shook himself and waved for us to follow him. “Let’s go, then.”  
 
    We followed him through the trees for another ten minutes or so, and all the while, the sky was getting darker and darker. The moon rose in a thin, crisp crescent, like a slice of apple perched on the end of a knife.  
 
    I raised my head to the chilly wind and sniffed.  
 
    “I can smell water,” I said.  
 
    “Water?” Caffie exclaimed. “You mean like the lake? You can smell the lake?”  
 
    “I can smell some water,” I corrected her. “I don’t know if it’s a lake or not yet.”  
 
    “What else would it be?” she countered. “It must be the lake.”  
 
    Reofara’s nose tilted into the air as he caught the scent, and his pace quickened a little bit in his excitement.  
 
    The tracker pushed his way through a tangle of trees where the birch had grown too close together, and when we followed him through and came out the other side, the whole soundtrack of the forest noises were abruptly cut off. It was like someone had suddenly dropped noise-canceling headphones over my ears, and I was only barely aware of the birds singing their final songs of the day and the rustle of the leaves on the branches.  
 
    Before us was a huge lake in the middle of a clearing. The waters were still and dark, and the moon was reflecting soft, rippling light across the glassy surface. There were trees on all sides of the lake, but the fallen leaves and dirt of the forest ground extended a little way beyond the treeline before it sloped downward and turned into pebbles at the lake’s edge. 
 
    The trees rustled their dark leaves against the murky sky, and a night bird let out an eerie, flute-like call as the last of the group hurried out of the trees and came to stand by Reofara’s side. The wind ruffled my hair, whispered in the leaves, and sent a little shiver down my spine.  
 
    “This is it,” Sae whispered.  
 
    “This is it!” Caffie cheered. “We made it!”  
 
    “Go us,” Wemba said. “Now we can get eaten by pikes in the lake.”  
 
    “Pikes don’t eat you,” Sae retorted with a roll of her eyes.  
 
    “I don’t think there are pike in this lake,” Reofara said.  
 
    The fact that that was his main objection to Wemba’s suggestion of getting eaten was weirdly funny. Or maybe I was just tired. Either way, I let out a snort of laughter. 
 
    “Alright.” Reofara slid the box containing our ingredients down off his back onto the ground and rolled the stiffness out of his shoulders. “Let’s set up camp.” 
 
    I’d expected for us to just sleep in our bedrolls under the stars, but it turned out Caffie had two tents folded up with her bedding.  
 
    They were made of a very light but tough fabric that felt almost like silk, and they folded up to the size of a small, flat pillow. Reofara went into the trees and came back with an armful of long, sturdy branches, which he drove deep into the pebble-studded soil to act as tentposts. He fed them through sturdy, sewn channels at each corner of the sheets, pulled the fabric taut, and suddenly we had two tents ready to sleep in. There was an extra roll of fabric on the inside that extended out to become a ground sheet so we wouldn’t be sleeping on the bare earth.  
 
    It was an impressively compact and useful setup.  
 
    Reofara directed us all to start gathering up firewood, so we walked along the shore of the lake and picked up dry driftwood and any random sticks we could find. 
 
    We brought them back, and Reofara dug a shallow hole in the ground, laid down kindling and tinder, and then took out a tinderbox from his pack to start a fire. We gathered the biggest stones we could find from the water’s edge and laid them around the fire as Reofara struck a spark and fed it carefully with tiny twigs and dry grass.  
 
    Soon we had a crackling fire going, and everyone huddled around it as the night air became cooler. Reofara handed out more bread and jerky, along with some long green shoots that he foraged from the edge of the trees. They tasted a little like wild garlic, and they were a fresh contrast to the flavors of the bread and dried meat.  
 
    We were all tired, and it didn’t take long for everyone to start yawning.  
 
    “Do we need to keep watch?” I asked as Sae leaned her cheek against my shoulder and yawned widely.  
 
    “No,” she mumbled. “No watch. Just sleep.”  
 
    “I’ll keep watch,” Reofara said, and he held up his hand to squash my protests that he must have seen coming. “Don’t argue, Henry. I told you, I might not be able to cook, but I do know these woods, and my job is to make sure you can do your job. And that means you get enough sleep resting safely in the tent.”  
 
    “Okay,” I said in a reluctant tone. “That makes sense.” 
 
    “Good.” Reofara nodded in the most peaceful way possible. “I suggest you turn in now. You’ve had a long day today, and tomorrow is going to be even more intense.”  
 
    “Mm, intense,” Sae murmured against my shoulder.  
 
    I chuckled softly and stroked her shiny black-green hair.  
 
    “You’re sleepy,” I told her in a low voice. “You need to get some sleep, okay?”  
 
    “Mm,” she mumbled. “Sleep.”  
 
    I stood up from the fireside and helped Sae get to her feet. The others followed my example, and Pawen took Sae’s arm.  
 
    “Come on, sweets,” the skinfolk woman said to her. “Say goodnight to Henry.”  
 
    “Night, Henry,” Sae sighed.  
 
    “Goodnight, Henry,” Pawen said, and she smiled broadly when I blew her a kiss.  
 
    Wemba and I were in one tent, and the girls were in the other. Wemba and I definitely got the sweet end of that deal, as two people in a tent was a very different situation than four people in a tent, and Sae, Pawen, Caffie, and Flaeth were all bunking together.  
 
    I guessed Reofara would use our tent as well when he needed to catch up on his sleep, but even so, it felt like being back at House Siggwin as Wemba and I settled down to sleep that night.  
 
    I laid awake for a little while and listened to the sounds of the woods and the lake. I could hear the lapping of the water against the shore, and the wind sighing in the treetops. An owl hooted close by, and something let out a high-pitched yip like a fox.  
 
    But I couldn’t stay awake for long, and soon my eyelids began to droop.  
 
    I fell asleep into a dreamless slumber.  
 
    And I only woke up when I heard someone calling my name. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
    I bolted upright in the tent.  
 
    It was still dark, and for a moment, all I could hear was the wild pounding of my heart as I tried to work out what was happening.  
 
    I took a couple of deep breaths. 
 
    Wemba was still asleep in his bedroll next to me. I could hear him snoring softly. And beyond that, I could hear the sweet sound of birds chirping in their dawn chorus.  
 
    Had I dreamed it?  
 
    I was sure I’d heard someone calling my name.  
 
    But maybe it had been a dream, after all.  
 
    I laid back down again in my bedroll and stared up at the dark roof of the tent. The front of the tent was laced together to protect us against the elements outside, but I could smell the fresh, clean scent of the new morning trickling through. The tent walls billowed gently, and a soft breeze slipped through the laces and carried with it the smells of fresh dew on the warming earth.  
 
    I sighed comfortably and closed my eyes. I was still tired, and it was early enough that I could get a few more hours of sleep before the others got up and we had to start the day.  
 
    Another sweet-smelling breeze wafted through.  
 
    I sighed again, pushed down the bedding, and carefully crept out of the tent on my hands and knees so I wouldn’t wake Wemba.  
 
    It was still dark outside, but I could see the faint glimmer of a peach hue behind the treetops that told me sunrise was on the way. I got to my feet, stretched my arms above my head, yawned deeply, and shook myself. I was in the loose, thigh-length nightshirt I usually wore to sleep in along with my underwear, and the breeze slipped in under the hem of the shirt and sent a cool shiver up my spine.  
 
    Goosebumps broke out on my arms and legs, and I sucked down a deep breath of the fresh morning air. It filled my blood with a crisp, exciting energy, and I smiled to myself as I looked at the lake.  
 
    It looked like a Bob Ross painting. The waters of the lake were as smooth as a mirror, and a hazy white mist hung low over the surface so it looked like the trees on the other side of the lake were floating above the ground in a dark, shadowy, indistinct band. It ringed the lake like a necklace, and as my eyes followed the curve of the tree line, I suddenly saw something moving on the other side of the lake.  
 
    I strained my eyes to see better through the dim light of dawn.  
 
    The movement came again, but it wasn’t on the other side of the lake. It was on the water.  
 
    It was a person. And they were walking on the water.  
 
    For a second, I just stared in utter confusion.  
 
    And then my brain remembered how to function again, and I ran down the slope to the edge of the lake.  
 
    My bare feet crunched over the pebbles, and suddenly I was in the shallows with the lake water splashing up around my feet. I halted and stared intently through the mist curling over the surface of the lake.  
 
    But there was no movement and no sign that anyone had ever been there.  
 
    I strained my eyes, but I couldn’t see anything. I became aware of the freezing lake water around my ankles and the stabbing pain of pebbles digging into the bare soles of my feet.  
 
    I exhaled sharply and turned away from the water’s edge.  
 
    And then I saw someone walking around the edge of the lake. They were coming toward me.  
 
    I froze.  
 
    My heart was pounding.  
 
    The figure was a woman, I could see that much. She had a beautiful, slender figure, and as she came toward me, the mist seemed to writhe around her body like they were a part of each other.  
 
    I swallowed hard.  
 
    Her feet crunched over the pebbles. And then she came closer, and the mist seemed to part and melt away from her, and I saw who it was.  
 
    Flaeth was walking slowly with her eyes fixed on the lake. She was wearing a simple dark-green blouse over a long, dark-brown skirt that was hitched up into her belt to allow her a greater freedom of movement. It revealed her calves, and every so often the skirt flashed a hint of the smooth, brown skin of her thighs. 
 
    It was one of the simpler outfits I’d seen her wear, but the dark-green blouse was still cut and tailored in a way that showed off her figure. It was an off-the-shoulder garment, and the neckline cut across her chest to show a hint of cleavage, and as she came closer I saw beads of mist clinging to the ends of her dark green hair and shining on the exposed skin of her collarbones.  
 
    But more striking than Flaeth’s simple outfit was the look of peace on her face.  
 
    I’d never seen her look so at ease. There’d been hints of it yesterday when she was listening to birdsongs, but this was even more apparent. 
 
    Her green eyes were soft, there was no tension in her jawline, and her full lips were slightly parted, and then they moved as though she was whispering something.  
 
    It felt like an intrusion to watch her when she was like this.  
 
    But as she came closer around the edge of the lake, her eyes moved from the water to the campsite, and she finally saw me.  
 
    She halted, and immediately the mask slid back into place. All of the softness left her face, her jaw tensed, and the familiar haughty expression came back into her eyes.  
 
    “Oh,” she said. “I didn’t see you there.”  
 
    She started walking forward again, but now she moved quickly with her head high like she was on a catwalk. It was so different from the slow, meditative way she’d moved before, and my heart suddenly wrung for her that she felt she couldn’t be unguarded with anyone.  
 
    “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” I nodded toward the lake. 
 
    Flaeth frowned slightly.  
 
    “Yes,” she said in a grudging tone. “Where are the others?”  
 
    “They’re not awake yet,” I replied.  
 
    “Then why are you up?” she asked.  
 
    I wasn’t about to explain what I’d seen to her.  
 
    “I like getting up early,” I said. “It’s a good time to meditate and pray. It’s the angit.”  
 
    Flaeth’s eyes widened.  
 
    “The angit?” she repeated.  
 
    “It’s meant to be the time when the gods are closest to us,” I said. “Just before sunrise.”  
 
    “I know what the angit is,” she said, and she didn’t even sound offended that I might have thought she didn’t. “But how do you know about the angit?”  
 
    “It’s in the texts,” I replied. “It’s one of the God Words.”  
 
    “Lady Hwaeg’s Third God Word.” Flaeth nodded slowly.  
 
    I knew what she was thinking even if she didn’t say it out loud. What business did I, a human, a blasphemer, have to know about the sacred God Words?  
 
    I didn’t know why she assumed humans wouldn’t have read the religious texts. If I’d been born into a world that told me I was a blasphemer just by virtue of existing, then I’d want to check the sources.  
 
    But Flaeth had probably never bothered to think about that side of things before.  
 
    “Anyway.” I shrugged. “It’s nice to spend the angit out here rather than in the city.”  
 
    “It does feel… different out here…” Flaeth spoke cautiously, almost like she was worried about saying the wrong thing.  
 
    Which was crazy, because Flaeth never worried about saying the wrong thing, and especially not to me.  
 
    But to be fair to her, this was the first time we’d actually spoken about something as though we were equals.  
 
    “Sae and I were talking about the Goose’s connection to Lady Hwaeg the other day,” I said. “About how Lady Hwaeg exists in stillness, but also imbues her essence into things that are between states. Like ice and snow, cheeses, those sorts of things. And how the Goose is also in a between state because she moves between the land and the water and the air.”  
 
    “Yes, exactly,” Flaeth exclaimed. “That’s why I’m sure we will find the Goose here, or near a body of water like this. The connection between them is too strong.”  
 
    She spoke eagerly without a trace of her usual contempt in her voice, but then she suddenly stopped herself as though she realized the difference and didn’t like it.  
 
    “I’m surprised it hasn’t been more widely written about,” I said. “Most texts make the connection between the Goose and Lady Hwaeg but put it down to one of her favorite offerings being eggs, and they leave it at that.”  
 
    “I– I spoke to our family’s priest about it.” Flaeth hesitated. “He didn’t agree with me.”  
 
    I paused as I searched for the right words to say. I didn’t want to say anything that might spoil this moment when Flaeth was actually talking to me like a person and not like something unfortunate she’d stepped on in the street.  
 
    “I think,” I said carefully. “Sometimes, when it comes to understanding the gods, it’s about how we experience them and what we feel to be true. Not just what the priests tell us.”  
 
    Flaeth looked at me with an expression that I couldn’t read. Her face was impassive, but her eyes were guarded, and I saw her swallow quickly.  
 
    “What do you think?” I asked.  
 
    “I am not…” She swallowed again. “I haven’t reached that level of expertise yet in my studies.”  
 
    “But what do you feel?” I persisted. “You’re a pious person, Flaeth. I know you take your faith very seriously. What do you feel?”  
 
    Flaeth’s jaw clenched, and I wondered if I’d pushed her too far.  
 
    But instead of delivering a stinging retort, she just looked out over the water again.  
 
    I followed her gaze, and at that moment, the sunlight began to spill over the tops of the trees. Without my noticing it, the sky had lightened, and there was a smudge of reddish-orange fading away in the east. The rays of sunlight fell onto the surface of the lake, and for a few moments, the mist turned a hazy golden color. 
 
    It hung over the water like a beautiful gauzy scarf, and then the sun’s warmth melted it away until the surface of the lake was dark and clear, and it was like the mist had never existed at all.  
 
    “That’s so lovely,” Flaeth breathed.  
 
    “I know,” I murmured.  
 
    Flaeth closed her eyes against the sudden brilliance of the sun’s rays.  
 
    “This is when I think the gods are close to us,” she whispered. “Sometimes I think I can almost hear them speaking.”  
 
    “Me, too,” I said.  
 
    Flaeth’s eyes snapped open. Her head whipped around, and she looked at me with a frown of disbelief on her face.  
 
    “What?” she asked.  
 
    Damn.  
 
    I’d definitely said the wrong thing.  
 
    I hadn’t intended to say anything to Flaeth about my dreams. I’d never in a million years have guessed the opportunity to do so would ever come up.  
 
    But here we were, and I’d said it now, so there wasn’t much to do except confirm it.  
 
    “Sometimes,” I said in a careful voice, “I can hear the gods speaking to me.”  
 
    “No.” Flaeth’s voice was flat and hard. 
 
    “It’s true,” I said.  
 
    “That’s not possible,” she said in the same tone.  
 
    “You don’t have to believe me.” I shrugged. “It doesn’t change anything. And it doesn’t matter to me what you think about it. Or about me.”  
 
    “The gods aren’t going to lower themselves to speak to a human,” Flaeth insisted. “It’s– it’s just– that wouldn’t happen.” 
 
    “Alright.” I shrugged again. “Like I said. I don’t need you to believe me.”  
 
    “It’s not about me believing you or not!” Flaeth’s voice rose, and her eyes blazed with confused anger. “It just doesn’t happen!”  
 
    “Like how humans don’t cook?” I raised an eyebrow. “They don’t get into any of the academies, they don’t know how to create wicfood, and they don’t have the skill or piety to create offerings?”  
 
    “Yes!” Flaeth shouted.  
 
    The word echoed around the trees. 
 
    I listened to the sound reverberating over the lake, and then as it was covered up by birdsong, I stepped out of the shallow water back onto the dry pebbles of the shore.  
 
    “Okay,” I said.  
 
    Flaeth stepped closer to me and stared into my face like she was trying to peel my soul apart and find out what was inside. She was tall enough that I didn’t have to stoop to look into her face. She was standing so close to me that I could see the tiny, perfect freckles sprinkled across her cheeks. I could see the curl of her long, black eyelashes. I could see the shine on her full lips where she’d licked them.  
 
    Her hazel-green eyes searched mine.  
 
    I held her gaze steadily even though my heart was hammering.  
 
    “Morning,” Reofara called from behind us.  
 
    Flaeth leaped away from me like I’d burned her.  
 
    I whipped around and saw Reofara coming out of the trees with a bundle of sticks over his shoulder. He went to the fire, which I hadn’t even noticed was still smoking. There was a big chunk of log on the bed of glowing black embers. Reofara dropped the sticks and started stirring the smoldering remains to awaken them and feeding them with tiny bits of the sticks he’d gathered.  
 
    “You’re both up early,” he observed. 
 
    “Morning,” I called to him as though my heart was galloping at a thousand miles an hour. “Was there any trouble in the night?”  
 
    “Just a few owls,” he replied.  
 
    “When are you going to get some sleep?” I asked.  
 
    He chuckled.  
 
    “After breakfast,” he said. “Once everyone else is awake. But I won’t need more than a few hours. I’m used to getting by with very little shut-eye.”  
 
    Flaeth stepped past me and walked quickly back toward the women’s tent.  
 
    I watched her as she ducked inside. Then I turned away and went into my tent.  
 
    Wemba was just starting to stir, and he let out a long, grumbling sigh as I sorted my bedding.  
 
    “Ugh,” he said in a thick voice. “Why did we decide to go camping again?”  
 
    “To find the Golden Goose and bring fame and glory to House Siggwin,” I said. “How did you sleep?”  
 
    “Sweet Lord Aewaxa,” he groaned. “Nature is so inhospitable. There must have been a million rocks under my bedroll.”  
 
    “Really?” I stood up. “Because I’m pretty sure I heard you snoring all night long.”  
 
    “Please, Henry,” Wemba sighed. “Let’s not demean our friendship with foolish lies. There’s no way I snore. I’m too dignified for that.”  
 
    “Oh, yeah, you’re right,” I said with a chuckle. “I was mistaken, it must have been Flaeth I heard instead.”  
 
    “It must have been.” He dragged himself up into a sitting position and scratched his head. He’d braided his hair last night to stop it from getting tangled while he slept, and he pulled the plait over his shoulder and stroked it while he yawned.  
 
    “Do you want to come with me and wash in the lake?” I suggested.  
 
    “Yeah, okay.” He shot me a suspicious glance. “I’m guessing you slept well. You’re very chipper this morning.”  
 
    “Yeah, I did,” I admitted with a chuckle. “I love being out in the woods like this. The air feels different out here. It makes me feel so alive.”  
 
    “Seriously?” Wemba blew out through his breath. “I can’t say I feel the same.”  
 
    “What do you feel?” I asked.  
 
    “Stiff,” he replied with a grimace. “And cold.”  
 
    “You need to get moving,” I said. “Come on. Once you’ve brushed your hair and got some food inside you, you’ll feel better.”  
 
    “I hope so,” he sighed.  
 
    We collected our wash cloths and bars of soap and went down to the lake. The women had started to come out of their tent, and Sae was down at the water’s edge and paddling in the shallows.  
 
    “Hey,” she greeted us. “Isn’t this great? I want to go for a swim later.”  
 
    “That sounds fun,” I said with a smile. “Doesn’t that sound fun, Wemba?”  
 
    Wemba made a non-committal grumbling noise in his throat and started to comb his hair.  
 
    “Wemba’s not loving the great outdoors,” I told Sae.  
 
    “Poor Wemba,” Sae said in a sympathetic tone. “Once you’ve brushed your hair, you’ll feel better.”  
 
    “That’s exactly what I said,” I chuckled.  
 
    “Alright, alright, maybe I have predictable habits,” Wemba muttered.  
 
    “Once you’re done, we wanted to wash here,” Sae said to me. “So… you should probably hide in your tent for a bit.”  
 
    “Oh, yes, of course,” I said with a nod.  
 
    “It’s nothing he hasn’t seen before,” Wemba pointed out.  
 
    “Flaeth is here,” Sae said with a giggle. “And Caffie.”  
 
    “Oh, yeah, I forgot about that.” Wemba sighed. “Just let me comb my hair in peace, and then you’re free to do what you want.”  
 
    “Thank you.” Sae patted his shoulder and walked back to the tent.  
 
    Wemba and I finished washing pretty quickly, and we went back to our tent with Reofara to give the women some privacy while they washed and dressed by the lakeside.  
 
    Then when we were all dressed, we gathered around the campfire and toasted slices of bread for breakfast. Reofara produced a small jar of cherry preserves, and it paired beautifully with the dark, seeded bread. 
 
    I didn’t know how the skinfolk man was able to eat breakfast on zero hours of sleep, but I guessed that was why he was the tracker and I wasn’t. 
 
    “So what’s the plan for today?” Sae asked through a mouthful of crunchy toast.  
 
    “We’re going to make offerings, obviously,” Flaeth said. 
 
    Sae rolled her eyes.  
 
    Flaeth didn’t seem to notice, and she didn’t even look up from her slice of toast. Her words might have been rude, but her tone was flat like she was speaking curtly out of habit rather than with any real feeling behind it.  
 
    I looked at her, but she didn’t look back at me.  
 
    “Henry told me about your theories,” she said to Sae.  
 
    “My what?” Sae looked startled.  
 
    “About the Goose,” Flaeth said. “And Lady Hwaeg. I agree. And I think we should try offering the Goose some of Lady Hwaeg’s favorites.”  
 
    “That– that’s a good idea,” Sae stammered.  
 
    “Good.” Flaeth put the rest of her slice of toast into her mouth and crunched on it loudly.  
 
    Sae bugged her eyes wide at me, and I nodded ever so slightly.  
 
    Flaeth agreed with us.  
 
    Flaeth agreed with me.  
 
    Caffie looked between Flaeth, Sae, and me with a questioning look on her face. She could tell there was something else there, but she couldn’t exactly ask what it was, so she just raised her eyebrows at me.  
 
    I raised mine back at her and gave a little shrug.  
 
    “Alright,” Caffie said. “Offerings for Lady Hwaeg. What does that mean exactly?”  
 
    “Lady Hwaeg loves dairy,” Sae said.  
 
    “And nuts,” Pawen added.  
 
    “And marchpane,” I said.  
 
    “Well, I’m sorry, I forgot to bring a cow with me on this trip,” Caffie deadpanned. 
 
    “What about nuts?” Flaeth asked. “Or almonds?”  
 
    “Yes,” Caffie said. “Nuts and seeds. And a mortar and pestle, so you guys can grind them into flour if you need to.”  
 
    “What do you think?” Flaeth glanced around at the rest of the group. She didn’t look at me directly, but the fact that she was actually asking the opinion of other people was pretty damn remarkable in itself. “Shall we make marchpane for the first offering?”  
 
    “Sounds like a good idea to me,” Wemba said.  
 
    “I agree,” Sae said.  
 
    Pawen nodded.  
 
    “Henry?” Flaeth flicked me a brief glance. 
 
    I couldn’t read the look in her eyes. But she was including me in the discussion, and I decided to take that as a good sign.  
 
    “Yes,” I said. “I think that’s a good idea, too.”  
 
    “Great.” She nodded. “I propose we each make a variation of marchpane and leave it around the lake at different points.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said.  
 
    Flaeth glanced at me again, and I had the strangest feeling. It was like something shifted around me like something small but significant had changed.  
 
    It could have been my intuition, which was normally pretty good at judging people and scenarios.  
 
    Or it could have been something else.  
 
    My mind flashed back to the mysterious figure in the mist this morning.  
 
    I knew there was a possibility I’d imagined it, that the mist and my sleepy eyes had played tricks on me in the dim early morning light. But I was almost one hundred percent sure I’d seen someone. They’d been walking on the water. And they’d called my name, and that was what had awoken me.  
 
    If they were going to call my name, what else would they be able to plant in my mind?  
 
    For a second, part of me was a little annoyed at being at the beck and call of whatever entity this was.  
 
    If this had happened to me back on Earth in my old life, I would have been even more annoyed. But here, in Innothlig, where the gods actually felt real to me, the irritation was only mild and it didn’t last for very long.  
 
    Whatever the gods wanted to say to me, I was going to listen to it with open ears.  
 
    And if they wanted to signal to me that Flaeth’s attitudes were changing, then more than anything else, I was grateful for the heads-up. It was an undeniable fact that my life would be a lot easier if Flaeth dropped her mission to persecute me at every turn.  
 
    We’d been spending a lot of time together. There were all the hours we’d worked alongside each other in the Semeresk kitchen while we were on our Journeyman placement. 
 
    Flaeth had begun the placement with her contempt for me and my skills written all over her face, and it had seemed like there was more chance of her growing a tail than of her trying to shed her prejudices and see things from a new point of view.  
 
    But by the end of our placement, I was pretty sure her attitude toward me had started to shift if only a little bit.  
 
    I’d proven myself, and I felt like she’d started to appreciate that maybe humans weren’t the degenerate losers she’d been taught to believe they were.  
 
    Maybe the fact that I’d saved her from the gully, and our conversation by the lake this morning had pushed her even closer to accepting me.  
 
    I remembered how she’d looked coming through the mist toward me. I’d thought she was a goddess then with the mists swirling around her body and her face obscured in the dim dawn light. And then when she’d stepped out of the shadows, and I’d been able to see her face, the softness in her expression had made her look even more beautiful than she normally did.  
 
    And she was very beautiful.  
 
    I snatched my mind away from that line of thought.  
 
    This was Flaeth. She was awful. She was haughty, snooty, stuck-up, cruel, thoughtless, rude. 
 
    And she was passionate, driven, dedicated, studious, and hard-working. 
 
    And very beautiful.  
 
    I chewed on the inside of my cheek to try and pull my thoughts back on track. I shifted in my seat and prayed none of the others could tell how badly I needed a cold shower right then.  
 
    Thankfully, we were basically done with breakfast by this point. Reofara said he would tidy up and then sleep while we were working on our offerings, so we went down to the pebbly shore of the lake. 
 
    Caffie brought the box of ingredients with her, and she put it down carefully on the ground with a little exhale of relief.  
 
    “That thing’s heavy,” she said. “You’d never know it from how easily Reofara carries it.”  
 
    There was a clasp on the side of the box holding the two sides together. Caffie undid the clasp and swung the box open to reveal a whole treasure trove of different ingredients. It was laid out like a little cabinet inside, with all of the ingredients having their own specific places. Smaller things like spices and dried herbs were held in flat envelopes. Bulkier items like flour and sugar were contained in long, thin pouches. Everything was neatly labeled with the name and quantity of ingredients inside.  
 
    “Whoa,” Wemba exclaimed. “This is fancy!”  
 
    “I know.” Caffie chuckled. “My father was both very insistent that we have it and very outraged at how much it all cost.”  
 
    “There’s no way all of this fits into such a small box,” I said in amazement.  
 
    “It’s wicwood,” Flaeth said. “Dwarf work, probably.” 
 
    “So, what, it expands to fit more things inside it?” I asked. “How does that work?”  
 
    “Maybe you haven’t noticed,” Flaeth retorted in an acidic tone, “but I am not a dwarf craftworker.”  
 
    “Oh, damn, you’re not?” I deadpanned.  
 
    Wemba snickered.  
 
    Flaeth scowled.  
 
    “However it works,” Pawen said. “It’s very impressive.” 
 
    Caffie reached for a hook in one of the box’s sides, and then she suddenly checked herself with a little indrawn breath.  
 
    “What is it?” I asked her.  
 
    “I just had a thought,” she said. “Is it okay if I touch these?”  
 
    “Why wouldn’t it be?” I asked.  
 
    “Well, some of these ingredients are for making wicfood,” she said. “I’m not a cook. I don’t want to mess them up.”  
 
    “That’s fine,” Pawen reassured her. “The sellers in the market aren’t cooks, but they handle wicfood ingredients all the time.”  
 
    “Yeah,” Sae added. “It’s okay when they’re in their raw or unmodified states like this. It’s only when you start cooking with them that you need to be careful.”  
 
    “Alright.” Caffie exhaled. “I was worried for a moment there.”  
 
    “If that really was the case, we would never have let you near the box,” Flaeth said.  
 
    Caffie raised an eyebrow. “That’s so kind of you, Flaeth.”  
 
    “Well, what would you prefer?” Flaeth demanded. “Your feelings don’t get hurt or your careless actions spoil an entire box of ingredients on the most important mission of the century?”  
 
    “But my feelings,” Caffie said in a mock tearful voice. “They’re so fragile. Who cares about the ingredients?”  
 
    Flaeth’s jaw clenched.  
 
    “Okay, that’s a step too far,” I said. “But it’s alright, Caffie, you can touch the ingredients.”  
 
    “Just not the finished dish,” Flaeth said in a hard voice.  
 
    “Okay, okay.” Caffie sighed. “I’ll be strictly hands-off in the final stages.” 
 
    The dwarf woman reached again into the box and undid a hook, and it opened to reveal a small compartment inside. She took out some flat discs from the box and pressed the middle of them with her thumb. They opened out into mini, collapsible mortars. There were tiny pestles in the bottom of the compartment to go with them.  
 
    “Wow,” I said in surprise. “That really is something special. Tell your father thank you very much, Caffie.”  
 
    “I will,” she said with a grin. “I wish I could say that would make him stop complaining about the price… but I don’t think it will.”  
 
    We each took a mortar and pestle.  
 
    Caffie took out a bag of almond flour, a bag of sugar, and a tiny jar of rosewater.  
 
    “We need cold water as well,” Flaeth said.  
 
    “We can boil water from the lake,” I suggested. “Then let it cool.”  
 
    “There’s something in here for that.” Caffie opened another compartment and brought out a small, narrow metal flask. “If we pour the water into this, it will cool down within a few minutes.” 
 
    “Alright,” Flaeth said with a nod. “Let’s do that.”  
 
    “Do you need a kettle?” Reofara asked.  
 
    None of us had heard him approach, and we all jumped.  
 
    “I thought you were going to finally get some sleep,” Caffie gasped.  
 
    “I was,” he replied. “And I will. But I heard you talking and didn’t know if you needed anything else. I heard you say something about boiling water.”  
 
    “Uh, yeah,” I said. “Do we have a kettle?”  
 
    “Yes, of course,” Reofara said. “It’s in my pack. I’ll boil some water for you now.” 
 
    “Can you pour it into this once it’s been boiled?” Caffie held out the metal flask. “It’ll help it cool down quicker.” 
 
    “Sure.” The skinfolk man took the flask with a nod.  
 
    “It’s weird how quietly he can move,” Wemba whispered as Reofara walked back up the pebbles to get to the tents. “We should have heard him, right?”  
 
    “He’s a tracker,” Pawen said with a little shrug. “It just means he’s a good tracker.”  
 
    “I guess so.” Wemba shook his head.  
 
    “Jealous?” I teased him. 
 
    “Yes, Henry,” Wemba responded in a dry tone. “I am very jealous that I can’t sneak up on people when they’re not expecting it. Oh, wait, yes I can do that, and I don’t need to be a tracker to do it, either.”  
 
    “Wemba’s having a hard time adjusting to the great outdoors,” I said with a chuckle.  
 
    “I am not!” Wemba protested. “It’s just becoming very clear to me that I’m the kind of person who thrives when I have a soft bed and a warm fire, and I don’t think that’s a crime.”  
 
    “No, of course not,” I said. “I’m only teasing. I wasn’t saying I was better than you.”  
 
    “I know,” Wemba said. “And I forgive you. Because I actually am better than you.”  
 
    “Oh, you wish,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Is there any vanilla in that box?” Flaeth cut in with a pained expression on her face like she’d just bitten into something sour.  
 
    “Yes, there is.” Caffie found it and pulled out a little envelope containing several long black vanilla pods.  
 
    “I think we should try and make several different flavors,” Flaeth said. “To maximize efficiency.” 
 
    Her voice was flat, and she didn’t look at me.  
 
    And like a light bulb going off above my head, I suddenly realized she wasn’t just being a bitch. She felt excluded. 
 
    Wemba and I had been joking around, and while the others were content to let us have our fun because they knew we could all tease each other, Flaeth didn’t have that reassurance.  
 
    So she’d shut us down and pushed the conversation back to cooking, which was something that she could get involved with.  
 
    “I think that’s a really good idea,” I said. “There may be some varieties of marchpane that work better than others and that may be a lot more favorable to the Goose. Which ones do you think we should try?”  
 
    Flaeth’s surprised hazel eyes locked with mine.  
 
    For one second, she stared at me like she’d never seen me before.  
 
    And then, just as suddenly, she pulled her gaze away from me and began looking intently into the box of ingredients. 
 
    “There’s vanilla, obviously,” she muttered. “And spiced, maybe with sporettan. I think we could try heothbremel as well.”  
 
    “What about flenbalm?” I suggested. “If we use that to create a feeling of peace in the offering, that could be favorable to the Goose.”  
 
    “Yes.” Flaeth still didn’t look at me. “That’s a good idea. You can do that. If you want.”  
 
    “Yes,” I said. “I think I will.”  
 
    “Good,” she said.  
 
    Behind Flaeth’s back, Wemba dropped his mouth open in a comical expression of shock. I widened my eyes slightly at him and then returned my face to normal as Flaeth turned around.  
 
    “Alright,” she said. “I will just use rosewater for the traditional flavor profile. You all can use whatever variations you think will work best.”  
 
    Reofara came back with the kettle full of boiled lake water that he had decanted into five mugs from his bag. Caffie measured out the right amount of each ingredient into little bowls that were collapsible just like the mortars. Then we each took our bowls and our tools and found a spot on the beach that felt right to us so we could start making our offerings.  
 
    Wemba set up his station and got to work immediately.  
 
    Sae and Flaeth knelt down by their tools and said a prayer.  
 
    Pawen paced up and down for a few minutes as she centered herself.  
 
    I sat quietly with my legs crossed and my hands open on my knees and meditated for a little while. 
 
    There were so many thoughts scurrying around and around in my brain, and I didn’t want to infuse the offering with any of the strange and complicated feelings that were weighing me down. 
 
    When I was ready, I took a deep breath and set to work.  
 
    First off, I took the vial of dried flenbalm flowers that Caffie had produced from the ingredients box, and I ground them in the mortar until they made a fine, pale powder that smelled strongly of honey.  
 
    I added in the almond flour along with sugar and some of the cooled, boiled water, and then ground all the ingredients together. It took a little bit of elbow grease to combine everything into a paste, but I settled into a rhythm, and as I worked I sent my intention down into the mixture.  
 
    I thought of this morning and the beauty of the mist burning off the lake in the early sunlight. I thought of Sae’s cheeky smile and Pawen’s bright eyes. I thought of Wemba’s friendship and Reofara’s quiet strength. I thought of my mom and my grandmother, and how they had always supported me while I was chasing my dream of becoming a cook.  
 
    I let the feelings of peace and calm wash over me, and I found that I was smiling softly to myself as I worked. 
 
    My arm muscles were tired, but my heart was very full.  
 
    When the mixture had combined into a smooth paste, I sprinkled a little cornflour on my hands and rolled it into a ball of dough about the size of my clenched fist. Caffie had given us a small slab of highly-polished wood to use as a work surface, and I spread out the marchpane dough with the shaft of the pestle like a rolling pin.  
 
    I used a small knife to cut the dough into nine separate pieces, and then I divided each piece into nine again, so I had eighty-one tiny pieces in total. I rolled nine of those into small balls and set them aside, and then I shaped the other pieces into flower petals. I flattened them out and gently formed the tip of each piece into a soft point to form the end of the petal. Then I used a little cold water to attach eight petals to each of the small balls that I’d set aside earlier.  
 
    I went in again with the tip of my knife to add details. Each flower was around the size of my thumbnail, and I had to stop a few times to rest my eyes before I continued working on the tiny details. With a light hand I sliced veins and furrows into the flower petals and the hint of seeds in the center. As a final detail, I curled the very tips of the petals outward away from the centers.  
 
    These flowers were called moonblooms because they only bloomed at night. Lady Hwaeg wasn’t typically associated with flowers– they were Breost’s symbol– but I figured that since she was associated with the moon, she would appreciate the gesture and the imagery anyway. 
 
    I’d been so struck by the beauty of these flowers when I first saw them that it felt like a fitting tribute to the goddess.  
 
    “Whoa, Henry,” Caffie breathed as she came over to see how I was doing. “Those are incredible. They’re so detailed. I’ve never seen moonblooms made from marchpane before.”  
 
    “Me, neither,” I replied. “But it felt right.”  
 
    “Yeah, it does.” Caffie smiled as she studied my marchpane creations.  
 
    The others were soon finished with their offerings as well.  
 
    Rather than making lots of little marchpanes, Wemba had made one big piece in the shape of a crescent moon. He’d carved the surface with delicate embellishments that reminded me of Vincent van Gogh’s Starry Night.  
 
    Sae had crafted a dozen tiny stars. Each one was perfect and beautifully formed.  
 
    Pawen had made simple circles with her marchpane, and she’d carved a different constellation of stars onto each piece.  
 
    Flaeth had made her marchpane into a collection of snowflakes. It was awe-inspiring to see the level of detail she’d dedicated to each piece to make them all uniquely beautiful. 
 
    “Damn.” Caffie looked at all of them with admiration all over her face. “If I was the Goose, my only problem would be deciding which one to eat first. These are all amazing.”  
 
    “We should place them,” Flaeth said without even seeming to notice the compliment. “We need to establish our presence here.” 
 
    We decided we should all place our offerings separately in places around the lake that felt right to us.  
 
    I placed my offering by the side of the lake where I’d seen Flaeth coming toward me through the mist.  
 
    “Blessed Lady Hwaeg,” I whispered as I put the dish down on the pebbly shore. “Please accept this humble offering. May we find favor in your eyes.”  
 
    I didn’t hear anything in reply, but a little breeze blew in from the lake and ruffled my hair.  
 
    I didn’t know whether to take that as an omen or not, but a sense of positivity about everything filled my chest as I walked back to the camp to join the others.  
 
    Reofara had been sitting by the campfire while we placed our offerings, and now he stood up.  
 
    “I’m going to scout around the area,” he said. “See if I can spot any traces that the Goose is nearby.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said with a nod. 
 
    “I’ll be back for lunch in an hour,” Reofara said. 
 
    He moved to the edge of the beach and seemed to almost melt away between the shadowy tree trunks.  
 
    “Now that that’s all done,” Sae said, “who’s coming with me for a swim?”  
 
    “Oh, that’s going to be so good,” Pawen said with a sigh. “I can’t wait to burn off all this tension.” 
 
    “Me, too.” Wemba nodded. 
 
    “Yes, swimming is so much fun!” Caffie cheered.  
 
    “I’m fine,” Flaeth said in a flat voice.  
 
    No one argued with her.  
 
    “I’m going to keep watch on land,” I said.  
 
    “Aw, Henry,” Sae moaned. “Come on, come and swim with us.”  
 
    “Maybe in a bit I will,” I said with a chuckle. “But I want to make sure someone’s keeping watch while Reofara’s not here.”  
 
    “Fine.” Sae pouted. 
 
    “You go and enjoy yourself,” I said. “I’ll be watching you all from the shore.”  
 
    “You’ll be watching, will you?” Sae threw me a saucy smile. “Closely?” 
 
    “Well…” I teased. “Maybe.”  
 
    Sae giggled. She ran down to the water’s edge and brazenly pulled her tunic up over her head. 
 
    The first time I’d seen Sae change into her seal form, she’d stripped off in front of me in exactly the same way. She hadn’t been wearing any underwear that day, but she was wearing her underclothes today. Her white cotton shorts and white, hip-length chemise clung to her curves in a very enticing way.  
 
    Flaeth tutted under her breath, but Wemba, Pawen, and Caffie all followed Sae’s example. They dumped their clothes on the shore, splashed through the shallows, and hurled themselves into the lake water.  
 
    I chuckled to myself as I settled down by the campfire in the spot Reofara had vacated. 
 
    I would have liked to swim, too, but it was more important that we were all safe, and I wouldn’t have felt comfortable leaving Flaeth on the shore all by herself.  
 
    I was also burning with curiosity about the change in her behavior. She’d been acting so differently in the woods, and I couldn’t tell if it was her near-death experience or if there was something else going on with her.  
 
    The green-haired fey was standing with her arms folded and her lips pressed tightly together. Her cool gaze was fixed on the swimmers in the lake, and she watched their frolicking and laughing with the expression of someone watching some heinous act take place.  
 
    “You didn’t feel like swimming?” I asked her.  
 
    “No,” she snapped.  
 
    “Can you swim?” I asked.  
 
    “Of course.” She almost snarled out the words. “But we’re not here to have fun. This isn’t a vacation.”  
 
    “True,” I said. “But there’s no harm in blowing off a little steam. Everyone worked really hard this morning. The offerings have been placed. All we need to do is wait.”  
 
    I was waiting for her to turn on her heel and flounce away, but even though she scoffed and rolled her eyes, she stayed by the campfire.  
 
    I looked up at her and noticed the tension in her tightly-clenched jaw.  
 
    “Why don’t you sit down?” I suggested.  
 
    “And do what?” she hurled at me. “Chat?”  
 
    “You say that like it’s a bad thing,” I chuckled.  
 
    Clearly Flaeth hadn’t expected me to offer a laugh in response to her dig. Her green eyebrows drew together in a puzzled frown.  
 
    “You’re impossible,” she said abruptly.  
 
    “Why’s that?” I asked with a smile.  
 
    “You just are!” she said in an exasperated tone.  
 
    I grinned to myself and looked back at the sunny lake.  
 
    The swimmers had gathered together in a little knot, but as I watched, I spotted Caffie break away from the others and head back to the shore. 
 
    I wondered if anything was wrong, and I leaned forward in wary expectation as Caffie splashed out of the shallows and ran up the beach toward us.  
 
    “Caffie,” I called. “Is everything okay?” 
 
    Caffie marched up to me. And then she slapped me hard across the face.

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
    I pressed my hand to my stinging cheek and stared at Caffie in total bewilderment.  
 
    “Caffie, what–” I began, but she cut me off.  
 
    “How dare you!” she shouted.  
 
    She’d pinned her long red braids to the top of her head so they would be out of the way while she was swimming, but a few strands of hair had escaped and clung to her bare, wet shoulders in long, dark trails. She was wearing white shorts and a chemise, just like Sae, but Caffie’s underwear was trimmed with white lace around the hem. And they were clinging to every inch of her body in a way that left absolutely nothing to the imagination. 
 
    But the dwarf woman’s face was contorted into a mask of furious rage. Her hands were clenched into trembling fists at her sides, and it seemed to be taking all of her self-control not to throw herself at me and pummel me with her fists.  
 
    “Caffie,” I said. “What’s wrong?”  
 
    “I can’t believe you!” she shouted. “What the fuck is wrong with you? What gives you the idea that this is a good way to act?”  
 
    The naked anger in her voice and face was startling to witness. My heart pounded, my cheek stung with the impact of her slap, and I stared at her in utter confusion.  
 
    “Caffie,” I pleaded. “I don’t understand, what did I do?” 
 
    “Oh, you know exactly what you did.” Caffie’s voice was shaking with rage.  
 
    “I don’t,” I gasped. “I honestly don’t.” 
 
    “You’re with Pawen!” she shouted. “You’re with Pawen and you kissed me!” 
 
    Relief flooded through me.  
 
    “Oh,” I said, and the feeling was so strong that I started to laugh.  
 
    “Henry!” Caffie stared at me with her mouth open.  
 
    For a moment she was too hurt and angry to speak. 
 
    “I’m sorry–” I struggled to get my laughter under control, but the relief was so overpowering that all I could do was wheeze out deranged chuckles until I was weak with it. “Caffie– it’s not– it’s not what you think–”  
 
    “Oh, of course not!” Her voice dripped with sarcasm. “There’s always some perfectly reasonable explanation, isn’t there? Pantheon take it all, Henry, I thought you were different! I thought you were actually, finally a decent man in my life!”  
 
    “Caffie!” I protested, but I was cut off by an enormous hiccup. 
 
    “And you think all of this is funny!” she shouted.  
 
    “No, no!” I gasped. “It’s not funny, that’s not what I mean–” 
 
    “How could you kiss me?” she shouted.  
 
    “Well, technically,” I wheezed out, “you were the one who kissed me.”  
 
    “Are you fucking serious right now?” she screamed.  
 
    “No, Caffie, I’m sorry.” I struggled to catch my breath enough to form a coherent sentence. “But it’s not–”  
 
    “I can’t believe you!” she yelled. “You’re a shitheel, blackguard, bastard wastrel!”  
 
    Flaeth was standing by, and she stared between Caffie and me with her eyes wide.  
 
    The others had realized that something was going on, and they were swimming toward the shore.  
 
    “Caffie!” Pawen called as she stumbled onto solid ground.  
 
    “Look, please–” I tried.  
 
    “Don’t defend him!” Caffie swung around to glare at Pawen. “Look at how he’s treated you!” 
 
    Pawen’s mouth was open in a round “o” of astonishment.  
 
    “But–” she began.  
 
    “It’s not–” I tried again.  
 
    “I can’t believe you kissed me!” Caffie screamed.  
 
    “Caffie, it’s not what you think it is!” Wemba ran up the shore with Sae at his side. “Henry’s not–” 
 
    “Of course, you’re defending him!” Caffie flung back.  
 
    “Caffie!” I shouted.  
 
    “No!” she yelled back. “There’s no way you can talk your way out of this!”  
 
    Our voices tumbled over each other, and the sound of everyone trying to shout out blame and explanations muddled together until no one could hear what anyone was saying.  
 
    And then a shrill whistle cut through the hubbub.  
 
    Our heads snapped around to see Reofara hurtling through the trees.  
 
    “Grab your weapons!” he yelled. 
 
    “What?” Wemba blurted out.  
 
    “Your weapons!” Reofara skidded to a halt in front of the campfire and quickly kicked dirt over it to smother the flames. “There is a group of potential attackers heading this way!”  
 
    “Weapons?” Wemba squeaked. “I didn’t bring any weapons.”  
 
    “I have my knife,” Sae said, and she ran into the women’s tent to retrieve it.  
 
    “Mine’s in my bedroll!” Pawen called after her.  
 
    “Did you know we were supposed to bring weapons?” Wemba demanded.  
 
    “I didn’t bring any,” I said.  
 
    “Why would we bring weapons on a sacred mission like this?” Flaeth demanded. “That’s not what we’re here for.”  
 
    Sae came out of the tent with the two knives in her hand. She gave Pawen hers, and both women drew them from the sheaths.  
 
    “Why have you got a knife?” Wemba asked Sae in an outraged tone.  
 
    “I always have a knife with me,” she said with a shrug. 
 
    “We were going out into the middle of the woods,” Pawen said like it was obvious.  
 
    “Why did no one tell me to bring weapons?” Wemba wailed.  
 
    Reofara opened some of the many pockets and pouches hanging from his belt that ran across his chest. He drew out what looked like a lump of wood, but then he touched a button and a wicked-looking blade sprang free.  
 
    “Here.” He gave it to Wemba. “Use this.”  
 
    “Uh, thanks.” Wemba took it gingerly.  
 
    “Henry.” Reofara threw me another knife. 
 
    The blade was still hidden snugly inside the handle, but I found the switch at the base that released it. 
 
    Reofara offered another knife to Flaeth, but she folded her arms and shook her head with her features set into a scowl. The one he handed to Caffie was accepted with a thankful nod from the dwarf. 
 
    “I can’t use that,” she said. 
 
    “Fine,” the guide said. “Then stay close to the others and pray these strangers are friendly.” 
 
    Reofara didn’t miss a beat. He dropped the knife back into his pocket and unbuckled what I’d thought was a regular belt around his waist. It turned out to be a sling, and he undid one of the pouches and dropped a collection of smooth stones into his hand. Then he took out the knife again and stood with the knife in one hand and the sling in the other.  
 
    “Damn,” Wemba breathed. “Is there anything you’re not prepared for, Reofara?”  
 
    “Everyone gather together.” The tracker spoke in a clipped, low voice. “Stand back to back in a circle. Keep your eyes trained on the tree line.”  
 
    We did as he directed.  
 
    I ended up standing between Flaeth and Caffie.  
 
    Caffie shot me a vicious glare and tried to lean away from me, but she ended up bumping into Reofara who was standing on her other side.  
 
    “Keep still!” he hissed. 
 
    “I don’t want to stand next to him!” Caffie hissed back.  
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry,” Reofara retorted in a burst of sarcasm that was as thick as it was unexpected. “I didn’t realize you two were actual children.”  
 
    Caffie growled in frustration.  
 
    “Shh!” Reofara threw her a scowl.  
 
    We waited in silence. 
 
    The wind was blowing away from us, and although I strained my ears, I couldn’t hear the sounds of anyone coming toward the camp. I heard the cheery chirp and twitter of the birds in the trees overhead, the hush and sigh of the lapping waters, and the crunch of pebbles underfoot as I shifted my weight.  
 
    But there must have been some sounds giving away the approaching strangers because Reofara was as tense as a hunting dog. His head was up, and every muscle in his body was tense and ready for action.  
 
    Caffie tugged on my sleeve.  
 
    I widened my eyes at her and glanced at Reofara.  
 
    She pulled at my sleeve again until I bent down so her mouth was level with my ear.  
 
    “You’re a brute,” she whispered. “I will never forgive you for this.”  
 
    “I am with Pawen,” I whispered back. “And I’m with Sae as well.”  
 
    “What?” Caffie exclaimed in a loud voice.  
 
    “Hush!” Reofara hissed furiously.  
 
    “They’re okay with it,” I explained. “I’m not cheating on them.” 
 
    “But–” Caffie stared at me in total disbelief. “But you’re– but you–”  
 
    Reofara suddenly stepped forward out of line.  
 
    And I froze as I saw what he’d already noticed.  
 
    There was a line of boulders at the tree line that definitely hadn’t been there before.  
 
    Caffie followed my gaze and she immediately fell silent. The others saw what was happening, and we all froze with our hands on our weapons. The handle of the little knife was a solid presence in my sweaty palm, and I wrapped my fingers around it even more tightly as the boulders started to shuffle closer.  
 
    There were five of them. They were covered in moss, and it looked like one of them had mushrooms growing out of it. They moved with a strange, ungainly motion as they came out of the trees and made their way over the pebbles toward us.  
 
    I tightened my grip on my knife.  
 
    But then the boulders halted about ten feet away from us. There was a little moment of total silence. Then the boulders threw off their mossy coverings and stood up, and I saw they were people hiding under some kind of canvas drape that had been painted to look like a rock and adorned with real moss and leaves to give it a more realistic appearance.  
 
    It was less convincing in full sunlight, but in the shadows of the forest, it would be perfect camouflage.  
 
    The person at the head of the group stepped forward, and I realized something else that was so shocking, it made my stomach jump.  
 
    He was a human.  
 
    He was also almost entirely naked.  
 
    He was about medium height with long, ragged, brown hair and a patchy brown beard that straggled down his chest. His bare skin was caked with dirt, and he was covered in marks from scabs and scars from old wounds all over his body. His nails were long and yellowed, and his feet were very wide, very flat, and very dirty. The only piece of clothing he wore was a loincloth that looked like it was made of fur, but it was so crusty and dirty that it was difficult to tell much more. Apart from the fact that it was far too small for him and wasn’t doing a good job of covering the guy’s crotch area.  
 
    But he didn’t seem to have any weapons on him.  
 
    At least, there were none in his hands or attached to his body, and I would rather not start thinking about anywhere else this guy might be hiding them.  
 
    “Gods’ grace to you, stranger,” Reofara said in an even tone.  
 
    The guy cocked his head to the side as though this was a phrase he’d never heard before.  
 
    “Gods’ grace,” the stranger repeated.  
 
    His voice was low and gravelly, and ironically it was the kind of voice that I would picture belonging to a boulder.  
 
    There were two other humans in his crew, and the other two were dwarves. I hadn’t seen so many humans and non-humans together in one group since I’d come to Hid.  
 
    The other strangers were just as dirty as their leader, and they all seemed to share his disinterest in clothing. One of the dwarfs was entirely buck-naked without even a loincloth to cover the important bits. The others all wore loincloths, and one of them wore a vest made from hide so hard and stiff it could have doubled as protective armor.  
 
    “Who are you?” Reofara asked them.  
 
    “We have come from far away.” The leader stretched out his arm and gestured back into the trees. The movement exposed his underarm, and I had to fight hard not to recoil at the eye-watering stench coming from this guy’s armpits.  
 
    If Reofara was bothered by the smell, he didn’t let it show on his face.  
 
    “We, too, have come from afar,” he said. “What is your business in these woods?”  
 
    “We hunt the Goose,” the leader said like it was the most obvious thing in the world.  
 
    Flaeth sucked down a gasp. I guessed it was horror at these unwashed, wild strangers daring to presume they had any chance at getting the Goose. It might also have been some pious shock at the concept of hunting the Goose, which my conversations with the others had informed me was a strictly taboo thing to attempt.  
 
    Either way, Flaeth was shocked, and I felt her body tense next to mine as she looked the strangers up and down with a cold and calculating glint in her green eyes.  
 
    “A goose?” Reofara repeated.  
 
    “No.” The leader shook his head so hard that specks of dirt flew from his ragged hair. 
 
    Something hit my cheek, and I prayed it was a mosquito or a raindrop; literally anything rather than it being a piece of this guy’s hair mud.  
 
    “The Goose,” murmured one of the other strangers.  
 
    “Yes.” The leader pointed to him with a chipped yellow fingernail and another gust of armpit odor. “We hunt the Goose. The Goose. The Golden Goose.”  
 
    “I see.” Reofara kept his tone light and easy. “Where did you say you’d come from again?”  
 
    “Far away,” the leader said. “Many, many days’ walk to reach these woods. More days to find the lake. We come from the Outer Kingdoms. Our prophet told us of the Goose’s return, so we came to find it and bring it back to our village with us. We will find good luck, and the gods will smile at us. Our barley will grow, and the heifers will give milk, and our women will grow fat and happy with many babies.”  
 
    “I see.” Reofara’s hand tightened on the knife in his hand. “You sound pretty determined about this.”  
 
    “It is our quest,” the leader said. “We will take the Goose. We will slaughter and eat its flesh, and all of our village will be blessed with wisdom and happiness.”  
 
    “Slaughter it?” Sae gasped.  
 
    Flaeth let out a little cry of horror. 
 
    Even I was disturbed by the mental image this guy was conjuring up about what they would do with the Goose if they found her. I’d heard so much talk about how the Goose was a holy and sacred creature that now it felt like the worst crime possible for anyone to even think about killing her.  
 
    “You too are here for the Goose?” The wild leader’s black eyes darted around the group. “You will lay traps, yes?”  
 
    He and Reofara stared at each other.  
 
    Reofara’s jaw was clenched, and his lips were pressed tightly together. The wild man’s eyes were as hard as flint.  
 
    I glanced around quickly at the others. We couldn’t let this devolve into bloodshed. We had to do something.  
 
    “So!” Wemba exclaimed in an overly cheerful voice. “The Outer Kingdoms, huh? That’s great, we’ve got a guy from the Outer Kingdoms right here, I’m sure you’ll both have a lot to talk about.”  
 
    Wemba shoved me forward with one hard push. I stumbled out of the line and almost tumbled down at the wild leader’s feet. I regained my balance and cleared my throat.  
 
    “Uh, hi,” I said.  
 
    The leader looked me up and down. The smell radiating from his body was even more intense up close. But there was a hungry fire in his hard black eyes that made me think this was a guy not to be taken lightly.  
 
    And then I realized what Wemba had said.  
 
    These guys were from the Outer Kingdoms. The same place that I’d spent the last few months telling my friends was my home.  
 
    Oh, fuck.  
 
    No wonder they’d looked at me with such puzzled confusion. I’d be surprised if someone who smelled as bad as these guys came into House Siggwin and announced they were there to cook, too.  
 
    Hell, I’d be surprised if any of them even knew the difference between lemons and limes.  
 
    I breathed through my mouth and managed to make myself smile in a pleasant way at the group of filthy strangers. 
 
    “You’re here for the Golden Goose?” the leader asked.  
 
    “Uh. Yes.” I took a shallow breath as he scowled. “But, you see, you have to lure the Goose in by cooking for her. You can’t catch her with traps or snares. She is a creature beloved by the gods.”  
 
    The leader turned this over for a few minutes.  
 
    “The Goose is magic,” he said in a doubtful tone.  
 
    “Yes, that’s it exactly,” I replied. “The Goose is magic, and you can only catch her once you’ve cooked her favorite meals. Then, maybe, she’ll lay an egg for you.”  
 
    It wasn’t quite right, but I had no idea how much these wild men would understand about wicfood and the pantheon. I figured the gist would be enough for our conversation. 
 
    “We… do not cook.” He stared at me with a puzzled look on his face. “We are human. Our dwarf helpmeets here, they do not cook, either.”  
 
    “That’s not a problem,” I said with a smile. “That’s what we are all here to do.”  
 
    “So you can steal the egg,” the leader said.  
 
    “Not steal,” I corrected him. “It’s a trade. We get to take her egg and in exchange, we give her lots of good meals and cook her favorite dishes for her to eat.”  
 
    “Trade the egg,” the leader grunted.  
 
    “Yes, exactly,” I said. “We are trading for the egg. We need to bring it back to our school so we can keep getting funding and for the House’s glory and honor.”  
 
    “Glory and honor,” he repeated in a thoughtful tone. “So for this… you cook?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said.  
 
    “And then you eat the Goose?” he asked.  
 
    “No!” I exclaimed. “No, no, we do not eat the Goose. She lays her egg for us, and we let her go.”  
 
    “But why not eat the Goose?” he persisted. “You eat the Goose, you get strong. You get wise. You know all of the things. You become good chieftain. Lead your people into a new way.”  
 
    “Is that what you want to do?” I asked him. “Eat the Goose and become a wise chieftain?”  
 
    “We will know all the things,” he repeated with a firm nod of his head. “And our village will become strong.”  
 
    “Okay.” I nodded back as I thought hard. “So, that’s what you want, right? To become wise?”  
 
    “Yes,” he said.  
 
    “What if I could make you wise some other way?” I said. “A way that didn’t involve the Goose.”  
 
    The chieftain frowned.  
 
    “What does this mean?” he demanded.  
 
    “It means,” I said with my heart pounding, “that if you agree to leave the Goose alone and not try to hunt her or kill her or hurt her in any way, then I will make you another food that will make you wise.”  
 
    “Like the Goose?” he said.  
 
    I nodded.  
 
    “But not the Goose?” he said.  
 
    “Exactly,” I said.  
 
    The guy thought about it for a moment.  
 
    The others in his crew mumbled and muttered to each other. Their eyes were unpleasantly intense as they stared at me, and I had to fight the impulse to look back at them. But I kept my gaze fixed on the chieftain as I waited for his decision.  
 
    Finally, he gave a slow nod.  
 
    “Agree,” he said. “You cook us wisdom. We leave the Goose.”  
 
    “Yes!” My heart leaped in triumph. “Totally, that’s great, awesome, thank you.”  
 
    “When?” the chieftain pushed. “When you make the wisdom food? And when we can eat it?”  
 
    “Oh…” I glanced around the camp. “I guess I can make it now. It’s past lunchtime, anyway, so after we’ve all eaten something, I can start working on your wisdom food.”  
 
    The chieftain made a gurgling, scraping noise in his throat. And then he hawked up a glob of phlegm into his palm and held out his hand to me.  
 
    I really, really didn’t want to take it.  
 
    But if I was going to help these people, then I wanted to respect their customs.  
 
    So I worked up a little bit of saliva from my dry throat, spat into my palm, and slapped my hand against the chieftain’s.  
 
    “Good.” The chieftain nodded his head. “We will sit. We will watch and wait for the wisdom food.”  
 
    “Okay.” I let go of his hand, and as soon as he turned away to speak to the rest of his crew, I dashed down to the water’s edge and scrubbed my hand with the sand and pebbles from the bottom of the lake.  
 
    I would have killed for some Purell, but scrubbing my hand half-raw with lake pebbles would have to do.  
 
    When I walked back up to the camp, I found that Reofara had rekindled the fire. There was a kettle boiling over the flames, and we each had a portion of blackberries that Reofara had found in the forest and more of the small, dense loaves of bread we’d eaten yesterday.  
 
    Once we’d all eaten our fill, we went back to the cooking stations that we’d left set up. Reofara stayed by the fire with the chieftain, and I was glad he was keeping an eye on the wild man.  
 
    We might have exchanged spit, but there was no point in taking chances on our safety.  
 
    “Good job, hero!” Wemba exclaimed. 
 
    “Yeah, Henry,” Sae said with a proud smile. “You handled that perfectly. This is a really good solution.”  
 
    “Well, I didn’t have much choice, did I?” I shot Wemba a wry smile. “Thanks for dumping me in the middle of things.”  
 
    “Pff, I knew you’d handle it,” Wemba chuckled.  
 
    “Alright,” I said. “So, wisdom. I’m thinking of using rosemary and mint.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Flaeth said.  
 
    “Maybe ginger as well?” Sae suggested.  
 
    “What about senc?” Pawen said.  
 
    “Yes.” Flaeth nodded.  
 
    “We can’t really use all of these ingredients together in the same dish,” I said. “They won’t go together. But what if we made a senc and mint tea with rosemary and ginger cookies?”  
 
    “Rosemary and ginger?” Flaeth queried. “I think lieg berries would go better with rosemary.”  
 
    “Okay.” I nodded. “That would work, too.”  
 
    Flaeth shot me another one of those looks that I couldn’t read.  
 
    I raised my eyebrows at her.  
 
    The fey exhaled sharply.  
 
    “Yes,” she said. “Let’s do it. Pawen and Wemba, you should make the tea. Sae, you and I will make one batch of cookies. Henry, you can make another batch.”  
 
    I was slightly amused to see how easily Flaeth had slipped back into her leadership role. She might be going through something, but she hadn’t changed that much.  
 
    Still, her manner was much softer now than when she’d been in charge of the Journeyman team in the Semeresk kitchen. Then she’d been a total tyrant. Her tone was at least that of someone giving instructions rather than a dictator barking orders.  
 
    Caffie didn’t have a task, so she settled down on the ground to watch us all work. She was frowning, and when I glanced up to try and meet her eyes, she looked away quickly.  
 
    I really wanted to explain everything to her, but I had to focus on the task at hand right now, and she didn’t look quite ready to talk. So I got to work.  
 
    The cookie recipe I was using was very simple. 
 
    First, I melted butter over the fire and added a little oil and milk. I added a spoonful of sweet glaer syrup along with some sugar, and then I dropped in flour and cream yeast. 
 
    The mixture fizzed and bubbled as I stirred all the ingredients together. Then I took some dried rosemary and dried lieg berries and ground them together in the mortar until the rosemary was a coarse powder and the lieg berries were broken up into tiny pieces. I added them to the mixture and stirred some more. 
 
    The smell rising up from the dough was truly delicious– sweet with the warming heat of the spices.  
 
    The herbs I was using were good for promoting wisdom and mental clarity, and normally this would be when I infused the mixture with my own emotions and poured my soul into the wicfood to ignite the magic inherent in the ingredients. But when it came to making wicfood that wasn’t based on emotions, there was a very different method in place.  
 
    In my Wicfood: A Science class, the tutor had made us compile lists of things to memorize. When we made wicfood to do things like bestow wisdom, make the eater speak the truth, or give them clarity and focus, the method was to keep your mind as blank as possible. So our tutor instructed us to recite our lists in our heads and put our focus entirely on that, so we would not contaminate the ingredients’ original powers.  
 
    My list was always U.S. state capitals. It was an easy list to focus on, and it always gave me a good feeling to be back in touch with my Earth heritage, even if it was just for a short moment.  
 
    So as I mixed the cookie dough together, I emptied my mind and started working down my list.  
 
    “Alabama, Montgomery. Alaska, Juneau,” I whispered under my breath. “Arizona, Phoenix. Arkansas, Little Rock. California, Sacramento.” 
 
    It was a strange thing to have the names of these places still lurking inside my brain. At one point in time, they would have sounded as familiar as my own name, but now they sounded very strange and foreign as I whispered them into the air. 
 
    “Florida, Tallahassee,” I murmured. “Georgia,Atlanta. Hawaii, Honolulu. Idaho,              Boise. Illinois, Springfield.” 
 
    The breeze seemed to catch my words and carry them away over the lake. It was like reciting a magic spell.  
 
    In a way, I supposed it was.  
 
    The cookie dough was smooth, dark, and ready for the next step.  
 
    There were several cooking stones in the wicwood box, and I set them up so they were on medium-high heat. Then I scooped up small handfuls of the dough and rolled them into round balls. The dough was warm to the touch and slightly sticky, and it gleamed like glass as I worked it between my hands. I placed each ball into a skillet, covered them with the pan lid, and put the skillet on the cooking stones. 
 
    It wasn’t an oven, but the cooking stones would heat the covered pan in a way that would ensure an even bake. This was an old recipe that I’d used for years and had adjusted to accommodate the ingredients available in Hid. And even then it had never let me down, so I was confident the cookies could handle being cooked in a skillet rather than a traditional oven.  
 
    Sae and Flaeth were still making their cookies, and Wemba and Pawen were waiting for their tea to finish brewing, so I went down to the lake to wash my hands. The sweet smell of the spiced dough clung to my skin, and I smiled to myself as I dipped my hands in the cold lake water.  
 
    The lake was very beautiful in the midday sunshine. The light sparkled on the surface. The water rippled slightly and created a corrugated effect. The trees on the other side of the lake were dark and silent, and I wondered where the Goose was right now, and if she would like the offerings we’d left for her.  
 
    I wondered as well what the gods thought of our endeavors.  
 
    I closed my eyes and exhaled slowly.  
 
    “Blessed pantheon,” I whispered. “Blessed Hwaeg, Our Lady of Stillness. Hear my prayer this day. Let this mission be successful. Guide my hands. Enlighten my heart and mind. Let me do whatever it takes to serve you.”  
 
    I opened my eyes, and the bright sunlight dazzled me for a moment.  
 
    “Henry,” someone whispered.  
 
    My whole body stiffened.  
 
    “Henry…” The whisper came again, and my face broke into an amazed smile.  
 
    Because it wasn’t a mortal voice saying my name.  
 
    I bowed my head and dipped my hands again into the cold waters of the lake. I didn’t have any words to express my gratitude and devotion, but I trusted the gods would be able to see what was in my heart.  
 
    “Henry!” That one was a mortal voice.  
 
    It was a weird emotional whiplash to hear my name whispered on an unearthly breeze and then to hear Wemba yelling it behind me.  
 
    I turned around and saw my roommate waving at me.  
 
    I jogged up the beach toward him, and he pushed the jug of tea toward me.  
 
    “What do you think?” he asked.  
 
    I sniffed it first. The smell of mint and senc rose up strongly and powerfully into my nostrils, and I raised my eyebrows.  
 
    “Did you put any sweetener in this?” I asked.  
 
    “See,” Pawen said to Wemba with a triumphant smile. “I told you.”  
 
    “Alright, alright,” Wemba grumbled.  
 
    “Did you want me to give the deciding vote?” I asked with a grin.  
 
    “I thought we should add a little honey and cream to soften the flavors,” Pawen explained. “Wemba disagreed.”  
 
    “It wasn’t that I thought we should add no sweetener!” Wemba exclaimed. “I just didn’t want to adulterate the main ingredients too much.” 
 
    “I think a little cream is a good idea,” I said. “I would start with that and then see how it tastes. You might not need the honey.”  
 
    “See, that’s a good idea, isn’t it?” Pawen said to Wemba.  
 
    “I suppose so,” he sighed.  
 
    I left them to it and went to check on my cookies. From the smell of it, they were just about done. I pulled the skillet off the heat and removed the lid. A gust of steam billowed out, and I smiled at the fat, round discs of the cookies in the pan. They were cooked perfectly.  
 
    I grabbed a knife and slid it gently underneath each cookie to loosen it, and then placed them on a plate to cool down.  
 
    “Are you done with that?” Flaeth called.  
 
    I turned around to see that she and Sae had finished making their dough and were ready to portion it out for cooking.  
 
    “Yeah, here you go,” I replied, and I went over to them with the skillet.  
 
    “Mm, your cookies smell really good, Henry!” Sae exclaimed.  
 
    “Thanks,” I said with a smile. “Yours look good, too.”  
 
    “We could have swapped recipes,” Flaeth said in an irritated tone. “That way we would have both ended up with the same result.” 
 
    “But isn’t it more fun to compare our different results?” I gave her a teasing smile.  
 
    That seemed to surprise her.  
 
    “What do you mean?” she demanded.  
 
    “Come on,” I chuckled. “We both know we like competition. This way, we’re both pushing each other to be our best.”  
 
    “I am always my best,” Flaeth retorted.  
 
    “So am I,” I said. “And so far, we’ve always worked with different recipes, haven’t we?”  
 
    “The two things are not related,” Flaeth muttered.  
 
    “If you say so.” I grinned at Sae, who was trying to hold back a smile.  
 
    Flaeth glanced at me, and then she looked away. But I thought I could almost see the corner of her mouth twitching, as though she was also struggling not to smile.  
 
    I didn’t comment on it, and instead, I sat down with my plate of cookies and watched them as they cooled. The others were soon done with their tasks, and after another twenty minutes, we walked back to the camp with our wicfood held in our hands.  
 
    “What that?” The chieftain stared at the plates of cookies and the pitcher of tea with a suspicious look in his eyes.  
 
    “It’s wicfood,” I replied. “For wisdom.”  
 
    “I drink this, I find wisdom?” he asked. “And those– I eat them, too?”  
 
    “Yes,” I said patiently. “Just like we agreed.”  
 
    He grunted and held out his hand. I passed over the plates of cookies first. He picked up one cookie and examined it, then sniffed it. The suspicious look in his eye vanished immediately.  
 
    “It smells good!” he exclaimed.  
 
    “That’s what we like to hear,” I said with a chuckle. “Here, smell this.”  
 
    He put the plate of cookies down on the ground and held out his hand eagerly for the pitcher of tea. He sniffed that, too, and his dark eyebrows shot up toward his dirty hair.  
 
    “Strong drink!” he announced. “We will eat and drink! And become strong!”  
 
    “Yes, exactly.” I smiled at him. “You can take these away and give them to all your people.”  
 
    “We will.” He nodded firmly. “Thank you. What do they call you?”  
 
    “Oh, I’m Henry,” I said. “Pleased to meet you. What do they call you?” 
 
    “I am Clud,” he said. “Henry, you and your children will be forever the friends of the Outer Kingdom villages. We will speak your name, and everyone will know your deeds.”  
 
    “Thank you, Clud.” I inclined my head to him. “We are very grateful.”  
 
    The other people in Clud’s group had snatched up the plate of cookies their chieftain had put on the ground, and they were all studying the cookies with awestruck looks on their faces. Clud took the second plate of cookies and the pitcher of tea.  
 
    “Come,” he said.  
 
    With that one word, every person in his group immediately turned their attention to the woods. Clud walked toward the tree line, and his people followed closely behind him. They stepped off the beach and vanished into the woods.  
 
    “Damn,” Wemba said. “I feel like we just did something really important there.”  
 
    “We did,” I said with a nod. “Those people are going to remember how we helped them.” 
 
    “That was a good thing we did,” Pawen agreed. “We brought wisdom to them.”  
 
    “What they’ll do with it is another matter,” Flaeth commented in a dry tone.  
 
    “Good things, I think,” I replied gently.  
 
    Flaeth didn’t respond.  
 
    I didn’t say my other thoughts out loud. 
 
    Maybe part of the reason people in Hid were so prejudiced against humans was because they had a mental image of people like Clud. If they thought of humans as naked and filthy and living in the woods, then I could understand why that would only add to the religious reasons for hating humans and seeing them as blasphemers.  
 
    Maybe by giving wisdom to Clud and his people, I could help humans everywhere.  
 
    It was a bold thought, and maybe it was arrogant of me to think a plate of cookies and a pitcher of tea could help change the world. But it wasn’t impossible.  
 
    By now it was well past lunchtime, so we satisfied our hunger with more of Reofara’s traveling bread along with more foraged berries.  
 
    Caffie was still avoiding me. 
 
    I kept glancing at her while we ate, but she wouldn’t look me in the eye. I was drowning in the need to clear the air between us and explain things to her, but I couldn’t broach the subject in front of everyone.  
 
    Reofara ate his food quickly and then announced he was going to get some sleep in my and Wemba’s tent. He disappeared inside, and the rest of us carried on eating our bread and berries.  
 
    Sae had barely finished shoving her food into her mouth before she jumped to her feet.  
 
    “Alright!” she exclaimed. “Who wants to go for a swim?”  
 
    “Sweet Mother Breost,” Wemba complained. “Do you never calm down?”  
 
    “Yeah, aren’t you tired?” Caffie asked her. “I always heard that cooking with wicfood was an exhausting process.”  
 
    “It is,” Wemba assured her.  
 
    “It’s the level of mental and emotional discipline you need in order to properly control which emotions enter the food and which ones do not,” Flaeth said. “That is why meditation and mental exercises form a vital part of the curriculum once you reach higher levels.”  
 
    “Oh, okay.” Caffie nodded. “So, yeah, Sae, how come you’re not tired?”  
 
    “It’s because Sae’s wicfood is weak,” Wemba snickered.  
 
    “Hey!” Sae protested, and she gave him a playful shove. “My wicfood is as strong as any of yours, thank you very much. Swimming relaxes me, that’s all.”  
 
    “Okay, that’s fair enough,” Wemba conceded with a grin.  
 
    “Maybe you’re weak because you can’t keep up with me,” Sae teased.  
 
    “Okay, that’s a challenge, is it?” Wemba leaped to his feet.  
 
    Sae screamed with laughter and ran down to the beach as Wemba chased her. They threw themselves into the water with a splash.  
 
    “They’re still dressed,” Pawen said with a resigned sigh.  
 
    “Well, I know for a fact that Wemba brought far too many changes of clothes with him,” I chuckled. “I’ve no doubt Sae did as well.”  
 
    “You’re right, actually.” Pawen smiled. “Are you coming to swim?”  
 
    “In a bit,” I said with a glance toward Caffie. “I want to let my food digest a bit first.”  
 
    “I’ll see you down there,” Pawen said, and she carefully pulled off her tunic, folded it into a neat square, and placed it on the ground by the fire.  
 
    The contrast between her and Sae always made me smile  
 
    Pawen walked down to the water’s edge, and as she paused on the pebbles, the sun lit up her halo of tawny curls and turned them to glowing copper. The thin fabric of her chemise and shorts showed off her strong, lean figure, and I was proud that she was able to stand with such confidence in front of everyone.  
 
    Pawen was beautiful, but she often found it hard to believe. I hoped every compliment I paid her would start to tip the scales so she would be able to realize how strong, beautiful, and incredible she really was.  
 
    Pawen waded into the lake until the water reached her thighs, and then she dove below the surface and came up again with the water sparkling like diamonds in her soaked curls.  
 
    Seeing her so free and happy made my heart fill with joy. Then I looked around and saw Caffie staring at me.  
 
    She immediately looked away and got to her feet.  
 
    “I’m going to swim as well,” she said in an abrupt way.  
 
    “Caffie, wait.” I stood up and reached for her arm.  
 
    She backed away from me with her hands up to keep me at a distance.  
 
    Flaeth stood and, without saying a word, walked quickly down to the beach to give us some privacy.  
 
    “Caffie,” I began again, but the dwarf shook her head firmly.  
 
    “I don’t want to hear it, Henry,” she said.  
 
    “Please,” I pleaded. “You don’t know the full story.”  
 
    “No, I know.” She chewed on her lower lip. “You’re with Sae. And you’re with Pawen. And you kissed me. And somehow all of this is okay with them?” 
 
    She looked toward the water where Sae and Pawen were both swimming together happily.  
 
    “Yes,” I said.  
 
    Caffie made a frustrated noise in her throat.  
 
    “But how?” she demanded.  
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked in genuine confusion. “I don’t understand.”  
 
    “You can be with three people at once?” She stared at me. “That’s a real thing that real people do?” 
 
    “Yes…” I frowned. “Caffie, there are lots of ways to be with someone. Have you never heard of a relationship like this before?”  
 
    “No.” She shook her head and looked down at her feet. “I… I never thought that kind of thing could ever happen.”  
 
    “It can,” I said in a gentle voice. “It does.”  
 
    Caffie chewed on her lower lip so intensely, I was worried she was going to break the skin.  
 
    “What do you think about that?” I asked.  
 
    “I don’t know,” she whispered.  
 
    I had somewhat expected her to be surprised by the arrangement, but there seemed to be something else going on. Her face was troubled, but she seemed almost scared rather than angry.  
 
    “Is there something else?” I pressed.  
 
    “No.” Caffie sank her teeth into her lower lip.  
 
    “Caffie, you’re going to hurt yourself,” I said in a gentle voice.  
 
    “What?” She stared at me.  
 
    I gestured to her mouth, and she touched her lip, winced, and then looked at me with something almost like panic in her eyes.  
 
    “Caffie,” I pleaded. “What is it? Please, tell me.”  
 
    “I always thought how wonderful it could be,” she said in a voice that trembled. “To be with someone whose heart was big enough to love more than one person. But– but I said that to someone once, and they were shocked. They said it was indecent.”  
 
    My heart went out to Caffie.  
 
    Sae and Pawen had been totally on board with the arrangement, and Sae had actually encouraged me to pursue other women. But they were finfolk and skinfolk, and Caffie was from one of the wealthiest dwarf families in the city. I could very easily imagine that a relationship with multiple partners wouldn’t be tolerated in a society where sons and daughters could be used to make matches to elevate their family’s position in society.  
 
    “It’s okay,” I said in a gentle voice.  
 
    “Is it?” she whispered.  
 
    I reached for her again, but she took a step back.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said. “I just… I need to think about all of this.”  
 
    “Alright, sure,” I said with a nod. “Take all the time you need. And, Caffie, I don’t expect anything from you. I want you to know that. I’ll respect whatever decision you make.”  
 
    She nodded and took a deep, shuddering breath.  
 
    “Let’s go for a swim,” I suggested.  
 
    She nodded again, and we walked down to the edge of the lake together.  
 
    I let Caffie have her space, and I spent the rest of the afternoon swimming with the others. It felt amazing to push through the cool lake waters, and we frolicked and dove and had fun together until the sun was starting to sink low on the horizon.  
 
    The smell of cooking meat wafted over the water toward us, and when Sae and I came back to the shore, we saw that Wemba was cooking a stew in a pot over the campfire.  
 
    “I thought I might as well try to embrace the wild life,” he informed us as he stirred the fragrant stew with a spoon. 
 
    “It smells amazing,” I exclaimed. “What’s in it?”  
 
    “I didn’t know we’d brought any fresh meat with us,” Sae said.  
 
    “We didn’t.” Wemba nodded toward our guide, who was sitting on the other side of the fire and sharpening a knife. “Reofara caught a couple of rabbits. And he found some dirt apples and wild garlic.” 
 
    “Don’t forget I made the rack for the pot, too.” A little smile tugged at the tracker’s mouth. “Life’s not so bad out in the wilds, once you know what you’re doing.”  
 
    “Thanks, Reofara,” I said.  
 
    “Not a problem.” He shrugged. “I’m looking forward to rabbit stew.”  
 
    The rabbit stew was one of the best things I’d ever eaten. It might not have been the fanciest dish, but I was eating it by the side of a lake under the stars with my best friends– and my best enemy– beside me.  
 
    I ate until my stomach was full to bursting, and then we all lounged beside the fire and looked at the stars coming out overhead.  
 
    “This is so lovely,” Pawen murmured. “That stew was amazing, Wemba.” 
 
    “Yeah, well done, hero,” I added. 
 
    “It was tasty,” Flaeth said, and despite the grudging note in her voice, it seemed genuine.  
 
    “Uh, thanks, Flaeth,” Wemba said.  
 
    His raised eyebrows telegraphed a message of “what the hell just happened?” I grinned at him and raised my own eyebrows back.  
 
    “I wonder if the Goose will accept our offerings,” Sae said. “I guess if she doesn’t, tomorrow we’ll just make new ones.”  
 
    “What if the offerings we made today are the right choices?” Pawen asked. “But the Goose just isn’t near enough to find them?”  
 
    “Did you manage to find any signs of the Goose nearby?” Caffie asked Reofara.  
 
    “No,” he replied. “But I didn’t get very far before I noticed Clud’s tracks, so I focused on them instead.”  
 
    “I think if the Goose wants our offerings, she will know to come looking for them,” Flaeth said. “If the offerings are the right ones, then she will come find them.”  
 
    “If we bake them, she will come,” I misquoted with a grin.  
 
    “Yes, that’s what I’m saying.” Flaeth was dead serious because obviously, she didn’t get the movie reference, and my grin only deepened.  
 
    “Well,” Reofara said, “I saw how much work and passion you all put into making your offerings. So I think if anything’s going to attract the Goose, your offerings have a good chance of doing it.”  
 
    “Thank you for saying that,” Sae said with a sigh. “It’s hard not to feel discouraged.”  
 
    “It’s only the first day,” Pawen consoled her. 
 
    “I know, I know,” Sae sighed again, and then she yawned. “I think I’m just tired.”  
 
    “We should all get an early night,” Flaeth said as she sat up. “I’m going to turn in.”  
 
    “Good idea.” Sae yawned again.  
 
    Reofara said he would stay up by the fire again to keep watch, and I didn’t bother trying to argue with him this time.  
 
    We all said goodnight to each other and went off to our tents and settled down.  
 
    I was tired, and I thought I would fall asleep right away. But instead, I tossed, turned, and laid awake staring into the darkness as Wemba snored quietly next to me.  
 
    My mind was going around and around, and I couldn’t stop picking apart the events of the day. So much had happened, and I hadn’t had enough time to process it all, so my mind played it on repeat.  
 
    Flaeth by the lake.  
 
    Caffie’s furious hand slapping across my face.  
 
    Clud’s dark eyes boring into mine.  
 
    My name whispered on the wind by the lakeside.  
 
    I sighed and pressed the heels of my hands into my eyes. I was tired, but I was buzzing with a weird energy, and there was no way I was going to get to sleep when I was feeling like this.  
 
    I slid out of my bedroll and crawled out of the tent.  
 
    Outside, the campfire was burning low. Its orange flames threw dark, leaping shadows on the tent walls and when Reofara’s head snapped up to see who it was, the light bathed his face in an eerie, shadowy glow.  
 
    “It’s Henry,” I whispered. “I’m just going for a walk around the lake.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Reofara asked as his initial alarm at my appearance melted away.  
 
    “I can’t sleep,” I said. “I need to burn off some energy.”  
 
    “Alright.” Reofara nodded. “Be careful. Yell if you get into trouble.”  
 
    “Thanks, I will.” I nodded back at him and walked down to the beach.  
 
    I was only wearing my knee-length underwear shorts, and I started to regret my decision a little bit as I got closer to the lake. The air was cooler down by the water, I could smell the heavy, green scent of growing things, and I felt exposed and open to the elements without my shirt.  
 
    The waters were sighing softly against the pebbly shore, and the dark lake was like a polished mirror under the moonlight. As I walked along the lake, the warm glow of the campfire behind me faded away, and the light of the moon grew brighter. Every step I took brought me deeper into this new world where everything was cool and dark and bathed in the moon’s blueish, milky light.  
 
    It was beautiful.  
 
    “Henry?” The whisper came out of the shadows ahead of me.  
 
    I stopped dead. For a moment my heart pounded in alarm.  
 
    Then Caffie stepped out of the shadow of the trees.  
 
    “Goddamn, Caffie,” I breathed. “You scared me.”  
 
    “Sorry.” She had a blanket wrapped around her shoulders against the night air, but her feet were bare. 
 
    “Couldn’t sleep?” I guessed.  
 
    “No.” She sighed. “My mind kept on going over everything that happened today.”  
 
    “Me, too,” I said.  
 
    “Really?” she asked.  
 
    “Of course,” I said. “It’s been a lot to take in. And I guess it must have been even more for you.”  
 
    “Yes,” she whispered.  
 
    She looked down at her bare feet, which looked very pale in the moonlight. I really wanted to pull her into a hug, but I didn’t want to overstep after she’d said she needed some space.  
 
    “I’m sorry for slapping you,” she said.  
 
    I laughed softly. “That’s okay.”  
 
    “No, it really isn’t!” she insisted. “I can’t believe I was so quick to believe the worst about you.” 
 
    “Well, you didn’t have all of the facts,” I pointed out. “And it’s not an immediately obvious explanation, either.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I still was ready to believe my wrong version of things!” she exclaimed. 
 
    “But you were so angry about it,” I said. “So I think a part of you knew how unlikely it was to be true.”  
 
    “Yes, you’re right.” Caffie shook her head. “I talked with Sae and Pawen, by the way. When we went to bed, they explained it all to me.”  
 
    “Did that help clear things up for you?” I asked.  
 
    “Yes, it did,” she said.  
 
    “That’s good.” I nodded. “We weren’t keeping it a secret or anything like that. It’s just that it doesn’t come up in conversation easily.”  
 
    “No, I guess not,” Caffie laughed softly.  
 
    “I know it’s very different from how most people do things,” I said. “But love looks different for everyone. And just because your parents or society say something is the only way, that doesn’t mean they’re right.”  
 
    “I know,” Caffie said. “It’s funny, I have no problem with going against my father’s expectations in other ways. I’ve designed my whole life as an act of rebellion against him. I don’t know why this shocked me so much.”  
 
    “Is it…” I hesitated, then went for it. “Do you think it’s because this is something you really want? Something that, deep down, you know makes sense for you?”  
 
    Caffie licked her lips. Then she nodded.  
 
    “Yes,” she whispered. “I’ve always thought that. Lots of people are happy with just one person, but I’ve never thought it was right for me.”  
 
    “It’s an adjustment,” I said in a gentle voice. 
 
    “Talking to Sae and Pawen really helped,” Caffie agreed. “And… and they said if I did want to sleep with you, they didn’t mind. They said there was just one thing I had to remember.”  
 
    “What was that?” I asked.  
 
    I kept my tone light, but my heart was suddenly beating very fast.  
 
    Caffie took a step closer to me and looked up into my face. Her purple eyes looked black in the moonlight, and her skin glowed like it was lit from the inside. 
 
    “They said I wasn’t to hurt you,” Caffie said. “And if I did hurt you, then I should be prepared to sleep with one eye open for the rest of my life. It was pretty intimidating, to be honest.” 
 
    “I can believe that,” I chuckled softly. “They can both be pretty fierce when they want to be.”  
 
    “So…” Caffie cocked her head to the side. “What do you think about that idea, then?”  
 
    “What idea?” I had a pretty good idea of what she meant, but I wanted to hear her say it out loud.  
 
    “You know,” she said in a low voice. “Us sleeping together.” 
 
    “What, right now?” I asked with a slow smile.  
 
    “Well…” She smiled back. “Would you like to do it right now?”  
 
    My heart was pounding. My knees felt weak.  
 
    “Yes,” I whispered.

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
    Caffie looked up into my face. Her lips were slightly parted, and I longed to feel the sweet warmth of her breath on my face.  
 
    I had to bend down quite far, but Caffie reached up and linked her hands around my neck. Then her soft, eager lips found mine, and I kissed her with all of the pent-up energy that was fizzing around inside my body.  
 
    Caffie made a little moaning sound as my mouth covered hers, and I growled deep in my throat in response and grabbed her ass with both hands. 
 
    I lifted her up, and she wrapped her legs around my waist and kissed me all over. I carried her back into the trees away from the lake and out of view and earshot of the camp.  
 
    Caffie’s lips found my cheeks, my eyelids, my nose, my throat. She whispered my name like it was a prayer, and the sound of her voice was like a drug in my veins.  
 
    I wanted her.  
 
    I needed her.  
 
    “Caffie,” I groaned. “I need to feel you.”  
 
    Caffie tossed her braids back over her shoulder and leaned back to look at me. She was panting, and she bit her lower lip as her eyes traveled all over me.  
 
    “Bless the pantheon,” she whispered. “You’re so beautiful, Henry.”  
 
    “So are you,” I whispered back.  
 
    My hands were supporting Caffie, so I couldn’t tear her clothes off her like I wanted to. I could have put her down, but that would mean letting go of the delicious heat radiating from between her legs, and I wanted to keep it burning against my abdomen for as long as possible.  
 
    Caffie realized it at the same time I did, and a slow, wicked smile spread across her face.  
 
    The blanket was still wrapped around her shoulders, and the ends of it were caught between our two bodies. Caffie moved her hands with agonizing slowness and eased one end of the blanket free. She slid it down over one shoulder and looked up at me from under her lashes.  
 
    “Caffie…” I groaned.  
 
    “Patience,” she purred.  
 
    She was enjoying being in control far too much.  
 
    The dwarf woman dragged out the second corner of the blanket. She held both ends in her hands and pouted up at me as she let it slide down with agonizing slowness.  
 
    My fingers dug into her ass cheeks in anticipation, and Caffie let out a little squeak and finally let the blanket drop to reveal that she was wearing a clean set of underwear. Her little cotton shorts hugged her hips, and her nipples popped through the thin fabric of her cropped chemise top. 
 
    “Caffie,” I groaned in torment. “You’re so damn beautiful.”  
 
    “Do you want to see more?” she whispered.  
 
    She gave a little wriggle, which slid her crotch against me so I felt the heat of her pussy radiating over my bare skin. I could’ve sworn that her underwear was already wet, and I couldn’t wait to feel the silky heat of her wet pussy on my cock.  
 
    “You know I do,” I whispered back.  
 
    “Tell me,” she breathed. “Tell me what you want to see.”  
 
    “I want…” I swallowed hard. “I want you to take off that little chemise so I can see your body. I want to see your breasts. I want to touch you and put my fingers and my cock inside you.”  
 
    Caffie let out a little moan. She closed her eyes as though just thinking about it was enough to turn her on.  
 
    Her hands went to the hem of her chemise. And in one, smooth motion, she pulled it up over her head.  
 
    Caffie’s breasts bounced and settled as she lowered her arms and dropped the chemise to the ground. I was hypnotized by the sight of her body in the glow of the moonlight. Her skin was creamy like milk, and her nipples were tight, excited buttons. In daylight, I knew they would be pale pink, but here in the shadows, they were a dark, ruby color, like drops of fine, expensive wine.  
 
    “Caffie,” I groaned. 
 
    Caffie put her hands on my shoulders and kissed me hard. 
 
    I kissed her back, but I wanted to torment her a little bit before we moved on. If I’d been impatient for her to take off her chemise, I wanted her to beg me to touch her pussy.  
 
    I moved my lips from Caffie’s mouth to her cheek, and then down her throat to her chest. My mouth captured one of Caffie’s nipples, and I nibbled it gently with my teeth.  
 
    “Ahhhhh!” Caffie arched her back and gasped. Goosebumps broke out over her skin, and she wriggled against me in pleasure.  
 
    I sucked her nipple and worked her flesh with my lips and my tongue until Caffie was writhing and panting with desire.  
 
    “Henry,” she whispered. “Put me down.”  
 
    She tried to wriggle free, but I held her tightly and didn’t let her go. 
 
    Caffie gasped as I bit down on her nipple again. She tried to pull her shorts down, but there wasn’t enough space between us, and she only managed to slide them down over my hands, which were still gripping her ass cheeks.  
 
    “Henry!” she whimpered, and she wriggled again for a few moments before she pouted and stopped moving.  
 
    I removed my mouth from her breast and grinned up at her in a teasing way.  
 
    “You’re a bastard,” she hissed, but her eyes were dancing.  
 
    “You want me to put you down?” I whispered.  
 
    “Yes!” she gasped.  
 
    “Then tell me,” I said with a smirk. “Tell me what you want me to do to you.”  
 
    Caffie swallowed and stared at me in a mixture of amusement, irritation, and outright arousal.  
 
    “I want you to put me down.” She leaned forward so her mouth was right by my ear, and a delicious shiver ran down my spine as her warm breath touched my cheek. “And then I want you to put your cock inside and fuck me in these woods until I can’t stand.”  
 
    A groan spilled from my lips.  
 
    My hands clenched on Caffie’s ass, and then I slowly knelt down. The blanket was in a heap on the ground, and I carefully spread it out before I laid Caffie down on it.  
 
    The moonlight played over Caffie’s milky-white skin, and she swallowed hard as I bent over her and carefully tugged down her underwear. The cotton garment was soaked through at the crotch, and a heavenly hint of her excited pussy juices filled my nose, and my jaw clenched with the effort to keep myself in control.  
 
    Caffie spread her knees open wide, and the moonlight glistened on her pussy lips and showed me how aroused she was.  
 
    I licked my dry lips.  
 
    “Two things first,” I murmured in a husky voice. 
 
    “What?” she breathed.  
 
    “Are you protected against pregnancy?” I whispered. 
 
    “No.” Caffie bit her lower lip. “Don’t cum inside me?”  
 
    “Of course.” I nodded. “Sae and Pawen have a tea they take to keep themselves safe. They might have some extra you could have tomorrow.”  
 
    “I’ll ask them.” Caffie’s breath was whistling in through her nose. “What’s the second thing?”  
 
    “Are you comfortable?” I asked.  
 
    Caffie burst out laughing. She clapped her hand over her mouth to muffle her giggles, and her lovely eyes danced with merriment over her fingers.  
 
    “Oh, Henry,” she managed to gasp out. “I love that you had that thought.”  
 
    “I want to make sure you’re comfortable,” I said with a smile. “Is that so strange?”  
 
    “Stranger than you might think.” Caffie leaned up to whisper in my ear. “But it just makes me want to fuck you even more.”  
 
    I shivered with anticipation. My cock was rock hard, and I had a difficult time pulling down my shorts to let my erection spring free.  
 
    “Mmm,” Caffie purred as I finally managed to drag my shorts off. “That’s what I like to see. Come here, big boy.”  
 
    She wound her fingers through mine and pulled me forward until I was leaning over her. I pushed her hands up above her head and pressed them back against the ground. Caffie threw her legs wide open, and I nudged the tip of my cock against her entrance.  
 
    The sweet heat of her pussy on my member was maddening, and I wanted so badly to fill her up without a moment’s hesitation.  
 
    But I wanted this to be just as fun for Caffie as it was for me.  
 
    I slid the first little bit of my shaft between Caffie’s pussy lips, and the dwarf gasped as my cock slid inside her.  
 
    “Ohhhhh,” she moaned. “Oh, fuck, yes.”  
 
    Caffie’s pussy gripped the tip of my cock, and a strangled gasp came from my mouth as I felt the silken wet heat of her.  
 
    “Fuck, Caffie,” I groaned. “You feel so good.”  
 
    “I want all of you inside me,” she gasped. “I can tell you’re holding back.”  
 
    “I don’t want to hurt you,” I whispered.  
 
    “I can take it,” she breathed. “I want to feel all of your cock inside my pussy.”  
 
    I shifted my hips and slowly slid the entire length of me inside her. Caffie gave a little whimper of pleasure, and she smiled breathlessly while her eyelashes fluttered.  
 
    “Oh, yes,” she whispered. “That’s it. That feels so fucking good, thank you Lady Aegwa for this gift.” 
 
    I moved my hips gently back and forth. My cock slid out of Caffie’s pussy and then eased back inside again.  
 
    “Mmm,” Caffie sighed with her eyes closed in bliss. “That feels so good.”  
 
    “Do you want me to go slower?” I whispered. “Or quicker?”  
 
    “Quicker.” She opened her eyes and licked her lips. “Harder. Don’t hold back.”  
 
    “Are you sure?” I checked.  
 
    “Yes.” Her purple eyes locked with mine, and I knew she meant it.  
 
    So I began to thrust in and out of her with quick, deep, hard strokes.  
 
    “Mmmmmm, yeeeeesss,” Caffie gasped. “Oh, gods, yes, that’s it.”  
 
    Her breasts bounced up and down on her chest with every thrust. Her knees hung open, and her toes left the ground and bobbed in the air around my hips. My fingers were clenched in hers, and I could feel Caffie’s body responding every time I drove into her.  
 
    “Yes,” she panted. “Yes… yes… yes…”  
 
    Her pussy was throbbing around my cock, and I could tell she was close to finishing. I hammered into her without pausing, and Caffie let out a wordless cry as my cock pushed her to orgasm. 
 
    “Yes!” she managed. 
 
    Her body shook in the throes of her pleasure, and her pussy quivered in ecstasy around me. Her limbs jerked, her back arched off the ground, and she gasped like a swimmer coming up for air.  
 
    “Ohhhhhh,” she whispered.  
 
    Her eyelashes fluttered, and she looked up at me with hazy eyes as I stopped thrusting.  
 
    “Sweet pantheon, Henry,” she breathed. 
 
    “I assume that was satisfactory?” I asked with a low chuckle.  
 
    “Oh…” She let out a long exhale. “Blessed Lady Aegwa. She knows I’ve never been with a man like you before. And I’ve never felt anything as good as that before.”  
 
    “I’m glad to hear it.” I smiled.  
 
    “But you didn’t finish,” she realized.  
 
    “No, not yet,” I admitted.  
 
    “How do you have such willpower?” she gasped and then giggled. “Carry on.”  
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked.  
 
    “Yes, of course,” she said, and she locked her hands around the back of my neck and wrapped her legs around my waist. “Let’s go.”  
 
    “Alright, then.” I began to move inside her again.  
 
    At first, I went slowly, but soon I was back to the same hard rhythm as before. I pounded Caffie’s pussy until she was breathless. And then she suddenly gasped. And without warning, she came again.  
 
    “Oh!” she moaned. “Oh! Oh, fuck! Don’t stop, Henry, don’t stop!”  
 
    I plunged into her again and again. My cock drove deep inside her pussy, my hips worked back and forth like a machine, and Caffie’s face was almost a grimace as I pushed her toward her third orgasm.  
 
    “Sweet– blessed– bountiful– Lady Aegwa,” she gasped between thrusts.  
 
    My cock pounded Caffie’s pussy relentlessly, and I could tell she was getting close again. And I could feel myself also reaching the finish, but I gritted my teeth and held back.  
 
    Then Caffie began to moan. 
 
    “Yes,” she begged. “Yes– yes– yes– yes–”  
 
    Her pussy held my cock in its velvet grip. It clenched around me, and as Caffie gasped and let out a wail of pleasure, my own orgasm suddenly overtook me.  
 
    I had just enough time to pull my cock out of Caffie’s pussy, and then with a groan, I shot my hot cum onto Caffie’s stomach. My vision was flecked with black spots, my ears rang, and my head swam in dizzy circles. The air around me seemed to fizz and pop with energy, and my body shuddered and twitched with my release.  
 
    I shifted off Caffie and rolled onto my side next to her. 
 
    My heart was pounding like a drum. My mouth was dry, I was gasping for air, and my whole body was both weak and surging with power. I was shaking, but I was the strongest I’d ever been.  
 
    Caffie rolled over and nestled closer to me. My eyes were closed as she nudged herself against my chest, and I threw my arm over her and pulled her closer to me.  
 
    I was barely aware of anything over the pounding rhythm of my heartbeat, but as that slowly returned to normal, I started to become aware of the smell of the lake water, the pebbles digging into my body, and how cool Caffie’s skin was growing.  
 
    “Hey,” I whispered, and I kissed her shoulder gently. “We should go back. You don’t want to catch a cold out here.”  
 
    “I hadn’t even noticed how cold it’s gotten,” Caffie laughed softly. She turned over and looked into my eyes with a gentle smile on her face. “Thank you, Henry. That was incredible.” 
 
    “You’re incredible,” I told her.  
 
    We leaned in and pressed our lips together in one final kiss. Then we both got up, I helped Caffie clean herself with lake water, and we got dressed and walked back to the tents.  
 
    Caffie went into the women’s tent, and I ducked into mine, but not before I spied Reofara still sitting by the campfire and watching us with a knowing smirk on his face.  
 
    I grinned back at him, then crawled into my bedroll.  
 
    I was asleep within seconds.  
 
    And this time, I dreamed as I slept.  
 
    I dreamed I was back out by the lake again. It was another misty dawn, and the lake waters gleamed like polished glass under the early morning sun.  
 
    And there was the same shadowy, indistinct figure I’d seen before. They were walking on the surface of the water, and as I looked at them, they turned and started to come toward me.  
 
    Part of me wondered if I should be scared, but I wasn’t.  
 
    I watched the figure come closer out of the mist. They stopped a little distance from me, and I thought I should have been able to see their face at this distance, but their features were covered by weird, shifting, misty shadows, and I couldn’t make out anything about them.  
 
    “Henry,” the shadow person whispered.  
 
    Their voice sounded more like the cry of a bird than the speaking voice of an actual person.  
 
    I tried to speak and say something in reply, but when I opened my mouth and moved my lips, no sound came out.  
 
    “Henry.” The voice came again. “Remember. Anyone can hunt the Goose. But it takes a hero to collect the egg.” 
 
    I desperately tried to ask what that meant, but there were no words that I could speak.  
 
    “Anyone can catch the Goose,” the voice continued. “But that doesn’t matter. If you want the egg, you must show more than skill.”  
 
    “Like what?” I desperately wanted to shout. “What am I supposed to use to woo the Goose if not my skill? That’s the whole point of me being here, of any of us being out in these woods.”  
 
    But the words simply would not form on my tongue.  
 
    “It is a matter of more than skill,” the voice whispered again like it could hear me. “The search is irrelevant. That’s just one rung in a very long ladder. You need to look beyond. See the truth. Find the answer inside.”  
 
    I wrestled with the weird feeling of paralysis that had my limbs locked in place. I swallowed, I licked my lips, gathered all of my strength, and finally managed to form words.  
 
    “What does that mean?” The question burst from my lips in a shout.  
 
    It was so loud, it woke me up.  
 
    I opened my eyes and found myself standing by the side of the lake. The water was lapping at my bare feet. The sun was just climbing above the trees. I was in the shorts I’d worn to bed, and nothing else.  
 
    “What the hell?” I murmured to myself. “Did I sleepwalk out here?”  
 
    I looked around and scanned the lake for signs of any unusual activity. And then I froze as I saw the same figure from my dream on the other side of the lake.  
 
    They were walking on the surface of the water. Their face was obscured by a heavy cloud of glittering, white mist. They moved with a lithe, powerful grace that was awe-inspiring to watch.  
 
    I wanted to call out to them.  
 
    I had a thousand questions I wanted to ask.  
 
    I was convinced now that what I’d seen yesterday morning wasn’t a dream. And this wasn’t a dream now, either.  
 
    The gods were near.  
 
    Maybe so near that they were literally on the other side of the lake.  
 
    I had no idea what was the correct protocol for meeting a god while they were out walking. My brain tripped over a dozen different phrases and greetings, and I was still sorting through possibilities when my eyes focused on the lake again, and I realized the person had vanished.  
 
    A sudden, sharp pain stabbed at my heart. A weird and sudden sense of loss washed through me, which was ridiculous because I didn’t even know who, or what, was out there. But I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was missing out on something miraculous.  
 
    The mist was starting to burn off the surface of the lake. I could already tell it was going to be a hot day, and the mist glimmered and gleamed in copper and gold glory under the sun’s warmth.  
 
    And then, through the glorious, curling, shifting mist, I saw a familiar shape step out from the tree line.  
 
    It was the Golden Goose.  
 
    I sucked in my breath without even realizing what I was doing. My eyes strained to focus on the bird that was responsible for so much upheaval in the town.  
 
    It was a goose, there was no doubt about that. And as for its being The Goose, that was easily clarified by the creature’s size. It was roughly the size of a Collie dog, with the most amazing plumage. 
 
    Her breast and head were a soft, golden-brown, and her flanks were a bright, creamy white. The feathers on her wings were striped a darker brown and looked like they had lengths of golden wire woven into each one. The gold caught the sun and gave off a brilliant sparkle. Her legs and feet were a striking, bright coral-pink, her beak was orange, and her eyes were a brilliant, burning golden color.  
 
    She walked in a slow, waddling gait around the edge of the lake. Her webbed feet turned inward, so each step made her sway from side to side, and it was weirdly funny to see this creature of myth and legend waddling around the lake in such an ungainly and awkward way.  
 
    It bent its head to take a sip of the lake water, and that movement shocked me back into action.  
 
    I stumbled away from the water’s edge and hurried back to the camp with my bare feet barely registering the pain of running over pebbles.  
 
    “Reofara!” I gasped.  
 
    The tracker was sitting by the fire and watching the low flames smolder among the ash and coals. His head snapped up at my approach.  
 
    “You alright?” he asked in concern. “It looked like you were sleepwalking. I kept an eye on you, made sure you didn’t fall into the lake or anything like that.”  
 
    “Yes, yes,” I gasped. “Look!”  
 
    I spun around and pointed.  
 
    Reofara followed the direction of my pointing finger. And then he let out an audible gasp and leaped to his feet.  
 
    “The Goose!” he hissed.  
 
    “Yep.” I ran into my tent, grabbed Wemba’s shoulder, and shook him. “Wemba! Wemba, wake up!”  
 
    “No,” Wemba grumbled and hunched his shoulder against me. “Go away.”  
 
    “Wemba, the Goose is here!” I exclaimed.  
 
    “What?” Wemba shot up and stared at me. “The Goose? The Goose is here?”  
 
    “The Goose is here,” I confirmed.  
 
    “Holy shit.” Wemba immediately crawled out of his bedroll and grabbed his clothes.  
 
    We both got dressed quickly before we hurried out of the tent. The women had overheard the conversation between me and Reofara, and they were ready as soon as we were.  
 
    Then we all walked slowly down to the water’s edge and peered out across the glassy surface.  
 
    The Goose was no longer on the land. She was swimming peacefully in the middle of the lake. Her beautiful coloring was starting to become more noticeable in the rising sun, and when she turned slightly on the water, the sunlight caught the threads of gold in her plumage and seemed to set them on fire.  
 
    We all drew a collective gasp of awe, wonder, and delight.  
 
    “She’s so beautiful,” Pawen murmured.  
 
    “I can’t believe we’re actually seeing her,” Sae whispered.  
 
    “That is something pretty special,” Wemba said.  
 
    “Lady Hwaeg has truly blessed us this day,” Flaeth breathed.  
 
    “What do we do next?” Caffie asked.  
 
    “Do you suppose she’s tasted our offerings yet?” Pawen asked.  
 
    Just then I realized that my offering was close to where the Goose was swimming. I’d placed the offering on the shore, but it was in the Goose’s eyeline from the center of the lake, so if I got her attention, I could conceivably entice her to try my dish of wicfood.  
 
    I broke out of the group and ran away down the beach.  
 
    My plate of marchpane was exactly where I’d left it. It didn’t look like anything had touched it. I sank down onto my knees, lifted the plate with both hands, and held it out toward the Goose on the water.  
 
    I took a deep breath and cleared my throat.  
 
    “Oh, great Golden Goose!” I called across the water. “We humbly entreat you!”  
 
    The Goose paused. Her slender neck rotated as she turned to look at me, and even though she was far across the water, I could have sworn I felt the intensity of her gaze on me.  
 
    “We have made these offerings to court your favor!” I cried. “We have prepared these sacred delicacies to tempt your palate, in accordance with the favorites of the blessed goddess and your companion, Hwaeg, Our Lady of Stillness. We offer these dishes to you and crave your blessing in return!”  
 
    The others ran around the edge of the lake to reach me. They all fell to their knees and held out their hands in a gesture of entreaty.  
 
    “Oh, great and blessed Golden Goose!” Flaeth joined me first. “We crave your blessing!”  
 
    “We beg you to accept our humble offering!” Sae cried.  
 
    “Hear our entreaty on this day!” Wemba called.  
 
    “Blessed Goose!” Pawen added. “We court your favor!” 
 
    “Let us receive your blessing!” Caffie cried.  
 
    Reofara remained silent, but his head was bowed and his lips moved quickly and silently, so he must have been praying.  
 
    The Goose turned its head to the side. It surveyed us with its brilliant golden eyes for a long moment. And then it began to swim toward us.  
 
    “Yes,” Sae breathed.  
 
    “Blessed Goose!” I called. “We court your favor, we crave your blessing, and we ask that you will accept this humble offering we have made for you!”  
 
    The Goose swam toward us.  
 
    And then she suddenly paused.  
 
    I drew in my breath to call again. But then I heard someone else shouting from the other side of the lake.  
 
    A familiar group of people had emerged from the opposite tree line. They were on their knees by the shore, and they held dishes and bowls in their upraised hands. 
 
    It was the House Hrothos delegation.  
 
    “Oh, great blessed Goose!” The call floated across the water. “We have made these humble offerings for you, and we ask that you bless us with your favor!”  
 
    “Oh, no,” Pawen gasped.  
 
    “What the hell are they doing here?” Flaeth hissed.  
 
    “They’re trying to woo the Goose, the same as we are,” Reofara said.  
 
    “I know that!” Flaeth said between clenched teeth.  
 
    The Goose bobbed up and down on the water. Its graceful head turned to look from one side of the lake to the other.  
 
    “Great and wonderful Goose!” I cried. “Hear our pleas! Accept our offerings and grant us your blessings!”  
 
    “Oh, beautiful Goose!” Flaeth shouted. “Hear us! Hear us and accept us!”  
 
    The others joined in, but as we raised our voices and shouted more and more entreaties for the Goose to come to us, the House Hrothos delegation matched us shout for shout.  
 
    The Goose looked between the two sides of the lake.  
 
    She arched her neck and scooped up a beakful of water in a way that seemed like she was considering everything that was happening.  
 
    “Oh, Goose!” My throat was raw and my voice was cracking, but I carried on calling for her. “We beg you to accept our offering!”  
 
    The blue-haired fey woman from House Hrothos, Dunwen, was clearly visible at the front of the group. But the Goose still remained near the center of the lake. 
 
    Dunwen rose from her kneeling position and splashed into the shallow edges of the water.  
 
    “Oh, no,” Flaeth growled.  
 
    “Flaeth!” I called, but the fey ignored me.  
 
    She stumbled to her feet and ran into the lake with her hands still held upward.  
 
    “Oh, Goose!” she cried.  
 
    “Oh, Goose!” Dunwen’s outraged yell floated across the water toward us.  
 
    “Goose!” Flaeth screamed.  
 
    “Goose!” Dunwen shrieked.  
 
    The Goose clearly wasn’t impressed with this new development. She looked between the two groups, then began to swim toward the north side of the lake away from all of us.  
 
    “No!” Sae gasped.  
 
    “She’s leaving!” Pawen cried.  
 
    “Goose!” Flaeth screamed in desperation.  
 
    On the other side of the lake, Dunwen threw herself into the water and seemed prepared to swim after the Goose all by herself. But then one of her companions waded in after her and dragged her out of the water. 
 
    This was clearly a lost cause.  
 
    The Goose reached the other edge of the lake, walked out, shook herself, and waddled off into the trees.  
 
    “No!” Flaeth screamed.  
 
    “Flaeth!” I put the offering plate down on the ground and ran into the lake.  
 
    She was still kneeling hopelessly in the shallow water, and I hesitated for only a second before I put my hand on her shoulder.  
 
    Flaeth didn’t even flinch. She just looked around at me with such despair in her eyes that I couldn’t even scold her.  
 
    “Come on,” I said. “It’s not over yet.”  
 
    “She would have come to us,” Flaeth whispered in a broken voice.  
 
    “I know,” I said. “But that means she’ll come to us again. Come on, we’re not going to let House Hrothos win.”  
 
    The familiar steely look entered Flaeth’s green eyes. She clambered to her feet and splashed out of the water back onto the beach.  
 
    “Okay,” Wemba said with a sigh. “That didn’t go exactly as planned.”  
 
    “It was them,” Flaeth hissed.  
 
    She glowered across the water at the House Hrothos group. Then her whole body stiffened, and she took off running around the edge of the lake.  
 
    “Flaeth!” I yelled.  
 
    “Henry, look!” Pawen grabbed my arm and pointed.  
 
    The House Hrothos group was also running around their side of the lake. Both they and Flaeth were heading toward the spot where the Goose had entered the woods.  
 
    “They’re chasing her,” Sae gasped.  
 
    “Is that alright to do?” Wemba queried. “I feel like that’s not very respectful.”  
 
    “It isn’t,” I said grimly. “Hypocrites.” 
 
    “But Flaeth’s going after them,” Pawen said with a worried frown on her face.  
 
    “Alright, then.” I heaved a sigh. “We need to make sure Flaeth is safe.”  
 
    “That she’s safe?” Wemba raised an eyebrow. “I’d be more worried about that House Hrothos fey woman. Flaeth looked like she wanted to scalp her.”  
 
    “Either way, we need to find her,” I said.  
 
    Both Flaeth and the House Hrothos students had reached the edge of the tree line, and they vanished between the tree trunks.  
 
    We began to run as well. Our feet crunched in the loose pebbles of the beach, and I kept my eyes locked on the tree line. We ran around the edge of the lake and reached the north point where the Goose, House Hrothos, and Flaeth had all disappeared into the woods.  
 
    “Where are they?” Wemba asked in frustration.  
 
    “Can you see Flaeth anywhere?” Pawen cried.  
 
    I halted at the trees. The woods beyond were a tangle of tree roots, brambles, and undergrowth. At first, it seemed like there was no way we could run through it, but then I spotted the crushed branches and brambles where the House Hrothos group must have crashed through.  
 
    “Here!” I yelled.  
 
    I was about to run into the woods when a high, raucous honk sounded in the air. The cry came again, and suddenly the Goose herself broke out of the trees a little way along and ran toward the lake. Her head was down, her wings were flapping, and she looked extremely pissed off.  
 
    “Oh, no!” Sae gasped. “Look at her!”  
 
    “What are those House Hrothos fucks thinking?” Caffie groaned.  
 
    As if they’d heard their names, the House Hrothos fucks chose that moment to rush out of the woods after the Goose. Their faces were scratched with brambles and one of them was limping, but they still all carried their offering bowls, although at least half of them had spilled the contents somewhere along the way.  
 
    They charged past us without a glance and ran desperately down to the water’s edge. But they were too late. The Goose paddled swiftly away from them and headed toward the safety of the middle of the lake.  
 
    “No!” Dunwen screamed.  
 
    She fell to her knees by the side of the lake and pounded her fists on the pebbly ground.  
 
    Then, Flaeth plunged out of the trees. Her face was livid, there was a scratch down one cheek where it looked like a tree branch had hit her in the face, and as soon as she spotted Dunwen, she hurled herself at the other fey.  
 
    “Whoa, whoa, whoa!” I grabbed her arm and hauled her back.  
 
    “Let me go!” Flaeth barked. “Look at what they’ve done!”  
 
    “I know, I know,” I told her, “but this isn’t going to fix anything.”  
 
    “It’s going to make me feel better to punch that stupid blue-haired bitch in the mouth,” Flaeth growled. 
 
    Dunwen staggered to her feet. She spotted the House Siggwin group, and her pretty face twisted into a furious snarl.  
 
    “You!” she spat. “You ruined everything!”  
 
    “We ruined everything?” Flaeth repeated in an outraged tone. “You ruined everything! We were wooing the Goose fair and square, and then you came along and chased her into the woods like she was a stray chicken! How dare you stand there and tell us that we ruined things!”  
 
    “House Hrothos is ready to do whatever it takes to woo the Goose!” Dunwen shouted.  
 
    “At the expense of the Goose herself?” Flaeth retorted.  
 
    “She was fine,” one of the other fey in the group said in a dismissive tone.  
 
    “She was clearly not fine!” Sae exclaimed.  
 
    “Yeah, did you see her?” Wemba snorted. “She was not having a fun time.”  
 
    “There’s a reason she’s in the middle of the lake right now and not here taking your offerings,” I added.  
 
    “Oh, that’s great, the human has an opinion on how we’re doing things,” the fey sneered.  
 
    “Well, this human actually managed to catch the Goose’s interest with his offering,” I retorted. “Unlike any of you.”  
 
    The fey bared his teeth in a snarl and took a quick step toward me. I immediately put up my fists, and he retreated with a startled look on his face.  
 
    Then he recovered and swiped at me with his fist.  
 
    I dodged his blow easily, stepped in close, grabbed his arm, and twisted it behind his back. He let out a yelp of pain as he doubled over.  
 
    “Are you done?” I asked him, and when he nodded, I let go of his arm.  
 
    He stumbled away, then whirled around and stared at me with murderous eyes.  
 
    “You don’t know what you’re doing!” he hissed.  
 
    “I think I know more than you,” I replied. “And at least I haven’t terrorized the Golden Goose so she’s had to take refuge on the lake.”  
 
    “We didn’t terrorize her!” he yelled.  
 
    “You’re spreading lies!” another House Hrothos fey yelled.  
 
    “Typical human!” shouted another.  
 
    “How is it lies when we all saw what you stupid fuckers did?” Caffie demanded.  
 
    “You have no respect!” Sae hissed.  
 
    I looked at Reofara. His hand was resting on his belt, and his lips were set in a grim line as he watched the House Hrothos students.  
 
    He looked like he was prepared for a fight.  
 
    Blessed pantheon, let this not devolve into a fight.  
 
    Suddenly Flaeth stepped forward between me and the fey who’d attacked me. She held out her arms for quiet and threw a vicious glare at the shouting House Hrothos group that made them shut up.  
 
    “We need to settle this,” she declared. “Once and for all.”  
 
    “Oh, of course the high and mighty Flaeth Miht has a solution to all of this,” Dunwen scoffed.  
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry,” Flaeth snapped in an icy tone. “I didn’t realize your preference was to stand here and shout until the Goose flies away forever.”  
 
    The two fey women glared at each other for a moment, and then Dunwen clenched her jaw in anger.  
 
    “What are you suggesting?” she gritted out.  
 
    “A cook-off,” Flaeth said.

  

 
   
    Chapter 13  
 
    “A cook-off,” Dunwen repeated.  
 
    “Do you have a problem with that?” A mocking smile curled the corner of Flaeth’s mouth.  
 
    “No problem,” Dunwen snapped. “I just need to confer with my fellow students.”  
 
    The whole House Hrothos group backed off a little and huddled together into a tight knot.  
 
    “A cook-off?” I murmured to Wemba. “Does she mean a cooking competition? Whoever makes the best dish gets to pursue the Goose?” 
 
    “I mean, I don’t know exactly what version she’s thinking of,” Wemba replied. “But, yeah, that’s the gist of it.”  
 
    “Is that… normal?” I asked.  
 
    I’d been prepared for this conflict to develop into violence and bloodshed, and I was glad it hadn’t, but this was still an unexpected development.  
 
    “I don’t know.” Wemba shrugged. “But it’s been so long since the Goose was seen here, so who knows how they solved disputes over it in the past? A cook-off seems likely. It’s how all land disputes were settled back in the day.”  
 
    “Land disputes?” I asked.  
 
    “Yeah, you know,” he said. “Invasions, territory borders, that kind of thing.”  
 
    “Right…” I said slowly. “Are you telling me wars used to be resolved with cooking?”  
 
    “Well, yeah.” Wemba gave me a funny look. “How else would they resolve them?”  
 
    “I guess you’re right,” I said. “I was never very good at history.”  
 
    “Lucky you,” Wemba said. “My father is obsessed with it.”  
 
    “What are you whispering about?” Flaeth demanded.  
 
    Her face was pale, but her eyes were bright, and her jaw was clenched so tightly that it must have been hurting her teeth.  
 
    “Cook-offs through history,” I replied.  
 
    “We don’t need to think about history,” she retorted. “We need to keep our focus on what’s happening now.”  
 
    “We are,” Wemba replied with a frown. “We’re wondering how this is going to develop.”  
 
    “Is this really the best idea?” Pawen was chewing on her lower lip. “A cook-off, Flaeth?”  
 
    “Do you doubt your abilities?” Flaeth asked.  
 
    “Uh…” Pawen looked at her like a deer caught in the headlights.  
 
    “You have no business being on this trip if you fear you can’t contribute in any meaningful way,” Flaeth snapped at her.  
 
    Pawen swallowed hard. I put a soft hand on her arm to comfort her, and then I frowned at Flaeth.  
 
    “Turning on each other isn’t going to help,” I said in a firm voice. “We’ve already got House Hrothos out to get us. We don’t need to make this any harder for ourselves than it already is.”  
 
    “We need to win this.” Flaeth exhaled sharply. “We have to woo the Goose successfully. We cannot let House Hrothos win.”  
 
    “And we won’t,” I said calmly. “So long as we work with each other, and not against each other. Alright?” 
 
    The House Hrothos group emerged from their huddle and approached us again.  
 
    “Fine,” Dunwen said. “We agree to a cook-off.” 
 
    “Excellent.” Flaeth smiled in a way that looked more like a snarl. “I was thinking of following Craefara’s Course, if you are willing? If we end up with both sides tied, then each House will select one cook to prepare a tie-breaker dish.”  
 
    “Fine.” Dunwen gave a curt nod.  
 
    “Good.” Flaeth nodded back at her. “Then return to your camp and bring your supplies here. We will find a neutral spot for us to set up the cooking stations.” 
 
    “Alright.” Dunwen turned on her heel, gestured to the others in her group, and they all headed into the woods.  
 
    Flaeth clapped her hands together. “We have a lot of work to do.”  
 
    “What is Craefara’s Course?” I asked.  
 
    Flaeth threw me a look that was startlingly close to her old expression of contempt. I raised my eyebrows at her, and she seemed to suddenly realize what she was doing. The disdainful expression dropped from her face, and for a moment she looked shocked. Then she hastily smoothed her features back into a stern mask.  
 
    “Craefara’s Course is a method for settling disputes like this,” she said. “Each cook on both teams will offer a dish to the Goose. Whichever offering the Goose picks wins that round, and the final majority wins the Course. That House will be able to lay claim to the Goose’s Egg.”  
 
    “And House Hrothos will abide by those rules?” I couldn’t imagine this would get settled without any violence whatsoever.  
 
    “Of course,” Flaeth said with a raised eyebrow. “They will follow the rules, as will we.”  
 
    “But what if they don’t?” I asked.  
 
    Flaeth frowned.  
 
    Even the others were looking at me with confused expressions on their faces.  
 
    “They will abide by the rules,” Caffie said. “Why wouldn’t they?” 
 
    “Okay.” I nodded. “I just wanted to make sure, that’s all.”  
 
    “Alright,” Flaeth said in a brisk voice. “Each of us will prepare and cook a dish of wicfood to be offered to the Goose.”  
 
    “Why don’t you just reuse the offerings you made yesterday?” Reofara asked.  
 
    “Absolutely not,” Flaeth exclaimed. “This requires more effort than that.”  
 
    “Alright.” Reofara shrugged. “It just seemed like that would save a lot of time and effort, that’s all.”  
 
    “We’re not here to find the quick and easy solutions,” Flaeth snapped. “We’re here to do our best. The Goose deserves our best.”  
 
    “Hold on,” I said. “There are seven people in the House Hrothos group. One of them is their guide, so I assume he won’t be cooking. That means there are six cooks there. And there are only five of us.” 
 
    “There are six of us,” Wemba said with a frown.  
 
    “I’m not a cook,” Caffie reminded him. “I’m just here to make my father feel better about the amount of money he’s spent on all of this.”  
 
    “Oh, shit, you’re right,” Wemba realized.  
 
    “What does that mean?” Pawen asked.  
 
    “We’ll have to make an extra dish,” Flaeth said.  
 
    “So…” Sae looked around the group. “Who’s going to cook it?”  
 
    I looked up, and my eyes immediately locked with Flaeth’s. She licked her lips and looked away quickly.  
 
    “Well,” Caffie said, “I guess it’s down to whoever is the best cook in the group.”  
 
    “That would be Henry,” Wemba said.  
 
    “Or Flaeth,” I added quickly before anyone else could say anything.  
 
    Flaeth sucked in her breath in a quick little gasp. I don’t know if any of the others heard it.  
 
    Caffie looked between Flaeth and me.  
 
    “That’s a pickle,” she said. “What shall we do, draw straws to pick who gets to cook the extra offering?”  
 
    “I’m okay with that,” I said.  
 
    “Me, too.” Flaeth nodded.  
 
    Reofara went to the edge of the treeline and pulled up two pieces of grass from the woodland floor. He tore one piece in half and then held both pieces in his fist with the tops sticking out so there was no way to tell by looking at them which piece of grass was longer.  
 
    “Alright,” he said as he held out his closed fist. “Whoever picks the short piece of grass gets to cook the offering. Agreed?”  
 
    Flaeth and I both nodded.  
 
    “Ladies first,” I said to Flaeth.  
 
    She didn’t hesitate and snatched one of the bits of grass from Reofara’s fist. I took the other piece. And then we held them both up to compare the lengths.  
 
    My piece was half the length of Flaeth’s.  
 
    My heart gave a leap of excitement in my chest, but I kept my excitement under wraps as I turned to Flaeth. She tossed her piece of grass aside without even a sigh of irritation.  
 
    “Alright,” she said. “Let’s go.”  
 
    We walked back to camp and gathered everything we would need to set up our cooking stations at the northern point of the lake. My mind was whirling with all the possible recipes I could use, and all of the foods I knew were particular favorites of Lady Hwaeg’s.  
 
    I wanted to do something with nuts or with almonds again. She also enjoyed cheese, and I thought I’d spied a packet of shredded cheese in the wicwood box of ingredients. 
 
    It would test all of our ingenuity and skill to each create a dish that would find favor with the goddess and the Goose. And I had an extra challenge as I was tasked with making two dishes rather than just one dish like the others were doing. 
 
    But it was like Flaeth said. We hadn’t come out here thinking it would be easy.  
 
    My mind started sifting through the recipes I knew that used nuts. And then an idea suddenly popped into my head like it had been dropped there.  
 
    A grin slowly spread across my face.  
 
    “Caffie!” I ran to where Caffie was standing with Reofara by the wicwood box of ingredients. “Are there swincnuts in there?”  
 
    “Of course.” Caffie raised an eyebrow. “You know my father hasn’t shut up about the magical swincnut dishes you prepared for my stepmother. He was hardly likely to exclude them from your ingredients.”  
 
    “Perfect,” I said.  
 
    “What are you planning, Henry?” Caffie smiled at me in a teasing way.  
 
    “Oh, nothing.” I grinned at her. “Just something a little bit revolutionary, that’s all.”  
 
    “Now that’s what I like to hear.” Caffie grinned back.  
 
    I went to help the others set up the cooking stations away from our camp. We’d barely finished setting everything up when the House Hrothos group came back through the trees with their bags and boxes of ingredients.  
 
    Rather than one big box between them, it looked like every student had their own wicwood box of ingredients. Given what Caffie had said about how expensive our box had been, I could only imagine what it had cost to equip the House Hrothos students like this.  
 
    It was to be expected. They were the biggest and most prestigious cooking academy in the city. Master Semeresk and Bennlaeth Miht might be wealthy, but it came down to quantity, pure and simple. House Hrothos just had more donors, more wealthy alumni with deep pockets, and coffers that could fund an expedition like this with all of the latest and greatest magical tools available.  
 
    House Siggwin wasn’t always looked on very favorably, which was why they’d even allowed me to enter in the first place. They always received the smallest number of applicants, and not many of their students went on with their studies to reach the rank of Yarl Cook. Most of them left as soon as they’d completed their initial training, which meant that there wasn’t a huge number of donors willing to back House Siggwin as the real prestige came from students who completed all the levels of training and graduated as Yarl Cooks. 
 
    But House Hrothos had an impressive success rate. And consequently, there were no humans allowed. As far as I knew, they’d never accepted a human student in all their years of operating.  
 
    The delegation all shot me very dirty looks as they set up their cooking stations on the beach.  
 
    “Blasphemer.” The hiss came from the fey who’d attacked me.  
 
    “I’m sorry?” I said in an exaggeratedly polite tone. “I didn’t quite catch that.”  
 
    “I said blasphemer,” he snarled.  
 
    “Oh, right,” I said with a nod. “I guess it’ll be really great when you beat me in this cook-off, huh?”  
 
    “You’re not a worthy opponent,” he snapped. “It will be no victory to beat you.”  
 
    “Aw.” I made a sympathetic face. “I’m sorry. It sounds like you’re in for a hard time no matter what happens.”  
 
    “I will beat you and find honor for House Hrothos!” His face was going red.  
 
    “But it will be a hollow victory for you.” I nodded sadly. “Such a shame for you. I’m deeply sorry.”  
 
    “You’re not– that’s not–” he spluttered.  
 
    “Styntanlaeth!” Dunwen snapped. “Concentrate on your station and ignore the human!”  
 
    Styntanlaeth ducked his head and returned to his work.  
 
    I grinned to myself and went over to my House Siggwin friends.  
 
    “Are we ready to go?” I asked them.  
 
    “Oh, yes.” Wemba nodded.  
 
    “I’m so nervous,” Pawen whispered.  
 
    “It’s okay.” Sae put a comforting arm around her shoulders. “You’ll be amazing.”  
 
    “You always are,” I told her with a reassuring smile.  
 
    Pawen smiled back at me, and I touched her cheek lightly.  
 
    “I am utterly confident in all of your skills,” Caffie said in a determined voice. “We will succeed and bring honor and glory to House Siggwin, and my father might even stop complaining about his investments never bearing fruit.”  
 
    Flaeth was standing by the shore and looking out over the water to where the Goose still swam in the center of the lake.  
 
    I went to stand by her side.  
 
    She didn’t face me, but I felt her sidelong glance as she acknowledged my presence.  
 
    “Are you ready for this?” I asked her in a low voice.  
 
    “Of course I’m ready,” she responded.  
 
    Her voice was as tart as an unripe plum. But I saw the tension in her jaw as she looked out over the lake.  
 
    I hesitated, then I edged a little closer to her so that our shoulders touched.  
 
    Flaeth flinched, and I thought for a moment I’d made a mistake. But she didn’t flounce away, and after a few seconds, she seemed to relax.  
 
    She was wearing an off-the-shoulder dark-green blouse, and the heat from her bare skin seeped through my shirt. Our hands were almost touching. I looked down, and as I did, Flaeth’s knuckles brushed lightly against mine.  
 
    It was a fleeting moment. It lasted for less than a heartbeat, and as soon as it happened, it was over. It left me wondering if I’d imagined it.  
 
    But the back of my hand tingled, and my stomach flipped over in a way that convinced me it had happened.  
 
    Flaeth abruptly turned away from the water and walked back up the shore to the others.  
 
    I let her go, and I stood there and watched the distant shape of the Goose on the lake until Caffie called my name.  
 
    I went back to the others and found that House Hrothos was ready and everyone was taking their places by their cooking stations.  
 
    It was time to start the cook-off.  
 
    The House Hrothos workstations were set up about six feet away from ours. They might have had individual ingredient boxes, but from what I could see, it looked like they had all the same things we had. Both sides had cooking stones, a collapsible mortar and pestle, mixing bowls, and an assortment of different small pots and pans.  
 
    When everyone was ready, Caffie went to stand in front of the two Houses with her back to the lake.  
 
    “Alright, everyone,” she called. “I’m going to open the proceedings by asking a blessing on this competition.”  
 
    Everyone nodded, and Caffie turned toward the lake and spread out her arms.  
 
    “Oh, great and beautiful Goose,” she called. “Beloved of the goddess Hwaeg, Our Lady of Stillness. We pray these offerings may find favor in your sight. We pray that you will accept these tokens and shower your bountiful blessings upon us in return. We ask that you hear our prayers, judge our offerings, and shower down your blessings onto the House that finds your favor. So say we.”  
 
    “So say we,” I murmured along with all the others.  
 
    “Now.” Caffie spun around and addressed both groups. “You know we’re following Craefara’s Course. Each member of both Houses will create one dish, apart from the House Siggwin candidate, Henry Cotton, who will be creating two offerings so there are an even number of dishes from both Houses.”  
 
    The eyes of House Hrothos burned into me, but I ignored them.  
 
    “When all the dishes are completed, we will offer them in pairs,” Caffie continued. “Whichever offering the Goose selects, that cook and that House will win that round. The House with the most offerings sampled by the Goose wins. Does everyone here agree to these conditions?”  
 
    “We do,” Dunwen said.  
 
    “We do,” Flaeth said.  
 
    The two fey glared at each other, but then their heads snapped back to Caffie as she raised her arms in the air.  
 
    “I declare this cook-off has begun!” she announced. “May the best House win.”  
 
    Everyone around me exploded into sudden activity.  
 
    I sat still for a few seconds longer. I took a few deep breaths with my eyes closed, and I opened my eyes and gazed for another second at the Goose on the lake.  
 
    Then I took another deep breath and got to work.  
 
    Both of my offerings were sweet ones, and they were both simple recipes that didn’t use very many ingredients. 
 
    My first offering was going to be a pumpkin seed brittle because all seeds were favorites of Lady Hwaeg, and I guessed that a Goose, no matter how magical, would also like seeds as an offering.  
 
    First, I took a cold plate and greased it with a little bit of oil.  
 
    I measured pumpkin seeds into a pot and added in sugar, vanilla, and honey. And then came the twist: I added in cinnamon, ginger, cloves, and hleowan. It was the nearest I could get to pumpkin spice with the ingredients I had.  
 
    I tapped the cooking stones to activate them and placed the pot on the heat. I stirred the mixture until it was bubbling and a rich, dark-brown color. I turned off the heat and put the pot down on the ground to cool for a few seconds, and then I added in a spoonful of cream yeast. 
 
    The mixture frothed up instantly, and I started stirring it quickly with a spoon.  
 
    As I stirred, I let my mind wander to my old diner back on Earth. I thought of Connor, who’d worked for me, and how adamantly opposed he’d been to any form of pumpkin spice. 
 
    I smiled softly to myself as I remembered how his heated opinions on the subject had amused me, and I let those feelings of friendship, camaraderie, and happiness flow down my arm into the mixture.  
 
    After a few moments, the brittle began to change color to a lighter, golden, honey-brown, and the frothing died down to reveal a light, aerated mixture. 
 
    I poured it out on the cold plate and tapped it gently to remove any excess air bubbles that had built up and to activate the magic inside. Steam rose up from the plate, and the mixture started to shrink a little and harden as it cooled down.  
 
    My first offering was done.  
 
    While it finished cooling down, I got to work on my second offering.  
 
    I was particularly pleased with my plan for this offering. 
 
    Since coming to this world, I’d had great success experimenting with swincnuts. They were an ingredient that no one else seemed to bother with. Certainly, no one here had realized that swincnuts were very similar to cocoa beans, and all of my experiments with swincnuts had been received extremely well.  
 
    I figured one of my special swincnut offerings was the perfect thing to woo the Goose.  
 
    I dropped hazelnuts into a clean pan, activated the cooking stones again, and roasted the nuts on medium heat to loosen their skins and warm the oils inside. I transferred the nuts from the pan into the mortar and pestle, and while they cooled down a little bit, I tossed some shelled swincnuts into the pan and roasted them as well.  
 
    I turned off the heat so the swincnuts wouldn’t burn, and then I rolled the cooled hazelnuts between my palms to flake off the skins.  
 
    I dropped the hazelnuts back into the mortar, added in the swincnuts, and then began the arduous process of grinding the nuts into a paste. It was an intense workout for my biceps, and I switched hands several times before the nuts finally combined into a smooth, creamy paste.  
 
    I touched the tip of my pinky finger to the dark-brown concoction and tasted it. It was almost there. I drizzled in a little honey, a little sugar, a touch of salt, and the scrapings of one vanilla bean pod. Then I ground the paste again until all of the ingredients were combined.  
 
    As I worked this mixture, my thoughts went to Flaeth.  
 
    I thought about trust, and how she seemed to be learning to open up to me. I thought about her knuckles grazing mine while we stood by the lake. I thought of her green eyes and how for the first time they seemed to look at me with interest rather than contempt, and warmth rather than disdainful coldness.  
 
    I thought about trust, the people I trusted in this life, and how it seemed, unlikely as it was, that I was actually starting to trust Flaeth Miht.  
 
    I paused to taste the mixture again, and I couldn’t hold back the massive grin that spread over my face.  
 
    I’d made Nutella.  
 
    It wasn’t an exact copycat for the store-bought stuff, but in my opinion, it was actually nicer. It didn’t have the grainy texture of some homemade nut butters I’d tried, and the chocolate flavor from the swincnuts was rich and creamy. The vanilla and salt balanced out the sweetness from the sugar and honey.  
 
    It was pretty damn perfect.  
 
    I spooned the mixture into a little bowl and set it to one side.  
 
    My brittle was perfectly cooled by now, and I smacked it with the back of a spoon to break it up into smaller pieces. The smaller pieces went into another bowl, and then I was done.  
 
    I leaned back on my hands and rolled my shoulders a few times to get the ache out of my neck. I hadn’t realized how intensely I’d been leaning over my workstation, but now that I was done, the stiffness in my neck and shoulders was impossible to ignore.  
 
    It was more than a little bit gratifying to look over at the House Hrothos students and see that half of them were still busily working on their offerings.  
 
    “Henry,” Wemba hissed. “Are you already done?”  
 
    “Yes,” I replied back in a whisper. “Are you done?”  
 
    “Almost,” he said. 
 
    I exhaled slowly and leaned back on the ground. It felt oddly good as the pebbles pressed against my spine, and I pressed my head into the ground and let the rocks give me a little massage in my upper back.  
 
    The sky was a soft blue overhead, and there were a few wisps of cloud scuttling briskly by.  
 
    Blessed Lady Hwaeg, I prayed silently. Let House Siggwin receive your favor this day. 
 
    There was no response from the goddess.  
 
    But at that moment, Caffie’s voice rang out.  
 
    “The House Siggwin students have completed their offerings!” she called.  
 
    I sat up just in time to catch the dismayed expression on Dunwen’s face. A second later, she shook off her disappointment and leaned over to hiss something angrily in the ear of the student next to her, who was still working on his offering.  
 
    It was a little victory in the grand scheme of everything else that was at stake here, but I would take it.  
 
    And then a few minutes later, House Hrothos was finally done. 
 
    “Excellent.” Caffie clapped her hands together. “Can each House place their offerings by the edge of the lake? Remember we are offering these in pairs, so make sure you place your dishes down accordingly.”  
 
    “Here.” Flaeth was suddenly at my side. “I’ll show you how to do it.”  
 
    I hid my surprise that she was actually offering to help me, and I took my dishes and went with her and the others down to the edge of the lake.  
 
    All of the dishes were placed on the ground in sets of two, with a space of about five feet between each pair. The first pair of offerings were Flaeth’s and Dunwen’s. Then Pawen’s and a fey from House Hrothos, then Wemba’s and another Hrothos fey, then Sae’s and the dwarf, and then mine and another fey, and then my second offering with the final fey student from House Hrothos.  
 
    Both groups backed away from the shore and up the incline, and we all sat down on the pebbles with our faces turned toward the lake.  
 
    It was done.  
 
    All of the offerings were placed in the correct order.  
 
    Now the only thing was to wait and see what the Goose would do next.

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
    Everyone’s eyes were fixed on the distant shape of the Goose.  
 
    “Oh, blessed Goose–” one of the House Hrothos students began.  
 
    “Shh!” Flaeth snapped. “Both parties must remain silent and let the offerings speak for themselves.”  
 
    “But–” the student protested.  
 
    “Cublaka!” Dunwen hissed. “Be quiet!”  
 
    The student glowered but fell silent.  
 
    I stayed very still and watched the Goose. 
 
    She’d been drifting quietly on the surface of the lake, but now she seemed to be able to tell that something was happening on land. Maybe she could sense that there were offerings being made to her.  
 
    Either way, her graceful head swung slowly round to look at us all gathered on the shore. And then she began to paddle toward us at a leisurely pace.  
 
    Beside me, Sae sucked in a quick breath.  
 
    I reached for her hand, and she glanced at me with her dark eyes full of tension. I gave her a reassuring smile and squeezed her hand gently.  
 
    The Goose swam slowly across the lake. She reached the shore and climbed out onto dry land, then stretched and flapped her huge wings. The golden highlights in her feathers caught the sun and shone with blinding brilliance. It was a dazzling sight, and I had to look away because it was too bright for my eyes to handle.  
 
     Then I heard someone else gasp, and I looked up again to see the Goose was approaching the first pair of offerings.  
 
    I glanced at Flaeth to see how she was handling this. Her lips were pressed into a thin, tense line. Her eyes were fixed on the Goose. She looked like she was clenching every muscle in her face and body.  
 
    The pebbles crunched lightly under the Goose’s flat, coral-colored feet as she shifted her weight with her head tilted in a curious way. 
 
    Dunwen’s offering was some kind of paste. It looked like it was maybe a kind of nut or seed butter. It was topped with whole hazelnuts.  
 
    Flaeth’s offering was a small, perfectly round cake. The top was shiny and glistening with a sticky, dark-brown glaze, and my mouth watered at the sight of it.  
 
    I swallowed hard.  
 
    The Goose’s golden eyes were very bright as she examined the two offerings.  
 
    She lowered her orange beak to Dunwen’s offering. I didn’t think geese could sniff, but she really looked like she was smelling the paste.  
 
    There was dead silence.  
 
    The Goose turned to Flaeth’s offering. In one quick motion, she snapped up the cake in her beak, threw her head back, and swallowed it in one gulp.  
 
    Dunwen let out a strangled whimper.  
 
    Flaeth didn’t move, but she blinked rapidly several times, and I wondered if she was holding back tears of relief.  
 
    The Goose stepped up to the next pair of offerings. She examined Pawen’s dish, which was a plate of small, seeded crackers, and the House Hrothos dish, which was a bowl of porridge. She looked from one to the other with her bright golden eyes. And then she sank her beak into the bowl of porridge. 
 
    Pawen sank her teeth into her lower lip.  
 
    I reached over and grabbed her hand, and she clutched at my fingers with a trembling grip.  
 
    Once she’d finished the bowl of porridge, the Goose moved on to Wemba’s offering. He’d made a grain broth, and the House Hrothos student had made a plate of marchpane.  
 
    The Goose hesitated and examined both offerings closely.  
 
    Then she snapped up several pieces of marchpane and swallowed them.  
 
    A murmur of excitement went up from the House Hrothos students.  
 
    I clenched my jaw in frustration.  
 
    My heart was pounding, my palms were sweaty, and there was an uncomfortable feeling in my stomach like I was going up and down in an elevator. 
 
    A horrible thought popped into my mind.  
 
    There was nothing that said the Goose had to choose from all of the six pairs of offerings. 
 
    And if she decided now that she’d had enough, House Hrothos would win by a majority vote even if not all of the offerings had been sampled.  
 
    I took a deep breath to steady myself and let it out slowly.  
 
    The Goose finished the plate of marchpane, and her beady, golden eyes locked onto the next pair of offerings. 
 
    Sae’s offering was a bowl with three little seeded cookies. The other offering was a bowl of sugared nuts.  
 
    The Goose bent her head toward the bowl of nuts. She examined them and nudged one nut with the tip of her beak.  
 
    Sae’s fingers clenched around mine in an iron grip.  
 
    The Goose snaked her head back, almost as though in disgust, then looked at Sae’s offering and eagerly snapped up all three cookies at once.  
 
    Sae let out a trembling gasp. She let go of my hand and wrapped her arms around herself in an effort to stop herself from shaking.  
 
    I patted her back softly, but my mouth was dry.  
 
    The Goose approached my first offering.  
 
    The plate of pumpkin seed brittle gleamed under the light of the sun. Its golden surface looked perfectly smooth aside from the spots where the pumpkin seeds broke through. 
 
    I’d broken it into small pieces and exposed the aerated inside with its honeycomb network of air pockets and bubbles. I couldn’t smell it from where I was, but somehow the sweet and nutty taste of it was suddenly in my mouth, as though I was sensing what the Goose was.  
 
    The other offering was a small cake with flaked almonds set in the shiny, brown surface.  
 
    The Goose looked at my plate of brittle. Then she looked at the cake. Then she looked at the brittle. Then she looked at the cake.  
 
    I couldn’t breathe.  
 
    The Goose dipped her orange beak into the plate of brittle with a curious, slightly wary air. She nudged the pieces around on the plate. Then she opened her beak, snatched up as many pieces as she could get, threw back her head and swallowed them in one gulp.  
 
    Relief flooded my body.  
 
    But it wasn’t over yet, and my fingers dug into the tops of my thighs as the Goose approached the last row of offerings.  
 
    This was it.  
 
    House Siggwin had won three times.  
 
    House Hrothos had won twice.  
 
    If the Goose accepted my final offering, then House Siggwin would win.  
 
    My heart was pounding.  
 
    My knees felt weak.  
 
    My mouth was a desert.  
 
    The little bowl of handmade Nutella looked somehow even smaller as the Goose approached it. It looked like mud, and for a moment I wondered if I should have chosen something else that looked more appealing.  
 
    The other offering was a small pie. Its pastry top shone golden-brown, and it was decorated with tiny moons and stars cut out of the dough and placed on top.  
 
    It looked very cute. And tasty.  
 
    But then I remembered the taste of the Nutella on the tip of my finger, and I remembered all of the memories and feelings I’d poured into it. My heartbeat started to level out. My lungs stopped feeling like they were being clenched in an iron corset.  
 
    The Goose looked at the pie. She looked at the Nutella.  
 
    She didn’t even hesitate.  
 
    She plunged her beak into the bowl of Nutella and threw her head back to drop a lump of it down her throat.  
 
    My heart leaped in my chest. A massive grin spread across my face, and the tension left my body so completely that I was weak with relief.  
 
    “No!” Dunwen screamed.  
 
    “Hush!” Flaeth growled in a voice that trembled with suppressed emotion.  
 
     Pawen was still holding my hand, and she squeezed my fingers tightly as Sae grabbed my other arm and gave it a triumphant shake.  
 
    “Well done, hero!” Wemba whispered.  
 
    The Goose dipped her beak eagerly into the offering bowl again. She took another portion of Nutella and shuffled her feet while making a little crooning sound in her throat.  
 
    Dunwen’s face was as pale as paper, and her eyes were red and glittering with furious tears.  
 
    “It doesn’t even matter,” she hissed. “It might have accepted more of your offerings, but it doesn’t mean a damn thing if the Goose doesn’t lay an egg.”  
 
    “You just wait and see,” Flaeth told her. “The Goose won’t be able to resist laying an egg for us now that she’s tasted Henry’s cooking.”  
 
    My stomach gave a strange little flip of excitement.  
 
    This was the second time Flaeth had admitted that I could cook. And not just in private, but in front of other students– and House Hrothos students, no less.  
 
    Dunwen scoffed loudly, but she looked back at the Goose with a worried frown puckering her brows.  
 
    The Goose’s thin, pale tongue darted out to clean the sides of the bowl. When it was as empty as she could get it, she settled down on the ground and fluffed out her tawny feathers in a contended way. 
 
    Her eyes were half-closed, and she made a little purring sound. She shrank down until her head was nestled in her feathers like a turtle pulling its head back into its shell. She fluffed herself out even more. 
 
    She might have been a holy creature and companion to the pantheon, but she was also damn cute.  
 
    The Goose purred again. She closed her eyes and pressed her body closer to the ground.  
 
    Then she raised her head, rocked forward, and stood up carefully to reveal a golden egg resting between her feet.  
 
    Everyone drew in a collective breath.  
 
    It was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.  
 
    It was about half a foot long, and the golden shell shone in the sunlight. It looked too perfect to have happened naturally; the shape was so amazingly balanced and beautiful, it looked like it had been formed by the hands of a master craftsman.  
 
    The Goose didn’t even glance behind her at the beautiful thing she had created. Instead, she waddled across the pebbly shore past us and vanished into the forest.  
 
    “Henry,” Flaeth said. 
 
    I looked at her, and she nodded her head toward the egg.  
 
    I stood up and walked over to where the egg laid then knelt down and lifted it carefully in my hands.  
 
    “Henry.” The ethereal voice seemed to float by on an unearthly wind. “Well done.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I whispered under my breath. “I dedicate this triumph to you. May the glory of this moment shine upon you and reflect your own divine glory.”  
 
    “Henry…” The voice breathed my name once more.  
 
    And then it faded away on the wind like it had never existed.  
 
    “Thank you,” I murmured.  
 
    The egg was still warm, and even though the shell looked smooth as glass, it was actually faintly textured with tiny, delicate bumps and dips. It was heavy, too, and I carried it carefully back up the beach.  
 
    I’d been trying to be dignified because of the solemnity of the occasion, but I couldn’t hold back a massive grin as I showed the egg to the others.  
 
    “We did it,” I said. 
 
    Wemba leaped to his feet as though my words had broken a spell.  
 
    “We did it!” he yelled.  
 
    “Yes!” Caffie jumped up as well, and then so did Sae and Pawen. 
 
    Even Flaeth jumped to her feet, and our triumphant whoops and cheers echoed over the lake.  
 
    House Hrothos packed up their supplies and cooking stations. We made a small fire to dispose of the rejected offerings, and when it had burned itself out, we smothered the flames and washed up everything with clean lake water.  
 
    The House Hrothos students shouldered their packs and slouched sulkily back toward their camp.  
 
    “See you at the next Firgenholt ball!” Caffie sang out.  
 
    Dunwen half-turned around, but the guide put his hand on her arm, and she marched on instead with her head held high.  
 
    “Is anyone else absolutely exhausted?” Pawen pressed her hand against her forehead. “I feel drained.”  
 
    “I feel like I’m buzzing!” Sae exclaimed. “Who wants to race me around the lake?”  
 
    “On land or on water?” Wemba asked.  
 
    “Either! Both!” Sae bounced up and down with excitement. “Henry? Are you going to come for a swim?”  
 
    “I will once I’ve found a safe place to put the egg,” I chuckled.  
 
    “Oh, I have a special box for it,” Caffie said. “Just in case, you know. Gods, I’m glad I don’t have to take it home empty. My father would have never shut up about it.”  
 
    “Well, he’s got nothing to complain about now, has he?” Wemba clapped me on the shoulder. “We did it, hero.”  
 
    “I know.” I grinned at him. “I can hardly believe it.”  
 
    Wemba lightly traced the tip of his finger over the egg’s golden shell.  
 
    “It’s amazing, isn’t it?” he said in a solemn voice that was quite different from his normal light-heartedness.  
 
    “Yeah, it is.” We gazed at the egg like a couple of proud new parents.  
 
    “Best put it away in its box, then,” Reofara said. “Before you drop it.”  
 
    “I’m not going to drop it,” I said with a laugh.  
 
    But then I saw the look of pure horror on Flaeth’s face, and I nodded and followed the others around the shore back to our tents.  
 
    The box was another magical wonder. It was lined with dark-gold velvet and made of wicwood like the box that carried our cooking ingredients. When Caffie took the box out from her bag, it was smaller than her palm, but when she held it by the corners and pulled, it expanded until it was big enough to fit the egg inside.  
 
    “Whoa,” I said.  
 
    “I know.” Caffie nodded. “I was so impressed when Father showed me how to use it.”  
 
    “What is wicwood?” I asked as I gently placed the egg inside.  
 
    “It’s wicwood.” Caffie shrugged. “I don’t think there’s a lot of it left, actually. That’s why pieces like this are so expensive. Did you see all the boxes that the House Hrothos students had?”  
 
    “Yeah, I did,” I replied. “I wonder how much it cost to outfit their entire expedition.”  
 
    “A lot,” Caffie said with a wicked smile on her face. “And it was all for nothing.”  
 
    She closed the lid of the box and fastened the clasp.  
 
    A slight pang ached in my heart as the egg disappeared from view.  
 
    I wanted to touch it again, to hear the voice that had spoken to me. But if there was one thing I was learning about this hearing-voices deal, it was that the gods were one hundred percent running the show. Touching the egg before might have made me hear a voice, but it didn’t mean it would happen again.  
 
    I would have to be patient and wait for them to contact me.  
 
    It was maddening in an adventurous kind of way. Like completing an insanely complicated puzzle one piece at a time. 
 
    Besides, I had plenty of other things to distract me in the meantime.  
 
    “Henry!” Sae called.  
 
    I turned around to see her pulling her tunic up over her head. Her breasts bounced under her white camisole as she lowered her arms and grinned cheekily at me.  
 
    “Are you coming?” she asked.  
 
    “Oh, yeah,” I answered with a grin.  
 
    I pulled off my shirt and ran after her. She squealed with laughter as I scooped her up in my arms and ran into the lake. 
 
    She clung to my neck and shouted as the water splashed up around us, then she locked her legs around my waist and floated on her back. I spun her around in the water, and Sae smiled up at the sky with her arms making circles in the water.  
 
    “I love you, Henry,” she whispered.  
 
    “I love you, Sae.” I pulled her closer to me and kissed her.  
 
    Then Wemba came crashing into the lake, and Sae and I broke apart and laughed as he splashed water at us. Pawen and Caffie followed, and even Flaeth sat down on the edge of the shore so the water splashed over her ankles.  
 
    I waved to her, and she gave a little wave back before looking away and staring up into the sky.  
 
    I splashed and swam with the others for a while, and then I turned onto my back and floated. 
 
    The sun was warm on my face and chest, and every so often I caught snippets of the others’ excited conversation as they discussed our return journey to the city tomorrow.  
 
    I was excited, too, but my mind was so full of everything that had happened that I couldn’t throw myself into the spirit of it like everyone else was doing. I floated in the water’s cool embrace, but soon I started to get restless.  
 
    I turned onto my front and waved to the others.  
 
    “I’m just going for a walk,” I called.  
 
    “Do you want any company?” Pawen asked.  
 
    “No, I’m okay, thank you,” I said. “I need to process everything.”  
 
    “Alright.” She waved to me, and I swam toward the shore opposite our campsite.  
 
    I stepped out onto the beach and glanced behind me at the others still swimming and floating in the sparkling water. I could just make out the shape of a figure that might be Reofara sitting by the tents. Flaeth had moved from the beach.  
 
    I wondered where she’d gone, and then, as I looked at the trees in front of me, something pulled me toward the left. I couldn’t explain it, but it was like someone was pushing me to go in that direction.  
 
    So I did.  
 
    I stepped into the trees and walked left. From there, I could still see and hear the others on the lake, but I was sheltered in the trees. It was shadowy and much cooler under their canopy. The light shifted through the tree branches and fell in bright speckles on the ground. The trees sighed in the wind, and the birds were singing like members of a choir.  
 
    I stepped around the trunk of a large silver birch tree and almost stumbled over Flaeth.  
 
    She was kneeling by the tree, and I guessed she must have been praying. She leaped to her feet as soon as she saw me.  
 
    “What are you doing here?” she snapped with her cheeks flushed dark red.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said quickly. “I didn’t mean to intrude. I was just going for a walk.”  
 
    “I thought you were swimming,” she retorted.  
 
    “I was,” I replied. “And then I thought I would go for a walk.”  
 
    “Oh,” she said, and the initial reaction seemed to melt from her face. “Alright.”  
 
    She looked down at her hands, and then up into the trees, and then down at the ground.  
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked her.  
 
    “Yes, of course I am,” she replied.  
 
    “Are you sure?” I looked at her closely.  
 
    “Why wouldn’t I be?” she asked in a sharp tone.  
 
    “Well…” I raised my eyebrows. “You have been acting a little… differently since we’ve been on this trip.”  
 
    “No, I haven’t,” she responded.  
 
    But her cheeks flushed an even darker shade of red.  
 
    Maybe I should have left it, but there was so much going on. If I could clear up at least one thing, it would be better than nothing.  
 
    “When you first met me,” I said, “you didn’t want to admit that there was even a possibility I could cook. And now you’ve defended my cooking… twice.”  
 
    “It’s just the truth,” she replied with a scowl. “It’s not what you’re implying it to be.”  
 
    “But it’s not just the truth, is it?” I persisted. “That never stopped you before.”  
 
    “Are you saying that I’m a liar?” she demanded.  
 
    “I’m saying that at my Journeyman examination, you barely tolerated my presence,” I said. “And you clearly hated the fact that my dishes were good. Nothing’s changed in my cooking between then and now. You’re the one who’s changed.”  
 
    “I–” Flaeth swallowed hard. “I don’t know what you mean.”  
 
    “I mean,” I said, “that the Flaeth I first met when I came to Hid would never have admitted that a human could cook. And she would never have praised any of my cooking in front of a rival House. Let alone defend it.”  
 
    Flaeth looked at the ground. A muscle jumped in her clenched jaw.  
 
    “I’ve seen the way your father speaks to you,” I said in a gentle tone.  
 
    Flaeth’s eyes shot up to meet mine.  
 
    “He is a fine man,” she said, but her voice wobbled a little.  
 
    “I’m sure he is,” I said. “But he treats you very harshly. So I can see why that would make you act harshly to everyone else around you. But you don’t have to be like that, you know. I can see there’s more to you than that.”  
 
    “You don’t know me…” Her voice was very low. “There’s no other way I know how to be. It’s how everyone is.”  
 
    “It’s not,” I said. “And even if it was, you don’t have to be like that.”  
 
    “I expected you to leave me to fall into that gully,” she whispered. “You had no reason to save me, and a thousand reasons to let me fall. You should have let me fall. It’s what I would have done.”  
 
    “I don’t believe that,” I said.  
 
    “Why not?” Her voice hardened into cold anger. “Because you think I– what, that I care about you? Is that it?”  
 
    “I didn’t say that,” I replied in a calm voice.  
 
    “No, but that’s what you mean, isn’t it?” Flaeth snarled. “I care about cooking. That is the only thing I care about, do you hear me? I’m going to be great. Nothing is going to get in my way to the top.”  
 
    “You’re right,” I said in the same calm tone. “You are great. You’re an amazing cook.”  
 
    The fey let out an explosive noise of frustration. She turned on her heel to flounce away.  
 
    “Flaeth.” I grabbed her arm to pull her back. 
 
    Flaeth swung around, covered the space between us in one quick stride, and kissed me on the mouth.

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
    Flaeth kissed me with a hard, frantic urgency.  
 
    I kissed her back, and her lips parted under mine with a little moan. She tasted like something dark and bitter like coffee, and this close to her, I could smell the musky spice of her perfume. The taste and scent of her overwhelmed my senses and filled my blood with desire. 
 
    My hands went to her elbows, and I spun her around to press her back against the tree.  
 
    Her fingernails raked down my back, then she grabbed my ass and dragged me closer to her. My hand slid up under her blouse and closed around one deliciously soft breast.  
 
    Flaeth let out a moan and nudged her hips against me.  
 
    “Henry,” she breathed.  
 
    “Flaeth,” I whispered. 
 
    The fey’s long eyelashes fluttered. She bit down hard on her lower lip as I ran my thumb over her nipple. But then she sucked down a sharp breath and suddenly shoved me away.  
 
    “No,” she gasped, and she stared at me with wild green eyes.  
 
    “Flaeth,” I began.  
 
    But she turned and ran through the trees back toward the lake. I followed her, but she was quicker than me, and as I came out of the trees, she ran into the lake. I let her go and stood and watched as she swam out to join the others.  
 
    I scrubbed my hands over my face.  
 
    My mind was whirling. My heart was pounding. And my cock was both confused and rock hard by what had just happened.  
 
    I took a couple of deep breaths to get myself under control. 
 
    Inhale.  
 
    Exhale.  
 
    The memory of Flaeth’s mouth under mine.  
 
    Inhale.  
 
    The feeling of Flaeth’s nipple tightening under my touch.  
 
    The heat of her body pushing against me.  
 
    Exhale.  
 
    Flaeth.  
 
    I groaned out loud and stepped back into the shade of the trees. I’d wanted to clear things up with Flaeth and try to find out where we stood. Instead, she’d made things even more complicated by kissing me.  
 
    But there was no use in driving myself crazy over it.  
 
    Flaeth was probably just as confused about it as I was.  
 
    Probably even more than I was.  
 
    Flaeth could be cruel, cold, thoughtless, and unkind, but I’d seen a whole new side of her on this trip. If I added in the fact that she was one hell of a cook and drop-dead gorgeous, it wasn’t such a stretch for me to find her attractive.  
 
    But if Flaeth was attracted to me?  
 
    That would rewrite everything she knew. It would turn her whole world upside down. She lived in a world where humans couldn’t cook, where humans were blasphemers, where no pious and respectable person would be seen dead with a human, much less kiss one.  
 
    If she was attracted to me– and when I remembered the heat and fire of how she’d kissed me, I was pretty sure that she was– it was probably one of the strangest things that had ever happened to her.  
 
    It was ironic that all of it made me want to go to her and comfort her, but it was my presence that made her need space at all.  
 
    But there was no point in stewing over it. I’d done more than enough of that lately.  
 
    So I turned my steps back toward the camp and walked slowly through the trees until I came back to our tents.  
 
    Reofara was sitting by the fire and scraping the scales off a large fish.  
 
    “Did you catch that?” I asked in surprise.  
 
    “No,” the tracker said. “It walked onto the shore and asked me to kill it.”  
 
    I grinned and shook my head.  
 
    “You’re full of surprises, aren’t you?” I said.  
 
    “You’re one to talk.” Reofara raised an eyebrow. “I saw how the Goose went for your offerings. You’ve got a real talent.”  
 
    “Thank you.” I smiled.  
 
    “It’s the truth.” He wrapped the fish in several large leaves and placed it on the coals, then stood up. “Alright. I’m going to collect my traps. Don’t touch the fish, it won’t be done for a while.”  
 
    “Alright.” I nodded.  
 
    Reofara cleaned off his knife, stuck it back into his belt, and stepped into the trees.  
 
    I turned to look at the others still in the lake. I could see the bright green of Flaeth’s hair as she bobbed up and down in the water.  
 
    I made myself turn away from the sight and went into my tent. I’d put the box with the egg by my bedroll, and I sat down with my legs crossed and opened the lid of the wicwood box. 
 
    The egg glowed softly against the golden, velvet lining. It was a beautiful sight, and looking at it calmed my thoughts.  
 
    I let my gaze soften, and I blinked several times, then closed my eyes. I breathed in deep, and I prayed.  
 
    “Oh, great and bountiful Goose,” I whispered. “I thank you for this great gift you have given us. I thank you that my offerings were found worthy of your notice. I am so grateful that you chose to bless House Siggwin with this amazing gift of your precious and beautiful egg.”  
 
    I paused for a moment and let my thoughts roll back over everything I’d learned about the pantheon. Their likes and dislikes, their favorite offerings, the histories of how cooking came to be such an important part of life in Innothlig. And the things that books could never fully describe: the feeling of my name whispered by an unearthly voice and knowing that it came from someone not of this realm. 
 
    “Blessed Lady Hwaeg,” I whispered. “Oh, great and lovely goddess. I thank you for your bounty. I thank you for your presence and your wisdom in helping me woo the Goose. I am eternally grateful for your help, for your guiding hand, for your notice. I hope this quest will help me succeed in whatever larger mission you have in store for me…” 
 
    I paused and thought for a moment. 
 
    “I hope it is not too arrogant to think that you have something else planned for me,” I amended. “But it does seem like there is a larger plan at work here. I make no demands. I will patiently await your further instructions about what this might be. But I pray that your guidance will not falter, and that whatever the plan is, it will help the plight of humans in this world and help restore the balance and empathy that is so lacking.”  
 
    Part of me was a little worried that I might come across as demanding too much.  
 
    Besides, I didn’t even know if it was Lady Hwaeg who’d been speaking to me. I’d thought previously that it might be Lady Breost.  
 
    But I figured there was no harm in asking.  
 
    As far as I knew, and going by everything that I’d learned and experienced, the gods of Innothlig were not the kind of deities to strike a person down for asking a question.  
 
    I took another deep breath.  
 
    “I hope that my questions and my petitions will find favor in your eyes,” I whispered. “I hope that your guidance and presence in my life will continue. I am your humble servant. So say I.”  
 
    I opened my eyes. 
 
    After having my eyes so tightly closed, the egg seemed to glow even brighter when I opened them again. I looked at it for a few moments longer before I reached out and carefully closed the lid of the wicwood box. I fastened the clasp and leaned back on my haunches. I was tired but energized.  
 
    I wasn’t sure how long I’d been in the tent, but as I looked around, I saw a shadow of someone standing outside.  
 
    “Reofara?” I called.  
 
    There was no reply.  
 
    My eyes studied the shadowy outline. The fabric walls of the tent billowed in the breeze, and the shadowy figure became distorted and strange. It was too tall for a human, and it seemed to shift and warp from side to side as the tent fabric moved in the wind.  
 
    The hairs rose on the back of my neck. 
 
    “Who’s there?” I whispered.  
 
    “Henry,” the figure breathed.  
 
    It was the same voice I’d heard before. It had been inside my head, it had been carried on the breeze, and now it was outside the tent.  
 
    Part of me thought I should have been scared.  
 
    But somehow I wasn’t.  
 
    “Who are you?” I whispered.  
 
    “I am the one you have been waiting for,” the voice said. “The one you pray to. The one whose bounty you crave.”  
 
    “But why?” I asked. “Why is all of this happening? Are you the reason why I came to this world?” 
 
    “All things will be revealed in good time,” the voice said. “But there are other, more important things to focus on. The Goose is only one rung on a ladder.”  
 
    “What ladder?” I asked.  
 
    “You are right, Henry,” the voice whispered. “There is a plan in place for you, and it will right the terrible wrongs that have taken root in this world. The story of this place was written a long, long time ago, and we must ensure all things come to pass as they were ordained.”  
 
    “But what is the plan?” My feeling of frustration was rising. “How can I succeed if I don’t know what I’m supposed to be doing?” 
 
    “You must trust,” the voice replied. “Follow the steps that have been laid for you. Do not waver now.”  
 
    “But I need to know what’s happening!” I said. “I’m not just a figurehead or a pawn in some grand scheme. This is my life, and I deserve to know what’s going to happen to me. Why me? Is this grand plan the reason why I was brought to Innothlig in the first place?”  
 
    “Have faith, Henry,” the voice whispered.  
 
    The wind snapped the tent wall and sent the shadow rippling up toward the ceiling. Then it vanished.  
 
    I scrambled out of the tent and looked around.  
 
    There was no one there. There was no trace of footprints on the ground outside the tent. There was no sign that anyone had ever been there.  
 
    I looked around at the trees ringing the lake, then up at the sky. The sun blinded me for a moment, and I blinked and shielded my eyes from the light.  
 
    Something flickered in the corner of my vision, and something brushed softly against my raised hand.  
 
    I lowered my arm and saw that there was a single honey bee on the tip of my index finger. She fluttered her wings and crawled over my finger toward me. I turned my hand over, and she walked into my palm. She paused there for a moment, and it felt like I could feel her tiny body vibrating. Then she flicked her wings again, buzzed softly, and flew away.  
 
    I watched the bee until she vanished from my sight.  
 
    I had a lot of feelings inside me that I couldn’t untangle, but the visit from the bee had to be a sign of something.  
 
    “Henry!” Sae called.  
 
    I turned around just in time to get tackled by a dripping-wet Sae. 
 
    “Oof!” I exclaimed, then laughed and swung her around.  
 
    She giggled and wrapped her legs around my waist, then pulled herself up and whispered in my ear.  
 
    “I haven’t congratulated you yet on your victory.” Her dark eyes sparkled, and I read another meaning in her gaze that made my heart leap in anticipation.  
 
    “What did you have in mind?” I smiled down at her.  
 
    “Well…” Sae pretended to think. “We could start with this.”  
 
    She clasped her hands together behind my neck and kissed me.  
 
    I kissed her back and swung her around into the cool depths of the tent.  
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked her. “The others might come back any minute.”  
 
    “Then we’ll have to be quick,” she replied with a saucy smile.  
 
    “Alright, my lady, as you command,” I chuckled. 
 
    Sae giggled as I laid her down on my bedroll.  
 
    “I’m all wet,” she said.  
 
    “Are you?” I grinned down at her. “Are you indeed?”  
 
    “Henry!” Sae laughed and blushed. “I meant wet from swimming!”  
 
    “Are you sure?” I leaned over her and pressed my lips to the soft line of her jaw. “Are you sure you’re not wet… anywhere else?”  
 
    Sae let out a little sigh as I kissed my way down her throat. Her camisole and shorts were soaked through, and they clung to her curves in a way that left nothing to the imagination. My hand went to her breasts and found her nipples were already tight, hard points through the thin fabric.  
 
    “Mmm,” Sae whispered as I rolled her nipples between my fingers and thumbs. “That feels so good.”  
 
    She dragged up the hem of her camisole, and I helped her pull it off over her head. She pulled down her shorts and kicked them off her ankles.  
 
    I knelt over her and for a moment, I just looked at the beauty of Sae’s naked body. Her skin was covered in the soft brown freckles that marked her body when she was in her seal form. Her hips flared out from her narrow waist, and I loved their roundness, and the softness of her plump upper thighs. Her breasts were heavy and round, and her nipples were a perfect bright pink that matched the gleaming pink of her pussy lips peeking out between her thighs.  
 
    I ran my hands slowly from her shoulders to her breasts to her hips to her ass, and I squeezed her cheeks in my hands.  
 
    Her pussy was like a pink flower in full bloom, and it made me think of the bee outside the tent. How it had to have been a sign of something, a hint of the reason why I’d been brought to this world. My throat tightened a little as I thought of everything I’d gained by coming here. Sure, there were hardships, and being a human here was no picnic.  
 
    But I’d found more good than I’d ever thought possible.  
 
    “Henry?” Sae asked me in a whisper.  
 
    There was a concerned look on her face, and I loved to see her concern for me so plainly visible. Sae loved me. And I loved her. And that was a blessing more than anything else I might have gained in this world.  
 
    “I love you,” I said in a husky voice. “You’re so beautiful, and kind, and thoughtful, and brave, and smart…”  
 
    “Oh, Henry.” Sae’s eyes misted over with happy tears. “I love you, too. I love you so much.” 
 
    I was too overcome with feelings to find the right words.  
 
    Sae gently eased my shorts down over my hips and caught my cock in her hand. I let out a groan of pleasure as she softly stroked the tip of my manhood with her slender fingers. She cradled my balls in her other hand and massaged them gently as she worked her fist up and down my shaft.  
 
    “Gods, Sae,” I groaned. “That feels good.”  
 
    “I want you to cum inside me, Henry,” she breathed.  
 
    “Open your legs for me,” I whispered.  
 
    Sae threw open her thighs, and I let her guide my cock to the warm, wet entrance of her pussy. I eased the tip of my cock inside her, and then a little more.  
 
    Sae let out a long, contented sigh as I pressed my whole length inside her, and I groaned with pleasure as her pussy walls adjusted to welcome me in.  
 
    “Ohhh, fuck, Sae,” I gasped. 
 
    “Yes, Henry,” she breathed.  
 
    Our fingers linked together, and I pressed her hands back against the ground.  
 
    Sae licked her pink lips and looked up at me with her pupils huge in her dark, liquid eyes.  
 
    “Henry,” she whispered again.  
 
    I bent my head and kissed her tenderly, and then I began to push into her with long, slow, powerful thrusts.  
 
    Being inside Sae’s pussy was like having my cock wrapped in hot silk. The feeling of her was intoxicating, and I thrust into her deeper and deeper.  
 
    Sae bit her lower lip to hold back her cries. Her eyelashes fluttered, and she gasped and wriggled under me.  
 
    “Henryyyyy,” she breathed, and then suddenly her eyes closed tight. Her mouth fell open, and she let out a breathless gasping squeak.  
 
    I stopped moving and pressed my lips to her forehead.  
 
    “Ohhhhh,” she sighed.  
 
    “Did you finish already?” I whispered.  
 
    “Yes.” Sae opened her eyes and gave a delighted smile. “But don’t stop!”  
 
    “That was so quick,” I said. 
 
    “I know.” She licked her lips seductively. “What can I say? I think my pussy likes you.”  
 
    I chuckled and began slowly thrusting again. I didn’t want to overwhelm Sae, but she urged me on with sighs and moans, and I was too worked up to go slow anymore. I drove into her with a grunt, and Sae gasped with pleasure. My cock thrust into her, and her breasts bounced with the force of it.  
 
    I was getting closer and closer to my own climax. I gritted my teeth and tried to hold back until I was ready.  
 
    And I wasn’t going to be ready until Sae had cum again.  
 
    I let go of one of Sae’s hands, slid my fingers down between us, and found the hot, throbbing bud of her clit.  
 
    Sae let out a wordless cry. Her whole body arched off the bedroll, and she clapped her free hand over her mouth to muffle her excited moan. Her eyes were wide over her fingers, and I kept thrusting into her with my cock and rubbing her clit with my fingers as her eyes fluttered. Another moan spilled out between her fingers, and then another that rose into an excited, almost desperate cry.  
 
    She was close. She was so close, and as I pounded deeper into her and didn’t stop touching her clit, Sae bucked her hips against me with an excited frenzy of movement.  
 
    Her pussy walls constricted around my cock, and I gasped as I teetered on the brink of my orgasm.  
 
    Sae whimpered and came, and I couldn’t hold back any longer.  
 
    I came with a gasp and a groan. The edges of my vision blurred black, and my whole body shook with the sensation. I shot my cum inside Sae’s waiting pussy, and she let out a muffled wail of pleasure as I filled her up with my hot seed. I groaned again as the intense waves of pleasure finally receded, and then I pulled out of Sae and rolled over onto my back.  
 
    Sae reached for me, and I pulled her over to lie on top of me. 
 
    I brushed her damp hair out of her eyes and kissed her forehead.  
 
    Her dark eyes blinked up at me, and then she nuzzled her face into my chest with a long, contented sigh.  
 
    “Ohhh,” she breathed. “Lady Aegwa, thank you.”  
 
    I wrapped my arms around Sae’s soft body and held her close to me. I could feel her heart pounding behind her ribs.  
 
    “I love you,” I whispered.  
 
    “I love you, Henry.” She slid her arms around me and squeezed me tight, and then she sat up and reached for her damp underwear. 
 
    “You’re getting back into your wet clothes?” I asked in surprise.  
 
    “Well, I need to go and wash,” she said with a smile. “And I think it might cause a bit of a commotion if I went down to the lake like this.”  
 
    “Ah, yes,” I chuckled. “Good point.”  
 
    “Join me?” Sae asked with a smile.  
 
    “Of course.” I pulled on my shorts quickly, and then we ran out of the tent hand in hand.  
 
    Wemba, Pawen, and Caffie were still in the water, and they welcomed us with whoops and cheers that indicated they knew exactly where we’d been and what we’d been doing. 
 
    Flaeth was floating on her back, and she looked up with a startled splash as the others started cheering.  
 
    She saw us coming into the water, and I couldn’t read her expression as she quickly turned away. But she didn’t swim back to the shore, and after a few minutes, she returned to floating on her back.  
 
    We spent the rest of the day swimming, sunbathing, and enjoying our last day of victorious freedom before our return to the city in the morning.  
 
    For dinner, we enjoyed the fish Reofara had caught, and then we sat on the beach and watched the sunset melt across the sky. The stars began to prick through the darkening sky, and eventually we all went to our tents.  
 
    “This has been an adventure, hasn’t it?” Wemba said as he and I settled into our bedrolls.  
 
    “Yeah, it has,” I agreed. “In more ways than one.”  
 
    “How do you mean?” he asked.  
 
    “Well, Flaeth, for one thing,” I said. “She was actually swimming with us earlier.”  
 
    “And let’s not forget she praised your cooking in front of House Hrothos,” Wemba agreed. “Who knew that all it took to change her attitude was to dangle her over the edge of a cliff for a few minutes?”  
 
    I snorted out a laugh. “I don’t think it’s just that. I think she’s changing.”  
 
    “Maybe.” Wemba sounded skeptical. “I don’t think people can change all that much, though.”  
 
    “You mean you don’t think she can learn to be a nice person?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know.” Wemba sighed. “I guess… I think what I mean is, just be careful, Henry, alright? I don’t want to see you get hurt because you have a good heart and you like to think the best of people.” 
 
    “I won’t,” I said.  
 
    “I don’t mean to say that you can’t look out for yourself,” Wemba added quickly. “Because I know you can. But…”  
 
    “I know,” I said with a smile. “You just want me to be careful.”  
 
    “Yes, I do,” he sighed again. “Damn me and my desire to keep my best friend safe, but I do.”  
 
    “Thank you,” I chuckled. “I appreciate your concern, Wemba. You’re a good friend.”  
 
    “Pff.” He snorted. “It’s not like you need my concern. Besides, if anyone could tame Flaeth Miht, it would be you.”  
 
    I smiled to myself. I didn’t want to reveal what had happened between me and Flaeth yet, not until I had a better idea of how Flaeth felt about it.  
 
    But Wemba’s words were encouraging, and they stayed with me as I drifted off to sleep. 
 
    There were no dreams for me that night, and I woke up the next morning as the sun filtered through the gap in the tent fastenings. From the sound of it, everyone else was stirring as well, and I could smell something cooking on the campfire.  
 
    I slid out of my bedroll, nudged Wemba, and crawled out of the tent.  
 
    It was a beautiful morning outside, and the sunlight was sparkling on the surface of the lake. Even though the trees were dark, the sun illuminated the top of the foliage and lit it to a bright, dancing green. The air smelled crisp and fresh and just tinted with the scents of wood smoke and fresh porridge.  
 
    “Morning, Henry,” Reofara called.  
 
    He was stirring a pot of porridge over the fire, and I smiled and waved to him.  
 
    “Smells good!” I said. “Thanks for cooking breakfast.”  
 
    “No bother,” he replied.  
 
    Wemba crawled out of the tent after me. He stood up, stretched, yawned, and handed me my towel.  
 
    “Let’s go, hero,” he said with another yawn, and we went down to the lake to wash.  
 
    The women came down after we finished, and then once we were all washed and dressed, we gathered around the campfire for a bowl of Reofara’s porridge. It was plain, simple food, but it was warm and filling, and I knew it would give us the energy for the long walk ahead.  
 
    Reofara had foraged some berries from the woods as well, and we eagerly swallowed them for a natural sugar boost.  
 
    After breakfast, we worked together to take down the tents, clean up after ourselves, and make sure the campsite was left as we’d found it. There was only one thing different, and that was the pile of firewood that Reofara left behind for the next people who came here to use this spot.  
 
    It was strange to look at the bare place where our tents had been. We’d only been here for a few days, but the campsite had already started to feel like home, and although I was looking forward to a hot bath and using a proper latrine again, part of me was sad to leave this place.  
 
    I looked at the beautiful lake and thought of everything that had happened here. The Goose. The voice. Caffie. Flaeth.  
 
    “I’m a bit sad to leave.” Pawen sounded mournful as she came to stand by my side. 
 
    “I was just thinking that,” I said.  
 
    Pawen gave a little sigh, and I put my arm around her shoulders. 
 
    “Everyone!” Flaeth called.  
 
    We turned around and saw that the fey was standing by our packs. She looked uncharacteristically awkward, but then she cleared her throat, lifted her chin, and looked around at us with a determined expression.  
 
    “I thought it might be nice if we all took a moment,” she said. “And bowed our heads in prayer. The gods have been good to us, and it’s only right that we offer them our thanks.”  
 
    “That’s a really good idea, Flaeth,” I said with a nod.  
 
    Flaeth looked startled, then angry, then confused– and then she actually smiled at me.  
 
    “Good,” she said and cleared her throat again.  
 
    We all gathered around her, and stood with our heads bowed to pray silently together.  
 
    I closed my eyes and tried to think of the words that would express everything I was feeling.  
 
    “Thank you,” I prayed silently. “Oh, great and glorious pantheon. I thank you for your continued guidance and blessings. I trust that whatever path you have laid out for me, you will guide my footsteps to go the right way, and that you will strengthen and support me as much as I need in order to successfully carry out your design. I thank you for your support on this mission. I thank you for blessing my offerings and making them favorable to the Golden Goose. Blessed Goddess Hwaeg, Our Lady of Stillness, I offer a special prayer of thanks to you for your guidance and assistance in this matter. I await any further instructions that you care to give me with grace and humility as befits one of your humble servants. So say I.” 
 
    I opened my eyes slowly. The world rushed in, and I took a deep breath of the clear lake air.  
 
    The others were still praying silently, and I let my eyes wander over the lake and the trees.  
 
    Then I froze.  
 
    Someone was watching us from the tree line.

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
    “Guys,” I whispered.  
 
    Reofara’s head instantly snapped up. He followed my gaze, snatched the knife from his belt, and held it out in front of him.  
 
    The others all opened their eyes and looked around.  
 
    Pawen drew in her breath in a startled gasp and stepped closer to me.  
 
    Sae and Caffie quickly drew their own knives.  
 
    I stared into the shadowy spaces between the trees, and suddenly I recognized the figure standing there and watching us.  
 
    It was Clud.  
 
    “It’s okay!” I almost laughed with relief. “It’s Clud!”  
 
    “Clud?” Wemba peered at the figure. “Are you sure?”  
 
    “Yeah.” I patted Pawen’s arm and stepped forward to greet the wild man. “Clud! Gods’ greetings to you!”  
 
    Clud stepped out of the trees and walked toward me.  
 
    He was still basically naked, with the same dirty loincloth around his hips that did very little to protect his modesty. But he looked different, and I didn’t blame Wemba for not recognizing him right away. The wild man seemed taller, and he carried himself with a dignity that he hadn’t had before. His skin was cleaner, and as he stopped in front of me, I discovered that the overpowering stench from his underarms had vanished.  
 
    “Henry,” he said. “Gods’ greeting to you and your fellows.” 
 
    Even his voice sounded different. It was still low and gravelly, but it had a clarity and a crispness that hadn’t been there before. He inclined his head toward me, and then he smiled, which was the most surprising thing of all.  
 
    I hadn’t noticed it in our previous interactions, but none of the Outer Kingdom people had really smiled that much. Some of them had grinned a little in the way a dog might look like it was grinning.  
 
    But now Clud smiled at me, and it felt like there was an entirely different person looking at me out of his dark, intense eyes.  
 
    I didn’t know what to say, but there was such an overwhelming warmth of triumph in my chest that I had to say something to him.  
 
    “You look really good,” I said. “You look amazing.”  
 
    “Thank you, Henry,” Clud replied. “The food and drink you gifted to me and my people has changed us more than we could ever have imagined.”  
 
    “I hope that’s okay,” I said with a touch of uncertainty. “Where are the rest of your people who were with you?” 
 
    It was a pretty dramatic transformation, and I didn’t want to have accidentally ostracized Clud from the rest of his people.  
 
    “My people have returned to my village,” Clud said. “I stayed behind to pass on our thanks to you.” 
 
    “And everything’s okay?” I searched his face for any sign that something might have gone wrong.  
 
    The chieftain smiled his unexpected, warm, human smile.  
 
    “It is more than okay,” he replied. “Truly, Henry, you will always have a friend in me and my people.”  
 
    He held out his hand.  
 
    There was no phlegm in it this time, and I gripped it with a huge smile on my face.  
 
    “You’re very welcome, Clud,” I replied. “I’m really glad I could help you and your people.”  
 
    “The gods are smiling down on us,” Clud replied. “And, in fact, I think this is the greatest proof of all. What you have done for me and my village means more than a successful harvest, our heifers growing strong, or our families thriving. You have changed our lives and nothing will ever be the same again.”  
 
    His gravelly voice shook a little on the last words. He was overcome with emotion, and I felt humbled by his gratitude and by how much the gift of wicfood meant to him.  
 
    “You’re welcome,” I said in a voice that was a little bit choked by emotion, too.  
 
    Clud cleared his throat. He started to adjust the loincloth around his waist, and for one startled moment, I had no idea what was coming next. But it turned out that there was something tied up in one corner of the loin cloth. 
 
    Clud undid the knot and handed the thing to me.  
 
    It was a small, dark-brown seed about the size of a walnut. It was covered in coarse black hair that tickled and scratched my palm.  
 
    “What is it?” I asked.  
 
    “It is the seed of a charmplant,” Clud said. “We took it with us from our village to bring us luck. It led us to you, so now I pass on the gift, that it may bring you as much good luck as it has for us.”  
 
    “Thank you, Clud,” I said in a heartfelt tone. “You don’t have to do this.”  
 
    “It is a gift,” Clud said with a firm nod of his shaggy head. 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder and called to the others.  
 
    “Come and look at this,” I said, and I held out the seed for the others to look at.  
 
    “I’ve never seen anything like it,” Sae exclaimed.  
 
    “What is it called, again?” Flaeth asked Clud.  
 
    “A charmplant,” he replied. “You may have another name for it, but that is what my people call it.”  
 
    “A charmplant,” Flaeth repeated in a thoughtful voice.  
 
    I could see the cogs in her mind turning as she searched her memories for any other mentions of a charmplant she might have come across. But eventually, she shook her head.  
 
    “Even you haven’t heard of it,” I said. “It must be very rare.”  
 
    “I’ve heard of them before,” Reofara said. “But I’ve never seen one.”  
 
    “What have you heard about them?” I asked.  
 
    “Not much.” The tracker shrugged. “Just what Clud said. They’re good luck.”  
 
    “Can I plant this?” I asked Clud. “Or do I just keep the seed as it is?”  
 
    “You can plant it,” he said with a nod. “It will grow and flower, and eventually it will bear more seeds like this one. Each one carries luck in its heart.”  
 
    “I like that,” Pawen said in a soft voice as she gently touched the hairy seed on my palm.  
 
    “Thank you, Clud,” I said. “This is a really special gift.”  
 
    “It is all we have that could possibly reach the greatness of the gift you have given to us,” Clud said.  
 
    He held out his hand to me again, and I shook it with a firm grip. The man’s eyes locked onto mine, and I gazed back at him steadily.  
 
    “Gods’ greeting to you,” Clud said.  
 
    He nodded to everyone else, then turned and walked back to the tree line. He stepped into the shadows and vanished from our sight.  
 
    “Whoa,” Wemba breathed. “That was something else.”  
 
    “That was so special.” Sae looked at me with wide eyes. “Henry, you changed those people’s lives. That’s amazing.” 
 
    “It’s incredible,” Caffie exclaimed.  
 
    Pawen squeezed my hand tightly in silent agreement.  
 
    “They’ll remember that,” Reofara said. “I wonder if we’ll start seeing the effects of this in the rest of the Outer Kingdoms.”  
 
    “How?” Wemba asked. “They still can’t cook, and they don’t know how to make more wicfood to spread the wisdom.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Reofara said. “But I have a feeling this isn’t the end.” 
 
    “What are you going to do with that?” Flaeth nodded at the seed in my hand. “Are you going to plant it?”  
 
    “I think so, yes,” I replied. “It’ll be interesting to see what grows from it. I’ll do it when we get back to House Siggwin.”  
 
    “And on that subject, we should start moving.” Reofara glanced up at the sky. “Ideally I want us to be back in the city before nightfall.”  
 
    We hoisted our packs onto our shoulders, took one last look around at the campsite, and headed toward the treeline.  
 
    We stepped into the cool shadows of the trees, where everything was birdsong and the shifting, filtered glow of the sunlight falling through the canopy of leaves overhead. The carpet of fallen leaves crunched gently under our boots, and the fresh, wet smell of the air by the lake changed to the heavy, green, earthy smell of the forest.  
 
    I ended up walking next to Caffie behind Reofara, and she looked around and smiled at me.  
 
    “This has been so exciting,” she said. “A proper adventure. I’ve never been on one before.”  
 
    “And did you like it?” I asked with a smile.  
 
    “I did,” she said. “And I don’t think I could have asked for better company on my first adventure, either.”  
 
    “Me, neither,” I said. “I guess I’ve had a few adventures by now, and the most important thing about them is always the people who go on the adventure with you.”  
 
    “What about fire?” Caffie grinned in a teasing way. “What about food?”  
 
    “What about shelter?” Reofara called over his shoulder.  
 
    “Alright, alright,” I chuckled. “I suppose those things are important for survival. But if I want to enjoy myself, then I still think it’s the people with me who are the most important.”  
 
    “I’ll give you that,” Reofara said. “Nothing worse than being part of a team where you can’t trust each other. I was glad to see you guys have each other’s backs.” 
 
    “Well, we’re friends,” Caffie said with a smile.  
 
    “We are,” I agreed.  
 
    I carried on walking with Caffie until we stopped for lunch. Reofara pulled out more of the dense bread we’d eaten on the way to the lake, and then we pushed on.  
 
    In some places, the trees grew together so thickly that it was impossible to see the sky. We walked for a while under a tight green canopy of overlapping tree branches, and it was only when we left those trees behind and saw the sky again that I realized how late it was getting.  
 
    “It must be almost dinnertime.” Flaeth had come to my side without my realizing it.  
 
    “Yes, I think so,” I said in a neutral tone that didn’t show how surprised I was that she was talking to me. “That went really quick. It feels like we just stopped for lunch.”  
 
    She nodded.  
 
    We walked on quietly for a little while. We occasionally looked up into the sky to keep track of time passing, but we didn’t say anything apart from pointing out any birds that we noticed.  
 
    Flaeth had sharp eyes, and I was glad of the distraction. It kept my mind away from how tired my feet were getting and how much I wanted to stop for another meal break.  
 
    After a little while, Reofara called a halt.  
 
    “We’ll just have a short break,” he said as he handed out more bread. “We really need to push on if we’re going to make it before dark.”  
 
    “How much further is it?” Caffie asked with a sigh as she flopped down onto the ground and massaged her calves.  
 
    “Only another hour or two,” Reofara said. “Once we’re rested, we’ll make one final push.”  
 
    “Another hour or two,” Caffie repeated, and then she heaved a deep sigh and took a bite of bread.  
 
    Flaeth took her bread and went to sit a little distance away from the others on the trunk of a fallen tree.  
 
    I debated for a moment about whether or not I should follow her, but then I shrugged and decided that I would. I walked over and leaned against the tree trunk next to her.  
 
    “Tired?” I asked.  
 
    “No,” she said quickly.  
 
    “I’m exhausted,” I said. “I don’t know why the journey back feels so much more intense than the journey there.”  
 
    Flaeth looked around at me quickly. Her green eyes studied my face.  
 
    “What?” I asked her with a smile.  
 
    “I don’t understand you.” There was a frustrated note in her voice. “I’ve tried so hard to understand you, but every time I see you, it all stops making sense.”  
 
    “Oh,” I said and made a sympathetic face. “Sorry.”  
 
    “You’re not sorry,” she said with a frown. “You like that you’re confusing.”  
 
    “Maybe a little,” I acknowledged. “Can you blame me?”  
 
    “What do you mean?” she asked.  
 
    “Well…” I said. “Your beliefs tell you I’m an abomination, right? A blasphemer. A mistake. I don’t believe that, so yeah, I do like the fact that I confuse you because I don’t fit in with what you’ve been led to believe.”  
 
    “It’s not just that,” she said in a low voice.  
 
    “What is it, then?” I asked.  
 
    “You know what it is,” she said.  
 
    “Do I?” I raised my eyebrows.  
 
    “Ugh!” Flaeth made a frustrated noise in her throat. “Of course you know! And you love that you know! Just like you love being confusing!”  
 
    “It seems like you know a lot about me after all,” I said with a chuckle.  
 
    Flaeth stared at me, then she shook her head in exasperation.  
 
    “I give up,” she muttered.  
 
    “Don’t do that.” My voice was serious now. “I don’t want you to give up.”  
 
    “Then what do you want?” There was a challenge in her lovely green eyes.  
 
    “I want…” I paused. “I want you to tell me what you want.”  
 
    “No.” Flaeth shook her head. “You go first.”  
 
    “Why do I have to go first?” I demanded.  
 
    “Because I asked first,” she said. 
 
    “Ladies first,” I countered. “And besides, you’re fey, and I’m just a lowly human, so I think your voice should be the most important one, shouldn’t it?”  
 
    Flaeth licked her lips.  
 
    “You are infuriating,” she said in a soft voice.  
 
    “I know,” I replied.  
 
    She looked up at the sky, then down at her hands, which were holding a small piece of bread. She swallowed.  
 
    “I–” she began.  
 
    “Hey!” A shout rang through the trees.  
 
    We all jumped to our feet and looked around to see who it was. 
 
    A woman climbed down from a tree a few feet away from where Flaeth and I were sitting. She was wearing a leather apron around her body, and nothing else.  
 
    “I know you,” she exclaimed.  
 
    The others came closer, and she looked around at all of us with her eyes and mouth open wide.  
 
    “You’re the group what went for the Goose!” she cried. “The group with the human from House Siggwin.”  
 
    “That’s right,” Caffie replied.  
 
    “And?” the woman demanded. “Did you see it? Did you get the egg?”  
 
    “Yes,” Caffie said with a grin. “And yes.”  
 
    “Let’s see it,” the woman demanded.  
 
    Caffie raised an eyebrow at me. I shrugged, opened my pack, took out the wicwood box, and opened it.  
 
    The woman’s eyes went even bigger as she saw the egg nestled inside.  
 
    “Ohhhh,” she breathed.  
 
    I put the egg back in my pack, and the woman laughed in excitement, like a happy child.  
 
    “Oh, they’re not going to believe this!” she cried. “Wait ‘til I tell everyone in the city!”  
 
    Before I could ask her what she meant, she shimmered– and turned into a crow. The apron fell in a heap on the ground, and the crow flew into the air with a burst of excited, raucous cawing.  
 
    “I guess the news is going ahead of us, then,” Wemba said with a chuckle. “I’m going to expect the biggest welcoming committee.”  
 
    “Sure, Wemba,” I grinned. “People are going to leave their dinners and come out into the streets to see us return.” 
 
    We walked through the rest of the early evening, and as twilight was falling, we reached the edge of the woods and saw the lights of the city of Hid in front of us.  
 
    Flaeth had avoided me for this last part of the trip, so I’d been walking with Wemba, but as we came out of the trees and started down the track toward the city, I met her eyes and smiled at her.  
 
    Flaeth looked away quickly, but then she looked back, and she smiled at me in return. She had a lovely smile that softened every harsh line of her face. It made her look younger, sweeter, and even more beautiful than before.  
 
    “Look! Henry!” Wemba grabbed my arm and dragged my attention away from Flaeth and to the sight ahead of us.  
 
    There was a huge crowd of people coming out of the city. They were carrying flaming torches and shouting, and for a moment I had flashbacks to those old horror movies that always seemed to feature a bloodthirsty mob with torches and pitchforks at their finale.  
 
    But then the wind carried the sounds properly to my ears, and I realized that they weren’t just shouting. They were cheering.  
 
    “I said so!” Wemba yelled. “A welcoming committee!”  
 
    “You said it, hero!” I was so tired, but the sight of the city pouring out to welcome us home gave me a new burst of energy. 
 
    Wemba and I threw our arms around each other and jumped up and down with excitement.  
 
    “Come on, you two!” Sae yelled. “Let’s go!”  
 
    We hurried down the track toward the crowd. The cheers became even louder and more excited, and then the crowd swept us up in its happy greeting.  
 
    We had flowers thrown around our necks, someone shoved a loaf of warm bread into my hand, someone else kissed me on both cheeks, and another person gave me a cake and a red satin ribbon.  
 
    Everyone was laughing and cheering, and everyone wanted to shake my hand, pound me on the back, and congratulate me.  
 
    “That’s enough, that’s enough!” A member of the watch cleared a path through the crowd with his truncheon. “Step back! Let them breathe!”  
 
    Behind the watch were some familiar faces.  
 
    “Students!” Toth Scinanbrith greeted us with his arms spread wide like he was about to pull all of us into the world’s most awkward group hug. “The pantheon smiles on us this day!”  
 
    “Said they’d do well, didn’t I say so?” Master Semeresk bellowed.  
 
    Bennlaeth Miht’s cold eyes ran over us with a slight smile curling the edges of his mouth. He opened his mouth to say something, but Master Semeresk pounded him on the back so violently that, for a moment, he seemed to have lost his breath.  
 
    “Congratulations to us, then, eh?” the dwarf shouted, and he waved his arms at the crowd. “A hurrah for our brave heroes!” 
 
    The crowd erupted into wild cheers, and Master Semeresk chuckled.  
 
    “Come, come.” The Head gestured for us to follow him, and we walked through the cheering crowds with the Head and the watch leading the way.  
 
    Master Semeresk walked with Caffie and started quizzing her about everything that had gone on. But Bennlaeth Miht didn’t even glance at his daughter, and he walked by the Head’s side without speaking to her.  
 
    I fell behind to walk by Flaeth’s side. It didn’t seem wise to try and take her hand while her father was only a few feet away, but I walked close enough to her shoulder that the backs of our hands brushed against each other.  
 
    Flaeth didn’t move away, and our hands touched gently all the way back to House Siggwin.  
 
    The crowds turned away at the gates of the academy, but not without giving us one final cheer. More crowds were waiting for us inside the academy. All of the staff and students had come out to welcome us back, and they cheered until the Head raised his hands for silence.  
 
    “House Siggwin,” Toth Scinanbrith called, “we have won a great victory. The courage and hard work of these students have brought honor and glory to this House. Their names will go down in history, and we will remember them as the finest example of the excellence that House Siggwin has to offer.”  
 
    He turned to us with a genial smile on his face.  
 
    “I imagine you all must be exhausted,” he said. “You will find food and drink waiting for you in your rooms, and we will let you go in just a moment. But first… I think we would all love to see the egg.”  
 
    The Head kept his voice light, but there was no hiding the hungry look in his eyes.  
 
    I slid my pack down from my shoulders and took out the wicwood box.  
 
    The Head looked faintly surprised when I handed it to him. He glanced at Flaeth as though he expected her to step in and take credit for it all, but she didn’t move, and the Head’s interest was more pressing than wondering which student had done what.  
 
    He opened the lid of the box. The egg’s golden glow bathed his face in its soft light, and for a moment even the Head’s harsh features seemed to relax and become gentle.  
 
    “Bless the pantheon,” he breathed in an awestruck tone.  
 
    He turned around with the box open in his hands and showed the egg to the crowd of students.  
 
    There was a collective inhaled breath. Some of them fell to their knees. Others held up their hands toward the sky. One person actually started crying.  
 
    “We thank the pantheon for their almighty grace and bounty,” the Head proclaimed. “They have truly smiled on House Siggwin and granted us this immeasurable blessing. Our Most Gracious holy hosts of earth and sky, the Most High Lords and Ladies who watch over us all, we thank you for showering your blessings down upon us, your most devout, pious, and grateful children. We humble ourselves before your most excellent, infinite, and thrice-welcomed bounty. So say we.”  
 
    The last few lines were from the wuldorsped, which was a prayer that everyone knew, and as the Head spoke, everyone in the crowd joined in. There was something very powerful about hearing the prayer fill the quad with the glow of the egg shining out of the magical box that held it.  
 
    Then the Head closed the box.  
 
    “Thank you,” he said to us. “You have done your school a great service. Now go along to your rooms and enjoy a hot shower and a good meal. We will talk more tomorrow.”  
 
    I hugged Caffie tightly.  
 
    “I’ll see you soon,” she whispered.  
 
    “I’d like that,” I whispered back.  
 
    I couldn’t hug Flaeth, but I smiled at her, and she smiled back.  
 
    I hugged Sae and Pawen, shook hands with Reofara, and then Wemba and I went off to our dorm.  
 
    A crowd of students followed us all the way, and it was very satisfying to close the door of our room and be in our familiar space again.  
 
    The dorm had been freshly swept and cleaned, our beds had been changed, and there was a trolley with covered dishes in the middle of the room.  
 
    “I am starving,” Wemba groaned as he dropped his pack down on the floor. “But I’m also filthy.”  
 
    “You take the first shower,” I said with a smile. “I don’t mind waiting.” 
 
    “Henry, you’re a true hero and an even better friend,” Wemba declared, and he made a beeline for the shower room.  
 
    I smiled to myself as I put my pack down next to Wemba’s. I felt around in my pocket and pulled out the charmplant seed. It rolled on my palm, and I had a sudden idea.  
 
    I went to the door and poked my head into the corridor outside.  
 
    Sure enough, there were still some students hanging around, and they all leaped to attention when they saw me.  
 
    “Hey,” I said. “Do you know where I could find a pot and some soil?”  
 
    “I’ll get you some,” one of the students said in a rush.  
 
    “I will, too,” another said.  
 
    “I can get it more quickly!” another student insisted.  
 
    I pointed at the first one.  
 
    “You,” I said. “Could you bring it to me, please?”  
 
    “Yes, sir, of course!” The student’s face lit up with excitement, and he took off running down the corridor.  
 
    The other students followed him.  
 
    “‘Sir,’” I murmured to myself with a grin. “That’s new.”  
 
    The student was as good as his word. He was back in about five minutes, completely out of breath and clutching a pot filled to the brim with soil.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said to him with a smile.  
 
    “My pleasure, sir,” he gasped.  
 
    I shut the door and went over to the half-open window. There was enough space on the sill for the pot to sit there. I made a shallow hole in the soil, held the charmplant seed in my hand for a moment, and then pressed it into the dirt until it was completely covered.  
 
    The late evening breeze came in through the window and carried with it the smell of the sea. And underneath the familiar scent of brine and seaweed, I thought I could detect something else.  
 
    Something sweet and bitter all at the same time.  
 
    Roses and oranges.  
 
    Swincnuts.  
 
    Almonds.  
 
    Cinnamon.  
 
    The perfume of the gods and the offerings they craved.  
 
    I cupped my hands around the pot that held the charmplant seed.  
 
    “I don’t know what you want from me,” I murmured. “But I’m ready for it, no matter what it is.”  
 
    The breeze seemed to catch my words and carry them away to somewhere else.  
 
    I didn’t know where that place might be or exactly who might be waiting there for me.  
 
    But I knew, no matter what was coming my way, I was going to face it with a smile on my face, courage in my heart, and hunger in my belly.  
 
    So said I. 
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