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Chapter One

The grundlewyrm's tail exploded with a loud,
wet BANG, showering Garrett with glowing green ooze. He
stared in shock at the tailless body of the dog-sized reptilian
creature as it slipped from his fingers and wriggled on its stumpy
legs back into the cool, dark soil with an angry, grumbling snort.
Garrett fought the urge to vomit, not daring to open his mouth for
fear that some of the dripping goo that covered his face would get
inside. He knelt in the mud and looked down at his empty,
slime-covered hands.

Marla stared at him from where she knelt,
just a few feet away. Flecks of lambent slime clung to her gray
smock, marking the outer radius of the grundlewyrm's blast. Her
long dark hair, tied back into a ponytail, had been spared the
worst of it, but she reached up to wipe a glob from her cheek. She
succeeded only in leaving a greenish streak that glowed against the
soft shadows of the twilight swamp. She snorted with stifled
laughter.

Garrett gave her a pleading look. Marla
cleared her throat, and smiled apologetically.

Garrett lifted his arm to try to wipe his
face clean with the back of a filthy sleeve.

"No," Marla said, "don't waste it!"

Garrett groaned, still not daring to open his
mouth. A large gobbet of slime had now worked its way down to cover
his right nostril, forming a little green bubble there each time he
exhaled.

Marla got to her feet and covered the
distance between them in two easy strides. Garrett envied her
sure-footed grace. He had fallen down in the mud at least three
times on their way to the wyrm burrows, and had practically taken
up permanent residence in the muck upon arrival. Marla seemed
perfectly at ease here, as she did everywhere, but then she was a
vampire.

Marla knelt beside him and lifted Garrett's
wooden collection bowl beneath his chin. She took the little wooden
paddle that she had given him to milk the worms and used it to
gently scrape the green slime from his face.

Garrett watched her work, her dark eyes
focused intently on his face. A warm, buzzing sensation spread
through his body as her cool fingers brushed against his cheek. His
breath faltered, catching in his throat. Marla's eyes lifted to
his, and she smiled. She set the bowl aside and rubbed the last of
the slime from Garrett's lips with the tail of the long bandana
that Garrett wore to cover his head and neck.

"Thanks," Garrett said.

"You can't grab them by the tail," Marla
sighed.

"Yeah," Garrett said.

Marla looked down at his collecting bowl. A
small pool of wyrm ooze barely covered the chunks of mud at the
bottom of the bowl. Some sort of water bug pranced across the
surface of the glowing liquid. "How many have you caught?" she
asked.

Garrett hesitated a moment before replying.
"Two," he said, "counting the poppy one."

"Oh," Marla said, "that's... very good for
your first try."

"Thanks," Garrett said.

"Well, I've been a bit luckier," she said.
"So, if we can catch three more, I think we can head back to
camp."

"Yeah," Garrett said, his eyes falling. Then
he thought of something. "Couldn't you just... magic them up out of
the ground or something?"

Marla's eyes narrowed in confusion.

"I mean like the way you catch fairies...
with dragon magic," he said.

Marla shook her head. "Fairies and their kin
are intelligent creatures," she said, "They can be spoken to and
reasoned with. Anything that can be reasoned with can be bound.
They agree to do what we ask of them because they can understand
what we ask of them."

Garrett struggled for a moment with the
question that was churning around inside of him. "But... they don't
want to do what you say. Why would they agree to do it?"

Marla's expression darkened momentarily.
"With the faebloods," she said, "their very lives are but a chorus
of the great Song. They are bound to it with ties far stronger than
any individual's will. Being a human, you wouldn't understand
that."

"You're a human too!" Garrett said, his voice
a little harder than he had intended it to be.

Marla's eyes fell. "Garrett..." she said,
"I'm not like you."

"Yes you are," he said, reaching out to lay
his hand on her sleeve, "You're just a human like me, but you and
your mom got some sort of magic stuff in your blood from a long
time ago, and it makes you a little bit different. You're still
human though!"

Marla let out a little laugh. "Oh, Garrett,
it isn't that simple."

"Marla, you can do whatever you want,"
Garrett said, "You don't have to do what the other vampires say."
He paused for a moment, taking a breath. "You and your mom could
come live with Uncle and me. I know he'd be fine with it!"

Marla gave him a sad, sweet smile. "Garrett,"
she said, "if they call us home, we have to go back. We
don't have a choice. We're like those fairies in the pet shop. My
mother and I are bound by the same Song. We are bound right down to
our blood. You just can't see the bars of our cage."

"No," Garrett said, "That place isn't your
home. It isn't home because you don't want to be there."

Marla put her hand on his. Caked in mud and
slime, his hand looked just like any other boy's, his scars hidden
beneath a thick coat of grime.

"Garrett," she said, "you're my best friend,
and I don't want to go away and leave you behind."

"You don't have to," he whispered, "We can
find a way... I'll find a way..."

"No one's even made a decision yet," Marla
laughed, "We're probably worrying for no reason... Let's just
finish up here and get back to camp."

"Yeah," Garrett said, his voice barely
audible. He pushed one hand down, deep into the cold mud, lifting
himself to his feet. He picked up his wooden knife and bowl,
careful not to spill any of the precious essence and looked around
for a firm piece of ground.

The mud sucked at his loose Chadiri boots as
he stamped his way toward a hummock of dry grass. The red leather
of the boots was probably stained a permanent shade of swamp by
now, but that suited him well enough. He'd seen enough red as a
prisoner of the Chadiri war priests.

He set down his bowl and rubbed at the memory
of shackles on his wrists. Those wounds had already healed, just a
new set of scars to add to his collection.

"So, where do we dig now?" Garrett asked,
weary of the whole endeavor.

"Garrett," Marla said.

"Yeah," he said, turning to face her.

Marla straightened to her full height in the
center of the muddy burrowing grounds. Her ragged, mud-spattered
smock and dirty trousers gave her slender form the appearance of a
used-up scarecrow, but her face shone, as pale and perfect as
carved marble. She smiled an impish smile.

"Would you really like to see some magic?"
she asked.

Garrett nodded.

"I told you that the grundlewyrms aren't
intelligent enough to be bound by magic," Marla said.

"Yeah."

Marla's smile spread into a grin. "Their
blood still knows the words to the Song."

"Huh?"

"It's been a while since I tried this," she
said, "so don't laugh if it doesn't work."

"I won't," Garrett promised.

Marla balanced on one leg as she tugged one
of her boots off and tossed it onto the grass. Black mud oozed up
between her toes as she put her weight onto her bare foot and
lifted the other to remove the second boot.

She tossed the second boot to join the first
and spread her feet slightly apart, shifting her weight from one to
the other as she drew in her breath. Lifting her arms to her sides,
she began to sing, softly, in the language of dragons.

"Dae'gheret tsu'namaarae, Dae'burhet sa
Na'al."

Marla's feet lifted, one at a time, and came
down again on the wet, black earth, moving in the slow steps of an
ancient dance. Her body twisted, her arms held out for balance, as
she spun and leapt to the rhythm of her song. Her feet did not sink
into the mud now; neither did it seem to stick to her skin as she
stepped lightly across its surface.

Her voice grew stronger, her words
reverberating with the thrumming undertones of draconic magic.
Garrett felt the vibration through the wooden bowl in his hand, and
he looked down to see little ripples of force upon the surface of
the glowing essence contained within.

"Dae'Kheretae!" Marla shouted,
punctuating the end of a chorus of her song, and the essence nearly
leapt out of Garrett's collection bowl.

Each time she repeated the phrase in the
rhythm of the song, the glowing essence danced and leapt.

Marla seemed to be dancing in circles now,
her eyes focused on the ground. With a sudden movement, she
stooped, driving her slender hand beneath the surface of the mud.
She pulled it out again, just as quickly, with a wriggling
grundlewyrm caught securely in her grasp.

Garrett gasped in surprise, but Marla did not
slow her dance. She drove her other hand into the mud and pulled up
another wyrm before pirouetting with both of the struggling
creatures held at arm's length.

She suddenly dropped low on the balls of her
feet then leapt again, tossing the two wyrms high into the canopy
of leaves above. Her body blurred as she thrust both hands down
into the ground again and yanked out the largest grundlewyrm that
Garrett had yet seen in his short career as a wyrmhunter.

Marla stepped quickly to the left and right
to catch the pair of wyrms that just now tumbled down from the
trees above, gathering the squirming trio of glow-tailed wyrms in
her arms. She sang the final words of her magic song and bowed
deeply to Garrett as a shower of brown leaves rained down on the
field of her victory.

The sounds of Garrett's cheers and laughter
mingled with the droning buzz of insects as night fell over the
swamp.


Chapter Two

Garrett let out a grateful breath when
Marla's gaunt landed in the moonlit clearing near the camp of the
Gloaran army. Landings were always the worst, seeing the ground
rushing up at him like that. Most of the time, he kept his eyes
closed for the last bit and hoped for the best. Marla, for all of
her natural talent, was still a novice flyer, and her control of
the great, faceless bat creatures sometimes waivered.

Garrett slid off the gaunt's bristly back,
his legs a bit wobbly beneath him from having clenched so tightly
to the creature's ribs during the flight. The gaunt let out a
clicking hiss that turned into a rattling purr as Marla stroked the
creature's mane. She whispered a few words of thanks to the beast
and dropped from its back with silent grace. The gaunt ducked its
black head and stalked off on its gangly legs to hide itself among
the trees.

Marla passed Garrett the leather satchel that
held two full canisters of essence, the fruits of their evening's
labor. Garrett shouldered the bag and walked beside her as she
headed down toward the trailhead that led to the main camp. He
glanced back, wondering if they should do something about the trail
of dried mud flakes left by his boots with every step he took on
the long, lush grass of the hill.

Marla saw the question in his eyes and
smiled. "I wouldn't worry about it," she said, "No one's seen the
dragon since the battle."

Garrett could not stop himself from looking
up at the star-strewn sky above. The old fear still fluttered in
his stomach, that he would look up and see the great Chadiri dragon
with Graelle, the last of the dragon riders, astride its back. Then
all would turn to flame and death once more.

Only a few thin clouds stretched like silvery
harp strings across the moon.

His eyes fell to a movement of shadows
between the trees as someone emerged from the forest into the pale
light of the moon.

"Warren," Garrett greeted his friend.

"Hi, Garrett. Hi Marla," the great shaggy
gray ghoul called to them with a wave of his long forearm. His
snout wrinkled at the sight of their clothing, baring his long
canine teeth. "If you were gonna dig all the way to Lapria for
those worms, you could have invited me."

Marla grinned. "They don't come as close to
the surface when the moon is out. We may need your help tomorrow
night, if the sky is still this clear."

"We may not be around for it," Warren
said.

"What do you mean?" Marla asked.

"Moonwings are back from spying on the
redjacks," Warren said, "Somethin' big is happening. Krauss is
talkin' to the others now. Oh, and I think that other vampire
friend of yours got stabbed a little."

"Claude?" Marla gasped.

"Yeah, but he's fine," Warren said with a
shrug, "At least I think he his. Aren't you guys undead or
something?"

Marla disappeared into the forest with a
flutter of dark cloth and a cloud of dust as she left behind most
of the dried mud that had caked her leggings and smock in the wake
of her inhuman burst of speed.

Garrett scowled at Warren.

"What?" Warren said, "He's fine."

"It isn't funny, Warren," Garrett said, "She
really likes him."

"Yeah, she does," Warren said, falling into
step beside Garrett as they walked down the trail toward camp, "She
likes him a lot."

Garrett chewed his lip and said nothing. The
heavy canisters of essence slapped against his thigh as he
walked.

"You're my friend, Gar," Warren said, "and
I'm just sayin'."

"What?" Garrett snapped.

"Why are you so rankled?" Warren asked.

"Why are you being such a knob?" Garrett
said.

"Hey, if I was doing something that was gonna
get me really hurt, I'd hope that you'd say something to stop me,"
Warren said, raising his paws defensively. He looked thoughtful for
a moment. "Unless it was something really amazing, like jumping
over this big chasm with fire at the bottom or something. Then you
should be like, Yeah, Warren, you can do it! You're the
best! That would be all right."

"I'm not gonna get hurt," Garrett said.

"Sure," Warren said.

Garrett looked at his friend. "I thought you
were supposed to be out with your dad tonight?"

Warren glanced away. "I... stayed here to
help around the camp a bit."

"Your dad made you stay behind?"

Warren's voice fell. "No."

"You didn't want to go?" Garrett asked.

"I..." Warren hesitated. "I just didn't feel
like going right now... not after the cave thing."

Garrett remained silent for a moment. He knew
Warren well enough to see that something was bothering him. "I
thought you wanted to do all the war stuff?"

"Yeah, I did," Warren whined, "but... I
dunno. I thought it was going to be different."

"What do you mean?" Garrett asked.

Warren stopped walking and turned to face
Garrett. Warren's eyes shone red against the shadow of the forest.
"Garrett," he whispered, "I didn't know it would be like that...
the sounds they made."

"What?" Garrett asked, his voice cracking
just a little when he spoke.

Warren shuddered. "When we brought the tunnel
down on the Chadiri... we couldn't see them, you know... but we
could hear them."

Garrett reseated the leather cord of his
satchel a bit higher on his shoulder, pulling his arms around his
chest against the night's chill.

"Only a few of 'em got squished right away,"
Warren said, "Most of 'em were trapped inside the tunnel, stuck in
the middle between the fire at one end and the rock fall at the
other. They were all yellin' and givin' orders and stuff, what
you'd expect from redjacks... Some of 'em though, some of 'em had
got caught right at the edge where we dropped the roof on 'em. They
were still alive but stuck in the rubble, all broken up and pinned
down. Dogs, Gar! They were screamin' and cryin'!"

Warren blinked and stroked one of his long
ears with his paw. "They didn't sound like monsters, Gar. They
weren't redjacks and war priests and Hammers of God or
whatever, they were just a bunch o' people, bleedin' and dyin'
'cause of what we did to 'em. I could hear 'em dyin', Gar,
all through the rock and everything, you could hear 'em like they
were right there beside you." Warren's voice had begun to break,
and he rubbed harder at his ears, flattening them against his head
with his hands.

"I'm sorry," Garrett said.

Warren turned his head and sniffed loudly. He
hissed out a long breath and steadied his voice. "Well... I guess
they were soldiers, right? I mean, they meant to come here and kill
us, so we were just doing what we had to do, right?"

"Yeah," Garrett said.

"I guess we should try to be more like Max,
huh?" Warren laughed, "He really loves this stuff."

"Yeah, I think he does," Garrett said.

"Well," Warren sighed, "let's go find out
what's up."

They walked together to the edge of the
wooded tangle that surrounded the deep hollow where the Gloaran
army, or what remained of it, made camp. Garrett followed the ghoul
down the steep path that descended beneath the cover of the
briar-choked canopy.

As they walked down into the thick of the
forest, the ground leveled out, and Garrett was able to make out
the dim, greenish glow of witchfire torches through the trees
ahead. He heard people speaking ahead, amidst the soft whisper of
the wind in the trees. As they drew closer, he recognized the voice
of Master Krauss, the tall, white-haired vampire, leader of the
Moonwings. The vampires and the flying creatures known as gaunts on
which they rode had been away, scouting the enemy's positions for
the past three nights while the army had sat, anxiously awaiting
their report.

"... establishing fortifications all along
the highland escarpment," Krauss was saying, "They appear to be
destroying all but a few of the lifts which they had constructed to
move men and equipment up and down the cliffs along the Gloaran
border... Construction has been shifted to facilitate movement
between the Empire and their newfound allies to the west."

The vampire stood in the center of a small
clearing, dimly lit by a half dozen torches. Several other vampires
remained at the edge of the firelight as their leader addressed the
two commanders of the Gloaran army.

"They're giving up the invasion?" Serepheni
said, her voice incredulous. The priestess of Mauravant stood, as
always, at the side of Max Zara, one hand on his arm. Her fiery red
hair glistened against the dark green silk of her riding jacket, a
bemused smile on her lips as her eyes turned to the man in black
armor beside her. "Max," she asked, "did we just win the war?"

Max Zara, Deathlord and General of the
Gloaran Army, looked unimpressed. His face remained hard, framed by
dark hair, grown unkempt in the course of the long campaign. An old
hatred burned in his eyes. "What of Prex?" He demanded, "Where is
the Inquisitor?"

Master Krauss paused before speaking. Though
Garrett could not see his face beneath the heavy scarf that he
wore, tied just below his eyes, the vampire might have been
smiling. "After relieving Graelle of his command, Inquisitor Prex
has departed to oversee the conversion of Astorra and its people to
the will of Malleatus."

Garrett's mind reeled at the news. Graelle,
the dragon rider who had destroyed Garrett's home, whose dragon had
burned the flesh from Garrett's body, was no longer in command of
the Chadirian army. Garrett stared at Max, watching his
reaction.

For the briefest of moments, a look of sick
horror hung on Max's weary face. Then, a terrible expression of
dawning glee slowly stretched his lips back over his teeth. His
shoulders shook beneath his death's-head pauldrons, his laughter
growing slowly from a silent trembling to a loud burst of
near-maniacal amusement.

Serepheni looked at him with a cautious smile
and concern in her eyes.

Max finally caught his breath again, still
wheezing with laughter as he turned to lift his gauntleted hand
toward Garrett as he stepped out from the trees. "Garrett," Max
said, "It seems as though Prince Cabre is about learn the price of
his treachery."

Garrett's blood ran cold at the mention of
Cabre's name. The cowardly prince had let Garrett take the blame
for Cabre's murder of his own father, and had him beaten and left
him to die at the hands of the Chadiri. If not for Warren and
Marla, Garrett would have been burned alive by the sadistic
Inquisitor Prex, and the only witness to Cabre's crime would now be
dead.

"The Chadiri are going to Braedshal?" Warren
asked, a tremor of fear in his voice.

"Prex and his retinue broke camp early last
morning," Krauss said, dismissing the ghoul with a glance before
turning again to face Max Zara, "All we could learn of their
destination was that it lay somewhere within the Astorran region.
Braedshal is the most likely place that the Inquisitor will
establish his headquarters. Some kind of warding spell protects the
Inquisitor, keeping us from approaching undetected. One of my
riders was injured in an attempt to get closer."

Claude, the youngest of the Moonwing vampires
rose to his feet from where he sat in the shadows at the far edge
of the clearing. He wore his long black hair pulled up into a
topknot, and his neck scarf hung open to reveal the expression of
suppressed pain on his pale, angular face. A rough bandage was
bound tightly across the gray leather of his left trouser leg, but
the wound only added a bit of stiffness to his movements as he
stood. Marla rose with him, standing at his side, her eyes and lips
tense with worry, as though ready to catch him if he swooned.

"I would tend to your wounds, noble rider, if
you will allow it," Serepheni said, "We are in your debt." The
young priestess regarded the boy with empathy.

"Nothing is required, my lady," Claude
answered, raising one long-fingered hand, "Such an injury will not
trouble me past a day's rest. Thank you."

Serepheni smiled and looked to Max again. "Is
it true then?" she asked, "Have we won?"

"Well," Max mused, "It's not exactly how I
would have wanted to end it, but I suppose there is a certain
poetic justice to it all. The dragon lord gets packed off home to
explain his failures to the bell-ringers, and the little prince of
Astorra gets to find out just what sort of snake he's crawled into
bed with. I think I can let Prex live long enough to make Cabre
watch his father's kingdom burn. Once Prex has turned Astorra's
legacy into a fine pile of ash, I'll show up and collect the debt
he still owes me."

"But Ymowyn is on her way back to Braedshal!"
Warren growled.

Max looked at the ghoul, a bit flustered to
have his reverie broken by Warren's forwardness. He frowned.
"Warren," he said, "Lady Ymowyn has survived, undetected, in the
underground of the largest city of Astorra since she was a little
girl. She knows better than to stick her nose up when the Chadiri
arrive."

"But she's not hiding from a bunch of stupid
knights now," Warren said, "Vampire guy says the inquisitor has
some sort of weird magic that shows where his enemies are. That's
probably why they send him to inquisite people! She doesn't know
what's coming. If they find a ghoul... a Kiri... a whatever she
calls herself, like her they won't exactly welcome her to the
church picnic. We have to help her!"

Serepheni gave Max a pleading look. He sucked
air through his teeth.

"All right," Max said, "We'll find a way to
warn her. We owe her that much at least. Besides, we can't afford
to lose our only friend in the whole of Astorra. I need to know
what's going on in there."

"What are we going to do?" Warren
demanded.

Max shook his head. "We'll decide that
tomorrow, Warren. Tonight, let's just enjoy our victory and get
some rest. I think its time we went home."


Chapter Three

Garrett woke up late the next day to the
sound of boots tramping through the underbrush. He yawned, filling
his lungs with the old, musty smell of the tent he shared with
Warren, but the ghoul's blanket lay empty beside him.

Garrett rubbed his eyes and stretched his arm
out to lift the tent flap. A zombie, wearing the tattered red
tabard of an imperial soldier, trudged past with an armload of tent
poles.

"Not that way! Over there!" someone
shouted, and the zombie shifted course slightly and headed off into
the forest.

Garrett grinned at the sound of the voice and
stuck his head out of the tent.

"Cenick!" Garrett cried, lifting his
hand.

The broad-shouldered necromancer with the
tattooed face turned and waved back at him. The big man's faded
purple robe hung loosely from his massive shoulders and sagged
where he had cinched his belt a bit tighter at the waist. "Good
morning, Garrett!" he said, "I take it you've heard the news?"

"Yeah!" Garrett said, tugging a dusty robe on
over his head, "We're going home."

Cenick walked over to Garrett's tent and
knelt at the flap. He looked around, and, satisfied that there were
no other living ears close by, he lowered his voice and spoke.
"I'll be glad to get back and find out what the Templars have been
doing in our absence. They'll have to answer for what they did to
you... and for whatever they've done with my collection."

"Your birdhouses?" Garrett asked.

Cenick laughed, a pearly grin splitting his
black-runed face. "Those too," he said, "but I'm mostly concerned
about my root carvings. If some of those got into the wrong
hands... I'd rather not think about what could happen."

Garrett nodded politely. He was never quite
certain when Cenick was being serious. A sudden thought occurred to
him then. "What did Miss Serepheni mean when she said she was
making me a Templar? Do you think she really meant what she said
after the battle... about me joining the Church?"

Cenick's smile vanished, and the skin around
his eyes twitched a little. "I really wish she hadn't done that,"
he said.

"Why not?"

Cenick mulled his words a moment before
speaking again. "It makes things... complicated... and
dangerous."

"Am I supposed to do something for her, or
what?" Garrett asked.

Cenick laid a hand on Garrett's shoulder.
"Don't worry about it," he said, "I'll sort it out with Max. The
best we can hope for is that she's forgotten all about saying it,
and everything goes back to normal."

"But what if they want me to do... priesty
stuff? Do I have to wear green and worship the snake goddess or
something?"

Cenick looked annoyed. "Mauravant was a worm,
not a snake... and anyway, the Templars aren't priests. They're
just armored guards. They enforce the laws of the church in Wythr.
Most of them are about as pious as a crypt rat."

Garrett frowned.

Cenick squeezed his shoulder and smiled
again. "In any case, the high priestess would never allow a
necromancer in the Chapel Ward anyway," he said, "We'd desecrate
the place with our unholy presence."

Garrett laughed.

Cenick stood up. "Do you need help with your
tent?" he asked.

"No," Garrett said, "Warren should be around
somewhere. I'll get him to help me."

Cenick nodded. "Find me if you need anything,
but don't take too long. We move out at sundown."

Garrett waved goodbye as Cenick stalked away,
shouting orders at the shambling horde of undead that struggled to
strike camp.

Garrett finished getting dressed and put on
the golden skull medallion that Max had given him. The cool weight
of it against his chest felt reassuring, though he still felt the
pang of loss at having his original necromancer's talisman, the one
that Uncle had given him, stolen by Johann Prex. He pushed the
memory of the Inquisitor out of his mind and stood up outside the
tent. "Warren?" he called out.

A badly decomposed zombie in a rotted green
tabard lifted its head and groaned questioningly.

"No," Garrett said, "I'm looking for my
friend. Just... never mind."

The zombie lifted a tent stake in its hand
and moaned. Its milky white eyes stared at him, unblinking.

"No, I don't need anything, thank you."
Garrett sighed, waving his hand dismissively, "Go... do something
else... I command it."

The zombie lowered its head and shambled off,
looking slightly disappointed.

Garrett called to his friend again, but no
one answered. Garrett was beginning to worry.

He took the time to gather his few belongings
and stuffed them into a satchel. He placed the dented metal essence
flask into an easy to reach spot. It sloshed, only about a third
full. Marla had insisted that he keep some handy in case he needed
to work magic. He had argued that more experienced necromancers
like Max and Cenick would get better use from the precious
substance, but then he had never yet won an argument with
Marla.

He thought about trying to gather Warren's
things as well, but ghouls had a rather transitory concept of
personal property, and, at the moment, Warren's estate consisted of
one broken algae lamp and two loaves of moldy sausage bread. He
decided to leave the tent in place and set off in search of the
early-rising ghoul.

He found Warren at the bottom of the narrow
gulley where the other ghouls made their camp. Actually, it was
more like a nest.

Garrett's nose wrinkled at the stench of
death and baking pies. He wasn't sure why they bothered hiding in a
ravine when all that the enemy would have to do to find the place
was to stand anywhere downwind of it.

"Hi, Warren. Hi, Mr. Bargas!" Garrett called
out.

Warren and his father looked up at Garrett's
approach. Warren had a slightly pained expression.

"Mornin', boy!" Bargas said. The huge,
patchy-haired ghoul greeted him with a grin like a row of steak
knives, old, chipped steak knives that had never been cleaned.

"Good morning, everyone," Garrett added for
the benefit of the forty or so other ghouls who sat, gnawing meat
and cracking bones.

"Hi, Garrett!" Diggs and Scupp said together
as the brother and sister ghouls looked up from some sort of dice
game that involved a bewildering assortment of knucklebones. Diggs
sported a nasty bruise across his face, and his left eye was
swollen almost completely shut.

"Are you all right?" Garrett asked.

"Yeah, fine. Why'd ya ask?" Diggs replied,
cheerfully.

Garrett half lifted his hand to his own face.
"Ah... your eye."

"Oh! That's nothin'." Diggs shrugged his
furry shoulders and turned his good eye back to the dice game.

"War hammer to the face is all," his sister
said with a vicious grin, "He got brave and tried to run one of 'em
down. If Ma had seen him act such a fool, she'd a dipped his tail
in sealing wax."

"Well it's a good thing Ma's not here, ain't
it?" Diggs growled.

"No problem," Scupp said, "She told me to
make a list o' your wrongdoin's for when you get home."

"A list?" Diggs scoffed, "I'll give ya a few
entries for yer list right now!"

"No you don't!" Scupp howled as her brother
sprang at her, sending a board full of dice flying through the
air.

Diggs and Scupp scratched and yelped and
rolled in the mud, neither one gaining the upper hand. Garrett gave
the pair a wide berth as he made his way over to where Warren and
his father stood.

"Hi, Garrett," Warren said. He was having
trouble looking Garrett directly in the eye.

"What's going on?" Garrett asked.

"Eh, you remember Miss Ymowyn, don'tcha?"
Bargas asked.

"Yeah," Garrett said, "she's not in trouble
is she?"

"No... not yet," Bargas said, "and we're
gonna see to it that she won't be. We all stand together on things
like this."

"Because she's a ghoul too?" Garrett
asked.

"'Cause she's a friend," Bargas answered,
"but that too, yeah."

"Can I help?" Garrett asked.

Warren looked down at his feet, and Bargas's
black lips pulled tight over his teeth.

"I'm afraid you can't be in this, boy,"
Bargas sighed.

"Because I'm not a ghoul?" Garrett asked,
"She helped me too. Without her help..." He didn't like to think
about that possibility.

"No, boy!" Bargas said, "You know you're one
of us now." He leaned over to grasp the back of Garrett's neck with
one massive paw. He meant the gesture to seem fatherly, but Garrett
half feared that the ghoul might snap his neck by accident.

"You can't go, because we're going back to
Braedshal," Warren said, his voice hard.

A cold realization spread through Garrett's
body, making his chest ache. The people of Braedshal thought that
Garrett had murdered their king. He remembered them trying to fight
their way to him, to tear him apart. He could never go back there
again. "You're going without me?" he asked.

Warren sighed. "We won't be gone long,
Garrett. We've just gotta go get her out of there before something
happens to her."

"But, what if that Prex guy is there,"
Garrett asked, "What if he can find you too? Shouldn't you ask Max
for help? Maybe the vampires can get her out?"

Bargas's face darkened at the mention of
vampires. He glanced at his son, but seemed to swallow whatever he
was about to say. "Listen, boy," he said, "Nobody alive knows how
to hide like a ghoul does when he don't wanna be found. Even if a
few redjacks get lucky and sniff us out... well, a ghoul's gotta
eat, y' know."

A few nearby ghouls snickered at the
joke.

"And, anyway," Bargas added, "You've got your
own duty to your own kin."

"Huh?"

"Your uncle's house," Bargas said, "They took
it from you 'cause it was just you alone to defend it. Now you're
comin' back for it with an army. Tinjin's my oldest friend, but
you're his family... the closest thing he's still got in this world
to a son. You go and get his house back. You make him proud,
boy!"

"We'll be all right," Warren said, "I
promise."

Garrett nodded, not trusting himself to
speak.


Chapter Four

After three days on the road south, the skies
had darkened to a perpetual, drizzly gray, and Garrett knew that he
had seen the last of the sun. The patter of light rain on his hood
and the damp, sluggish chill of the wind suited his mood
perfectly.

In his mind, he replayed, over and over
again, his farewell to Marla, just before leaving the swamp. She
had rushed through her goodbyes, giving him a quick hug, the kind
an adult might give someone else's child, and made him promise to
take care of himself. The Moonwings took to the skies while the
last rays of sunlight reddened the evening clouds. He had watched
her fly away towards Wythr and the safety of home.

He sat astride the dire wolf Ghausse who
padded along silently beneath him. Marla had insisted that the wolf
would see him home safely. Garrett had long since overcome his fear
of the huge riding wolf, and even grown quite fond of him. Ghausse
too, seemed far more at ease since their first meeting. The big
wolf had grown accustomed to the traces of death magic that
lingered on necromancers like Garrett, a scent which caused most
animals to react with fear or aggression.

The other wolves, Hauskr and Reigha, had
raced ahead to find their own way back to Wythr, the capital city
of Gloar. Warren no longer needed to ride. He, his father, and a
half dozen other ghouls had already departed, on paw, toward the
Astorran border. Chunnley, the brown-furred ghoul, had agreed to
accompany the army and the remainder of the Marrowvyn ghouls back
to Wythr in service as the camp cook, much to Jitlowe's chagrin who
had taken to preparing his own meals after finding a Chadirian belt
buckle at the bottom of his soup bowl one evening. Jitlowe, a
Zhadeen gentleman of impeccable tastes, had never shared his fellow
necromancers' familiarity with the carrion-eating ghouls.

Jitlowe and the other necromancers who had
survived the campaign rode at the heads of the columns of zombies
under their command, spread out like a great, writhing undead snake
three miles long and nearly a mile wide. Max had taken advantage of
the lull between the battle of the moon pool and the news of their
strategic victory to replenish the ranks of the Gloaran army. For
all practical purposes, it was now his army. He rode at its
head with Serepheni at his side as Zarathul, Deathlord of
the Northern Wastes.

Garrett rode a short distance behind Max and
Serepheni, falling further back as they traveled. The two lovers
rode along, cheerfully discussing plans for their future, and the
sound of their laughter grated on Garrett's nerves. He did not
begrudge his friend Max his happiness. Garrett knew that Max's life
must have been every bit as hard as his own... another one of
Tinjin's orphans. Still, that tired, headachy image of Marla taking
Claude's hand as they ran toward their waiting gaunts throbbed in
his brain and made his friend's laughter sound like mockery.

"Garrett," Cenick called out as he rode his
shaggy little pony up beside him, "Would you care to ride out and
do some scouting with me?"

Garrett looked up, sniffing and blinking.
"What?"

"We need to scout those trees ahead," Cenick
said, "Ride with me."

"Yeah," Garrett said, hoarsely.

"Are you deserting your troops, Captain
Cenick?" Max called back in an imperious tone. "Gah!" he added, in
his own voice, "When are you ever going to pick a last name? I
can't just call you Captain Cenick forever. It shows too
much familiarity. Bad for morale, you know."

Cenick scoffed. "I thought I was a general by
now?"

"Depends on how much I like you on any given
day," Max said, "How do you feel about Corporal?"

Cenick laughed.

"Oh, Max!" Serepheni chided him.

"Who told you to go scouting anyway?" Max
demanded.

"Common sense... and boredom," Cenick said,
"and anyway, I gave my troops strict orders."

"Which were?" Max asked.

"Walk... straight."

Serepheni giggled.

"Fair enough," Max sighed, "Just don't get
into too much fun. Then everyone will want to go
scouting."

Cenick grinned and nodded at Garrett, and the
two of them rode together toward the distant tree line.

Once they were well away from the others,
Cenick slowed his pony to a trot beside Garrett's wolf and asked,
"What's bothering you?"

Garrett glanced at him and then looked down
at the tall grass that swept past their legs as they rode. "I don't
know," he said.

"You're worrying about the future again,
aren't you?" Cenick asked.

Garrett tried to laugh. "People worry about
the future all the time, don't they?" he asked.

Cenick shrugged. "Doesn't do any good if they
do," he said.

Garrett frowned. "Isn't that what we're doing
now? I mean riding ahead to check things out, it's because you're
worried about what might be up there, right?"

"I'm not the least bit worried about what
might lay ahead," Cenick said, "but that doesn't mean I don't have
the good sense to be cautious about it."

Garrett shook his head. "What's the
difference?"

"Caution is checking to see if there is an
ambush waiting for you behind a stand of trees," Cenick said,
"Worry is making yourself sick over what you imagine someone else
thinks of you. Caution can save your life. Worry drains all the joy
from it."

Garrett said nothing. He tried to force the
image of Marla and Claude together out of his mind. It kept
bubbling back up like a dead bug in the stew.

"Feel better?" Cenick asked.

"No," Garrett said.

Cenick chuckled. "I guess you'll need a
different approach," he said.

"What?" Garrett asked.

Cenick smiled. "Distraction."

"How do I do that?"

Cenick looked down, reaching into his
saddlebag and pulling out a Chadirian short sword. He had wrapped
its red leather belt around the attached scabbard. He reached out,
offering the whole bundle to Garrett. "Gear up," he said.

Garrett hesitated.

"What's wrong?" Cenick asked.

"I lost the last knife that you gave me."

"No," Cenick said, "That blade was taken from
you. Here is another."

Garrett took the sword and straightened his
back to fasten the belt around his waist, swaying a little on
Ghausse's back. "I have no idea how to use this," he said.

"You won't learn any younger," Cenick said
with a grin.

Garrett drew the sword. The steel gleamed a
dull gray to match the clouds above. The fine mist that fell from
the sky settled like dew drops on the blade. The sword felt heavy
and unbalanced in his hand. "This isn't like the knife you gave me
for my birthday," he said.

Cenick grunted. "Neshite blades, like mine,
are balanced for throwing," he said, indicating the curved daggers
at his belt, "A Chadirian believes that the weapon is an extension
of their own body, and they no more care to be separated from it
than from their own limbs. The river folk know better than to
become too attached to anything that sinks when you drop it in the
water."

"Do you miss your homeland?" Garrett asked,
cutting the air experimentally with the sword. It made a
satisfactory whistling noise when he swung it. Ghausse whined and
gave him a nervous look over his shoulder.

Cenick fell silent for a moment. "I don't
remember it much now," he admitted, "I always meant to go back
someday... I just never got around to it." He laughed then. "I
certainly don't miss the slavers."

"Slavers?"

Cenick's lips curled into a sneer. "They took
me from my village when I was just a boy. They thought a shaman's
son would bring a high price. I hate to think what Uncle had to pay
to get me out of that nightmare where he found me."

"What was Uncle Tinjin doing in the jungle?"
Garrett asked.

Cenick laughed. "You know, I never asked him.
I was so glad to be free of it, and he was so kind to me, I just
thought the River Spirit had sent him in answer to my prayers. As
time went on, I suppose I didn't want to think about those
days. Perhaps I was afraid that, if I thought about it too much, I
would wake up from the beautiful dream and still be back in that
cage."

"I'm sorry," Garrett said.

Cenick shook his head. "The world is not
always a pleasant place, Garrett," he said, "I once blamed the gods
for that. I felt they must have abandoned us to the mercy of evil
spirits. Perhaps we had offended them, and so they turned their
backs on us. I cried out to the River Spirit and asked her to come
and cleanse my country of such evil men... That prayer was not
answered."

"So, there are no gods?" Garrett asked.

Cenick smiled. "I don't know, Garrett," he
said, "I've seen things that make me doubt. I've seen things that
make me believe. I believe now that, if they do exist, they do not
wish us to know with any certainty that they do."

"That's not very helpful," Garrett said.

Cenick chuckled. "No. It is not. Still, I
have come to the conclusion that it doesn't matter."

"Huh?"

"What matters is what we do with our lives,"
Cenick said, "If the gods sit in secret judgment of us, then let us
give them a show to remember. If there are no gods watching, then
the play is for our benefit alone. Let us live our lives without
fear of what is to come. Either the gods will welcome us into their
home at the end of our days, or we will sleep the dreamless sleep
and feel no more the pains of this life."

"What if the gods are bad?" Garrett
asked.

"Then they are unworthy of our worship in
this life or the next," Cenick said, "Still, I have seen too much
beauty in this world to believe that evil reigns supreme."

"Then why don't they help us?" Garrett asked,
a little of his weariness finding its way into his voice.

"Who says they haven't?" Cenick said, "Both
of us have survived terrible things, against great odds. Perhaps we
were not unassisted."

"But Uncle helped us, not the gods."

"If you are in trouble, and I send a servant
to help you. I am still the one who has helped you, am I not?"
Cenick said.

"Are you saying the gods told Uncle where to
find us and made him go to us?" Garrett asked.

"I'm saying that we are born into this world
with all the power and will we need to be men like Uncle Tinjin,
men who do the gods' work, whether they are told to or not. Where
evil thrives, the failure is ours."

As they rode into the first small trees at
the edge of the forest, Garrett dried the sword blade on the leg of
his trousers and sheathed it. "It makes my head hurt thinking about
stuff like that," he said.

"Mine too," Cenick laughed, "Garrett,
I..."

He suddenly fell silent as Ghausse let out a
snarling growl. The dire wolf's hair bristled, and his muscles
tensed as he crouched, staring into the forest ahead. Cenick rose
up in his stirrups to look into the shadows between the trees.
Then, dropping back into his saddle, he heeled his pony forward,
leaving Garrett and the snarling, snapping wolf behind.

"Stay here!" Cenick hissed, pulling a long
knife from his belt as he and his pony disappeared into the
shadows.

Garrett opened his mouth to protest, but
Ghausse suddenly lunged forward, carrying him after Cenick into the
dark forest. Garrett could do no more than lean close to the big
wolf's back and dig his fingers into Ghausse's dark fur.

At first, all Garrett could hear were the
snapping of branches, the crunch of dead leaves, the thump of pony
hooves, and the bellows whoosh of the great wolf's breath.
Presently, however, a new sound reached his ears, growing louder by
the moment. A sharp crack rang out, again and again, without
any rhythm or definite direction. Then, at last, another sound, a
dry hiss like paper snakes tangling together and pulling apart.

Garrett felt his skin prickle and a sickly
sensation of pressure, like a warm, wet blanket laid across his
back.

Ghausse leapt forward, landing beside
Cenick's pony at the mouth of a dark gulley where the earth had
long ago riven apart between the great twisting roots of the
ancient trees. At the far end of the gulley, a woman in stained
white robes stood her ground against a half dozen shadowy
specters.

Garrett's breath caught in his throat at the
sight of the creatures. Taller than a man, but stooped over and
made of coiling shadows, the things had only a pale, fleshy blob
where their heads should be. Their faces twisted and stretched as
though something vast and horrible in some other place was pressing
its face against a little patch of fabric, trying to peer through
into the world of men. Tendrils of flesh roped and drooped from the
polypous heads only to be sucked back again and reformed just as
quickly. All around them, long streamers of dark magic hissed and
fluttered on some unfelt breeze that drew them toward the woman in
white.

The woman stood, weary and wounded, with
long, singed streaks across her arms and legs. She wore her auburn
hair shorn close to her head with what might have been a white hood
fallen over her shoulders. A hopeless defiance burned in her eyes.
In her hands she wielded a silvery staff roughly five feet long.
The staff shone with an almost radiant luster, and little swirls of
steam vapor traced its movement through the air as she spun it
defensively around her. She raised it quickly, bringing it into
contact with one of the creatures' dark tendrils, and a loud
crack shattered the air. A white brilliance dazzled
Garrett's eyes, and the end of the black tendril shriveled like a
hair in a flame.

Then Garrett noticed a boy, no older than
himself, crouched on the ground behind the woman. The boy's brown
hair was cropped so close that he seemed almost bald, and his white
robes were a ruin of rips and mud stains. He too gripped a staff,
though of simple wood, but his eyes held more terror than
defiance.

"Fell spirits, desist and depart!" Cenick
shouted, struggling to face the specters as his pony neighed and
turned from side to side, unwilling to approach any closer.

As one, the creatures turned to face the two
necromancers, their lumpy faces contorted in rage. Their black
tendrils writhed like angry snakes around their bodies.

Giving up his struggle with the pony, Cenick
swung down from her back and stood, facing the specters with a
dagger in each hand. His pony thundered away into the forest, back
the way they had come.

Ghausse growled and whined but did not flee,
though some part of Garrett wished that he would. Garrett yanked
the Chadiri sword from its scabbard with a shaking hand.

"Do not interfere, shroud-renders!"
the shadowy creatures hissed as one. A hundred different voices
seemed to come from them at once, and Garrett could not discern
whether they were male or female, or something else altogether.

"Speak your grievance and heed counsel then,"
Cenick shouted, and Garrett knew him well enough to detect the
slight tremor in his voice.

A tittering, hissing laughter spread through
the beasts, and their almost-faces seemed to melt and run like warm
butter. "We are not some murdered ghost seeking justice from the
living," they cried as their faces hardened again, "We are
beyond you and the ends of you. We are not to be tested."

"Run, you fools!" the woman in white called
out, her voice hoarse from exhaustion, "Run while you still
can."

Garrett looked at Cenick.

Cenick lowered his head a little, his eyes
still on the roiling shadows as they fanned out across the gulley
between him and the woman. "I don't feel like running today!" he
growled. He raised his knives to the level of his shoulders, their
points toward the enemy, and set his feet in a fighting stance.

Four of the six specters began to drift
toward Cenick like leaves in a stream, their putty faces going
blank as they advanced on him. The other two resumed their attack
on the woman in white.

Cenick moved with surprising speed,
sidestepping a grasping tendril of shadow and severing it from its
host with a lightning-quick flick of his blade. The tendril floated
off, dissipating like smoke, but Garrett saw it reform again, just
as quickly, as Cenick's blades moved to other targets.

"Look out!" Garrett shouted, and Cenick
ducked low, just as a noose of shadow closed around the place his
neck had been a moment earlier. Then the creature seemed to take
notice of Garrett and turned its flabby face towards him.

Ghausse yelped and leapt back as a black
tentacle brushed against his foreleg, singing away his fur with a
puff of acrid smoke. Garrett shouted wordlessly and hacked at a
coiling tendril with the Chadiri blade. The tendril wrapped tightly
around the steel blade and twisted the sword from his grasp with an
irresistible strength.

Garrett screamed in fear and pain as he drew
back his bruised fingers. Cenick as well howled in rage as a black
loop closed around his leg and burned his flesh before he could
slash at it with his dagger.

Garrett's specter drifted forward as Ghausse
gave ground, snapping and snarling. Without thinking, Garrett
shoved his hand inside his satchel and grasped the cold metal of
his essence flask, feeling the comforting weight of the magic
within. He pulled it from the bag and held it defensively between
himself and the monster.

His mind raced, searching for a spell that
might do something against the shadow beasts. As the fingers of
black fire reached out for him, Garrett shouted, "Veiarnna te
noulleanna!"

A gout of rainbow-colored flame erupted from
the essence flask, burning away most of the shadow creature's body
and half of its screaming fleshy mask. The other creatures screamed
as well, drawing back from the multicolored flames that splashed
across the dead leaves of the forest floor, filling the gulley with
a merry and dancing light.

Garrett's heart hammered in his chest, but he
held the canister above his head. Rainbow flame still licked at the
cold metal in his hands. He knew the flask was empty, drained by
the simple, yet costly bit of fairy magic.

The creatures, it seemed, would take no
chances. Five of them fled, shrieking into the shadows. The one
that Garrett had burned tried to flee as well but unraveled as it
went, dissipating with a piteous cry and crackle of fairy fire. As
it died, the feeling of pressure and wrongness lifted from the
forest, and Garrett sucked in a breath of cool, fresh air.

Cenick stared, wide-eyed at Garrett. "That
was wild magic," he said.

"Yeah," Garrett gasped, lowering his arm. His
hand ached with cold where it touched the flask, and he watched the
last of the rainbow flame flicker and fade.

Cenick was silent for a long moment. Then he
said, "I guess I owe Max an apology. I thought giving you that book
was a terrible idea."

"Good book," Garrett panted, trying to regain
his composure, "Just need a real fairy to translate it for you." He
grinned.

Cenick laughed. "I'd like to arrange some
lessons then, when we make it back."

Garrett slipped down from Ghausse's back and
retrieved his Chadiri sword from the dirt. The metal felt cold to
the touch and a glistening layer of slime clung to the blade where
the thing had touched it. He started to speak again, but a sudden
movement at the end of the gulley drew his attention. The woman in
white had collapsed.

"Help us, please!" the boy in the tattered
white robes cried out.

Cenick rushed to their side and Garrett
followed. The boy looked up at them, the fear in his eyes only a
little diminished.

"Don't worry," Cenick said, lifting the
woman's face with his hand as he supported her body with his other
arm, "We're friends."

"Save the boy," the woman gasped, "My
brother... save him."

"We'll save you both," Cenick said, "Your
wounds are not grave. Who are you?"

"Peacebringers," she whispered, her eyes
fluttering, "We see... we seek... sanctuary."

The woman's eyes closed, and her body slumped
in Cenick's arms. The boy in white looked up at Garrett, his dirty
cheeks streaked with tears, and Garrett forced a hopeful smile in
response.


Chapter Five

"You are a disciple of... Mauravant," the
woman in white murmured, her eyes half-opening as Serepheni brushed
a soft, wet rag across her forehead.

"My name is Serepheni," she answered, "The
Goddess allows me some small measure of service in her cause. Does
that offend you?"

The Peacebringer lifted her head from the
palette that Cenick had made for her and gave a weak smile. "No...
it does not."

"I will admit that I know very little about
your order," Serepheni said. She lifted the blanket to survey the
wounds on the woman's arms and winced.

"My brother?" the woman asked.

"The boy is all right," Cenick said. He and
Garrett knelt, holding open the tent flap to let in the fading gray
light of day, "He is having supper now."

"He hasn't eaten in two days," the woman
whispered, her voice rasping and weak, "Thank you."

"I'll bring you something to eat as well,"
Cenick said.

"No," Serepheni said, "Not yet." She tugged
open a slash in the woman's sleeve, revealing the burned mark on
her skin beneath. Her eyes widened.

"What's wrong?" Garrett asked.

Serepheni looked at Garrett with a trembling
smile and then at Cenick. "I think the two of you had better
leave," she said, "I'll call for you when... just leave us alone
for a while."

Garrett glanced at Cenick. The tattooed
necromancer's face looked grim. He looked at the woman in white
then at Garrett. "Come on, Garrett," he said, "Let's tend to her
brother."

Garrett looked at the woman in white. The
auburn-haired woman looked up at Serepheni and chuckled softly.
Serepheni looked down at her with a tense smile that did nothing to
conceal the fear in her eyes.

Cenick pulled Garrett away, and the tent flap
fell.

"She'll be all right, won't she?" Garrett
asked, keeping his voice low.

Cenick did not answer. The two of them walked
together toward the large tent where Chunnley prepared the camp's
meals. The sky loomed above, the color of charcoal ash.

Garrett's stomach twisted inside him, and
with it a little flutter of fear. "One of those things touched
Ghausse's leg," he said, "You don't think he might be sick
too?"

"I'll look at him," Cenick said, "but my
wound was greater than his, and I have almost completely
recovered."

"Why is that woman so hurt then?"

"Those creatures weren't natural," Cenick
said, "When it touched me... it was like the first time I felt the
slaver's lash. Not just the pain, suddenly realizing that your body
could hurt more than you thought it ever could... also the
helplessness. When it touched me, I was seven years old again, and
nothing I had ever done in all the years since mattered at all. The
burn on my leg is already healing. What it did to my soul... that
still hurts. I can't imagine what it would have been like to have
endured what that woman did."

"Do you think Miss Serepheni's magic can help
her?" Garrett asked.

"Healing isn't always magic, Garrett," Cenick
said, "and some wounds even magic cannot heal. In any case, the
Life aspect of Mauravant is far weaker than her Death aspect."

"Huh?" Garrett said.

Cenick gave him a weary look. "When Malleatus
slew Mauravant, her aspect was changed, perhaps eternally. Where
once she represented life and rebirth, now she is the goddess of
unlife."

"But, if she's dead, how does she do anything
at all?" Garrett asked.

Cenick shrugged. "I don't know, Garrett," he
said, "I'm not even sure that Mauravant and Malleatus were ever
really gods to begin with. For all we know, they could just be
metaphors for two competing philosophies, or perhaps they were
mortal leaders who found a sort of godlike immortality in the
religions of their followers after their deaths... I don't know,
but Uncle seems to think they were real, and I respect his opinion
more than any other man's. Then, of course, I am rather biased by
the fact that he saved my life."

Garrett smiled. "So, what were those
creatures out there in the forest?" he asked.

"I don't know," Cenick said, "I really wish
Uncle was around to ask."

"I miss him," Garrett said.

"We all do," Cenick said, "I think Max could
use his help too."

"What do you mean?" Garrett asked.

Cenick exhaled slowly. "When Uncle isn't
around to channel him in the right direction... Max can be a little
dangerous."

Garrett laughed, but Cenick wasn't
smiling.

Cenick cast a long glance across the grassy
field to where Max was having another argument with Jitlowe. Though
indistinct, the tone of their words made their meaning clear. Max
was enforcing his will on his brother necromancers once again.

"You think he'll go back to normal once we
get back to Wythr?" Garrett asked.

"I hope so," Cenick said, "for all of our
sakes."

They had reached the mess tent, and the smell
of Chunnley's cooking drifted out through the open flap of the
tent's main door. The high-pitched hooting of ghoulish laughter
rang out as Garrett and Cenick stepped inside.

A trio of ghouls sat at a makeshift table.
Two of them pounded their fists and howled with laughter as the
third struggled to swallow the contents of a large stew pot into
which he had thrust his entire head. Loud gulping noises echoed
from inside the stew pot as the ghoul upended it, spilling gobbets
of soup down his scraggly haired chest.

The boy with the tattered white robe huddled
behind a table at the far corner of the tent, watching the ghouls
with wide eyes. His eyes lifted to the hulking form of Chunnley as
the great, brown-furred ghoul approached him with a plate full of
tiny pies.

"Made you somethin' special," Chunnley said,
plucking one of the little pies from the platter and offering it to
the boy in the palm of his clawed hand.

The boy shrank back, looking at the pie, then
at Chunnley. Finally, his hand reached out and snatched the pie
from the ghoul's grasp, and he clutched it to his chest, trembling
in fear of the monstrous dog creature in the stained white
apron.

"Hi," Garrett said as he and Cenick
approached the boy's table, "Chunnley's cooking is really good. You
should try it."

Chunnley turned and grinned at Garrett. "He's
already had two plates of leftovers, but I thought he should have
something fresh for dessert. Baked some apple tarts for him."

"Do you mind if we sit with you?" Cenick
asked.

The boy looked up at the necromancer. His
lips moved, but no sound came out. Garrett had known Cenick for so
long that he had forgotten how intimidating he could be. The black
runic tattoos that covered the big man's face gave him a devilish
appearance.

"Our friend is taking care of your sister,"
Garrett said, "She wanted us to look after you until she got
better."

The boy's eyes went to Garrett, and a little
of the fear in them dissipated. Garrett was glad that he was
wearing the hood. His own scars might have been every bit as
unsettling as Cenick's tattoos.

A furious boiling noise sounded from beyond
the rear flap of the tent. Chunnley muttered something about the
caramel and quickly set the plate of tarts down on the table in
front of the boy. He loped away and disappeared through the back of
the tent.

"Those pies look good," Garrett said, "Can I
have one?"

The boy looked down at the platter. After a
moment, he reached out with his free hand and pushed the plate
roughly toward Garrett before snatching his hand back to his
chest.

The battered wooden plank, stretched between
two crates creaked as Garrett sat down on the crude bench. He took
a pie and bit into it. Hot chunks of apple in a rich, buttery
cinnamon sauce bubbled out through the crumbling brown crust.
Garrett wiped his mouth with the sleeve of his robe and said, "You
have got to try this!"

The boy lifted his own tart to his mouth and
took a little bite. He chewed it for a moment, then took a bigger
bite. Halfway through the pie, the boy smiled, bits of pie stuck to
his dirty face.

Cenick sat down at the end of the bench,
positioning his rump directly over one of the crates to ease the
strain of the ghoulish furniture. The boy eyed him warily and
finished his pie in silence.

"My name is Garrett, and this is Cenick,"
Garrett said, "I know we look a little scary, but we really are
good guys."

The boy's eyes darted toward the three ghouls
who were now singing the second verse of Marrow in the
Barrow and scratching their long claws across the tabletop in
time with the song.

"Oh," Garrett said, "Yeah... those are
ghouls. They can be kinda scary too, but they only eat dead people.
Otherwise, they're pretty friendly."

The boy's face paled, and he looked down in
horror at the plate of pies.

"No!" Garrett said, "Those are just apple
pies! Chunnley doesn't put any meat in the stuff he makes for
us."

The boy looked slightly sick but nodded his
understanding. He flinched when the bench creaked as Cenick shifted
his weight. Cenick froze and smiled back at him.

"Wh... who are you?" the boy asked, his voice
barely a whisper.

"We're necromancers, from Wythr," Garrett
said, "We're on our way back home from fighting the Chadiri."

The boy looked confused.

"Necromancers are people who use magic to
animate the dead," Cenick explained.

The boy looked just as confused.

"So, if there's a dead guy," Garrett said,
"and you want to make him get up again and walk around... I mean
not like make him alive again. We can't do that, but we can make
him walk around like he was alive and have him do stuff."

The boy stared at Garrett as if he were
juggling snakes.

Garrett stopped trying to explain and smiled
again. "We're really nice people," he said.

At that moment, Max Zara strode into the tent
in his black deathlord armor with his polished silver skull visor
concealing his face.

The boy tumbled off his bench in fear.

"Max!" Cenick growled.

"What?" Max said, lifting his visor.

Garrett ran around the table to help the boy
to his feet.

"Who's this?" Max asked with a wave of his
black steel gauntlet.

"A refugee," Cenick said, rising to interpose
himself between Max and the boy.

"Oh," Max said, "Have you seen
Serepheni?"

"She is tending to the boy's sister," Cenick
answered, "They were attacked in the forest by demons."

"Demons?" Max laughed.

"I've never seen their like before," Cenick
said, "but it seems they are vulnerable to wild magic."

"Wild magic?" Max asked, "Since when do
you use wild magic?"

"I don't," Cenick said, "Garrett did. He
saved us all."

A bewildered smile brightened Max's haggard
face. He looked at Garrett with pride. "Well done, Garrett! Well
done!"

"Thanks!" Garrett said.

"I shall have to make it part of the
curriculum at my war academy," Max said, "Would you consider a
teaching position, Garrett?"

Garrett laughed and Cenick sighed, shaking
his head.

"They're called Volgrem," the boy in
tattered robes whispered.

The necromancers turned to look at him.

"What was that?" Cenick asked.

"Volgrem," the boy said again, his
voice a bit louder now, "Jedda says they come from the dark between
the lights."

"Is Jedda your sister's name?" Cenick
asked.

The boy nodded.

"What's your name?" Garrett asked.

The boy's large brown eyes looked from one of
them to another. At last he answered, "Banden."

"Nice to meet you, Banden," Garrett said.

"Always good to meet a new recruit!" Max
said.

Cenick gave Max a hard look.

Max shrugged and raised his palms. "Only if
he doesn't have any other plans..."

Serepheni cleared her throat, silencing
whatever Cenick was about to say. They looked to see her standing
at the front of the tent. Even the chattering ghouls fell silent at
the look on her face.

An icy fear twisted in Garrett's stomach as
he watched the priestess cross the floor toward the boy. She had
been crying, and was trying not to now. Cenick and Max gave way,
and Garrett got to his feet and shuffled back from the table.

Banden looked up at Serepheni, his eyes
hollow and his lips strained and trembling.

Serepheni knelt beside the boy on the ground
and wrapped her arms around him.

They held each other and wept.


Chapter Six

One hundred zombies labored throughout the
following day, building a cairn of white stones high above Jedda's
grave. Built atop the tallest hill in the area, it would be seen
for miles in every direction.

Jedda had been buried in her Peacebringer's
habit with a shroud of plain white linen. Her brother, his white
robe now mended and cleaned, stood beside Serepheni, one hand in
hers, the other supporting Jedda's white metal staff. Her only
possession in life, it now belonged to him.

As an undead soldier lay the final stone upon
the cairn, the necromancers and ghouls of the camp gathered round
to pay their respects to the stranger.

After a long silence, Serepheni spoke, "I'm
afraid that I don't know any Peacebringer rituals."

They all turned in surprise when Chunnley
stepped forward. "I know a little," the ghoul said, "What my Ma
taught me."

Max nodded at him, and Chunnley loped forward
to lay his great shaggy paws against the white stones of Jedda's
cairn.

"Oh, Maker of Lights and Weaver of the First
Song, hear us now," Chunnley cried out, his head bowed and eyes
clenched tightly shut. His voice sounded different, as though he
was trying to remember the words of another, "One... One who loved
you seeks passage to your hall... Show her the way... Show her the
path and welcome her, that she may join her light to the many...
that she... that she may light the way for us in shadow."

Banden sniffled and then sobbed, breaking
down as Chunnley spoke the death-rites over his sister's grave.
Jedda's staff slipped from his hand and fell. The boy tried to
catch it, but it dropped between him and Garrett, ringing against
the rough stones of the hilltop.

Garrett jumped to catch it before it rolled
away, grabbing the staff with his right hand. A jolt of power shot
through his arm when he touched it, staggering him backwards as he
released his grasp on the thing. For a moment, he felt a great
weight on his chest, as though he had just learned some ancient
secret, too terrible to bear alone. Then, the tingling in his arm
faded, and the dreadful sense of duty fell away.

Banden scooped up the staff with both hands
and clutched it to his chest, tears streaming down his face.
Serepheni stood behind him, putting her hands on his shoulders.

"As we remember those who have gone before,"
Chunnley said, opening his eyes to look back at the boy, "Remember
us."

A cool wind blew across the hilltop,
whistling through the loosely packed stones above the grave, and
all bowed their heads. The wind carried the scent of growing things
from the forest below, and Garrett felt a sudden swell of emotion,
like homesickness for a place he had never been.

"Thank you," Serepheni said to Chunnley.

The brown ghoul nodded and stepped away from
the grave.

All watched as Banden slowly approached the
cairn and knelt on the grass beside it. He lay his sister's staff
across his knees and reached out to put a shaking hand on a white
stone. His lips moved in a silent Goodbye.

Serepheni came and took Banden's hand,
leading him off down the hill and speaking softly to him. Most of
the ghouls gamboled off, discussing the peculiarities of human
death rituals, as the necromancers who had survived the war
dispersed to tend their own duties.

Cenick and Garrett walked with Chunnley as
the big brown ghoul descended the hill, looking a bit wistful.

"I didn't know you were religious," Cenick
said.

"Me?" Chunnley said, raising his bristly
eyebrows, "Oh, no more than any other ghoul, I mean the dead are
our livin', so to speak, so we're all bound to be a little spooky.
Just my Ma was... well, it was important to her, and I remember her
fondly 's'all."

"It was really nice," Garrett said, rubbing
his arm, "what you said for her."

Chunnley smiled. "Never hurts to show some
gratitude for the dead... after all they done for us."

"What's wrong with your arm?" Cenick
asked.

"Oh, nothing," Garrett said, "It's just that
staff kinda stung me when I tried to pick it up."

Cenick frowned. "Let me see your arm," he
said. They stopped walking as Cenick and Chunnley stared at
Garrett.

Garrett hesitated, but Cenick's stern look
overcame that. He pulled up the sleeve of his robe to reveal his
bare arm. The old dragonfire scars stretched from wrist to shoulder
along the outside of his arm, but the staff had left no visible
mark of its effect on him.

"I wouldn't worry about it," Chunnley said,
"Peacebringer magic's not for harmin'. I don't reckon it would hurt
the boy."

"Hmm," Cenick said, and he nodded at Garrett
to roll down his sleeve again.

As they made their way to the bottom of the
hill, Garrett asked, "Who are the Peacebringers?"

"An order from the North," Cenick said, "I
believe they came from Chadiria, but were driven out by the priests
of Malleatus long ago."

"Nah," Chunnley said, "They're older than
that. The old religion's been around as long as time. The
Peacebringers was just one group of 'em. Maybe all that's left now
though."

"If that," Cenick said, "I haven't
seen a Peacebringer in years. I thought they were all killed when
the Chadiri took the Free Cities."

"What were they doing here?" Garrett
asked.

"Perhaps they were traveling to Wythr, just
as we are," Cenick said, "With Astorra under the Chadirian banner,
Wythr is the last haven west of the mountains."

"What's on the other side of the mountains?"
Garrett asked, suddenly curious.

Cenick raised an eyebrow. "The rest of the
world, Garrett," he said, "wilds and deserts and jungles, towns and
cities and places yet unmapped."

"Oh," Garrett said, looking thoughtful.

"What is it?" Cenick asked.

Garrett shrugged. "I just thought the Chadiri
owned everything else, and we were the last ones left fighting
them."

Cenick smiled. "The Empire is big," he said,
"but the world is bigger. There are people in lands far away that
have never even heard of a Chadiri... or a necromancer."

Garrett pondered this as they neared the
bottom of the hill. "So why don't we just go over the mountains?"
he asked.

"And let Wythr fall and our homes be burned
to ash by the enemy?" Cenick said.

Garrett blushed. "I mean... I don't
know."

Chunnley spoke up, "I know what you mean,
boy. Sometimes it's just easier to run and find a new place to
hide. Problem is, when you've run away from too many lions, you
start runnin' from mice. Sooner or later, you gotta turn and show
your teeth, else you'll just run yourself to nothin'."

"Someone has to fight the Chadiri," Cenick
said, "It was just our fortune to be next in line. If we fall, then
the forests of the Fae will feel the red axe. After that, the
Chadiri would own the West, all the way to the eternal ice. The
mountains would become their bulwark, and then they would turn
their eyes to the east. People that now sleep in peace would, one
day, wake to the beat of Chadiri drums. At the very least, we may
buy them a few more happy days, unstained by the hate of
Malleatus."

"I'm sorry," Garrett said.

"None of us wished for this, Garrett," Cenick
said, "It isn't wrong to want peace. That's what makes us different
from them... and every one of us thinks about running away
sometimes."

"Not Max," Garrett laughed.

Cenick shook his head. "You've never shared a
tent with him," he said.

"Huh?"

"If you'd ever had to hold him down and shake
him awake from one of his nightmares," Cenick said, "You would know
what he hides behind that silver mask."

Garrett said nothing.

"Max was only seventeen when he was called
home from school," Cenick said, "He arrived at his father's estate
the day after the Inquisitor had visited to test the purity
of Lord Zara and his family's allegiance to their new masters."

"Prex?" Garrett asked, feeling sick to his
stomach.

Cenick nodded. "Max had stayed an extra day
in Weslae to say his goodbyes before heading home. It saved his
life, though he will never forgive himself for it... He found the
ashes of his family scattered in the courtyard.

"He searched the house just long enough to
find his father's sword and then burned the estate to the ground
rather than leave it for the Chadiri. After that, he started
walking north with no other intention than to kill every Chadiri
that he could find. Fortunately, Uncle Tinjin was riding the road
that night, and Max was too weak to fight well."

"He attacked Uncle Tinjin?" Garrett
asked.

Cenick nodded. "Sometimes, you can be so full
of hate that everyone looks like the enemy. Lucky for us that
Tinjin is good with that staff. He shattered Max's sword with one
blow, and the boy broke down, crying in the road. Uncle saw him for
what he was then, and Fate picked up another bright thread to weave
into her dark tapestry."

Loose stones clattered beneath the heavy
hooves of Max's undead charger as he rode up beside them. "Why so
glum, ye merry keepers of the dead?" he hailed them. He had his
helmet on, but his visor was up, and a bit of the weariness was
gone from his eyes.

"Hi, Max," Garrett said. Cenick and Chunnley
nodded their greetings.

"I need every necromancer in the command tent
in half an hour," Max said.

"What is it?" Cenick asked.

Max's lips thinned, and his eyes went to
where Serepheni now walked, quietly talking with the boy Banden,
some distance away. Max lowered his voice. "We'll be arriving back
at Wythr in three days," he said, "and we may meet with...
resistance. I want to be ready."

Cenick's face darkened, and he nodded.

Max looked at Chunnley. "You're senior ghoul
now, with Bargas gone," he said, "You and your people may not want
to be a part of this. The sisterhood, as far as we know, has made
no move against the ghouls of Marrowvyn. That might change, if you
took part in an assault."

Chunnley looked suddenly afraid, but, after a
moment, he answered, "I don't like to speak for the ghouls in a
town I've never even visited, but Bargas left me in his place, and
I know him well enough now to know that he would never leave a
friend in a fight alone, if he could help him... so, yeah, we're
with you."

"Where will the priestess stand, if it comes
to that?" Cenick asked.

Max looked troubled for a moment. "She'll be
standing by me, no matter what happens," he said with a smile.

"And if she turns on us?" Cenick asked.

Max shook his head and grinned. "All lovers
fight from time to time," he laughed, "Sere will be fine. We just
have to handle things with a certain... diplomatic
aggression."

"I'm serious, Max," Cenick said, "You need to
be ready... in case."

Max reached up and snapped his visor down.
The grim silver skull stared down at them. "I'm always ready," Max
said, "Be certain that you are as well."

They watched him ride away, his mummified
stallion bearing down on Jitlowe and a few others as they hastened
to avoid his notice.

Fear fluttered in Garrett's chest. "Do you
think we'll have to fight our way back into the city?" he
asked.

Cenick shook his head. "I don't think they
would dare to deny us reentry," he said, "but the ownership of this
army is likely to be a point of contention, and Max may wish to rub
the sisterhood's nose in their failure to support us... especially
after they declared us all dead and seized our assets. One side is
going to have to back down, and... well, you know Max."

Garrett's eyes fell.

Cenick clapped him on the back and chuckled.
"Cheer up, Garrett," he said, "It is the doom of every necromancer
to be murdered by a zealot. Does it really matter what color that
zealot is wearing?"

Garrett frowned. "That doesn't cheer me up at
all."


Chapter Seven

Long columns of dead soldiers tramped flat
the dry scrub brush of the foothills beneath Mount Padras. The
winter wind snatched the dried mud from the clothing and armor in
which they had died, whipping up a somber gray cloud above the
silent army. Above the treeless wastes, the dark city of Wythr
looked down like a disapproving father upon the return of his
wayward son.

Max and Serepheni rode together at the head
of the army with Garrett, astride Ghausse's back, a short distance
behind. Serepheni bantered with Max, her cheerful words like bright
waves, lapping against the black stone of Max's gloom. Max rode
with his visor up and a thin smile on his grim face. He nodded and
grunted from time to time at something Serepheni would say, but
Garrett could tell that his mind was already miles ahead, at the
gates of the twilight city, preparing for the confrontation that
might be waiting there.

Garrett wished Cenick was with them, but the
tattooed necromancer was riding at the head of his own column of
undead soldiers, ready to lead them into action to reclaim his
home.

"Max," Serepheni said, "I told you it will be
fine. I wish you would have let the boy ride with us. He shouldn't
be left alone right now."

Garrett's mind snapped to attention, but then
he realized that he wasn't the boy anymore. He smiled to
himself with a swell of pride to realize that he was an officer in
the Gloaran army now. And a Templar in training, another
voice in his head reminded him, and his moment of pride sucked in a
mouthful of foreboding and swiftly drowned.

"It is neither seemly nor safe to have a
vagabond orphan riding at the head of the mightiest army afield,"
Max snapped.

"Nonsense, Max," Serepheni said, "I think
you're doing a splendid job."

Max gave her a twisted smile.

"I'm worried about him," Serepheni said.

Max sighed. "He's safer than any of us right
now," he said, "The ghouls will sneak him into the city, and find
him a safe place to stay... no matter what happens to us."

Serepheni frowned. "Are you certain they can
be trusted?" she asked.

Max scoffed. "Ghouls are simple creatures,
but they are honorable to a fault... in their own way."

"What does that mean?" she asked.

"I really do have more important things to be
concerned about at the moment," Max said.

"Stop worrying," Serepheni said, "It will all
work out. Just try to be... courteous."

Max looked at her for a long moment then
snapped his visor down. The polished silver skull grinned back at
her. "I will be as courteous to them as they are to me," he
said.

"Oh, Goddess, we're going to die," Serepheni
groaned.

Garrett smiled, in spite of his own
trepidation. His eyes rose to the great tomb-city of Wythr, rising
above the dry wastes that lay between the mountain and the river.
Somewhere within those walls, Caleb and Lampwicke were waiting for
him to return. His stomach twisted into a knot to think what the
priestesses might have done with them. Warren had assured him that
zombies and fairies were far too valuable to harm, but what if they
had been shipped off and sold out of the city? Would he ever see
his friends again?

He looked back over his shoulder at the cloud
of dust, and the shambling forms of the undead horde moving against
the haze. One way or another, the sisterhood would answer to the
necromancers they had betrayed.

The army reached the city's outer walls as
the light of the sun, eternally obscured by the gray clouds that
hung over the city, had taken on a slightly ruddy hue.

"I hope we make it home before Curfew," Max
said, turning his grinning skull visor toward Garrett.

Garrett snorted.

Serepheni frowned. "That is a
problem," she said, "Perhaps it would be best if we make camp here
for the night and send a delegation in to meet with the Matrons at
dawn."

Max stared at her for a moment then shook his
head. "Momentum!" he shouted, and spurred his dead horse on toward
the city gates.

"Max!" she cried, her horse cantering off in
pursuit of the rogue deathlord.

Garrett, finding himself suddenly alone,
patted Ghausse on the shoulder and said, "Let's go find
Cenick."

Ghausse shook his black fur and stretched his
legs in a dizzying burst of speed, grateful for the chance to run.
Garrett held on tight as the dire wolf raced across the field
toward the gray column of undead soldiers lead by the burly,
tattooed necromancer.

"Garrett!" Cenick called out, raising his
hand in greeting from the back of his shaggy mountain pony.

"Can I ride with you?" Garrett asked.

"Always," Cenick said, "Any word from our
glorious leader?"

Garrett shook his head. "I think he wants to
go into the city tonight, but Miss Serepheni didn't think that was
a good idea."

Cenick shrugged his shoulders. "I always
wanted to break a Watcher," he said, his face grim, "I wonder how
those monsters would fare against someone who isn't just another
terrified child who got locked out after Curfew."

Garrett laughed, remembering his own
experience with the skeletal giants who guarded the city's streets
after nightfall.

"What do you think Max is going to do?"
Garrett asked.

"Something foolish," Cenick said.

"Shouldn't we try to stop him?" Garrett
asked.

Cenick laughed. "Garrett," he said,
"sometimes the only cure for folly is a bigger fool. I'd prefer
Max's folly over the sisterhood's any day."

A brilliant flash of green fire drew all eyes
to the city gates. A tower of verdant flame shot up from Max's hand
toward the gray sky, and his voice boomed out, loud enough to be
heard beyond the city walls and all the way back to the army that
followed him.

"Wythr, city of a thousand tombs!" Max cried
out, his voice so loud that Garrett's ribs vibrated with the sound,
"Your army has returned from the land of the dead. The grave itself
cannot hold that which is twice-born and will not die. We have met
the sons of the red god and taken their bones in spoil!"

The green flame licked upward and faded
against the darkening sky, its light flickering for a moment on the
silver skull emblems of Max Zara's black armor. As the flame died,
a gloom seemed to fall over every dazzled eye, and Max spoke
again.

"We have returned... Victorious!"

"Now!" Cenick shouted back over his
shoulder.

As one great, half-rotten, beast, the whole
army of the dead opened its creaking jaws and roared out a single,
inarticulate moan that echoed against the gray walls of the silent
city. Cenick shouted too, and Garrett joined him, screaming like a
mindless zombie, their faces lit with wild glee.

"Open wide your gates, oh great Mother of the
Dead, and welcome home your children!" Max cried.

Cenick wheeled his pony and leveled his hand
toward the black banner of his command, held aloft by a massive
zombie in a beaten gold death mask. The banner depicted a horned
skull with a broken chain clenched between its fanged teeth. He
whispered a word, and the banner suddenly flared to life, the
skull's hollow eyes burning with silver flame, and a lambent aura
flickered around its trailing pinions.

Across the field, each necromancer spoke the
words to activate the sigils woven into their own personal banners.
On Cenick's right flank, Garrett recognized the jester's mask
symbol of Jitlowe's unit, its banner now wreathed in purple flame.
To the left burned the crimson talon of a younger necromancer who
called himself Jacks.

Then all eyes turned to the city gates.
Wythr's walls towered above the field, silent and unyielding.

Max raised his hand.

"Here we go, Garrett," Cenick said, "Stay
close to me... no matter what happens."

Max's hand fell, his forefinger leveled at
the city gate.

"Foreword!" Cenick shouted, and the army took
one great, thunderous step toward the gray walls.

The reverberating blare of brass horns rang
out from the city, and a brilliant golden light spilled out through
the crack of the main gates. Then the gates swung wide, and people
began spilling through them and out onto the field between the army
and the city. Smaller gates along the wall opened up now as well,
and more people, bearing all manner of lanterns and torches, poured
out onto the field, crying in unison.

Garrett gasped. "Are they attacking us?" he
asked.

Cenick rose up in his saddle, staring in
disbelief.

A great crowd of people surged toward the two
small figures of Max and Serepheni who stood their ground against
the onrushing mob.

"What's happening?" Garrett said.

Cenick began to laugh. "Peace, my brothers!"
he shouted to the other necromancers, "We are welcomed home!"

A great wave of people, waving lanterns and
crying out with joy closed around them. Merchants and beggars and
dockworkers crowded around. Hands reached up to clap Garrett on the
back, and someone pressed a warm muffin to his lips. He laughed a
muffled thanks, trying to control Ghausse as children stretched out
their hands to stroke the big wolf's fur. The wolf grumbled but
submitted to the petting with not a little insistence from his
rider.

A pretty girl in an ivory-colored dress
grabbed Cenick by the collar and pulled him low enough for a kiss.
He pulled away with a befuddled grin on his tattooed face.

The crowd pushed past them, all the way to
the front ranks of the undead army. Someone hung a flowered garland
around the neck of a confused zombie in a green doublet. Little
boys darted in to bang sticks on the armor of an undead soldier in
Chadiri red. All around, Garrett heard cries of thank you
and welcome home.

Then Garrett saw someone moving through the
crowd toward him like a gray ghost. Her long, hooded cloak
fluttered silently as she stepped between the jostling bodies of
the city's people, drawing nearer to him with every graceful step.
Her pale smile cheered his heart to the point of breaking.

"Marla!" he cried.

She was there at his side then, looking up at
him, her dark, beautiful eyes brimming with happy tears. His soul
trembled with warmth at the cool touch of her hand on his leg.

"May I ride with you?" she asked.

"Yes!" he nodded fiercely.

Marla swung up behind him on the wolf's back,
wrapping her arms around Garrett's waist. She leaned close, her
chest against his back and her chin on his shoulder, squeezing him
gently.

"Lady, Veranu," Cenick hailed her, "Do we
have you to thank for this?"

"The people are to thank," she laughed, "Once
they learned the truth of what had happened in the North, they
wished to show their gratitude."

A fresh cheer rose up from the crowd around
them.

"Thanks for telling them," Garrett said.

"Oh," she said, "news from your uncle."

"Is he all right?" Garrett asked, his heart
leaping.

"Yes," she laughed, "He's with my mother now,
and they're safe. They'll be home within a week."

Garrett's mind reeled, all of the tension of
the past few days breaking apart and melting away. "Wait," he said,
"does this mean that you don't have to leave?"

Marla laughed. "We don't have to leave!"

Garrett would have hugged her, if she weren't
sitting behind him. He had to settle for an exuberant cheer.

Ghausse joined in with a sort of yipping
howl, and all around the crowds of city folk shouted and hailed the
heroes of the Chadiri war.


Chapter Eight

For the first time in anyone's memory, Wythr
passed a night without a Curfew. A citywide celebration burned the
lamps through the long night, and folk of every sort mingled in the
streets, fighting the chill with warm cider and the songs of many
lands. Much to Cenick's disappointment, the Night Watch never
appeared on the streets. In fact, there had been almost no sign of
the sisterhood's authority at all. Bands of green-liveried Templars
stood guard around the temple and Merchant's Quarter, but made no
move to interfere with the celebrations, so long as the revelers
kept their distance.

Max had relented to Serepheni's better
judgment and ordered the undead to remain outside the city walls.
Most of the Necromancers had dispersed into the city to try to find
out what had happened to their houses and belongings, or just to
enjoy the celebration of their victory.

Serepheni and Max had gone straightaway to
the temple, while Cenick and Garrett proceeded to Uncle's house.
Marla took her leave of them shortly after entering the city,
explaining that she still had a bit of a mess to clean up at the
pet shop. Much of Garrett's joviality departed with the vampire
girl, and it died altogether at the site of the large "Public
Auction" sign nailed to the door of Uncle's manor house.

Cenick mumbled something uncharacteristically
crude as he dismounted and walked to the front door with a
stiffness in his stride. He ripped the vellum poster down and
tossed it into the gutter. He tried the door, finding it
locked.

"I don't have the key," Garrett said, his
breath frosting the cold air.

Cenick seemed not to hear him. The big man
looked up, scanning the stone facade of Uncle's house and the high,
narrow windows, almost fourteen feet above the street level. He
unbuckled his knife belt and draped it over the short wrought iron
fence that bordered Uncle's withered front garden. He hung his
skull medallion beside the belt and pulled off his tattered purple
robe. He wore patched trousers and a stained undershirt with his
arms bare. Black runic tattoos traced the rippling curves of his
muscles as he sprang up to grab the lintel of Uncle's front door.
With a painful grunt, he hauled himself up to the narrow ledge
between the lintel and the stone arch above the door.

He grinned down at Garrett. "Good thing I've
lost some weight," he panted, "I haven't done this since I was your
age."

"Be careful," Garrett said.

Cenick crouched as best he was able in the
small cove beneath the arch, then swung out, one hand holding onto
the arch, the other reaching up for the iron bars of an upstairs
window. His thick fingers wrapped around a black bar and he let go
of the arch to hang with his boot toes scrabbling against the
rough-hewn stones of the wall as he brought his other hand up.

A moment later, he had both hands on the bars
of the window. The muscles of his arms corded and flexed as he
pulled himself up to the narrow windowsill. He straightened his
back and stood up, facing the barred window, his boots shaking as
he supported his weight on the tips of his toes. Holding on with
his left hand, Cenick reached back, slipping his right hand beneath
the waistband at the back of his trousers. He drew out a small
knife with a short, slender blade and brought it around between his
body and the window.

Garrett climbed down from Ghausse's back and
walked to the front door, hoping to get a better view.

Cenick gave a little laugh of triumph, and
the stained glass window swung open on its hinges. He clutched the
knife between his teeth and reached one hand inside to hold himself
steady as he worked the iron bars loose from their sockets with his
free hand.

"You're really strong!" Garrett
gasped.

"Na 'eally," Cenick said through his
clenched teeth. He dropped the loose bars inside the room with a
dull clunk and then pulled the knife from his mouth. "I
spent a month dissolving the mortar with acid when I was twelve.
This used to be my room."

Garrett laughed. "Did Uncle ever catch
you?"

"Once," Cenick said, "I was terrified at what
he might do to me, but he just gave me the key to the front door
and told me to swallow it just before I was killed by the Watch to
prevent any burglars finding it on my mangled corpse... Took all
the fun out of sneaking out."

Garrett grinned.

Cenick squeezed through the narrow window and
Garrett saw no more of him until he wrenched open the front door
from within and invited Garrett inside.

"Welcome home," he said, a trace of sadness
in his voice.

"Thanks," Garrett said, his stomach sinking
at the sight of the place. Dirty boot prints lay beneath a pale
layer of dust on the floor. The rugs were gone, as were all the
cabinets and bookcases that once lined the entry hall. The chipped
onyx skull that once capped the carved pillar at the foot of the
stairs looked up at him with empty eyes from the corner of the
landing.

"Caleb?" Garrett called out, "Lampwicke?"

"They took everything," Cenick said.

"What do we do?" Garrett asked, his voice
sounding very small.

"We take it back," Cenick said.

****

The two of them camped out in Uncle's dining
room after Cenick saw to their animals' needs in the now-empty
carriage house. They shared a bit of cold rations and said little
before bedding down in the same musty blankets they had carried
with them from the swamp.

Cenick rose, shortly after dawn and told
Garrett to stay home and bar the door against strangers while he
went out to investigate what headway Max might have made with the
church.

Garrett locked the door behind Cenick after
he left, and gathered his courage to explore the drafty old house.
Upstairs proved as empty as he had feared. At least the Templars
had left the witchfire sconces on the walls that provided light on
command. Garrett lit them all, feeling slightly better for it as he
wandered the empty rooms, bundled against the cold in two layers of
robe and a torn blanket.

He felt better still when he discovered a
stack of wood and kindling piled beside the hearth in Uncle's
bedroom. Someone had been using the room to catalogue Uncle's
belongings, judging by the scattered inventory tags he found swept
into the corner. He picked up one of the little scraps of paper and
saw the blurry sigil of an auction house stamped in one corner. His
lips began to tremble and his eyes burned at the thought of someone
selling Uncle's books in the street like some dead man's
belongings.

A sudden mad determination seized hold of
Garrett, and he stormed back to the dining room to rummage through
his pack. He picked out the cleanest purple robe that he could
find, one of Jitlowe's hand-me-downs, and dressed himself in it. He
pounded as much dirt from his Chadiri boots as he could, restoring
them at least to a semblance of their former crimson glory. He
belted on his Chadiri sword as well, and around his neck he hung
the polished skull talisman that Max had given him after the
victory at Taelish. He slung his satchel over his shoulder, and it
hung, heavy with the weight of a half canister of essence. It was
the last of Cenick's personal supply, and he had insisted that
Garrett carry it upon their arrival at the city, in case things
went badly.

Garrett stood up to his full height and took
a deep breath. He wished for a moment that he had a mirror, but
then again, he was afraid he could not possibly look as imposing as
he felt. If only he had a staff like Uncle's, but that would
probably make it a little hard to ride a wolf.

The thought of Ghausse brought a vicious grin
to Garrett's face. Who needed a sorcerer's staff when you had a
full-grown dire wolf?

****

Much of the celebratory mood of the city had
rolled over into a sort of headachy good humor. The people went
about their daily business with a bleary-eyed, yawning detachment.
Few people even took much notice of Garrett as he rode his wolf
through the winding streets of the Lower City. Of those that did
notice, a surprising number of them reacted with cheerful greetings
rather than dismay or alarm.

"Good mornin', Deathlord," a thick-bodied
teamster with short, gray hair called out as Garrett approached,
"You ghosted any redjacks today?"

"None today, I'm afraid," Garrett laughed, "I
think we chased all the rest of 'em off though."

The teamster spat, slowing his team of horses
and the wagon they pulled to a halt. "I wish you'd killed 'em
all... but thank you for what you done. I had family at
Marcushal."

Garrett nodded. "That's not too far from
Brenhaven, is it?" he asked.

The teamster narrowed his eyes. "You know the
place?"

"My dad's bakery was in Brenhaven," Garrett
said.

The teamster's face split into a broad grin.
He stepped forward and gave Garrett a crushing handshake. "Always
good to meet another Freelander!" he said, "We gotta stick together
these days."

Garrett smiled and nodded, a bit overwhelmed
by his sudden popularity.

"What brings you down here this mornin'?" the
teamster asked, "If you're lookin' for some new recruits, I've got
a few layabouts on my crew that could be mistaken for dead men most
times there's any work needs doin'."

A dozen or so drivers and porters nearby
laughed in response.

Garrett pulled the paper tag from his satchel
and handed it to the man. "I'm looking for this auction house," he
said, "Do you know where it is?"

The teamster squinted at the paper and
nodded. "That’s the Pikestat, just up the lane there," he said,
pointing, "You lookin' to spend some o' your spoils o' war?"

"No," Garrett answered, "These guys took all
our stuff while we were off fighting, and I'm going to get it
back."

The teamster's face went suddenly cold.
"You're serious?" he demanded.

Garrett nodded. "They said the army had
gotten killed, and they took all our houses and stuff to sell at
auction."

"Those filthy..." the teamster looked to his
men, his voice trailing off in a stream of curses. He jabbed a
thick finger at the youngest member of his crew. "Watch the
horses," he said, "We'll be back in a few."

He motioned for the rest to follow him, and,
looking to Garrett, said, "Don't worry, friend, we'll take care of
this."

The other men fell in behind their boss, some
of them pulling axe handles and chains from the wagons. Garrett was
shaking a little at the sight of the group of men suddenly ready to
do violence on his behalf.

Ghausse fell into step beside the crew boss
as people scattered out of the street before them. Garrett looked
down at the fuming, hulking man who looked like he could wrestle
the wolf if he had to.

"My name's Garrett," he said, "Thanks for
helping me."

The teamster looked up at him with a smirk.
"Dannen," he said, "and don't worry about it. Everybody here owes
you a debt. Most of us started lookin' for a new place to run when
we heard that lie about you folks bein' killed. Let me tell you,
there ain't many places left to run. We're just glad you
stopped the redjacks. It's good to know they can be
beat!"

They burst through the great double doors of
the Pikestat Auction House, startling the few men inside who were
busy dividing goods into various lots on the open floor of the
large, dimly lit warehouse. Dust swirled in the light of the open
doors as a thin man in a brown suit coat jumped up from his desk to
exclaim, "We're closed!"

"Well you're open now!" Dannen yelled. His
men fanned out inside the warehouse, backing the auction house
employees into corners and against the huge wooden pillars that
supported the rafters above. Dannen walked straight toward the man
in the brown suit as Garrett rode his wolf through the warehouse
doors.

"I'll call the guard!" the man in the suit
shouted, his eyes wide with fear.

Dannen rolled his thick fingers into a fist
the size of a small ham, and the auctioneer fell silent.

"Whatta they got that's yours, Deathlord?"
Dannen called back to Garrett.

"Where did you put all the stuff that you
stole from the necromancers?" Garrett asked, trying to make his
voice sound like Max's did when he made a speech.

The man in the suit blinked. "Wait," he said,
"we didn't steal anything! All those items were seized by the
church. We only facilitated the sale."

Garrett's heart sunk. "You sold them
already?" he asked.

Dannen stepped in close, taking the
auctioneer's lapel in his free hand, his raised fist
tightening.

"No!" the auctioneer sputtered, "Not
everything! We... we sold mostly chattel in the first auction. The
bulk of the remainder is still here."

"You sold what?" Garrett asked.

"The servants... pets, whatever they were,"
the man said, "We couldn't store those here, so they were sold
outright... most of the rest is still being catalogued and sorted
for inspection by the authorities before they will clear it for
sale."

Garrett's skin flushed hot, imagining
Lampwicke and Caleb sold off to the highest bidder like so much
furniture. His hand slipped inside his satchel, tightening around
the cold metal of his essence flask.

"Where is it?" Dannen asked.

"In the back," the auctioneer said, "but I
can't let you take it." he flinched as Dannen raised his fist
again. "The Templars..."

"I am a Templar!" Garrett shouted,
"Ordained by the priestess Serepheni. I am also an officer in the
army of the Deathlord Zarathul. I have faced the black dragon and I
have faced the High Inquisitor of the Chadirian Empire." He raised
his left hand, now wreathed in rainbow flame and closed his fist,
snuffing it out. "Who are you to tell me anything?"

Every eye in the room stared back at him in
amazement.

Ghausse snarled, and the auctioneer let out a
little yelp of fear.

****

"You sure you don't want us to have them put
everything back where they found it?" Dannen asked as he and
Garrett sat together on the loading dock in the gray light of
day.

"Nah," Garrett said, still feeling a bit
lightheaded from his earlier outburst, "If they just take
everything to my uncle's house, we can make sure everybody gets
what belongs to them and there aren't any mix-ups."

Dannen shrugged. "You need any help with
gettin' the zombies back?" he asked.

"No, but thanks," Garrett said, looking down
at the pages of the heavy leather-bound ledger in his lap, "I think
my friends will be able to figure out who bought what, and we can
go get everything back then." He tried to make sense of the spidery
handwriting scrawled across the yellow pages, desperately searching
for any mention of a fairy. There were a great many entries for
animate remains. One of them had to be Caleb.

Dannen got to his feet. He offered his hand
to Garrett and shook it, a bit more gently this time. "Good luck,
Garrett," he said.

"Thanks again," Garrett said, "If you ever
need anything from me..."

Dannen laughed. "Don't worry about it. I just
hate seein' somebody get robbed when they're down... especially if
they go down fightin' for somebody else."

Garrett nodded and closed the ledger,
standing up to wave goodbye as Dannen and his crew supervised the
loading of the auction house wagons. Crates full of furniture,
books, and what appeared to be a collection of birdhouses, were all
carefully bundled on to the wagons and sent trundling slowly off to
Uncle Tinjin's house in the Arcane Quarter.

He shook Ghausse awake from where the wolf
had been napping in the crawlspace beneath the wooden loading dock.
Ghausse scooted out from beneath the dock and shook the dust and
cobwebs from his fur. Garrett patted him on the back and then
climbed up. He turned to see the auctioneer in the brown suit
glaring at him from the shadows of the auction house door. Compared
to Johann Prex, the man really wasn’t all that intimidating.
Garrett gave him a level stare and then rode out of the auction
yard and back toward the lifts to the Upper City.

He arrived back at Uncle’s house to find Mrs.
Nash, Uncle Tinjin's favorite local cook, knocking at the door. Her
younger son Kent stood beside her, holding a large basket. The
wonderful smell of fresh-baked bread was drifting from beneath the
basket's blue striped cloth covering. Kent and his mother turned,
their eyes going wide at the sight of the big black wolf padding up
the street behind them.

“Garrett?” Kent asked, cocking his head to
one side. Kent had grown a bit since Garrett had last seen him.
Perhaps Garrett had as well.

“Hi, Kent. Hi, Mrs. Nash,” Garrett said.

Mrs. Nash looked a bit flustered at the sight
of Ghausse as well, but she smiled and bid Garrett good
afternoon.

“How’s Pierce doing?” Garrett asked.

Mrs. Nash smiled. “He’s well,” she said,
“Away with his uncle for a few months.”

“He’s learning to sail,” Kent said. Then his
expression turned from pride to disappointment. “Ma says I can’t go
to sea yet.”

“Oh, sorry,” Garrett said, “Were you looking
for me?”

Mrs. Nash nodded. “You and Mister Tinjin. I
was hoping you’d both come back from the war.”

“Oh, Uncle’s not back yet, but he should be
pretty soon,” Garrett said.

“Well… I suppose this is all for you then,”
Mrs. Nash said, taking the basket from Kent and holding it up.

Garrett grinned, then his face fell. “I’m
afraid I don’t have any money right now,” he said.

Mrs. Nash shushed him. “No need for that,
boy. We’re just glad you’re back safe.”

Garrett smiled and climbed down from
Ghausse’s back to let them in the front door with the key he had
found in an envelope in the kitchen. He then lead Ghausse around to
the carriage house to feed him the last of the dried meat they had
left over from the campaign. He left the side door open so that
Ghausse would have access to the garden fountain when he got
thirsty. Garrett didn’t like the thought of saying goodbye to the
wolf now, but he would have to give him back to Marla soon, if only
to ensure that he was properly cared for.

Garrett came back inside to find Mrs. Nash
trying to make the best of the empty kitchen. She had found a
couple of cracked plates in a cupboard and had sent Kent out to
find a pail of water to prime the kitchen pump. She laid out a
selection of breads and cheeses on the counter, along with a
half-length of sweet sausage and fresh baked apple pie.

“I wish I’d thought to bring a few forks,”
she said, holding up a carving knife and a pairing knife.

“Doesn’t matter to me,” Garrett said, his
stomach grumbling at the sight of the food.

She passed him the paring knife and he
thanked her before carving off a hunk of sausage and biting into
it. He grabbed more food and stuffed it in, only pausing when he
realized Mrs. Nash was watching him with a satisfied smile on her
face.

“Sorry,” he said, “You want some?”

“No, dear,” she said, “I just like seeing a
hungry boy eat. It makes me happy, you know.”

Garrett nodded and took another bite of
bread, making a point to chew with his mouth closed this time.

“Got it,” Kent said, entering the room with a
sideways shuffle. Drops of water spattered on the dusty floor
beneath when the water bucket that he carried bumped against his
knees. Mrs. Nash thanked her son and turned her attention to
priming the kitchen pump with the water he had brought.

“Is that a real redbuck sword?” Kent said,
his eyes locked on the scabbard at Garrett’s waist.

“Huh? Oh, yeah,” Garrett said. He pushed a
piece of sausage into his mouth to free up his hand and then drew
out the blade. Kent’s eyes widened at the sight of the dull gray
blade.

“Did you kill the guy that had it?” Kent
asked.

“Kent!” Mrs. Nash hissed, “None o’ that
now!”

Garrett shook his head. “No,” he said, “my
friend gave it to me. I don’t know where he got it.”

“Can I hold it?” Kent asked.

“Kent,” Mrs. Nash chided, “You let Master
Garrett enjoy his supper now.”

“But, ma!”

“It’s all right,” Garrett said. He held the
blade out and let the younger boy take it.

Kent held the sword at arm’s length and
stared, reverently at the blade. “This is great!” he whispered.

“You can have it,” Garrett said, without
really thinking about it. He immediately regretted saying it, not
so much because of Mrs. Nash’s tense reaction, but because this was
the second blade that Cenick had given him that he had now
lost.

“Thank you!” Kent said, waving the blade
around in front of him.

“Yes… thank you,” Mrs. Nash said, forcing a
quivery little smile as her eyes flicked back to where her youngest
child was wildly cutting at imaginary foes with a sharpened
blade.

“I’ll teach him the basics after dinner,”
Cenick’s voice called out from the hallway door.

Garrett jumped in surprise and blushed as he
turned to face his friend. “I… hope it was all right,” he said, “I
just thought that…”

Cenick raised his hand and smiled. “You honor
the gift by passing it on,” he said, “and the giver as well.”

Garrett let out a little sigh of relief and
unbuckled the sword belt from his waist to pass it to Kent. “You’ll
need this to carry it,” he said.

Kent was overjoyed with the additional gift
of the scabbard, until he realized that it gave his mother the
perfect opportunity to collect both the blade and the belt, for
safekeeping.

“Anything happen while I was gone?” Cenick
asked, “Did anyone try to bother you?”

Garrett’s mouth hung open as his mind raced
to find a proper explanation for his trip to the auction house.

Just then, a loud knock sounded at the
door.

Cenick’s hands went to the pommels of his
knives. “Wait here,” he whispered.

Mrs. Nash and Kent eyed Garrett nervously as
Cenick disappeared back into the hallway. Garrett offered them a
reassuring smile.

The muffled sounds of conversation sounded
from the entryway then grew quiet.

“Garrett!” Cenick shouted.

“I’ll be right back,” Garrett whispered.

He found Cenick standing in the doorway
beside a lean porter with the insignia of the Pikestat Auction
House embroidered on his sleeve and a foul look on his face.

The auction house man looked at Garrett.
“Where do you want all this stuff… sir?”

Garrett looked past the two men in the door
to the line of wagons blocking the lane in front of Uncle’s house.
“Um, deliveries around the side, please,” Garrett said, hooking his
thumb in the direction of Uncle’s side gate.

The Pikestat man hurried to comply, evidently
anxious to be done with the whole sorry affair.

Garrett moved to the door to watch the wagons
full of stolen goods lurch into motion.

“Did you have something to do with this?”
Cenick asked him.

“Maybe,” Garrett answered, cautiously.

Cenick raised one bushy eyebrow then hastened
off to open the receiving gate at the side of the house.

Garrett leaned against the doorframe and
watched the wagons roll past, a little smile on his face.


Chapter Nine

Ghausse padded to a stop in front of the
little shop at the end of the alley. Glistening rivulets of water
still ran down the glass of the front window as the streaks left by
a cleaning rag dried slowly in the cold, damp air. There did not
seem to be quite as many cages in the window of the pet shop as he
remembered, and the tiny, luminous creatures within them did not
burn as brightly as before. The wind whistled between the rooftops,
smelling faintly of ash, the breath of Padras, cold as
death.

Garrett patted Ghausse's back and slid down,
his new boots crunching through the thin crust of a late-season
snow. He smiled, remembering the way he used to hesitate every time
he stood before this door. He put a gloved hand on the door handle
and pushed it open.

Marla stood at the counter with her back to
the door, singing softly. She fell silent at the sound of the bell
and turned, smiling when she saw him.

"Garrett!" she said.

"Hi, Marla," he said. He gave her a puzzled
look. "What are you doing?"

A line of cages in various sizes lined the
countertop. Inside each one, some small fae creature lay, hardly
moving, its light faded almost to darkness.

Marla touched one of the cages, her face sad.
"We lost quite a few while I was gone," she said.

Garrett looked around the dimly lit shop,
surprised at the number of empty cages lining the shelves.

"Wasn't that guy supposed to feed them?"
Garrett asked, crossing the floor to stand at Marla's side.

"Oh, Klavicus did stop by regularly," Marla
sighed, "but many of these creatures survive on hope alone, and I
never realized just how... hopeless Klavicus can be."

Garrett shivered at the memory of the gaunt
elder vampire who worked as the doorman at the Thrinnian Embassy.
If he had to look at that face every day, he might fade to death
too. He looked with sympathy at the tiny creatures huddled in their
cages, at the brink of death.

"Can you save them?" Garrett asked.

Marla frowned. "I was hoping that a song
might cheer them up a little," she said, "but I'm afraid we may
have lost these as well."

Garrett felt a tightness growing in his
throat. The thought that Lampwicke might be somewhere, huddled
inside her silver prison and slowly fading into darkness...

He cleared his throat and said, "Be'laudre
fau'len ches nadre ka."

One of the fairies lifted its head slightly
from his tiny forearm.

"What are you saying?" Marla asked.

"It's the only fairy joke I know," Garrett
said, "Lampwicke taught it to me. The funny part is Gessnedra
va'zuule."

The little fairy stared up at him, his golden
eyes blinking twice. Then a tiny, sparkling laugh sounded from the
cage, and the fairy's body blushed with rosy flame.

"What does it mean," she asked.

Garrett shrugged his shoulder. "I don't
really get it," he said, "something about a dragonfly stealing your
hat."

"Fairies don't wear hats," Marla said.

"Maybe that's why it's funny," Garrett
said.

The laughing fairy reached out, taking the
bars of the cage in his hands and pulled himself to his feet,
swaying slightly. His color flared and then blazed, a bright golden
hue. He tilted his head back and laughed, long and loud. The
fairies in nearby cages stirred, little pulses of color lighting up
the shadows of the shop.

The fairy at last stopped laughing and bowed
his head. His diaphanous wings buzzed like a hornet's, and he
stretched his spindly limbs. He closed his eyes and took in a deep
breath, his color deepening to a rich, brassy sheen. At last, he
stepped away from the bars and opened his eyes again.

The little fairy lifted his right hand to
Marla in what looked like an obscene gesture of defiance. He looked
at Garrett and gave him a vicious grin and a wink.

"Well... I guess that's better," Garrett
said.

"He certainly seems to have recovered," Marla
said with a frown.

The angry fairy paced around his cage,
calling out to the others, shouting words of encouragement in Fae.
A few of them in cages nearby lifted their heads and listened.
Others simply curled into little balls with their tiny hands over
their pointed ears.

"Thank you, Garrett," Marla said, "I think we
might save a few more because of you."

Garrett smiled. "I wish I could do more."

"What can I do for you?" she asked.

"Oh," he said, "I was hoping that you might
have something to eat for Ghausse."

Marla's hand went to her lips. "I'm sorry,"
she gasped, "I forgot you still had him."

"Yeah... I mean, that's not a problem," he
said, "I really like him... I just don't have a lot of meat lying
around at the moment. Cenick keeps bringing stuff from the
market... but Ghausse eats a lot."

"Don't worry," Marla said, "You can leave him
here, and I'll take him back to the embassy when I go home."

Garrett's heart sank. "All right..."

Marla smiled at him. "You can come visit him
whenever you want," she said, "I'm sure he'd like going for a ride
with you now and then."

"Yeah," Garrett said, feeling a little
better, "I'd really like that."

"In any case, I'm sure he will be glad to see
Hauskr and Reigha again," she said.

"They made it back all right?" Garrett
asked.

Marla nodded. "Any word from Warren and his
father yet?" she asked.

Garrett shook his head. "I'm worried about
them, but Cenick says it will still be a while before they could be
expected to return."

"And everything is all right between the
necromancers and the sisterhood?" she asked.

"Oh, yeah," he said, fumbling with the toggle
clasp of his shoulder bag, "that's kinda why I'm here."

She watched as he searched through the
contents of his bag and drew out a flattened roll of parchment.

"Max and Serepheni got the church to buy back
all of our zombies for us," he said, handing her the parchment, "We
just have to track down the people that bought them and give them
these."

Marla unrolled the letter, reading it. Her
eyebrows lifted. "This must be costing them a fortune," she said,
handing the parchment back.

"Yeah, I guess," Garrett said, "but I think I
know where Caleb is, and I was on my way to pick him up now."

Marla grinned. "Can I come with you?" she
asked.

"Yeah," Garrett said, "should we bring
Ghausse?"

"No, he can stay in the back of the shop
until I get back," she said, "He should have plenty to eat."

"You keep wolf food here?" Garrett asked.

Marla hesitated. "Not exactly," she
whispered, looking around the shop at all the empty cages.

"Oh," Garrett said.

****

Garrett looked down at the address that
Cenick had transcribed for him, and checked it again. He looked at
Marla. “This is the right place,” he said, “I think.” He stood,
looking up at a gilded placard, depicting a needle and thread,
above an ornately carved wooden door bearing the name of
Claudian Marigold, Master Tailor.

Marla smiled. “Let’s go in,” she said. She
wore a sapphire blue cape with a lace collar over her gray
coveralls, and a floppy blue hat shielded her face from the gray
light of day. When she smiled, she could almost pass for any of the
other light-deprived young ladies shopping along the lane.

Garrett, however, was glad to step into the
tailor’s shop to escape the stares cast his way by the well-to-do
of Wythr’s Upper City. The exiled nobility and wealthy merchants of
the city seemed to have already lost whatever patriotic zeal still
lingered among the Lower City folk regarding the heroes of the
Northern Campaign.

The warm, golden light of glass oil lamps
filled the shop within. Long racks of fine clothing hung to either
side of the door, with a narrow lane leading between them to the
counter at the back of the room. A rotund, red-faced man with a
wreath of wispy white hair around his bald pate looked up from a
bolt of lavender silk he was unrolling on the counter before him.
He smiled a broad, honest smile and nodded his head in
greeting.

“Good day!” the man said, setting aside the
bolt of cloth and hurrying around the counter to meet them. He had
the slightly wobbly gait of a man with perpetually tired feet.

“Good day,” Marla returned his greeting,
crossing her hands over her chest and bowing slightly.

The tailor’s eyes widened a little and he
stopped abruptly, giving them both a surprisingly graceful bow. “My
Lady,” he said.

“Mister Marigold?” Garrett asked.

The tailor straightened. “At your service,
young master,” he said, the smile returning to his face.

“I, um,” Garrett hesitated, scanning the shop
for any sign of Caleb, or anyone else at all. It seemed empty but
for the racks and racks of expensive suits and coats.

“We are looking for a… friend of ours,” Marla
said, “that may have been, accidentally sold to you at an
auction.”

Marigold looked confused, then his face went
suddenly pale. “Oh, no!” he gasped, “I knew that it had to be a
mistake!”

“A mistake?” Garrett said, “Is Caleb all
right?”

Marigold blinked. “Caleb? Is that his
name?”

“Yeah,” Garrett said, “though actually his
real name was Kurtz, I think, before he died.”

A low moan came from somewhere in the back of
the shop.

“Caleb?” Garrett called out.

The moan answered, louder now.

Mister Marigold gave them both a pained look.
“I’ll take you to him,” he sighed.

He led them through a small door behind a
curtain into an extremely cluttered back room. There, among the
stacked bolts of cloth and spools of thread, stood Caleb the
zombie, draped from head to toe in a half-finished suit of powder
blue silk.

Caleb turned his milky eyes to Garrett with a
piteous expression of relief and groaned again.

“Hi, Caleb,” Garrett said.

Caleb lifted his hands stiffly from his sides
with a long ribbon of measuring tape draped over his left shoulder
and down to his wrist.

Garrett stifled a laugh. Marla hid her smile
with the back of her hand.

“I’m not in trouble, am I?” Marigold
asked.

“Huh?” Garrett said, “Oh no! It was just a
mistake, and you’ll get back whatever money you paid for him.” He
pulled the writ of recovery from his satchel and handed it to the
tailor.

“Ah,” Marigold said, his face gloomy, “I knew
this deal was too good.”

“What do you mean?” Marla asked.

He smiled at her. “It’s just that, for a long
time I was thinking about getting someone to help me with the
fitting. I had an old wooden mannequin that I brought with me from
my homeland, but… I thought something like this might help me work
faster.”

“Where are you from?” Garrett asked.

“Muldenia,” he answered.

Garrett looked at Marla. She looked
puzzled.

“Pardon me, but isn’t that part of the
Chadirian Empire?” she asked.

Defiance flashed in Marigold’s eyes.
“Muldenia is Muldenia!” he said, then his face softened, “but, yes,
you are right… please don’t hold that against us.”

Marla tilted her head slightly. “Muldenia was
conquered by the Chadiri nearly a century ago,” she said, “When did
you leave?”

Marigold looked at the floor. “Six years
ago,” he said, “they passed an… edict. They said that all…
true Chadiri should show their devotion in every aspect of
their lives… even the way they dressed. They outlawed every color
but red and black.”

“They outlawed colors?” Garrett scoffed.

Marigold nodded, his eyes brimming with
tears. “They passed around this chart to all of the town’s tailors
and dye merchants, which shade of red was acceptable and which was
not. It was insane!”

Garrett laughed. “Yeah, they really like
red!”

Caleb gave them a pleading groan.

“Have they ever done anything like this
before?” Marla asked.

Mister Marigold shook his head. “Not in all
my days, nor my father’s days, nor his father’s. If you bow to the
altar of Malleatus and praise his name on the holy days, who cares
what color you wear the rest of the year? At least that’s the way
it used to be, now...” He wiped a tear from his cheek with the
corner of his ruffled sleeve. “I couldn’t live in a world with only
one color. You understand?”

Garrett gave him a sympathetic smile, and
Marla patted him on the shoulder.

Caleb moaned loudly. Garrett couldn’t be
certain, but he thought the zombie was rolling his eyes.

Marigold turned, sniffling slightly. “He was
such a good helper… such good balance,” he said.

“You think so?” Garrett asked, “I was telling
my Uncle the same thing. It really seems like he’s more… human than
the other zombies.”

“Ah, so you made this zombie?” Marigold
said.

Garrett nodded, smiling proudly.

“Very fine work!” Marigold said, “Perhaps I
might purchase Paulio here from you, in the proper fashion?”

“Paulio?” Garrett asked.

“Oh, pardon me,” Marigold said, “Just the
name I had given… Caleb here.”

Caleb made a noise that might have been a
whimper. The measuring tape slipped from his slumping
shoulders.

“Oh… sorry,” Garrett said, “Caleb really
isn’t for sale… he’s my friend.”

Mister Marigold nodded. “I understand,” he
said, “Though, if it is ever possible, I would be interested in
commissioning another such fine zombie from you… if that is
possible.”

“Oh… yeah,” Garrett said, “My Uncle makes
zombies all the time. He should be back in a few days, and I can
give you his address.”

Marigold smiled and shook his head. “No,” he
said, “I want you to do it. A master always recognizes the work of
another master!” He clapped his hand on Garrett’s arm.

Garrett blushed. He nodded. “Yes sir, I’d be
glad to,” he said. He thought for a moment. “Um, I’m not sure
exactly when I could though. I’d need a body, and my ghoul friend
is out of town right now.”

Marigold burst into laughter, then, seeing
Garrett’s blank expression, cleared his throat and begged pardon.
He looked, sadly at Caleb, still draped in bits of blue silk laced
with chalk lines. “I wish I could have finished this last piece,”
he sighed, “Paulio was such a good helper.”

“Well,” Garrett said, “I guess we could wait
here while you finished.

Mister Marigold’s eyes brightened. “You would
do that for me?” he asked.

Garrett looked at Marla, and she nodded.

Marigold’s eyes glittered with happy
tears.

Caleb threw back his head and let out a
hopeless moan.

****

“It just seems odd to me that the Chadirians
would make such a radical change in policy,” Marla said as they
walked together down the avenue in the flickering light of the
street lamps.

The other shoppers gave them a wide berth,
but Garrett didn’t care about their stares anymore. He had Caleb
back.

The gangly zombie walked alongside Garrett,
looking for all the world like a pallbearer in his new suit of gray
wool, woven with an understated herringbone pattern. Mister
Marigold had insisted on giving it to him as a parting gift.
Garrett had almost accepted the tailor’s original offer of the
bright, salmon-colored tunic and pants, but something in Caleb’s
expression had caused him to insist on the gray.

“You don’t find that odd?” Marla asked.

“What?” Garrett asked.

“That the Chadiri would suddenly make
everyone start wearing the same color?” she said.

Garrett shrugged. “I dunno. They’re crazy.
What do you expect?”

Marla frowned. “But why now?” she asked,
“What has changed that they would do this? From what I’ve read
about the Chadiri, they hold to tradition with an almost fanatical
devotion… well, I suppose it is fanatical, they being
fanatics, after all… my point is, they don’t do new
things.”

“Maybe they’re afraid we’re winning and they
need to… I don’t know… get everybody more excited about
Malleatus?”

Marla shook her head. “This was six years
ago,” she said, “We weren’t winning then.”

“Maybe somebody new got put in charge of
telling everybody how to dress,” Garrett said, “and they really,
really like red.”

Marla chewed her lip. “Yes, that does seem
the obvious conclusion, doesn’t it?”

“Really?” Garrett said. Most of the time, he
just kept Marla talking long enough for her to figure things out
for herself. He wasn’t used to coming up with the answers on his
own

Marla laughed. “Yes, but does it go deeper
than that?” she asked.

“I don’t…” Garrett’s voice trailed off when
he realized that Caleb wasn’t walking beside him anymore,
“Hey!”

They turned to see Caleb standing in front of
an alley they had just passed. The zombie was staring down the
alleyway, his head tilted slightly to one side, and swaying gently
on his feet.

“Caleb,” Garrett called out, “What are you
doing?”

Caleb did not seem to notice.

Garrett and Marla walked back to where Caleb
was standing and peered into the deep shadows of the narrow
alleyway. They saw nothing but the empty cobblestone lane and a few
trash bins belonging to the shops on either side.

Garrett tugged at Caleb’s sleeve. “Let’s go,
Caleb,” he said.

Caleb ignored him, pulling his sleeve from
Garrett’s fingers as he staggered into the mouth of the alley.

A chill ran through Garrett’s body. It wasn’t
like Caleb to disobey an order. Had the sisterhood done something
to him? Was he damaged in some way? Would Uncle be able to fix him
if he was?

“Caleb?” Garrett called after him as the
zombie disappeared into the shadows between the buildings. Garrett
looked at Marla.

“What is it?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” Garrett said. He pulled his
essence flask from his bag and held it out in front of him, letting
its green glow light his steps as he followed Caleb into the
darkness.

About twelve feet into the alleyway, Caleb
stood, looking down at a dark stain on the greenish cobblestones at
his feet.

Garrett stared at the discolored stones. The
gray mortar between the smooth stones had a faintly brownish hue in
a large patch against the wall. The stones of the wall as well bore
a faint trace of something darker than the shadows of approaching
night.

Garrett felt a sudden sense of dreadful
clarity. He looked up at Caleb, and the zombie lifted his dead
white eyes to meet his gaze.

“This is where you died, wasn’t it?” Garrett
asked.

Caleb stared back, unblinking. Then his eyes
narrowed slightly, and he turned his head toward the far end of the
alley. Caleb moaned softly and stumbled onward into the
shadows.

“We should really be going,” Marla said,
“It’s almost Curfew.”

“Yeah,” Garrett said, “Let’s get him out of
here.”

They moved further down the alley to find
Caleb on his knees in the shadows.

“Caleb!” Garrett cried, “Are you all
right?”

The zombie did not look up. He was clawing at
a small drain grate in the center of the alleyway, trying to force
his pale white fingers through the narrow openings in the grate. He
let out a whining moan as he jabbed again and again at the tiny
grate, unable to push his hand through.

Garrett’s heart sank at the pitiful sight.
What if visiting the scene of his own murder had driven Caleb mad?
“What are you doing, Caleb?” Garrett asked, “What’s down
there?”

Caleb ignored him, trying to grab hold of the
grate with both hands and tear it from the ground to no avail.

“Caleb!” Garrett shouted, “I…”

The first, mournful bells of Evenchime rang
out, silencing him.

“Garrett!” Marla said.

“I know,” he answered, then turned to Caleb
again. “Caleb!” he shouted, “You will listen to me and do as
I say!”

Caleb’s head lifted suddenly, his lips curled
back over his teeth in rage.

Garrett staggered back a step before
mastering his fear of his friend… his creation.

“Caleb!” Garrett cried, “Look at me!”

Caleb’s breath hissed out between clenched
teeth, his face the image of a vengeful ghost.

“It’s me, Caleb!” Garrett said, lifting his
hands, “It’s me… your friend. Don’t…” Garrett’s voice caught in his
throat, “don’t be broken… please.”

Caleb’s expression softened. He looked down
at the grate between his knees then lifted his dead white hands,
studying them a long time. At last, he whimpered softly and shut
his eyes.

“It’s all right, Caleb,” Garrett said. He
walked over and put his hands on Caleb’s trembling shoulders. “I’ll
take you home."


Chapter Ten

"...and then the High Priestess almost had
Shelbie excommunicated for seizing our assets," Max said, pausing
to take another sip of his wine, "It seems the Matron took it upon
herself to act without consulting the HP."

"Hmn," Cenick said, his fingers forming a
cage around his mostly untouched cup on Max's dining room
table.

Garrett sat at the head of the table, at
Max's insistence, stuffing another forkful of egg noodles and beef
into his mouth. A trio of undead servants stood, at the ready, with
more noodles and beverages. All three of the zombies wore black
tablecloths, draped like shrouds over their heads, since Max had
been unable to recover their original robes.

Max finished his drink and waved for another.
"The HP is really quite a charming woman, once you get to know
her," Max said.

"They call her the HP?" Garrett asked
between bites.

"Well, no," Max admitted, "but they
should. That place could definitely use a bit less
formality."

"Were you able to learn any more about their
process?" Cenick asked.

"For raising skeletons?" Max said, "Not a
thing."

Cenick grimaced. "You've been at the temple
for the past three days! What have you been doing?"

"Diplomacy!" Max said as he set down his cup
and leaned back in his chair, one of Jitlowe's garishly carved,
high-backed chairs with plush purple upholstery. Jitlowe had given
it to him, since Max had only been able to recover three of his
four-piece set. Jitlowe had already given away or sold most of his
recovered furniture, complaining that it felt used.

Cenick shook his head and took a drink.

"Look," Max said, "I've tried. You know me.
It's just that... well, it's a very closely guarded secret, how to
animate a skeleton. Only the priestesses are let in on the trick...
and certain Templars." Max's eyes drifted toward Garrett who sat,
staring back with a long loop of noodles dangling from his
mouth.

"No, Max!" Cenick said.

"Never before, Cenick," Max said,
raising a finger, "Never before, in the history of our order, has
there been an opportunity like this!"

"No!" Cenick said, pounding his fist on the
table.

One of Max's zombies took this to mean that
he wanted more wine and stepped in to fill the cup to
overflowing.

Cenick took no notice. "You can't ask him to
do your spying for you! It's too dangerous!"

"It's not spying," Max said, "It would just
be taking advantage of a great learning opportunity, and keeping
his eyes open... perhaps asking a few questions. And, anyway,
everything we do in this business is dangerous. Garrett's not a
child!"

"If Uncle Tinjin found out that we'd let him
get involved in this..." Cenick said, shaking his head.

"Uncle Tinjin?" Max scoffed, "We can't spend
the rest of our lives seeking Uncle's approval for everything."

Cenick flinched and looked away.

"Listen, Garrett," Max said, turning to him,
"If you don't want to do this, you don't have to. It's just
that..."

"He doesn't want to do it!" Cenick
said.

Max glared at his friend. "The civilized
people are talking right now, Mister Witchdoctor, please wait your
turn."

Cenick rolled his eyes and fell silent.

"Garrett," Max said, "it really is a
great opportunity, but everyone would understand if you said
no."

Garrett looked at Cenick then back to Max.
"What would I have to do?" he asked.

Cenick put his face in his hands.

Max grinned. "All you would have to do is go
to a few classes and learn their rituals and marches or whatever it
is they do... boring stuff. I've already talked to Serepheni about
this. You wouldn't be expected to do any real work. You'd be more
like an honorary Templar."

"Honorary?" Garrett asked.

Max shrugged. "You'd have the title, but none
of the responsibilities," he said, "Why, you probably wouldn't have
to club a single peasant!"

"Garrett," Cenick said, "You know how much
Max likes to oversimplify things. This is a big decision, and,
whether Max will admit it or not, there is some danger. The
sisterhood guards its secrets well... and with deadly force."

The noodles in Garrett's belly seemed
suddenly a bit restless as he struggled with the decision. The idea
of going alone into the temple, studying under the very guardsmen
who had beaten him half to death... studying to be one of
them... The prospect terrified him.

Max looked at him, smiling hopefully, and
Garrett felt deeply ashamed. He had followed Max into battle and
seen the world's greatest military shattered at the man's feet. Max
believed in him. Max needed his help. To admit his fears aloud
might destroy Max's confidence in him. He wanted to be who Max
thought he was.

"I'll do it," Garrett said.

Max laughed and sat back in his chair again.
"Well, done, Garrett!" he said, "You are truly the finest of our
sorry lot!"

Garrett looked at Cenick and saw the man's
eyes fall in defeat. "I'm sorry," Garrett said.

Cenick shook his head and smiled. "Don't
apologize Garrett," he said, "Sometimes a man must make hard
decisions... and stand by them."

Garrett's belly gurgled as he realized what
he had just done.

"Well, then," Max said, "I'll speak with
Sere, and we'll work out a schedule for your indoctrination into
the cult. I'm sure there will be some sort of human sacrifice
involved, and we'll have to find a proper victim for it."

Garrett stared at him in horror.

Cenick glared.

"Just a little joke," Max chuckled, "Don't
worry about it, Garrett. Serepheni will be your sponsor in the
church, and you can go to her with any problems. She'll sort it
out. Meanwhile, the rest of us should start packing."

"For what?" Cenick asked.

"Securing our border, of course," Max said,
"Fresh troops, better supplies, we're in charge right from the
start on this one."

"You think the Chadiri will renew their
advance?" Cenick asked.

"You're leaving without me?" Garrett blurted
out.

The two older necromancers turned to look at
him.

"We have our own work to do, Garrett," Max
said.

"It looks like we've all become loyal
servitors of the worm goddess," Cenick sighed.

Garrett said nothing more, picking at his
noodles with his silver fork and regretting his decision
already.

"Have we had any word of Chadiri advance?"
Cenick continued.

Max shook his head. "We've lost the bat
riders," he said, "Apparently, our little war no longer interests
the vampires."

"Gaunts," Garrett corrected him.

"Hmm?" Max said.

"Nevermind," Garrett muttered.

"And with half our ghouls off on a rescue
mission," Max said, "we're a bit blind in the North."

"We have to assume they will attack again,"
Cenick said.

"Doesn't matter," Max said, leaning back to
prop one leg over the arm of his chair, "I'm taking the fight to
them."

"What?" Cenick asked.

Max smiled. "I sense some discord among their
leadership," he said, "They've overreached themselves this time and
hoped that no one would notice. I have, and I intend to make them
pay for their mistake."

Cenick looked at him as if he'd gone mad.
"You plan an assault up the escarpment with undead troops?"

"Who said anything about the escarpment?" Max
said.

"Then how..." Cenick began to ask, then his
eyes went wide.

Max's smile stretched into an evil grin.

"What?" Garrett asked.

"He's going around," Cenick said, his voice
barely audible, "He's going through Astorra."

Max drained his cup and held it out for the
zombie to refill.

A cold tingling feeling crawled over
Garrett's skin. "I want to help," he said, "You promised me,
Max."

Cenick stared at Garrett, a sick look on his
face.

Max nodded. "You'll be there when we take
Braedshal," he said, "and Cabre will kneel at your feet and beg
forgiveness."

Cenick's chair scraped loudly as he got up
from the table. He did not look at either one of them.

"Going somewhere?" Max asked.

"I have to pack," he said, "for a very
long war."

"It will be good for you, Cenick," Max
sighed, "The city makes you fat."

Cenick jabbed a finger at Max. "Listen, Max,"
he hissed, "You need to think very seriously about what you are
about to do. This won't be about killing legions of war-mad blood
priests. You will be marching through people's homes! We
will be the invaders, not the Chadiri! Innocent people will
get hurt. There's no way to prevent that, if we go that route."

Max toppled his chair to the floor with a
bang as he shoved himself to his feet. "Think about
it?" he yelled, "Think about it seriously? That's all I've done
since the day the Chadiri murdered my family!"

"This isn't about vengeance, Max!" Cenick
shouted, "You have no right to spill your misery across the lives
of countless..."

"Vengeance?" Max shouted him down, "Oh, no...
this is Justice, old friend." Max flung out the contents of
his wine cup, spattering the closest zombie with red droplets.
"This is the wheel of history turning to crush out the cruelest
empire the world has ever known, and we get the pleasure of
watching it happen."

"You're not talking about watching it
happen," Cenick said, "You're talking about becoming the thing we
hate."

"No!" Max said, "We're not going into Astorra
to conquer and enslave and burn! We're going in to liberate them
from the madness of their own false king who sold their children's
souls to the red god!"

Cenick bared his teeth, raising his hands
like claws. "You think they will see us as liberators?" he
demanded, "The undead horde lays siege to their castle and demands
the head of their beloved prince. Do you honestly think that every
Astorran boy strong enough to hold a shield won't be on that
battlement, ready to live out some ridiculous tale of storybook
valor? No, Max, stop pretending that this isn't about
vengeance!"

Max hurled his wine cup at the wall, chipping
the wood paneling where it struck. He turned his back to Cenick and
breathed deeply, struggling to regain his composure.

"Garrett," Cenick said, "please don't let
your hate make you do something that you will always...
always regret."

Garrett stood up and backed away from the
table, looking from Cenick to Max.

"Max... I," Cenick said.

Max hung his head and laughed.

Cenick stared at him, his face hard.

"Cenick?" Max said.

"Yes, Max?"

Max shook his head and turned to face him, a
wry look on his face. "You always know how to ruin my best
parties," he said, "I guess that's what I deserve for inviting a
savage to supper."

Cenick said nothing.

Max walked around the table and hugged his
friend.

The tension in Cenick's shoulders relaxed at
last, and he returned Max's hug.

"You're right," Max said, stepping away, "I
sometimes... rarely, let my emotions get the better of me."

"Rarely?" Cenick said with a smirk.

"You're right. Our business with the
pretender prince will have to wait a bit longer," Max said, "but
our business with the red god cannot." He reached out and laid his
hand on Cenick's broad shoulder. "It just means that you
will be charged with keeping all those idealistic little Astorrans
off my damned flank while I march my army up the middle and cut the
heart out of the Empire."

Cenick sighed. "You're going back to Weslae,
aren't you?"

Max laughed. "I'm thinking of starting a
library there," he said, "and, anyway, I've been away from home too
long."

"It won't be home anymore... you know
that."

"No," Max said, "perhaps not... but at least
it will be free."

****

"Thanks for letting us stay the night,"
Garrett said, ducking his head beneath the leather strap of his
satchel as he shouldered it on, "I just didn't think we were gonna
make it home before Curfew last night."

"Any time, Garrett," Max said, yawning and
blinking against the cold morning light. He tugged the purple satin
house robe, another of Jitlowe's castoffs, a bit tighter against
the wind that blew through his open front door.

"I hope Marla made it home all right,"
Garrett said.

"I wish..." Max paused to yawn again, "wish
she'd stayed too, but don't worry, there's nothing on the streets
after Curfew but Watchers, and those clumsy piles of bone could
never catch a vampire."

"Yeah," Garrett said, looking at Caleb who
stood motionless beside him in his gray woolen suit. Caleb looked
straight ahead, as glassy-eyed and emotionless as any other zombie.
Nothing of the desperate rage that he had shown in the alleyway
remained in his demeanor.

"I'll let you know what Serepheni says about
your Templar training," Max said, "but I really appreciate your
doing this."

"Yeah," Garrett said, "it shouldn't be too
hard, right?"

Max smiled. "Well," he said, "I've got to go
redraw all my battle plans now... put in a few more puppy dogs and
rainbows for the benefit of our tattooed nanny."

Garrett grinned.

Max's smile faded. "Cenick is a good friend,"
he said, "and a good man."

"Yeah," Garrett said.

"Just remember," Max said, "not all men
are good, and sometimes we have to set aside our own
goodness if we're to have any hope of keeping those men from taking
everything away from us."

Garrett forced a little smile. "Yeah," he
said, a bit of last night's indigestion stirring within him.

"I'll see you later, Garrett," Max said,
stepping back into his entryway with his hand on the door.

"Oh, Max?" Garrett said.

"Yes?"

"Have you ever heard of a zombie... going
crazy?" Garrett asked.

"Going crazy?" Max laughed, "Garrett, you
have to have a mind to go crazy. Zombies don't have that kind of
functionality. I wish they did, it might make my job a bit
easier."

Garrett looked at Caleb. "But... what if the
zombie was different? Like we did something different, and he's
smarter than usual... like he remembers things?"

Max's eyes narrowed as he looked at Caleb.
The door swung open a little wider. "Garrett," he said, "what
exactly did you and Uncle do differently when you made this
one?"

Garrett hesitated. He had always assumed that
Uncle Tinjin would have told the other necromancers, at least
Cenick and Max, about the shimmerfleece. "Uncle used a different
ritual on Caleb," Garrett said, "Something he was experimenting
with."

"And you say it made him smarter?" Max
asked.

Garrett nodded. "And he has a really good
sense of balance," Garrett said, "Even the tailor noticed it."

Max gave him a confused look then shook it
off. "This is very interesting," Max said, "I definitely want to
talk with you about it later, but I have to get some things
written down before I lose track of my thoughts."

"Sorry," Garrett said, "Thanks again!" he
hurried down Max's front steps and waved goodbye. Caleb followed
him stiffly.

Garrett made a mental note to search through
the crates in the carriage house again for his winter coat when he
got home. He couldn't remember seeing it when he had gone through
the boxes before. After finding no mention of Lampwicke in the
auction house ledger, he had torn through every crate, afraid that
her cage might have been packed away like some knickknack among
Uncle's other belongings.

After a half hour of walking, he arrived back
at Uncle's manor house. He fumbled at the latch to the carriage
house gate with cold-numbed fingers. The wooden door swung open,
letting in the gray light of dawn, and he set to rummaging through
the stacks of opened crates.

Digging through a particularly deep box,
Garrett had to lean over with the rough edge digging into his
midsection. He wormed his arm down under a folded stack of Uncle's
old robes, hoping to find any sort of coat at this point. His
fingers closed upon something soft and warm and heavy, and he
tugged hard.

Bracing himself against the crate's edge,
Garrett pulled with all his strength, and the stacks of old clothes
heaved up like plowed earth. From below, he dragged the sparkling
white shimmerfleece that Uncle had used in the raising of
Caleb.

Garrett felt its unnatural warmth driving the
chill from his fingers. He pulled the heavy fleece from its crate
and held it against his chest. He sank to his knees and pressed his
cheek against the sparkling, curly wool. He felt his body ache with
the memory of summer warmth. He closed his eyes and tried to
remember what the world was like before everything turned cold and
gray.

Bright memories slipped away, almost there,
then lost again. The boy he used to be was gone, somebody else that
once lived in his body before it was burned and broken. Was he
really all that different from Caleb after all?

Garrett's body shook as he wept, silently
into the shimmerfleece.

"Garrett?" a raspy voice spoke from
behind.

Garrett opened his eyes and turned to see
Caleb silhouetted in the carriage house entryway, and, beside him,
a gaunt man in dark robes. He carried a long staff, topped with a
horned skull.

"Uncle?" Garrett whispered.

"Garrett," the old man said, "can you tell me
why all of my books are on the wrong shelves?"

Garrett ran to him and gave him a crushing
hug.


Chapter Eleven

Garrett watched as Uncle Tinjin reached for
his teacup again. The cup clattered against the saucer as he lifted
it from the table in Tinjin's study. The old man's hands were
shaking.

Tinjin sipped from the steaming cup and set
it down again, his eyes never leaving the ancient atlas that lay,
cracked open on the table before him. Tinjin's eyes were sunken
with dark rings of weariness beneath. He looked old now.

Garrett had always thought of Tinjin as an
old man, but it was always a young man's eyes that looked back at
him from his Uncle's face. Now...

"Pellian was a fool and a liar!" Tinjin spat.
He turned his head away from the book, covering his mouth with his
sleeve as another fit of racking coughs took his breath.

Garrett waited until the old man regained his
composure. "Who's Pellian?" he asked.

Uncle Tinjin looked up and smiled. "The man
who mapped the world, a long time ago... and, apparently, not all
that well."

Garrett waited for him to explain.

"Here," Tinjin said, lifting the book and
turning it so Garrett could read the old map. It slipped from his
trembling fingers, and pages fluttered, spreading dry flakes of
crumbling paper across the table.

The map showed an unfamiliar region of the
world. Unnamed mountains and vast expanses of trees filled most of
the map, and, running off the right edge, a great river. Garrett
squinted, trying to read the cramped, handwritten script.

"Nest... Neshat? That's where you found
Cenick isn't it?" Garrett asked.

Tinjin smiled and nodded.

"Where are we?" Garrett asked.

Tinjin pointed a bony finger at the upper
left corner of the map and dragged it off the side. "Far to the
northwest, across these mountains," he said, "That much I know for
myself. I was a fool to take Pellian's word for the rest of
it."

"What do you mean?"

Tinjin dragged his finger along the snaking
course of the great river Neshat to where it disappeared into the
mountains. "Many explorers," he said, "have tried to discover the
headwaters of the river, myself included, at a much younger age.
Too dangerous though. Most of the tribes near the mouth of the
river, as you get closer to Zhad, are friendly enough. They won't
kill you on sight, at least. As you go further into the jungle
though... well, you have to keep your wits about you and trust to
luck, or you'll likely wind up as a trophy for some ghost
hunter."

"Ghost hunter?" Garrett asked.

Tinjin shrugged. "The river is the source of
all life to the river tribes, so, they reason, any outsiders must
be ghosts."

"But, if you can kill somebody, they couldn't
really be a ghost though, right?"

Tinjin frowned. "Garrett, you will discover
as you grow older that many people's most cherished beliefs are
little more than an excuse to hurt others without feeling badly
about it."

Tinjin's finger paused at a narrow point in
the river where the water looped back around, nearly touching
itself again on either side of a narrow peninsula of land. "That's
about as far as I made it before the fever convinced me to turn
back downriver."

"Fever?"

Tinjin nodded. "Fever is the Neshat's curse
on all outsiders. Even the tribal folk are not always immune. I was
fortunate though, it was a blood year."

"Huh?"

"Bleeding fever," Tinjin said, "You weep
blood, have strange visions, sometimes your toenails fall off, but
that might have just been riverfoot in my case. I was lucky. I had
just missed a crawling fever summer. Many of the river folk I
encountered on my way up had been crippled by it the year before.
You never know what fever will be dominant each year.

"Bleeding fever is bad, but it passes quickly
if it doesn't kill you. Still, I was too weak to continue... The
fever had hollowed me of my resolve, and I gave up. I never really
regretted that decision until now... to think what I might have
done if I'd just kept on a little further..."

"What do you mean?" Garrett said.

Tinjin smiled and took another rattling sip
from his cup. He nodded toward the shimmerfleece, folded neatly on
the corner of the table. "That fleece came from farther upriver
than I ever ventured. Some stalwart hunter carried it down from the
mountains at the headwaters of the Neshat where such rams must
live." He pointed at the nameless mountains in the center of the
map.

"You were trying to find the sheep?" Garrett
asked.

Tinjin shook his head. "I was trying to find
what made them shimmer," he said, "Some powerful, natural magic is
at work there... some source, untapped and unknown... at least I
thought it was unknown."

Tinjin laughed and then started coughing
again. At last, he dried his lips and sighed as he leaned back into
his chair.

"I suppose every scholar wants to believe
themselves the first to discover something wonderful," he said, "It
blinds us to the possibility that we might not be the first... that
someone else may have already found it out, and, perhaps, they
don't care to share."

"You found something?" Garrett asked.

Tinjin raised his thin hand and pointed it to
the backpack that lay, slumped in the corner of the room. "In my
bag," he said, "all the way at the bottom... a small, leather
pouch, sealed with lead. Bring it here."

Garrett jumped up from his chair and ran to
Uncle's backpack. He unlaced the stained oilskin flap at the top
and pulled the bag open.

He pulled out a tattered bedroll first,
followed by three canisters of essence, two of them empty, one of
which bore a long, silvery scratch across its metal as though it
had served as a makeshift shield not too long ago. Then, there,
beneath the crumbling crust of some kind of traveller's bread, he
found a black leather pouch and pulled it out.

The pouch felt warm to the touch, as though
he had found it lying next to the hearth, and it weighed more than
its size or even the lead seal at its mouth would account for. He
carried it back to the table and set it down in front of Uncle
Tinjin.

Tinjin smiled and nodded his thanks. He
removed the teacup from its saucer and drained it in a gulp before
setting it aside and placing the pouch onto the empty saucer. He
took the pouch between his bony fingers and twisted it, trying to
break the gray lead seal that held the pouch closed. The lead bent
but did not break, and the old man's face twitched with
consternation.

"Should I get something to break it?" Garrett
offered.

"No need," Tinjin said. Then he pinched the
seal between his fingers and whispered, "Kaalade."

The lead shattered like glass and fell
away.

Garrett jumped back. "How did you do that?"
he gasped.

"I am a sorcerer, Garrett," Tinjin
sighed, "I know a little magic."

"But you didn't use any essence," Garrett
said.

Tinjin looked at him, smiling wearily, and
shook his head. "Some lessons," he said, "...some lessons I'm not
ready to teach you yet."

"But I thought..." Garrett began to say.

"Garrett," Uncle interrupted him, "I'm trying
to share the most profound discovery of my entire, long life with
you and you alone. Please do me the courtesy of sitting down and
remaining silent while I do so."

"Sorry, sir," Garrett said, sitting down in
his chair again.

Uncle Tinjin upended the leather pouch over
the empty saucer, and a shimmering cascade of sunlight poured
out.

Garrett gasped.

Uncle tapped the base of the pouch, knocking
the last grains of what appeared to be a glowing, opalescent sand
out onto the small mound. Garrett looked at his face, and saw again
the youthful gleam of discovery in Uncle Tinjin's eyes.

"What is it?" Garrett asked.

"Ter'akane," Uncle said, "or, in the
language of the vampires, lake stone."

"You got it from the vampires?"

Tinjin chuckled. "I stole it from the
vampires," he said, "I was able to grab a handful while Mrs. Veranu
distracted them. If they'd seen me do it... well, we wouldn't be
talking now."

"What does it do?"

Tinjin's eyes sparkled. "Amazing things,
Garrett!"

"Wait... is Mrs. Veranu all right?" Garrett
asked.

"Oh, yes," Tinjin said, "I think we were able
to sort that problem out, at least for the next hundred years or
so. It's the best I could do for them."

"They don't have to go back to the vampire
city or anything?"

"The city is called Thrinaar," Uncle said,
"but, no, they can stay in Wythr now, on certain conditions."

"Conditions?" Garrett asked.

Uncle nodded. "Marla's tutor will be arriving
from Thrinaar soon. The Veranus are under the protection of an old
friend of mine on the Council. She has... adopted Marla, so
to speak."

"What does Marla need a tutor for?" Garrett
laughed, "She already knows everything."

Uncle Tinjin frowned. "No one knows
everything Garrett, and Marla knows very little indeed about
the workings of Thrinaar. Her father wanted it that way."

"Then why does she need to know it now?"

Tinjin sighed. "Because she will need this
knowledge to survive," he said, "Marla's father was... a good man,
but he wasn't always a vampire. In the end, I think he was still
what he was before they changed him... a doomed idealist. Marla
cannot afford to follow his path, not if she wishes to survive the
trials that lie before her."

Tinjin turned his face away, coughing
violently for a long moment before regaining his composure. His
voice rasped when he spoke again. "I swore to her father that I
would protect her, but Marla was born a vampire, and she must know
their ways... if only that she may know what she is rejecting, and
what the consequences will be should she turn from them."

Garrett fell silent.

"And, once again, you have completely
sidetracked me from the revelation of this, my greatest discovery!"
Tinjin said with a wave of his hand.

"Sorry, Uncle," Garrett said.

Tinjin smiled. "Where was I?"

"Magic sand?"

"Lake stone," Tinjin corrected
him.

"Lake stone," Garrett said.

"And why is it important that this powder is
referred to as lake stone?" Uncle Tinjin asked.

"It... comes from a lake?" Garrett said.

"Exactly!" Uncle cried, grinning
fiercely.

Garrett gave him a blank look.

Tinjin slammed the tip of his finger down in
the center of the map on the table, making the saucer and empty cup
clatter. "Here!" he said, "In these mountains, somewhere, at the
headwaters of the great river Neshat, lies a lake... a lake where
great shaggy mountain goats come to drink, taking in, with every
swallow, trace amounts of the magical dust you see here before you.
Eventually, year after year, the very essence of this magic builds
up within them until it shines thick upon their coats."

"How do you know that?" Garrett asked.

Tinjin sat back and shrugged. "Its just a
theory, really."

Garrett smiled. He opened his mouth to ask
another question then suddenly froze, staring at the shimmering,
daylight glow of the sand piled on Uncle's saucer. "Um, I think
I've seen this before," he said.

"What?" Uncle said. Looking slightly ill.

****

"I've never been in this section of the Old
City before," Uncle said, running his hand over the smooth stone of
the ancient elvish tunnel, "You say Warren brought you here?"

"Yeah," Garrett said, "we kinda have to go
around up here though, because of the spiders." He stared into the
shadows cast by his witchfire torch, trying to remember which
tunnel mouth lead to the house of Annalien the ghost.

"Spiders?"

"Really big ones. They took over a whole
area, but you can see their webs and avoid 'em."

"I had thought..." Uncle paused, mid-sentence
to lean on his staff, coughing, a long, ragged cough. He wheezed in
a fresh breath and continued. "I had thought the Spellbreaker had
leveled most of the elven city when he made it his citadel. I
suppose he found it easier just to built on top of it."

"Are you sure you want to do this now?"
Garrett asked, "I mean I can bring you back here any time.
Shouldn't we wait 'till you're feeling better?"

Uncle waved his hand and shook his head.
"I'm... fine," he coughed.

"All right," Garrett said, not really
believing him, "We should go... this way."

A girlish giggle sounded from the darkness of
one of the tunnels, making him jump.

Garrett held his torch between himself and
the darkness, his mouth agape.

"You always pick that one," the girl's voice
said, "but it's the wrong way."

Garrett cocked his head to the side,
struggling to remember where he had heard that voice before. Then,
a girl stepped from the shadows. She was about Garrett's height and
dressed in clothing of plain brown fabric. Her hair and eyes were
almost the same shade of brown. Her boots were of soft brown
leather and her hooded cape as well. She smiled at him, her round
face friendly and somehow familiar. A single violet flower, tucked
behind her left ear added a little splash of color to her garb.

"A friend of yours, Garrett?" Uncle
asked.

"Uh... I don't think so," he said.

The girl in brown smiled, looking at the
floor a moment before she spoke again. "Who's this?" she asked,
indicating Uncle Tinjin.

"Oh, that's my Uncle, he... do I know
you?" Garrett said.

She giggled again and then shook her
head.

"What's your name?" he asked.

Her eyes sparkled. "You have to guess," she
laughed, "and don't say Macy again, that's wrong."

Garrett glanced at Uncle then back to the
girl. "What?"

"Try to guess it," she said, a pleading note
in her voice.

Garrett blinked at her and waved his free
hand vaguely, "Ah... Priss?"

She pulled a face. "You think I look like a
Priss?" she scoffed.

"I don't know," he sighed, "Who are
you?"

The girl in brown frowned and kicked her foot
in the dust.

"Sorry," Garrett said, "You want me to guess
again?"

"No," she grumbled, "That was your one...
maybe you won't be so stupid next time."

Garrett stared at her. "Anyway," he said, "my
name's Garrett, and this is my Uncle Tinjin. We're going to visit a
friend."

"I know," the girl said, "You're going to
visit Annalien, but who is he, and what does he want with
her?" She pointed at Uncle Tinjin.

"That's my Uncle Tinjin," he said, speaking
slowly, as if explaining something to a small child, "He wants to
meet Annalien and see her crystal."

"You told him about the crystal?" the girl in
brown said, waving her hands in frustration, "Why don't you just
invite everybody down here and charge admission?"

Garrett wagged his finger at the girl. "I
know I know you from somewhere," he said.

Her face brightened. "Really? What do you
remember?"

Garrett pulled his lips back over his teeth,
concentrating. "Unh... do you work at the flower shop?" he
guessed.

Her expression went suddenly stony. She
reached up and yanked the purple flower from behind her ear and
held it out, accusingly. "You think I got this at the flower
shop?" she asked, "You really don't remember?"

Garrett shrugged, flustered beyond words.

She threw the flower down onto the tunnel
floor and turned her back to him.

Garrett looked at Uncle Tinjin, but the old
man was watching the girl, his eyes narrowed in suspicion. The
fingers of Tinjin's left hand slipped inside the pouch on his belt
where he always carried a small vial of essence.

A sound drew Garrett's attention back to the
girl in brown. She was crying.

He cautiously approached her. At a loss for
what to do, he knelt and picked up the flower that she had dropped
and softly blew the dust from it.

"I'm sorry," he said, "I didn't mean to hurt
your feelings."

She sniffed loudly and stiffened her
back.

He lifted the violet flower and laid it on
her shoulder, still holding it by the stem. "Please take your
flower back," he said.

She looked back at him over her shoulder with
a trembling smile, her brown eyes glistening. She took the flower
and clutched it to her chest. "Why were you gone so long?" she
whispered.

"Huh? Oh, I've been up North," he said, "We
were fighting the Chadiri."

Her eyes hardened as she turned to face him.
"What strength did you encounter? How many legions and what
casualties? What are the names of your commanders?"

"What?" Garrett said. His mind suddenly
filled with a strange, buzzing sensation.

The girl blinked and shook her head. "Sorry,"
she said, "...old habit."

Garrett's thoughts cleared again. "What was
that?" he asked.

She gave a sad sort of laugh. "Nothing," she
said, "It doesn't matter... I'm glad you're all right."

"Thanks," Garrett said. He smiled at her, and
she smiled back.

"Look," he said, "Why don't you come to see
Annalien with us?"

She shook her head. "No," she said, "I kinda
want to be alone right now."

"I guess I'll see you again sometime?"
Garrett said.

The girl in brown nodded.

"I promise that I'll remember you next time,"
he said.

"You promise?" she said.

"Definitely."

She leaned forward suddenly and gave him a
quick hug before pulling away, looking around as if she were about
to be caught at it.

"I have to go," she said, then started toward
a tunnel mouth.

"Spiders that way," Garrett said.

"Oh, yeah," she said, turning quickly and
ducking into a different tunnel with an embarrassed wave of her
hand.

Uncle Tinjin stepped forward, relaxing his
guard. "Who was that?" he asked.

"I have no idea," Garrett sighed.

"She seemed to know you quite well," Tinjin
said, "and yet you say you have no recollection of her?"

"No," Garrett said, "but it seems like
I know her... we must have met somewhere before."

"Obviously some sort of magic at work there,"
Tinjin said, "I remember reading once..." He stopped, overcome with
another fit of ragged coughs.

Garrett waited for him to breathe clearly
again and asked, "What did you read?"

"About what?" Tinjin asked.

"I... you said you read something... about
something," Garrett said, trying to remember what it was that he
had wanted to say a moment ago.

"I read a great many things, Garrett. You
will have to be more specific than that."

"It was... never mind," Garrett said, "I'll
think of it again later."

"What's wrong, Garrett?" Uncle asked.

Garrett shook his head. "I don't know... I
feel really sad for some reason, but I don't know why."

Uncle looked around at the ancient runes
carved into the pale stone of the tunnel walls. "Old ghosts
perhaps," he said, "This was a happy place once, full of magic and
life. The living don't come down here anymore, and, when we do, we
stir up old memories. It's best we keep moving."

Garrett nodded and pointed toward the shadowy
mouth of one of the tunnels, then changed his mind and pointed at a
different one. "This way," he said.

"Are you sure?"

"Yeah, pretty sure."

Garrett and his uncle followed the old
thoroughfare, down into the subterranean heart of the Old City.
Dark corridors and chambers opened off to either side, tempting
exploration, but some nameless sadness hung heavy in the shadows.
Garrett hurried past, anxious to reach their destination.

At last, they reached the great hall that
contained the house of Annalien the ghost. Uncle gasped when he saw
it.

Shimmering sunlight poured from the ovoid
windows of the domelike building at the center of the vast
underground chamber where the ghost lived. Garrett smiled, happy to
return to the only place in the city where the golden light of the
sun reached, through the magic of the ghost's crystal.

Uncle approached the central dome, slowly,
amazement plain on his face.

"Annalien," Garrett called out, "It's me,
Garrett. I’ve brought a friend. Can we come in?"

The ghost appeared at the door of her home, a
faint silhouette against the golden light that shone through her
transparent body. She smiled, lifting the stump of her right wrist
in greeting.

"She lost her hands when she touched the
crystal," Garrett whispered to Uncle Tinjin, "I don't know why she
didn't get them back when she turned into a ghost."

"My hearing still works quite well," Annalien
called out, "though I can't imagine how you humans can hear
anything with those tiny ears of yours."

Annalien's long ears pointed out from beneath
her gossamer hair. Her large eyes and heart-shaped face marked her
elfin nature as well.

"My lady," Uncle said, bowing before her,
"Tannarael deis nendaa. Nas'bene tenne."

Annalien laughed. "Tannarael nan'dene,
maravaen," she said, "Your guest has good manners, Garrett. Who
is he?"

"This is my Uncle Tinjin," he said, "He's
studying some sort of glowy sand that he found, and I thought it
reminded me of your crystal. I was hoping you wouldn't mind showing
it to him."

Annalien's eyes narrowed. "Come in, Tinjin,"
she said, "if you aren't afraid of ghosts."

"Thank you, my lady," Tinjin said. He stepped
forward and ducked his head as he stepped through the low doorway
of her home.

Garrett followed him in and found Tinjin
frozen, mid-step and staring at the sunlight crystal at the center
of Annalien's garden. There, atop a stone pillar, in the center of
a blue pool, sat the crystal shard that had once fallen from the
sky in a distant age. All around the room, plants of every color
and variety bloomed and flourished in the warmth of its light.

Annalien lifted her arms and gave them a
crooked smile. "Here it is," she said.

Tinjin fumbled with his satchel for a moment
and pulled out the thick glass jar, into which he had poured the
precious lake stone sand. He held it up in the light of the
crystal, comparing the light of each against the other.

"Where did you get that?" Annalien whispered,
moving closer to have a look.

"I believe..." Tinjin began, then a fit of
coughing raged through his lungs, leaving him unable to speak for a
long while. "I believe it comes from a lake somewhere above the
river Neshat."

Annalien gave him a critical look. "You're
sick half to death, dear," she chided, "What are you doing up and
about?"

Uncle Tinjin shook his head. "I'll be fine,"
he said.

"Nonsense," the ghost said, "Garrett, go
fetch me three leaves from that tall plant with the red berries
over there."

"Yes, Ma'am," Garrett said, hurrying to
comply.

"Don't touch the berries though," she called
after him, "They'll make you itch."

"I have gloves," he said.

"Then your hands will be perfectly fine when
you forget and rub your eye later and go blind for a week!" she
said.

Garrett reached carefully around the clusters
of red berries and plucked out three of the largest glossy green
leaves from the plant. He jogged back with the leaves in hand.

Annalien looked around and pointed her wrist
at a chipped ceramic mug that lay on the floor nearby. "Clean that
out and put the leaves in the bottom," she said.

Uncle Tinjin looked concerned. "That's
wertroot, isn't it?" he asked.

Annalien nodded. "Ugly sort of name you give
to something that's older than your race. We called it
xanarael, when we were in charge of such things, but, yes,
you call it wertroot now."

Garrett dumped a clump of dirt out of the
bottom of the old mug and dusted it clean before putting the leaves
inside. "Now what?" he asked.

"Find something to grind them up," Annalien
said, "We'll have your Uncle better in no time."

"Ah, wert... Xanarael is poisonous, is
it not?" Uncle asked.

"The berries, mildly, the roots, deadly,"
Annalien said, "I take it you know something about herbalism?"

"I dabble a bit," Tinjin said.

"You'll learn something new then," she said,
"Are you finished yet, Garrett?"

"Almost," he said, crushing the three leaves
together with a smooth stone he had found beside the fountain, "but
they're not really breaking up. They're just kinda smooshing
together."

"Perfect," she said, "Now fill the mug with
water, but don't spill out any of the leaves."

Garrett knelt and dipped the rim of the
cracked mug beneath the surface of the pond, watching it fill with
cool, clear water. The crushed leaves swirled in the bottom,
staining the water a rich, lime green. He stood up and carried the
mug over to Annalien, careful not to spill a drop.

"Well done," she said, "Now hold it steady
for a moment."

She reached out with her handless wrists and
waved both over the top of the mug, whispering something in
Elvish.

Garrett felt the container growing warmer
through his gloves, until at last a little wisp of steam rose above
the trembling surface of the green water.

Annalien smiled. "Care for some tea,
Garrett's Uncle?"

Uncle Tinjin gave her a wary smile in
response. "You may call me Tinjin," he said.

Annalien laughed, "Well, Tinjin, are you
going to drink it, or do you still think that I'm trying to poison
you?"

Tinjin started to protest, but another
coughing fit cut him off. Afterwards, he wiped his lips and
shrugged hopefully. He put away his jar of sand and passed Garrett
his staff. He took the mug between his hands and drank.

"All of it," Annalien said.

Tinjin coughed once, part way through,
spilling a little that dribbled down the sides of his stubbly chin,
but he finished the rest. He handed the mug back to Garrett,
fighting to keep the disgust from showing on his face.

"I suggest you add some honey next time,"
Annalien said, "Garrett, go pick him enough for three more doses,
and see that he takes them before bedtime every night."

"Yes, Ma'am," Garrett said. He handed Uncle
back his staff and hurried to comply.

"And remember not to touch the berries!"

"I know."

Tinjin slowly regained his composure. "Thank
you, my lady," he said, clearing his throat, "I think that may have
helped a little."

"You're welcome," she said. She lifted her
chin toward the iron staff in his hand, her eyes on the horned
skull at its top. "Are you a death-worshipper?"

Uncle Tinjin laughed. "No," he said, turning
the staff in his hands to study the battered iron skull, black and
pitted with age, "I think of it more as a warning to others."

"To fear you?"

Uncle shook his head. "To look elsewhere for
their hope."

"What's wrong with hope?" Annalien asked.

"Hope is for the future," Tinjin said, "It is
to be sought among the bright, growing things of the world... in
the laughter of children and the promise of spring rains. You will
not find it among the dead, and those who seek me out for what I
am... well, they should harbor no illusions about what I have to
offer."

Annalien laughed. "So the dead have no hope?"
she said.

Tinjin looked hurt. "I am sorry... I did not
mean to offend you, my lady," he said, "My wits are not as sharp of
late, and sometimes such thoughts escape my lips without sufficient
polishing."

"I'm teasing you," she said, "I have so few
opportunities to sport with strangers, I perhaps take too much
advantage."

"Are you then bound to this place?" Tinjin
asked.

"Yes, beyond the light of the crystal I
cannot pass," she said.

"What if the crystal were moved?" he
said.

Annalien shrugged. "Perhaps I could follow
it," she said, "or perhaps I would blow out like a candle. Who
knows? I have no desire to put it to the test. I am happy enough
here."

"It is a lovely garden," Tinjin said.

Annalien smiled. "Thank you," she said. She
studied his face for a moment. "Am I the first ghost you've
met?"

Uncle looked down and remained silent for a
moment. "No," he said.

Annalien did not press the issue. "Where did
you come by that sand?" she asked.

Tinjin lifted his face and cleared his throat
again. "Ah, the sand," he said, pulling it from his satchel once
more, "The vampires use it in certain processes. I overheard one of
them call it Ter'akane."

"And where does it come from, this lake
stone?" Annalien asked.

"My guess would be that it originates at the
headwaters of the river Neshat," he said, "Do you know of the
place?"

Annalien shrugged. "Human names don't concern
me, and whatever little I knew of geography before I died was
rendered irrelevant by the same cataclysm that rendered me
irrelevant as well."

"But what if this sand and your stone share a
common source?" Tinjin said.

Annalien looked at the crystal in the center
of her room. "The fallen moon," she said, "Perhaps not all of it
was scattered and burned away. The lost treasure of the dragons,
the Betrayer's gift, could be buried in a hillside somewhere, being
slowly ground to dust and sold by the handful."

"I don't understand something," Garrett
said.

"What is it? Uncle Tinjin asked.

"It's just that vampires don't like
sunlight," Garrett said, "I mean Marla couldn't come anywhere near
Annalien's house because of the light here. Why would they use
something that makes them sick just to look at?"

Uncle shook his head. "Because it has power,
and a man, or vampire for that matter, will seek out power even
when he knows that it is poison to him."

"How do they use it then?" Garrett asked.

Uncle smiled. "Very carefully."

"What do you hope to gain from this?"
Annalien asked, "If the vampires do know the location of the fallen
moon, they won't likely share it with you. The very knowledge of it
might prove as poisonous to you as the sunlight is to them."

"You're right," Tinjin said, "This does
complicate things. If it were only another power source, they might
be reasoned with, but this... the very treasure that their queen
gave her life to possess..."

Annalien made a rude noise. "Do not call her
their queen!" she hissed, "They have perverted every blessing she
left for them and warped the very fabric of her tapestry to their
own dark designs. They are parasites, clinging to the branches of
her creation and draining away its lifeblood, one red sip at a
time!"

"They aren't all bad!" Garrett said. His
cheeks flushed hot as Annalien turned to face him. "Some of them
are good," he added, quietly.

Annalien's face softened. "You are true to
your friends," she said, "and that is an admirable trait. Yes, some
of them are good."

Uncle Tinjin put the jar away and placed his
hand on Garrett's shoulder, smiling.

"What will you do?" Annalien asked.

Tinjin chuckled. "I suppose that I will do
what I always do," he said, "hide from danger behind a book and
tell myself I'm just being cautious. In short, more research."

"That would seem a prudent course of action,"
the ghost agreed, "as long as you keep quiet regarding the focus of
your research. If they learn of your interest..."

"Agreed," Uncle said, "I trust we can all
keep this a secret for now?"

Annalien gave a merry laugh. "I will avoid
the topic at my next dinner party," she said.

Tinjin laughed as well. "Thank you," he
said.

"I won't tell anyone either," Garrett
said.

Tinjin patted him on the back.

"Oh!" Garrett said, looking at Annalien, "I
wanted to ask you about the goblin's flower."

Annalien winked at him. "The blood rose is
enjoying a brief visit to the goblin's garden, if you can
call it that," she said.

"Thanks," Garrett said, "it really means a
lot to him."

"Now I do intend to steal it back the moment
it starts to wilt again," she said, "but, for now, I think he will
protect it well enough."

Garrett nodded.

"Blood rose? Goblin?" Uncle Tinjin muttered,
"Garrett, what have you been up to?"

"Um... I'll tell you about it on the way
home," he said, "Thanks, Annalien!"

"Don't forget the tea, just before bedtime,"
she said.

Garrett patted his satchel and grinned. "I'll
make him drink it!"

Uncle Tinjin tapped his staff against the
flagstones and nodded toward the ghost. "A pleasure, my lady, and
thank you."

Annalien lifted her wrist and smiled. "You
are most welcome, Garrett's Uncle."


Chapter Twelve

Uncle Tinjin cleared his throat again as they
left behind the last of the elvish architecture. They emerged once
again into the brickwork tunnels of human make. He hadn't coughed
more than once or twice since drinking Annalien's tea.

"Can we check on the ghouls while we're down
here?" Garrett asked.

"An excellent idea," Uncle Tinjin agreed, "It
would be good to speak with Bargas again and let him know I've
returned."

"I hope he's back," Garrett said, "The last I
heard, they were still in Astorra."

"What is Bargas doing in Astorra?" Uncle
asked.

"Rescuing Lady Ymowyn," Garrett said, "She's
some kind of fox-ghoul that helped Warren save me from the Chadiri
after the Astorrans handed me over to them for killing their king,
which I did not do!"

Uncle Tinjin stopped walking and stared at
Garrett. His lips moved, silently for a moment, and then he shook
his head, raising one hand between them. "I don't think I'm ready
to hear this story quite yet," he said, "Perhaps after I've rested
a bit more."

Garrett gave him a nervous smile.

A sound rang out through the tunnel like a
stone banging against brick, repeating rhythmically with regular
pauses between short, concussive bursts.

Uncle cocked his head to the side,
listening.

"What is it?" Garrett asked.

"A ghoul alarm," Uncle Tinjin said, "Some
danger to the nest. We should go."

Garrett followed close behind as Uncle
stooped to climb up a sloping, low-ceilinged tunnel that led toward
Marrowvyn, the subterranean home of Wythr's ghoul community.

By the time they reached the buried town of
Marrowvyn, every ghoul in the city had gathered in the crumbling
ruins of the old town square where Garrett had first met the goblin
king so long ago. The little goblin was nowhere to be seen, but
nearly two hundred ghouls milled about in the square or perched
atop ruined buildings, some with makeshift clubs or other weapons
in hand.

An initial wave of panic swept through the
ghouls as Garrett and his Uncle came into view, but many of the
ghouls knew them well enough, and the attention turned back to the
conversation between an aproned Chunnley and an exhausted,
mud-caked ghoul kneeling in the center of the square.

"Diggs!" Garrett cried out, running to their
side.

Diggs looked up at Garrett. The ghoul's eyes
showed no sign of recognition for a moment. Then he blinked and
whispered hoarsely, "Garrett?"

"Where are the others?" Garrett asked, his
heart pounding with fear.

Diggs raised a long, shaggy arm and pointed
back toward the mouth of the largest tunnel leading into the
darkness.

Garrett looked to see shapes moving against
the shadows. A moment later, he gasped in relief as Warren and
Scupp stumbled into the dim light, their fur plastered with dry
mud. Supported between them, wearing a stained and tattered dress,
Lady Ymowyn, the fox-woman swooned, barely conscious.

Garrett raced toward them, calling out to his
friends. The look of utter despair on Warren's face staggered him
in his tracks, and the sight of what followed them out of the
darkness took his breath away.

The largest ghoul Garrett had ever seen
stepped from the shadows. Massively muscled and nearly eight feet
tall at the shoulders, the ghoul had dead white fur and the facial
features of an enormous wolf. His yellow fangs curved down from a
snout longer than most ghouls, and a black mark in the shape of a
crescent moon framed one of his icy blue eyes.

He carried the body of Warren's father draped
over one shoulder.

The great wolf-ghoul froze, baring his fangs
at the sight of the humans, letting out a snarl that chilled
Garrett's blood. Then, a smaller white ghoul loped forward from the
shadows and whispered something in the large wolf's ear.

Garrett recognized Warren's cousin Norris at
once.

The mighty wolf-ghoul narrowed its eyes and
relaxed its guard, shouldering into its burden once again and
moving toward the center of town. Other ghouls ran out to meet
them, taking Lady Ymowyn from Warren's arms and bearing her away to
where Chunnley was hastily setting up an aide station.

Garrett offered his shoulder to Warren, but
his friend only waved him off, gasping for breath.

"Were you pursued?" Uncle Tinjin asked.

"As far as the city," Scupp panted, her hands
on her knees.

"Chadiri?" Uncle Tinjin said.

Warren shook his head. "I don't know what
they were."

"They were devils," the huge white ghoul
growled, his voice like rocks grinding together in the depths of
the earth, "Call them what they are, and stop wasting time! I need
a place to tend my brother... now!"

Garrett looked at Warren.

Warren nodded. "My Uncle Raikjaa," he
said.

****

Bargas muttered and howled, slipping in and
out of consciousness as Warren knelt, watching him from a few feet
away. Raikjaa, the massive white ghoul kneeled beside Bargas's body
inside a large arcane circle that he had drawn on the ground with a
chunk of broken masonry. Raikjaa tended Bargas's wounds and chanted
over him in a strange tongue while Norris ran back and forth,
fetching whatever herbs and dressings his father called for.
Garrett and his uncle sat beside Warren. The rest of the ghouls had
retreated to watch from the other side of the low wall surrounding
the town square.

"Berda!" Bargas cried out, and he fell to
weeping for a moment before slipping into unconsciousness once
more.

"My mother's name," Warren whispered, a look
of anguish on his face.

Garrett felt sick to see the countless scorch
marks that laced across Bargas's gray fur. He remembered the woman
in the forest and the things with white faces that caused such
wounds.

"Did these things have long arms that burned
where they touched you?" Garrett whispered.

Warren looked down at a place on his arm
where the fur had been singed away in a long strip. "Did they
attack you too?" he asked.

"Yeah," Garrett said, "but I don't think they
were really after us... they killed some lady that we tried to
rescue on our way back to Wythr. At least we saved her
brother."

"What are they?" Warren asked, his voice
trembling.

"The ones we met were called Volgrem,"
Garrett said.

"Volgrem?" Uncle said, "Garrett, what are you
talking about? Volgrem are spirit beasts, they can't physically
harm anyone."

Garrett shrugged and lifted his hands toward
Bargas's twitching form as evidence for his claim.

"These things seemed pretty solid to me,
Mister Tinjin," Warren said, rubbing at another burned stripe along
his jaw.

Uncle gave Garrett a hard look, as though all
this madness were somehow his fault.

"Bra'thu e'ghourena!" Raikjaa shouted.
He repeated it again and again, pressing his white claw against the
center of Bargas's chest.

Bargas screamed, his eyes fluttering open for
a moment, and his body pushed against his brother's restraining
hand. At last, he whimpered and stopped moving, his breath escaping
as a long, rattling hiss.

"Dad!" Warren sobbed, lunging forward.

Norris intercepted him, holding him back.

"Stay back, boy!" Raikjaa shouted, "Your
father lives!"

Warren burst into tears as his cousin pushed
him away from the edge of the arcane circle. Uncle Tinjin reached
out to pull Warren back, and Warren fell to his knees again,
weeping softly as they watched the faint rising and falling of
Bargas's hairy chest.

"The egg," Raikjaa called to his son, and
Norris hurried to bring his father a basket of brown hens eggs that
Chunnley had fetched for them earlier.

Raikjaa selected a large one and cracked it
over Bargas's open jaws. Bargas choked as the yellow yolk slid down
into his throat, and he began to cough.

"Is'dedraa Bhaagalesh!" Raikjaa
howled, his long talons clutched to either side of his brother's
head.

Bargas groaned, a wet, regurgitating sound,
and suddenly black froth spewed from between his teeth. The viscous
black liquid sizzled and steamed, burning away in a matter of
moments and leaving no trace on Bargas's fur.

Bargas drew in a long, shuddering breath and
let it out again. His eyes opened and focused on the great white
wolf towering over him. "Raik?" he whispered.

Raikjaa bared his fangs in a grin. "Welcome
back, little brother," he growled.

"Warren?" Bargas rasped.

"I'm here, dad!" Warren said, laughing with
relief.

"The others?" Bargas said, trying to sit
up.

Raikjaa held him down with one massive paw.
"All well, brother," he said.

"But, how?" Bargas said, "How did you find
us?"

Raikjaa looked at Norris and made a grumbling
noise. "Rest now, brother," he said, "We will talk later."

Bargas fell into a deep slumber almost at
once, and Norris stepped forward to lay a blanket over him.

Raikjaa got to his feet, lashing his great
bushy tail behind him as he raised a warning paw to Warren who was
stepping toward his father. Raikjaa shook his head and said, "Let
him rest inside the circle. No lingering evil will survive the
night. Take me to Ymowyn, I would tend to her next."

Garrett and his uncle followed the ghouls to
where Lady Ymowyn lay, sleeping on a rough cot in the shelter of an
old, roofless house. A short distance away, Diggs and Scupp sat on
their haunches, gnawing at fresh joints of meat that Chunnley had
piled up for them in the corner. Both of them cringed slightly at
the sight of the monstrous Raikjaa as he stepped through the door,
and they took the first opportunity to slink out through a broken
window with their dinners clamped tightly in their jaws.

Raikjaa stooped low, sniffing at Ymowyn's
throat. He looked suddenly alarmed and turned to look at Uncle
Tinjin where he stood, watching from the doorway. He regarded
Tinjin cautiously for a long moment and then turned his attention
back to the unconscious Ymowyn.

"Is she all right?" Warren asked.

Garrett saw that his friend's paws were
trembling at his sides.

Raikjaa reached down and tilted Ymowyn's chin
to study her face. Her thin lips parted slightly beneath her
fox-like muzzle, and she whispered something in her sleep.

Raikjaa grunted and stood up again. He looked
at Norris and grinned. "She's starved herself half to death," he
laughed.

Norris snickered.

"No," Warren said, "She ate yesterday. I made
sure of it."

Raikjaa scoffed. "A little boiled rabbit's
not gonna fill up the hollow in her, boy. She hungers."

"I'll get her something," Warren said, moving
toward the pile of meat, "She likes it cooked though. Just give me
a minute."

Raikjaa laughed. "There's not enough meat in
the world to sate this hunger, boy," he said, "Stand back
and let us give her what she really needs."

Warren looked confused and desperate. Garrett
stepped forward and put his hand on Warren's arm. Warren looked at
him, tears brimming in his eyes.

"You want some o' mine, Da?" Norris
whispered.

Raikjaa shook his head. "No. Won't take more
than a wisp to fill her up. She's starved herself so long, any more
than that might kill her."

"What?" Warren cried.

"Get quiet or get out!" Raikjaa growled.

Warren clamped his paw over his mouth, on the
verge of a breakdown.

Raikjaa knelt close to Ymowyn and tilted her
head back until her mouth fell opened in a gentle gasp. Raikjaa's
jaws spread wide, and a low sort of whine escaped from his lips as
he exhaled slowly into her open mouth.

Garrett's fingers dug into Warren's fur when
he saw a wispy ribbon of faintly glowing blue light stretch from
the white wolf's jaws to Ymowyn's lips.

The fox woman's eyes blinked open as she
cried out in pain.

Warren lunged forward, but Norris stepped in
and flung him against the wall so hard that mortar cracked and
powdered against Warren's back.

Norris leveled a single claw at Garrett's
face, warning him not to make a move. Uncle Tinjin said nothing,
watching from the doorway with his staff in the crook of his
arm.

Ymowyn sucked in a breath of glowing mist,
her eyes gone wide with horror as she lifted herself on the heels
of her palms.

"No!" she gasped, scrambling backwards away
from Raikjaa's grinning face.

"I thought you'd be glad to see me again,"
Raikjaa said.

"Oh, no," Ymowyn gasped, wiping her lips with
the back of her hand and gagging, "What did you do?"

"You'll fade away to nothin' if ya don't eat,
sister," Raikjaa chuckled, "The Master taught you that much."

"Nnngh!" Ymowyn groaned, shaking her head
from side to side, "I'm not your sister!"

"You hurt me," Raikjaa sighed, waving his
claw, "After all these years, and I don't even get a hug."

"Ymowyn!" Warren cried, "Are you all
right?"

Ymowyn looked at him and then looked away,
ashamed. "I'll be fine, Warren, just... just get out of here."

"You're acting a fool, Ymowyn," Raikjaa
growled, "You called me, after all."

"My mistake," she said, "I should have chosen
the fire."

Raikjaa turned his back on her. "A waste of
good breath," he said. His blue eyes focused on Uncle Tinjin, and
he pointed a long claw at the necromancer's chest. "You and me,
outside."

Uncle Tinjin blinked, the muscles of his jaw
tensing, but he said nothing. He stepped outside the door, his left
hand going to his belt pouch as he did.

Raikjaa followed him out with Garrett and
Norris close behind. Garrett glanced back to see Warren holding
Lady Ymowyn to his chest as she softly wept, her hands over her
face.

Uncle Tinjin stood across the ancient street,
facing the two white ghouls as Garrett hurried to take his place at
Uncle's side.

"What is this about?" Tinjin asked.

Raikjaa rose up on his long hind legs,
standing nearly ten feet tall. He breathed in the chill air of the
underground city and sighed. "You've got something you shouldn't
have, bone-digger, and I want to know where you come by it."

Uncle Tinjin's eyes narrowed. His fingers
tightened around the iron shaft of his skull-tipped staff. "You'd
better explain yourself, ghoul. I'm in no mood for threats," he
said.

Norris hissed out a laugh and looked at his
father.

Raikjaa settled back into a hunching mass of
muscle and fang. "I smell it on you, stronger than blood, so I'll
see it too and hear your story. No need for touchin' just yet."

The ghouls of Marrowvyn began to gather
nearby to watch, and Garrett anxiously scanned the crowd for
friendly faces. No sign of Diggs or Scupp or Chunnley either.

Uncle gave Raikjaa a grim smile and reached
inside his satchel. "I can only assume that you are referring to
this?" he said, pulling the glass jar of lake stone sand out and
holding it above his head.

Ghouls all around cried out in pain,
shielding their eyes from the bright light. Norris buried his face
in his paws and howled. Even Garrett's eyes were dazzled by the
sunlight glow of the sand.

Raikjaa turned his head to the side,
squinting through his moon-marked eye at the glowing jar in Uncle's
hand. He let out a ragged laugh and shouted, "Put it away now! I've
seen enough."

Uncle Tinjin took his time returning the jar
to his bag. His left hand immediately returned to the small essence
flask at his hip, ready to defend himself. "I wasn't aware the
White Pack took an interest in mineralogy," Uncle Tinjin said.

Raikjaa grinned. "That's no dead rock you've
got there wizard," he said, "Though I guess you probably knew that
already."

"What do you know of it?" Tinjin asked.

Raikjaa looked around at the ghouls of
Marrowvyn as they rubbed their eyes and muttered curses. "Let's
find a quiet spot and speak a while," he said.

Uncle Tinjin did not move.

Raikjaa sighed and raised his left paw with
the two middle fingers together and the rest splayed apart.
"Darkenpact," he said, "No tricks."

Uncle Tinjin released his grip on the essence
flask and raised his left hand in a similar gesture.

Raikjaa smiled. "This way," he said, then
turned and loped away toward a nearby ruined church. Norris
followed after him.

Tinjin sighed and motioned for Garrett to
come along.

"What's darkenpact mean?" Garrett
asked.

"It means that neither of our clans will
attempt any harm against the other until the next new moon," Uncle
said, "You, of course are a member of my clan, so try not to attack
any white ghouls for the next few weeks, if you don't mind."

Garrett nodded, looking hopefully toward the
building where they had left Warren with Lady Ymowyn, but he saw no
sign of his friend.

They found Raikjaa perched on the altar
inside the old church, raising his great wolfish head to study the
rafters. "You humans build such elaborate dens," he said, "for so
little time you have to live in them."

Norris's hissing laughter echoed from
somewhere in the shadows. Very little of the dimly glowing fungi
that illuminated most of Marrowvyn grew inside.

Garrett raised his witchfire torch, and it's
verdant flame reflected in Norris's eyes where he crouched in the
back of the choir loft. His long teeth glistened in the unnatural
light.

"Where did you get it?" Raikjaa demanded, his
pale blue eyes locked on Tinjin.

"I stole it," Uncle Tinjin answered.

"Vampires," Raikjaa hissed, "You take a great
risk, old man."

"Fate owes me a few favors," Tinjin said.

Raikjaa chuckled. "You rob my enemy... but
that don't make you my friend," he said, "What do you intend to do
with it?"

"I would know its source," Tinjin said, "What
can you tell me of it?"

Raikjaa lifted a claw and scratched behind
his ear. He made a non-committal grunt and shook his head. "The
White Pack has looked a long time for the Grave of Light. It lies
far to the south and east, and the black bloods guard it well."

"What is your quarrel with the vampires?"
Tinjin asked.

Raikjaa snarled. "You wouldn't live long
enough to hear the end of my list," he said, "so I won’t waste my
time startin' it. Suffice to say my kind and their kind don't do a
lot of talkin' either."

"Why do your people seek this stone, if it is
so painful to you?" Uncle Tinjin asked.

Raikjaa laughed. "Painful?" he said, "Yes, it
hurts to look on that what was lost. Even food can hurt your belly
when you're starvin'. For the black bloods, though, that light is
death, and death we mean to deal 'em. There'll come a time when my
folk look on that light again and sing the old songs while we gnaw
the bones o' those that tried to snuff it out... those that tried
to grind to powder and bury in the earth that what was meant to
hang in the sky for all to see."

Raikjaa looked at Garrett and sneered. "I see
you flinch, boy," he hissed, "You got some love in you for the
black bloods, I figure."

"You don't know them," Garrett said.

"And you think you do?" Raikjaa said.

"At least I try to understand people before I
pass judgment on them," Garrett said, "If you hate people just
because they're different, you're as bad as the Chadiri!"

Raikjaa and Norris filled the old church with
echoing laughter. Raikjaa wiped a strand of drool from his jaws
with his paw and said, "You've had all the warnin' your gonna get
from us. The black bloods'll turn on you the moment you stop bein'
useful to 'em. They'll turn on you and watch you die without
liftin' a hand to stop it."

"Well, I suppose we aren't friends after all,
then," Uncle Tinjin sighed, "but I warn you that the Keepers of the
Dead are not an easy enemy to have."

"Nor the White Pack, old man," Raikjaa
growled, "So let's just pass each other by for now." The great
wolf-ghoul dropped down from the altar and shambled sideways into
the shadows until only the baleful gleam of his eyes could be seen
against the darkness.

"One last thing," he added, "You've got a
traitor in the city. Don't know who, exactly, but the Chadiri
mentioned it to me a while back."

"Mentioned it to you?" Uncle asked.

The glowing eyes of Raikjaa and his son moved
forward from the shadows, crouching low. As they stepped into the
light again, Garrett and his uncle both gasped in surprise.

Two human men in Chadiri uniforms stared back
at them with shining eyes and the sharp-toothed grins of
ghouls.

"Helps to know a few tricks," Raikjaa's voice
spoke from the Chadiri's lips. Norris's snickering laugh came from
the man beside him.


Chapter Thirteen

That evening, when Max and Cenick learned
that Uncle Tinjin had returned, they cobbled together a rather
impressive party in quite a short time. Cenick pressed Mrs. Nash
and son into service for the meal, and she managed a plate of
sandwiches with a bit of cold chicken and a crock of soft
cheese.

Cenick ran home, returning with a pair of
zombies, carrying a rolled bundle of cloth between them.

Max showed up a bit later with four zombies,
carrying two large canvas rolls.

Uncle Tinjin sat in his parlor and endured it
all with a benevolent smile, letting the young men have the run of
the dining room as they arranged it to their liking. The heavy
doors served to temper the noise of their arguments, though it did
little to muffle Mrs. Nash's scream of horror and the crash of a
serving platter hitting the floor.

Uncle Tinjin leaned forward and frowned. He
turned to Garrett and said, "Perhaps you'd better..."

"Nothing wrong!" Max said, poking his head
out through the dining room doors, "Just a little... not a
problem."

The door closed on Mrs. Nash's angry voice,
sputtering out what Garrett could only assume were Fraelan
curses.

Uncle Tinjin sighed and sagged back into his
chair.

At last the doors opened again, and a
grinning Max Zara called for Garrett and Uncle Tinjin to join them
in the dining room.

The best silver lay out on the table,
surrounding Mrs. Nash's food. A place had been set for Uncle at the
head of the table, and, along the sides, for Garrett, Max, and
Cenick. Two more empty plates lay in front of the two canvas
bundles that Max had brought, both of which now sat, propped
upright in chairs at the table.

Across the far wall, bound between two
witchfire sconces, hung the banner of the Chadiri Raven Legion,
which Cenick had taken in the Battle of Taelish.

"Welcome home, Uncle!" Max said.

Cenick inclined his head with a smile.

Uncle Tinjin stood in the doorway, taking it
in, for a moment. "Is that the banner that flew above the fall of
Jastaa?" he asked.

Cenick nodded. "The Blackbird flies no more,"
he said.

Uncle Tinjin's eyes fell, and then he nodded,
with a sad sort of smile. "Well done, boys... well done."

Cenick shared a triumphant grin with Max.

"So, why are their two dead men sitting down
for dinner with us?" Tinjin asked, indicating the two canvas
bundles with a wave of his hand.

Max blushed and chuckled softly. "Well,
Uncle," he said, "Cenick and I will be leaving for the war again
soon, and it troubled us to think of how much you'll miss us."

Cenick rolled his eyes.

Tinjin stared at Max, waiting for him to come
to the point.

"Ah... so we thought we would give you a
little something to help you remember us." Max moved to stand
behind the canvas bundle nearest him and waved for Cenick to do the
same with his.

Max pulled the canvas from the object in the
chair with a flourish, coughing at the little cloud of dust he
raised in the process. Cenick removed his object's covering a bit
more carefully.

There, each in its own chair, sat two
desiccated bodies, dressed in the purple robes of necromancers. The
one beside Max wore a little golden crown, perched diagonally
across its forehead. The one nearest Cenick had swirling black
lines painted onto its withered face and a ridiculously large
costume dagger tucked into its belt.

Cenick scoffed loudly and yanked the garish
dagger from the dead man's belt, glaring at Max.

"Very amusing," Uncle Tinjin said, "At least
things will be a bit quieter with them around."

"I wouldn't count on that," Cenick said.

Max chuckled.

"Explain," Uncle sighed.

Max pulled a small vial of essence from his
pocket and poured a few drops of the glowing green liquid out into
the palm of his hand. He lifted it carefully to his lips and
whispered something. Then he placed his palm against his throat and
smiled.

Garrett jumped a little when the body wearing
the crown suddenly swiveled its head around to look at Uncle
Tinjin. "Good Evening, Uncle," the dead man croaked. Its voice
sounded faintly like Max's, but distorted and weak.

Max raised his eyebrows and nodded at
Cenick.

Cenick pulled a similar vial from his own
pocket and repeated the trick, causing his own zombie to rattle
out, "Max thinks himself rather clever."

Uncle Tinjin laughed. "I take it this is your
invention, Max?" he said.

Max beamed. "Just a little something I've
been working on for a while. I call them proxyliches."

"What is their range?" Uncle Tinjin
asked.

Max shrugged. "No idea," he admitted, "This
will be their first test. I'm hoping we will be able to use them to
communicate from the field with you here."

"A one-way communication?" Uncle asked.

Max grinned, reaching into his pocket again
and pulling out something small and polished white. "Once we've
attuned your voice to this, you will be able to speak with us as
well," Max said.

Uncle Tinjin narrowed his eyes. "What is
that?" he asked.

Max stepped forward, holding it out for Uncle
and Garrett to see. It was a tiny little skull, about the size of a
large egg.

"That's not a squirrel," Uncle said, clearing
his throat with a little cough.

"Grumling," Max answered.

"You killed a grumling?" Cenick said, his
face contorted in disgust.

"No! No!" Max said, "I would never... It's
just that I happened to be out in the forest one day and I came
across this tiny little churchyard with these dainty little
headstones, and... Well, we are necromancers, are we
not?"

Cenick shook his head.

"What's a grumling?" Garrett asked.

"Listen," Max said, "it's not important where
I got it, I just needed a sentient being's skull for the attunement
to work, and this seemed the most... portable."

"And we will be able to communicate with one
another from a distance, as though we were together in the same
room?" Uncle Tinjin said.

"Exactly!" Max said.

"Very good work," Tinjin said, "I'm proud of
you. I'm proud of all of you." He raised his arms and gestured for
them to step closer, hugging them each in turn.

"It's good to have you back, Uncle," Max
said.

"It's good to be home," Tinjin answered.


Chapter Fourteen

"Good Morning, Uncle," Garrett said as Tinjin
shuffled into the kitchen wearing one of his most ornate ceremonial
robes and sat down across from him at the table.

He saw the question in Garrett's eyes and
frowned. "I still haven't been able to find all my clothes," he
said.

"I'll check the stuff in the carriage house
again after breakfast," Garrett said, "Oh, and the carriage should
be back sometime today. Cenick was having it repainted black."

Uncle looked confused. "Repainted?"

Garrett nodded. "Whoever bought it at the
auction painted it a different color."

"What color?"

"Lavender," Garrett said.

Uncle Tinjin shrugged. "It might have been a
nice change," he said, "Though, I suppose, black does go better
with the skulls."

"Uh..." Garrett said.

"What?"

"They had all the skulls on it replaced,"
Garrett said.

"With what?" Uncle asked, taking a sip of his
morning tea.

"Little naked babies with bird wings,"
Garrett said.

Uncle Tinjin snorted into his cup.

"I think Cenick was gonna have those
removed," Garrett said, "but I'm not really sure about that."

Tom the kitchen zombie shuffled over to the
table and laid a plate of charred bacon and blackened toast in
front of Uncle Tinjin. Tinjin started to thank him and then stared,
wordlessly at the bright blue apron with yellow flowers that Tom
was wearing.

"I'll find something else for him," Garrett
said.

Uncle Tinjin raised his bushy eyebrows and
turned his attention back to his breakfast.

"How are you feeling today?" Garrett
asked.

Tinjin cleared his throat experimentally.
"Quite well, actually," he said, "I shall have to write a letter of
thanks to your ghostly friend."

"I don't think she could read it," Garrett
said.

"My Elvish is a bit rusty, but..."

"I mean, how would she hold it to read it?"
Garrett asked.

"You can read it to her," Tinjin said.

"I can't read Elvish!" Garrett protested. Too
late, he saw the little smile at the corner of Tinjin's lips.

"Then this shall be..."

"...an excellent learning opportunity,"
Garrett completed the sentence for him.

"Exactly," Tinjin said.

Garrett groaned and prodded glumly at his
bacon. "Do you think the ghouls were right about there being a
traitor?" he asked, anxious to change the subject.

Tinjin shrugged. "It isn't like the Chadiri
to use spies, but it makes sense," he said, "We have to assume that
anything we do in the city could be observed and reported to the
enemy."

"But, what if..." Garrett began when a knock
at the door cut him off.

Uncle Tinjin stood up, wiped the crumbs from
his robe and pulled the sharply peaked cowl of his dress robe low
over his eyes. Garrett did the same with his hood. Uncle insisted
on making a proper impression on unexpected callers.

They walked together to the entryway and
answered the front door.

A young man in a yellow doublet stood at the
door. He wore a floppy hat with an enormous white feather plume and
an expression of affected boredom. "May I speak with the
necromancer?" he asked.

Garrett looked up at his uncle.

"You may speak," Uncle Tinjin said.

"You are a necromancer?" the young man
said.

Uncle Tinjin frowned. Garrett saw a sharp
retort playing on the old man's lips, but he seemed to think better
of it and answered only, "Yes, I am the necromancer."

"Lord Ignasio would commission your services
in a matter of gravest import," the young man said.

Uncle Tinjin sighed. He looked past the young
man in yellow to where a closed coach, gilded entirely in gold
leaf, waited on the street. Long black streamers hung at its
corners and covered its windows. Likewise, the four white horses
that drew the carriage had been draped with black sashes, as was
the coachman. The page as well wore a band of black silk around his
upper arm.

"I take it that your master has lost someone
dear to him?" Uncle Tinjin asked.

"Yes, of a sort," the page answered.

"Of a sort?"

"His dog, sir," the page whispered, "He loved
it a great deal."

Uncle Tinjin let out a long, slow breath.
"I'm sorry," he said, at last, "I cannot help him."

The page blinked and stammered, "But, it's
what you do, is it not... raise the dead?"

"No!" Uncle said, "I do not raise the
dead. I animate dead tissue and give it a semblance
of life. Your master's dog is gone, and nothing in my power will
bring it back. Let him mourn his loss and move on."

"But, sir," the page said, growing flustered,
"You have to help him. It's your job!"

Uncle's eyes went hard. "I assure you, sir, I
do not, and it is not," he said, "Garrett, the door,
if you please."

Garrett shrugged and closed the door in the
face of the sputtering page.

They made it as far as the breakfast table
again when a frantic pounding sounded from the front door.

Uncle Tinjin grabbed a canister of essence
from the shelf on his way to the door, muttering something about a
lesson in manners. Garrett followed close behind, curious to
see what would happen.

Uncle Tinjin's hand reached for the door when
he suddenly froze.

"Please!" a frail voice cried from beyond the
door, "Please... you have to help me."

Uncle's hand pulled back away from the
door.

"I know you can do something," the man beyond
the door wept, "I just can't let her go like this... Please, you
have to be able to do... something."

Uncle Tinjin's hand closed into a trembling
fist then fell to his side. Garrett couldn't see his face beneath
the cowl, but the anger in the set of his shoulders drained
away.

Tinjin set the canister on the table beside
the door and stood with his hands at his sides and head bowed.

"Please," Lord Ignasio begged, "I need your
help... please. I know you can help her."

Tinjin cleared his throat and wrenched the
door open.

A white-haired man in a yellow coat stood on
the landing, his face streaked with tears. He carried a small
bundle of blue cloth in one arm. "Please help her," he sobbed.

Uncle Tinjin reached out and put his arm
around the old man, guiding him in through the doorway. "Come
inside," Tinjin said, "Let us talk."

Garrett closed the door behind them and
followed as Tinjin led the man into the parlor and bade him sit in
a chair. Tinjin dragged another chair up beside it and sat down as
well. Garrett did his best to remain unnoticed in the shadowy
corner of the room.

"She was so unwell last night after supper,"
Lord Ignasio said, gently patting the bundle of cloth that he held
to his chest, "I thought it was just a tummy-ache, but... this
morning..." He began to weep again.

"Let me see her," Uncle Tinjin said.

Lord Ignasio held out the bundle, his hands
trembling.

Uncle Tinjin pulled back the corner of the
blue blanket to reveal a little tuft of black and white fur. He
smiled sadly as he passed his fingers over the little animal's neck
and face. "She was a beautiful little dog," he said, "What was her
name?"

"Her name is Branni," Lord Ignasio said.

Uncle folded the blanket closed again and
shook his head. "I'm sorry," he said, "but there isn't any way to
bring Branni back. You must let her go."

The old man looked at the floor. "No," he
said, "I can't accept that. If it is a question of money..."

"No," Tinjin said, "it isn't about money. I
don't know what you've heard about necromancers, but we simply do
not have the power to bring back your loved ones. Remember who she
was and be happy in that, but you must let her go."

"But I've seen the dead walk again," Ignasio
protested, "I know you have the power!"

"I can only cause the body to move again,"
Tinjin said, "to pretend at life, but it would not be
Branni, it would only be her body. Everything that made her the dog
you loved is already gone, her personality, her compassion, her
love for you in return... I cannot bring that back."

"But it's been done before," Lord Ignasio
said, "When Lord Charington's wife fell ill and died, a necromancer
helped her. They say she can even dance again."

"What?" Uncle Tinjin said.

"It's true!" Lord Ignasio continued, "She
looks as hale and rosy as her wedding day, or so I'm told."

"What necromancer did this?" Tinjin
asked.

Lord Ignasio thought for a moment. "Martin?
No, something like that."

"Marsten?" Uncle Tinjin said, his voice flat
and cold.

"Yes! That's the one!" Lord Ignasio said,
"They say he has the power to help those in need. I would have
sought him out first, but you came so highly recommended."

Uncle Tinjin dragged the cowl from off his
head and ran his fingers through his thin hair. "Marsten is here,
in Wythr?" he asked.

"Yes, or so I've heard," Lord Ignasio said,
"Should I seek out his services instead?"

Anger flashed in Tinjin's eyes but quickly
faded. "I swear to you," he said, "That nothing that I, or any
other necromancer can do will ever truly bring your Branni back to
you."

Lord Ignasio looked down at the little
cloth-wrapped bundle. He said nothing for a long while. A single
tear fell upon the blue cloth in his hands. "I will accept anything
that reminds me of how she was," he whispered, "even if it is only
a lie."

"It will be a lie, you know that,
don't you?" Tinjin asked.

Lord Ignasio nodded, a tear running down his
cheek.

Uncle Tinjin got to his feet. "Give her to
me," he said.

The old man hesitated a moment and then
softly kissed the little bundle in his hands before surrendering it
to the necromancer.

Uncle Tinjin bowed his head and walked out
into the hall with Branni's body in his arms.

Garrett started to follow, but Uncle shook
his head. Garrett watched his uncle walk to the end of the hallway,
but, rather than taking the stairs down to the laboratory, he
turned and disappeared into the study, shutting the door behind
him. Garrett peered around the corner to see the flask of essence
still sitting on the table by the front door.

"Is something wrong?" Lord Ignasio asked.

"Huh?" Garrett said, "Oh, no. It's just...
nothing."

The old man dried his eyes and managed a thin
smile. "I know it must seem awfully foolish to you... getting so
attached to an animal."

"No," Garrett said, "I understand,
really."

"Do you have any pets?" Lord Ignasio
asked.

"I have a fairy... or I did," Garrett said,
"but they sold her in an auction, and I haven't been able to find
out who bought her."

"Oh, yes, terrible mistake that auction,"
Lord Ignasio said, "Of course, you must understand that we thought
you were all dead. Otherwise, we would have never.... you know." He
sighed. "There was this lovely collection of wood carvings, but I
was outbid by that brewer chap..."

Garrett smiled politely and rocked back and
forth on his heels.

"Wait now," Lord Ignasio said, "You say your
fairy went to auction?"

"Yes," Garrett said, feeling a sudden flicker
of hope within.

"I remember it now. There was a fairy.
Went for quite a lot, as I recall," Lord Ignasio said.

"Where did she go?" Garrett gasped.

"Ah... to that Zhadeen fellow," Lord Ignasio
said.

"Zhadeen?" Garrett asked, his heart sinking,
"From Zhad?"

"Yes, his name is Chaille."

Garrett felt sick to his stomach. "Do you
know where I can find them? Do you think they've left the city
yet?"

Lord Ignasio laughed. "Don't worry, boy," he
said, "I'm certain that Ambassador Chaille is still at the embassy.
He never leaves, except for parties... and auctions, I
suppose."

"Thank you!" Garrett said. It felt as though
a great weight had lifted from his shoulders. He wanted to ask
more, but the door to Uncle's study creaked open, and then
something extraordinary happened.

A little black and white dog ran down the
hall and skittered around the corner, her paws slipping on the
hardwood floor. With an excited bark, she leapt into Lord Ignasio's
arms.

The old man broke down in tears, hugging the
little dog to his chest as she licked his face and wagged her tail.
Garrett watched in disbelief, unable to speak.

Footsteps in the hall drew Garrett's
attention, and he turned to see Uncle Tinjin standing there with a
hollow, devastated look on his face. In his hand, the old
necromancer held an empty glass jar.

Garrett looked at the dog again, and Branni
turned her face toward him, giving him a happy bark. Her little
eyes flashed, and the patches of white on her fur seemed almost to
sparkle with an unnatural brightness. Garrett struggled to contain
his own emotions and had to look away to keep from crying.

When Lord Ignasio was at last able to speak,
he looked at Uncle Tinjin and cried out, "You've done it! You've
done it! Thank you!"

Uncle Tinjin Stumbled forward, and Garrett
rushed to catch him before he fell. The empty glass jar that once
held the lake stone sand rolled away across the floor. Garrett
helped his uncle to a nearby chair, and Tinjin collapsed into it,
his eyes fluttering.

"You are a true master, Sir Necromancer!"
Lord Ignasio said, burying his face in Branni's fur, "Tell me how
much I owe you, and I will double it! Triple it!"

Uncle Tinjin groaned. "No!" he shouted, his
voice strained and thin, "I'll take no pay for this! Go now, and
never speak of this to anyone!"

Lord Ignasio stared back at him in
astonishment. "But I must pay you something..." he said.

"Leave me!" Uncle Tinjin hissed, leveling a
bony finger at the nobleman's chest, "And know this, the day you
tell anyone what happened here is the day I take back what I
have given!"

Lord Ignasio clutched Branni to his chest in
terror and fled from the room.

The little dog looked back over Lord
Ignasio's shoulder as they raced down the front steps, and barked
happily. They disappeared into the carriage and rolled away down
the street.

Garrett shut the door and returned to the
parlor where Uncle Tinjin sat with his face in his hands.

"How did you do that?" Garrett asked.

Tinjin shook his head. "I don't know," he
whispered, "I don't even know why I did it... It just seemed
right somehow."

"You really brought it back to life, didn't
you?" Garrett asked.

Uncle shook his head. "I don't know," he
said, "I don't know what that was."

"It looked alive to me," Garrett said, "maybe
a bit... shinier."

Uncle Tinjin groaned and laid his head back
on the chair. "What have I done?" he said.

"Uncle Tinjin, that was amazing!" Garrett
said, "I'll bet no one's ever done anything like that before!"

"No," he said, "They haven't... and it can
never be undone."

"What's wrong?" Garrett asked, "Why aren't
you happy?"

Uncle Tinjin rubbed his eyes and looked at
Garrett. "Suppose," he said, "that man goes out and tells everyone
that necromancers have to power to bring people back from the dead?
What happens then?"

Garrett shrugged. "Well, we sorta do... now,
thanks to you."

"No, Garrett," Uncle said, "We just have the
knowledge of how it can be done. I risked my life to obtain
a sample of sand large enough to reanimate one small dog. We
already know that at least two factions of killers are vying for
control of this resource. Imagine what will happen if everyone in
the world learns what it can do?"

Garrett waved his arms. "So, what?" he asked,
"Should we just pretend that didn't happen? I mean, isn't this
exactly what you've been trying to do all along?"

Uncle Tinjin stared at the floor for a long
while. "No, Garrett," he said, "I think I've been trying to prove
that it couldn't be done, because, if it can then..."

"Then what?" Garrett asked.

Uncle Tinjin buried his face in the crook of
his arm and wept.

By the time Garrett came back with a blanket,
the old necromancer was already asleep.


Chapter Fifteen

Garrett sat beside Warren on the shore of
Brunnog's Lake, the ghouls' name for the place where one of the
city's underground storm drains had long ago dammed up with debris,
forming a deep black pond. It was a great place to fish for sewer
carp or just to sit and think things through.

"So, your uncle is all right?" Warren asked.
The ghoul scratched absently at the sticky patch of grave mold that
Ymowyn had smeared along the burn on his jawline. A similar
greenish-gray patch covered the wound on his arm.

"Yeah, just pretty tired... he's been sick,"
Garrett said. He wanted to say more, but Uncle had sworn him to
silence on the matter of the dog.

"He musta been pretty mad when he found out
the church took all his stuff," Warren said.

"Not as much as you'd think," Garrett said,
"Cenick sure was mad though when he found out someone had tried to
use his haunted root collection to make beer."

Warren snorted. "Really?"

"Yeah," Garrett said, "He's warning everybody
to stay away from the taverns in the Lower City for at least a
year."

Warren laughed, then fell silent, staring out
over the dark surface of the lake. Snowflakes drifted softly down a
little shaft of daylight from a drain somewhere in the roof high
above. Silver ripples danced on the black water where the light
touched it.

"You sure your dad is gonna be all right?"
Garrett asked.

Warren nodded. "Uncle Raikjaa is a great
healer," he said, then looked around the chamber to be sure they
were alone before continuing, "...not a very nice guy sometimes,
and Norris gives me the jibblies, but Uncle Raik knows his
business."

"How do they change themselves to look like
humans?" Garrett asked.

"That's white wolf magic," Warren
said, "Nemre's work. Dad was never much into it. Says that, if you
start puttin' on other people's faces, you wind up forgettin' who
you are."

"So, Raikjaa is really your dad's brother?"
Garrett asked.

"Half brother," Warren said, "same mom,
different dads."

"Oh," Garrett said, "How does your uncle know
Miss Ymowyn?"

Warren looked around again and lowered his
voice, "Now that's really weird. They act like they know
each other from way back, but she doesn't want anything to do with
him."

"Why did your uncle say that she called
him?"

Warren shook his head. "She must've sent word
to him when she knew the redjacks were gonna catch her. She didn't
know me and dad and the others were already on our way."

"She got caught?" Garrett asked.

"Yeah, we were right about the Inquisitor
having some sort of magic finding out stuff spell," Warren
said, "By the time we got there, they were haulin' people out of
their homes in the middle of the night for all sorts of reasons and
draggin' 'em down for trial in the morning. The whole city stank of
burnt people when we showed up.

"I was jumpin' outta my skin, worried about
her, but Dad sniffed her out. They had her locked up in a cell,
ready to burn her as soon as they had a pole free. Me and Dad tore
through those guards like a two-copper shroud." Warren paused,
grinning at the memory. "Ah, Gar, she looked so glad to see us...
wouldn't stop cryin' and huggin' me... Anyway, we thought we'd got
free, but then, outta nowhere, the creepin' Inquisitor himself
shows up, screamin' mad!"

"Prex?" Garrett said.

"Yeah, all decked out in gold armor with this
big hammer, yellin' and pointin' at us, calling us
demonspawn! Dad tells him exactly what he's gonna do with
that hammer, and that shuts Prex up fast. Bad thing though, there
was about twenty redjacks between Dad and old Torchy. That don't
matter much to Dad, he's got his blood up by now, and, when he's
like that, you'd think Raikjaa was his little brother. Prex
sees the odds startin' to turn, and he runs for it, but not before
he chucks some sort of spell at Dad."

"A spell?"

Warren grimaced. "Like a ball o' nighttime...
hits Dad square in the snout, and he yells like it burns really
bad, but he shrugs it off and keeps after Prex. He got away though,
and Dad says we can't waste any more time on him, so we run.

"We made it all the way out of the city and
into the woods, what woods there are in Astorra, and we run like
our tails are lit. We don't slow down to catch our breath 'till we
reach Gloar, thinking we made it clean. That's when the real
demons showed up." Warren shivered.

"You think Prex is the one sending those
things out after people?" Garrett asked.

Warren shrugged. "I guess," he said, "I mean
the guy's evil. Maybe if you do enough bad stuff, you get to have
really evil guy powers?"

"And your Dad fought all the demons by
himself?"

Warren hung his head, scratching at his wound
again. "We tried to help," he said, "but... when we saw we couldn't
really hurt them..."

Warren's shaggy shoulders shook as he sucked
in a breath.

"Dad said the rest of us should run for it
while... I told Ymowyn to go on, but she wouldn't let go of my arm.
She kept yelling that we had to keep running. Then one of them got
her around the throat and started chokin' her... That kinda got
my blood up... In case you ever get the urge, don't
bite one of those things! They taste like bad cheese... and
fire."

"What happened then?" Garrett asked.

Warren sighed. "Well, lucky for all of us,
Uncle Raik showed up about then. Norris and some other White
Packers were with him, but Raik didn't really need their help. He
starts howlin' out all these weird spells, and he's kinda covered
in this blue light. The demons scream like singed rats and take off
runnin'... or floatin', I guess, but really fast. Dad and
Ymowyn are out, but still breathin', Dad barely. We get Ymowyn
roused enough to walk again, but she keeps mutterin' about dead
voices and other cheerful stuff.

"Uncle Raik slings Dad over his shoulder, and
we set out for home. The rest of the White Pack heads back to
Astorra... don't know what they were doin' there, and I didn't
think to ask. The demons trailed us as far as the city, I think,
but they didn't dare come close with Raik there." Warren picked off
a chunk of grave mold from his face and flicked it into the
water.

"Well, I'm glad you guys are all right,"
Garrett said, "I guess the Inquisitor probably sent those things
after those Peacebringer people too. Lucky your uncle was there.
Miss Serepheni wasn't able to save the lady that was hurt like your
dad was."

"Yeah... I don't know what we're gonna do
next time we meet those things," Warren said.

"Maybe I could teach you some fairy magic,"
Garrett said.

Warren snorted with laughter.

"You wouldn't be laughing if you saw what it
did to one of those things," Garrett said.

Warren stopped laughing. "I'm sorry, Gar," he
said, "I'd try just about anything at this point. I don't ever want
to feel that helpless again."

"I'll bring you a can of essence tomorrow
after I get back from the temple," Garrett said.

"Temple?" Warren asked.

Garrett sighed. "I sorta agreed to do the
whole Templar thing that Miss Serepheni wanted me to do."

Warren gave him and incredulous look.

"I know," Garrett said, "but Max said
it's a great opportunity, and I shouldn't really have to do all
that much. It's just an honorable title or something."

"Does your uncle know about this?" Warren
asked.

Garrett winced. "Not really... I haven't had
a chance to tell him yet."

"Well, you'd better tell him quick," Warren
said, "Tomorrow you'll have already sold your soul to the Worm
Queen or something."

"Yeah," Garrett said, staring out at the
lake. Something large and scaly broke the surface and then
disappeared again beneath the water.

Warren reached out and laid his paw on
Garrett's back. "It's good to see you again, Gar," he said.

"You too, Warren."

****

Garrett rapped his knuckles softly against
the door of Uncle's study. It swung open a little on its creaking
hinges.

"Come in, Garrett," Uncle Tinjin said.

Garrett stepped into the warm little room to
find Uncle Tinjin seated at his table studying a large and garishly
illustrated book.

"What's that?" Garrett asked as he
approached.

A large illustration, spanning both open
pages, depicted a great, golden-scaled dragon curled around a white
obelisk, surrounded by smaller dragons of many different colors.
Around them, a great city of domes and spires rose up to meet a
clear, star-swept sky. Before the golden dragon, in an open
courtyard, stood what looked like the silhouette of a man, wreathed
in smoke. The man's shadowy arm pointed upward toward one of the
two moons hanging above them. His finger, drawn as sharp as a
dagger, pointed directly at the heart of what appeared to be a
great, faceted gem in the sky.

"Did the Crystal Moon really look like that?"
Garrett asked.

Uncle Tinjin laughed. "An artist's fancy, no
doubt," he said, "It probably looked much like any natural stone.
Of course there's no way of knowing now. No real records survived
the cataclysm that followed the moon's destruction, only stories
passed down by the survivors."

"Who's that guy?" Garrett asked, pointing at
the dark, smoking figure in the center of the courtyard.

"One of the Volgrem," Uncle said, "ancient
demons that came to this world to spread their own kind of
mischief."

Garrett felt a chill run through his body at
the memory of the things in the forest... the same things that had
attacked Warren and the others. "Where do they come from?" he
asked.

Tinjin shrugged. "Who knows?" he said, "and
who knows what they hope to accomplish. They've tried to destroy
this world at least once through their trickery. Perhaps they hope
to succeed this time in some more subtle fashion."

"By working with the Chadiri?" Garrett
said.

"That would seem to be the case," Uncle
sighed, "What is it you wanted?"

"I..." Garrett hesitated, "I have to do
something for Max tomorrow, and I wanted to tell you about it."

"Oh? What is it?"

"I have to go to the temple," Garrett
said.

Uncle's face darkened. "The temple? What
for?"

Garrett drew in a breath before speaking
again. "I'm supposed to learn how to be a Templar."

Uncle Tinjin stared back at him for a moment
and then coughed, his eyes bulging a bit. "What?" he demanded.

"It happened when we were up in the swamp,
fighting the Chadiri," Garrett said, "I helped figure out a trap
the Chadiri were laying for the army, and everyone was really
grateful... Miss Serepheni was so glad that she made me an
honorable Templar right on the spot."

"Honorary," Uncle corrected him.

"Yeah," Garrett said, "... I'm sure it
doesn't really mean anything, but I told Max I would do it, and I
don't want to go back on my word."

Uncle's lips tensed as though holding back
something he wished to say but didn't. "So, Max is pressuring you
into this?" Uncle Tinjin asked.

Garrett winced. "No, he said I could say
no if I wanted to... I just..."

"You just want to earn his respect," Tinjin
said.

Garrett nodded.

Uncle Tinjin ran his hand over his face and
made an exasperated sound. He stared down at his book for a while.
He sighed. "Oh, to have been born into a quieter age," he
whispered.

Garrett waited. Part of him wished that Uncle
would forbid him to go, and that would be the end of it.

"You may go," Uncle said, "on two conditions.
First, you must report to me everything they ask you to do.
Secondly, you must make no oaths of secrecy with them... I doubt
that they would knowingly share any of the sisterhood's secrets
with you, but you must not pretend that you will be able to keep
any secrets for them."

Garrett nodded.

Uncle Tinjin placed his hand on Garrett's
shoulder. "You must understand that Mauravant was the Mother of
Worms, but her daughters have become a nest of vipers."

"What does that mean?" Garrett asked.

"It means to watch your step," Uncle
said.


Chapter Sixteen

"You look very handsome," Serepheni said as
she smoothed the front of Garrett's green silk doublet.

Garrett wished that he had worn a thinner
robe as the added layer of silk was already making him
uncomfortably warm in the incense-laden air of the Temple of
Mauravant. Serepheni had given him permission to wear the tabard of
a Novitiate over his usual necromancer garb. He had feigned a
professional attachment to the purple robes, primarily as an excuse
to keep his hood on. He would probably have to explain his scars to
the other young Templars at some point, but he'd rather it not be
their first impression of him.

"Can I wear my medallion outside the tabard?"
Garrett asked, running his gloved fingertips over the silken lump
just above his heart.

Serepheni smiled and shook her head. "You're
not even supposed to wear that in here," she whispered, "but I
think it will be all right, as long as you keep it out of
sight."

Garrett nodded.

Serepheni stepped back and straightened the
high collar of her own new vestments. She seemed slightly
uncomfortable in the bulky layers of silk of her Matron's habit.
Her promotion had been part of her reward for the successful
campaign in the North. Garrett's acceptance into the Templar
academy had been another.

Garrett's eyes went to the door of the
sacristy. The blood-red wood of the door had been carven in the
shapes of hundreds of writhing worms, intertwined together around
the central figure, a depiction of Mauravant herself. The Worm
Mother looked like a great, segmented worm that formed a serpentine
curve up the center of the door. Clusters of tendrils grew out from
the rim of her mouth to form a tangled halo around her eyeless
head. Garrett shivered to look at the carving of the monstrous
goddess, and hoped that Serepheni took no notice.

"Are you nervous?" she asked.

A distant, mournful chanting of many voices
drifted in from somewhere beyond the door.

"I'm all right," Garrett said.

"You'll be fine," Serepheni said.

"Oh, there was something I wanted to ask
you," Garrett said.

"Yes?"

"I was wondering if I could get another one
of those letters from you," Garrett asked, "I think I found out who
has my fairy, and I wanted to try to go get her back on my way home
today."

Serepheni nodded. "Of course," she said, "I'm
glad you found her. I'll write something particularly intimidating.
They've given me a very impressive seal to stamp things with now,
and I'll use a lot of red wax." She lowered her voice to a whisper,
"It reminds people of blood." She winked at him.

Garrett grinned. "Thanks!" he said.

A distant chime rang out, and Serepheni
steered Garrett toward the door. "You'd better get going," she
said, "You do not want to be late for your first day...
trust me."

Serepheni led him from the sacristy out into
the main hall of the outer temple. A group of young girls in green
silk robes stood in the choir lofts to either side of the long
hall. They sang a long, wavering note in a minor key, filled with a
sorrow that chilled Garrett's soul. None of the girls raised their
eyes from their hymnals as the two of them passed by.

Garrett followed Serepheni through the
narrow, serpentine hallway at the entrance of the temple until they
emerged, finally into the gray light of day.

A number of young men in green tabards were
milling aimlessly about the circular courtyard in front of the
temple doors. To either side of the courtyard, the library and
domicile rose, three stories high, each with six great columns of
green nephrite, carved into the shapes of many worms, braided
together. The temple itself, loomed above it all, its ancient
architecture of volcanic stone, inlaid with panels of carved
malachite. Thousands of stony green eyes looked down at Garrett
from above, watching him in silent disapproval.

"I'll meet you here when it's over,"
Serepheni said.

"Thanks," Garrett said, "and thanks for
writing the letter."

"My pleasure," Serepheni said, leaning close
to kiss him on the top of his hood, "Good luck."

Garrett nodded and gave her a worried
smile.

Serepheni walked back into the temple,
leaving Garrett alone with the other boys. A few of them stared
back at him, though most ignored him entirely as he cautiously
approached the center of the courtyard. All of them had their hair
cut short to the point of baldness. Most of them looked to be
slightly younger than Garrett. Even so, several of them were
actually taller and broader of chest than him. A couple of the
larger boys sized him up and sneered.

Garrett trusted the shadow of his hood to
hide his eyes and feigned indifference. Then he saw a familiar
face.

"Banden!" Garrett cried out, waving his
arm.

A sad-looking boy in the shadow of a stone
pillar looked up, his eyes brightening at the sound of Garrett's
voice. "Garrett?" he called back.

Garrett crossed the courtyard to take the
boy's hand in greeting. "It's good to see you again," Garrett said,
"I guess Miss Serepheni got you in here?"

"Yeah," Banden said, "She said that it would
be good for me to spend some time here... until I know what I want
to do next." His eyes fell as he released Garrett's hand.

"Well, I'm glad you're here," Garrett said,
"I don't know anybody else."

"Yeah, I'm glad you're here too," Banden
said.

"Go to the center of the yard and form one
line!" a woman's voice shouted.

Everyone jumped at the sound and then hurried
to comply as a short, athletic woman strode toward the front steps
of the temple. She wore brown leather leggings and a green,
sleeveless tunic and carried a bundle of short staves under one
arm. Her graying hair bounced behind her in a tight ponytail as she
walked, her boot heels clicking against the flagstones.

She turned to face them, her face lean and
hawkish, scowling at the disorganized shamble the boys had made of
their line.

"Line up!" she shouted.

The novices tightened and coalesced into a
mostly straight line.

The woman turned to face the temple, her head
slightly bowed. "Oh, Dweller Beneath," she cried, "She Who Gives
Life from Death! I give you my thanks for trusting me with this
wretched lot of mealworms and beg from you the blessing of
patience, lest I crush them all in the manner which they
deserve!"

One of the taller boys, standing on the other
side of Banden from Garrett, snorted with laughter.

The woman spun and hurled one of the wooden
staves with sudden and violent force. A loud conk resounded
through the courtyard, followed by the disrespectful boy's howls of
pain as he collapsed to the ground, clutching his bleeding
forehead.

One of the other boys hurried to retrieve the
projectile that lay a short distance away.

"Did I tell you to get out of line?" the
woman shouted, raising another stick in her free hand.

The boy's face went pale and he ran to take
his place back in line.

"Lesson One," the woman shouted, "Never
interrupt a priestess at prayer!"

The boy on the ground moaned and tried to get
to his feet, but he swayed and fell again.

"Lesson Two," she shouted, "Guard your head!"
she tapped the stave in her hand against her own forehead. "One
solid blow, even through a helmet, and you're as useless as this
little grub here." She waved the point of her stick at the bloodied
boy who was still struggling to rise.

Banden stooped to help him, but the Matron
screamed again.

"Hands off!"

Banden jerked back, terrified of the woman's
wrath.

The woman started to walk toward Banden, a
scowl on her face, when she suddenly noticed Garrett, and her eyes
went wide. She dumped most of her armload of staves with a clatter
atop the one she had thrown earlier. She kept one stick in her
right hand as she walked toward Garrett.

"What in the twelve hells is that thing on
your head?" she hissed.

Garrett recoiled in terror as she bore down
on him but dared not step out of line.

"What are you wearing, little worm?" she
demanded.

Garrett's hand went to his hood. "Miss
Serepheni said..." he began.

The point of a stave drove up into his belly
with a force that knocked the breath from his chest. Garrett
doubled over, gasping.

"Stand up!" the woman shouted.

Garrett sucked in a breath and blinked.

"Stand up!"

She lifted his chin with the point of her
club.

Garrett stood up as straight as he was able,
his hands crossed over his bruised stomach.

"I asked you what you are wearing on your
head," the hawk-faced woman whispered.

Garrett's eyes went toward the temple doors
where Miss Serepheni had gone.

"Look at me!" the woman shouted, so loudly
that Garrett's ears hurt.

"I'm sorry," Garrett rasped.

"What is that thing on your head?" she
demanded again.

"A h... hood," Garrett gasped.

She looked down either side of the line and
shook her head. "Do you see anyone else here wearing a h...
hood?" she asked.

"No, Ma'am," he said.

"No, Matron," she corrected him.

"No, Matron," Garrett said.

"Then why are you wearing it?" she
hissed.

Garrett swallowed hard and dragged the hood
off his head. He saw the flash of horror in Banden's eyes beside
him.

"Gods!" another boy gasped.

The Matron wheeled to face the other boy, and
leveled her staff at his face. "What is the punishment for
blasphemy?" she shouted.

The boy's face twisted in fear. "I'm sorry,
Matron," he said, "I didn't mean..."

"Shut your mouth before I stuff it full of
hot coals!" she said.

The boy started to apologize and then clamped
his hand over his lips, blushing red.

The Matron turned her attention back to
Garrett. "You must be that grave-robber kid they sent me to punish
me for all my hard years of service," she said.

Garrett hung his head and said nothing.

"Don't worry," she laughed, "the Goddess
doesn't care how ugly you are." She stepped back and spread her
arms wide. "Not one of you here has a face too pretty to hit with a
stick."

The boy with the bloody face had finally got
to his feet again and stood, wobbling a little, at Banden's
shoulder.

"You will call me Matron Brix," she said, "At
least that is what you will call me to my face. Anything else...
well, you'd better make sure I don't hear it." She grinned,
revealing a dark gap where she was missing one of her front
teeth.

Matron Brix turned and tossed her stave onto
the pile of sticks in the center of the courtyard. She then backed
away and gestured toward the pile.

"Break line and take a club, one for each of
you," she said, "We're going to find out who knows how to fight...
and who doesn't."

The boys scrambled forward to pull sticks
from the pile. Garrett held back letting the others go before him.
He fought the urge to pull the hood back over his head and tried to
keep from looking at anyone else.

Banden stepped forward and picked the last
stave up from the ground and looked around. "Did someone take two?"
he asked.

Garrett looked around as well. There weren't
enough staves for everyone.

"You can have this one," Banden said,
offering it to Garrett.

"No," Garrett said, "You keep it. I'm not
very good at fighting anyway. I'll sit this one out."

Matron Brix laughed.

Garrett looked up at her.

"You don't get to sit this one out,"
she said.

"But there aren't enough sticks," he
protested.

"Then maybe you'll get to the pile a little
quicker next time," she said.

Garrett's chest tingled with suppressed rage,
and he felt his cheeks flush with shame. He balled his gloved hands
into fists and took a breath.

Brix smiled and nodded. "Begin," she
said.

The boys looked at each other in confusion,
waving their staves warily.

"Begin!" Matron Brix shouted.

One of the larger boys stepped in and whipped
his stave hard into Garrett's upper arm. Garrett staggered back,
roaring in pain.

Banden was there, suddenly, parrying the
other boy's next blow with his own staff in Garrett's defense.

Garrett had to duck to avoid the wild swing
of a gangly boy who had just aimed for his head. Garrett drove his
fist up into the boy's ribs, earning a satisfying grunt of pain in
response.

Another boy took the gangly boy's side, and
Garrett abandoned all hope of offence in a frantic defense, taking
blow after blow from their staves on his forearms and legs.

A groan and the sound of someone falling down
came from Garrett's left, and Banden leapt from his downed opponent
to Garrett's side.

"Get his staff!" Banden yelled, interposing
himself between Garrett and his attackers.

Garrett glanced down to see the boy who had
originally attacked him now writhing on the ground with one arm
shielding his battered face. Garrett stooped and wrenched the stave
from the stunned boy's fingers.

A sharp rap across Garrett's back announced
the arrival of another attacker, and Garrett came up, swinging
hard. The larger boy shrugged off Garrett's strike to his chest and
landed a stinging blow on Garrett's weapon arm.

Garrett hissed and struggled to maintain his
grip on the stick. He crouched low and tried to parry the boy's
next swing. He managed to deflect most of the force of the blow,
but the glancing hit stung his thigh.

Nearby, one of the boys cried out as Banden
neatly disarmed him and then bloodied his nose with a lightning
quick riposte. Others took notice of Banden's skill, and soon every
other boy still standing had joined forces against Garrett and his
friend.

Banden did his best to hold against the
circle of fighters surrounding them as he fought back-to-back with
Garrett against the others. Garrett did not fare as well.

As Garrett reeled from a stinging blow to his
ear, one of his attackers reached in and wrested the stave from his
grasp. After that, all he could do was to tuck in and try to
protect his head as the other boys rained blows down on his
shoulders and arms. A blow to his gut drove him to his knees, and
he felt Banden throw his body on top of him in a desperate attempt
to protect him from the beating.

"Stop!" Matron Brix yelled.

At once the others withdrew, standing back in
a sweating, panting, bruised wordless after-rage.

Banden helped Garrett to his feet. A little
trickle of blood ran down from Banden's eyebrow, and the side of
his face was starting to swell, but he looked ready to continue the
fight.

"Thanks," Garrett whispered. His whole body
hurt.

Banden nodded, still trying to catch his
breath.

"So you see," Matron Brix said, waving the
boys back into line, "even a skilled foe may be brought down
through teamwork."

She looked at Banden with a critical eye.
"Where did you learn to fight?" she asked.

"My sister taught me, Matron Brix," Banden
panted.

Brix nodded. "You, at least show some
promise," she said.

She looked at Garrett and shook her head.
"You fight like a toddler," she said, "Do you know how to
read?"

"Yes, Matron Brix," Garrett answered.

"Good," she said, "The librarians have been
asking for some help. You'll report there tomorrow. You're useless
to me."

****

Garrett touched a fingertip to the swollen
spot on his lip and immediately wished he hadn't. He grimaced. Even
that hurt. He tasted blood on the tip of his tongue. The cold stone
of the bathhouse floor felt good against the soles of his bare feet
as he walked, stiffly, to where he had left his boots in the outer
hall. He wore a green neophyte's tunic with his medallion tucked
safely beneath against his skin. His own clothes now lay in a
sweaty heap beside his boots. A damp towel hung, cool and heavy,
draped over his head as a sort of makeshift hood. At least he was
clean again, and most of the bleeding had stopped.

The sound of chimes drifted in through the
high windows of the bathhouse, and the distant voices of girls
talking as they walked by on their way to somewhere else. Garrett
slumped against the smooth stone wall and slid down into a sitting
position beside his boots. He dragged the towel off his head to dry
his feet. Max would understand if he didn't come back.

He tugged on one boot with some difficulty.
The leather kept sticking to the clammy skin of his leg, and his
feet felt swollen. His heel finally seated into the base of his
boot and he paused to catch his breath before moving on to the
other foot. If Max wanted a necromancer in the temple so badly,
maybe he should come down here and get the sense beaten out
of him. No, Max would have figured some clever way to avoid
the whole thing... probably by tricking someone else into doing it
for him.

Garrett fumed, imagining a dozen ways to tell
Max off the next time they met.

"Garrett?" Serepheni's voice called out from
beyond the bathhouse doorway, "Are you in there?"

"Yeah," Garrett answered. He started to get
to his feet, but then decided against it. Sitting down felt really
good... well, at least less bad.

"May I come in?" she asked.

"Oh... yeah," he said. He thought about
quickly throwing the towel back over his head, but he pushed the
thought, and the towel, away.

Serepheni walked around the corner, smiling
tensely. She carried a small malachite jar in her hands. She winced
when she saw his face, from the sight of his bruises, he hoped.

"May I sit with you?" she asked.

Garrett looked down at the puddled floor and
then up at her green silk habit, and scrambled to his feet. "How
about over there?" he said, indicating a long wooden bench
nearby.

Serepheni followed him to the bench and sat
down beside him, opening the lid of the jar. A minty aroma wafted
from the lime-colored cream inside. "I thought you might need some
of this," she said, dragging her fingertip across the surface of
the cream.

Garrett flinched but did not pull away as
Serepheni massaged the tingling cream into the bruised skin of his
cheek. She worked it down along the line of his lip, dabbing gently
against the cut. Garrett breathed in sharply when he felt the
balm's sting, but he quickly resumed his stony expression.

Serepheni brushed her thumb across his chin
and grinned. "It looks as if you need a shave," she said.

"Huh?" Garrett said.

"You've grown a bit bristly," She said, "Do
you intend to grow a beard?"

"Oh, no," Garrett said.

"Good," Serepheni said, leaning back to study
him, "I think you look very nice without a beard."

"Thanks," Garrett said.

"All right," she said, "shirt off."

"What?" Garrett said, his eyes bulging a
little.

"I need to tend the rest of your bruises,"
Serepheni said, "Take your shirt off and let me see them."

Garrett shook his head. "No, I'm good,
really," he said, "Just the face really, thanks."

"Don't be such a baby," she said, "I'm a
trained healer."

Garrett jumped to his feet and swung his arms
at his sides. "No, I'm really all right," he insisted, "I feel much
better already."

Serepheni laughed. "All right," she said,
"but I'll leave this with you... in case you need it later." She
sat the little jar of salve down on the bench beside her.

"Thanks," he said.

Serepheni nodded. "Thank you," she said.

"For what?"

"For... enduring this for me," she
said, "I know it wasn't easy."

"What? Oh, yeah, it wasn't that bad, really,"
Garrett said.

"You're as bad a liar as Max," she said.

"No, I mean, it hurt... a bit, but I've had
worse."

Serepheni's eyes fell. "I'm sorry I keep
asking so much of you," she said, "I just... I think we need to
break down the barriers between the church and the necromancers. We
need to come together to survive this time."

"Yeah," Garrett said.

"That's why it means so much to me that you
agreed to do this for me," she said, "I know it isn't easy, but I
knew that you were the one who could do it. Max... well,
he's Max, you know. They'll never accept him as anything other than
what he is, but you... you can be something new."

"What do you mean?" Garrett asked.

Serepheni stood up and put her hands on his
shoulders. "You can be both a necromancer and a Templar. You
can bring us together and heal the old wounds. You have a chance to
end all these years of senseless animosity between our
schools."

Garrett laughed.

"It's true," Serepheni said, "I love the
church... I love this place, but I don't know how to save it from
what I see is coming. I'm desperate, Garrett. I'll do anything to
try to save it. Sometimes you have to change to survive, and that's
what you are... change."

"I don't know what you expect me to do,"
Garrett said.

Serepheni let her hands drop to her sides.
"Just be yourself, Garrett," she said, "You change things just by
being who you are."

Garrett chuckled. "I'm glad I can take a
beating so well then," he said.

Serepheni shook her head. "First day is just
to frighten away the unworthy," she said, "You've been through the
worst and survived. In any case, they tell me that you've been
assigned to library duties."

"Yeah," Garrett said.

"You'll love it," she said, "I always enjoyed
my time in the library here. It's so... quiet."

A new chime rang out from the temple, and
Serepheni sighed.

"I have to go," she said, "I'll see you again
tomorrow."

Garrett nodded.

"Oh," she said, pulling a rolled parchment
from the pocket of her habit and handing it to Garrett, "This
should take care of any problems you might have in retrieving your
fairy."

"Thanks!" Garrett said, taking it from her. A
large smear of red wax, pressed with the writhing worm sigil of
Mauravant sealed the scroll.

"No," she said, "I owe you far more than
that. Thank you, Garrett."

Garrett nodded in response.


Chapter Seventeen

Garrett thought about going home to change
before calling on Ambassador Chaille, but the Zhadeen Embassy was
much closer to the temple than the Arcane Quarter. His purple
necromancer's hood might clash with the green tunic of a Templar
neophyte, but he wore his skull medallion proudly upon his chest to
dispel any confusion as to his allegiance. The rest of his garb now
bulged inside his satchel beside his essence flask, and he carried
the rolled parchment that Serepheni had given him like a Templar's
club in his gloved fist.

The Zhadeen Embassy rose above the streets of
the Foreign District like some exotic garden with long streamers of
flowering vines trailing down over the creamy stone of it high
walls. Palm trees, sagging despondently in the perpetual gloom of
Wythr surrounded the embassy's perimeter. Four narrow towers rose
at the compound's corners, manned by dark-skinned men in red
turbans with immaculately trimmed beards and glimmering silver
scale mail shirts. They looked down upon the street below with
expressions of unceasing boredom.

A long line of delivery folk waited patiently
for entrance at a large side gate, and Garrett decided to join
them. He took his place between a gardener's cart and a girl with a
basket of sweet rolls. He did not have to wait long.

"What is your business with the Ambassador?"
asked the gatekeeper, a young, very pretty girl, dressed in a long,
sleeveless dress of peacock-colored silk. Iridescent blue powder
rimmed her large brown eyes, and her lips glistened, seeming almost
wet with wine dark rouge.

Garrett pulled his gaze from her diamond
earrings and mutely handed her the scroll.

The girl snapped the seal between her long,
glossy fingernails and unfurled it. She pursed her lips. "Come
inside," she said.

Another servant, a boy dressed in a spotless
white kurta, led Garrett through a number of long corridors,
crowded with maids and butlers in similar garb. The few who were
not too busy to take notice of him quickly averted their eyes, some
of them making warding gestures with their hands across their
faces. By the time they reached the interior gardens, Garrett's
demeanor had degraded from hopeful to well and truly insulted.

Two handsome young men stood talking together
at the center of a jungle-like greenhouse. Their laughter carried
above the chirping of birds on warm air, thick with humidity and
the scent of flowers. One of the men bore the same tanned
complexion and short beard as Jitlowe, the only other Zhadeen that
Garrett knew. The man wore a saffron-colored shirt and
loose-fitting silk trousers to match, both embroidered with an
intricate pattern in brown thread. His short wavy hair matched the
ebon darkness of his eyes, and his smile gleamed with perfect,
pearl-white teeth.

The man standing beside the ambassador wore
his curling blonde hair long over the high collar of his burgundy
overcoat. A pale lace frill spilled from the throat of his
gold-threaded waistcoat, and he wore his sorrel trousers in a very
modern cut, long and close-fitting. Garrett drew in a sharp breath
when he noticed the golden pin on the man's lapel, a stylized
horned skull.

The men turned together at the sound, and the
blonde necromancer's face registered surprise as well. The Zhadeen
ambassador’s lips began to curl in an expression of distaste, but
swiftly recovered into a pleasant smile.

"An emissary from the temple, Your Grace,"
the boy in white said, stepping forward to offer Garrett's scroll
to Ambassador Chaille.

"Greetings," the ambassador said, bowing
slightly, "and welcome to my menagerie."

Garrett bowed awkwardly in return, suddenly
becoming aware that the artificial jungle surrounding them rustled
with the sounds of a great many animals that roamed and foraged
among the leaves.

Chaille unfurled the scroll and perused it.
He shrugged. "It seems that I was sold an animal by mistake," he
said, "and this young man is here to reclaim it as its rightful
owner."

"A mistake?" the blonde necromancer scoffed,
"May I see that?"

The ambassador passed the letter to the man
in the burgundy coat and then dusted bits of red wax from his
fingers.

The blonde man scanned the parchment and then
gave Garrett a crooked little smile. "I've heard about this," he
said, "The necromancers of the city were all presumed dead and
their assets sold by the church. Unfortunately for the church, a
necromancer makes an art of cheating death."

The ambassador laughed.

A small, snuffling noise sounded from the
bushes to Garrett's right, and he turned to see a dog-sized
creature, covered in brown fur. It dragged its long proboscis
through the grass, searching for food and made little grunting
noises. Garrett recognized the silver collar around its neck.

"My trilbette," Ambassador Chaille said, "Do
not be afraid. It is quite harmless."

"You got this from Mrs. Veranu's shop,"
Garrett said.

"Yes!" Chaille said, "You know them?"

"They're friends of mine," Garrett said,
swallowing a little pang of regret, "I helped them put the collar
on this one. I'm glad he's doing well."

"Oh, quite well," Chaille said, his voice a
bit friendlier than before, "I can always expect the highest
quality from the Veranus."

The blonde necromancer gave a tiny cough.

"Oh, my manners," Chaille said, "I am, of
course, Ambassador Chaille of the Zhadeen Empire, and this is my
dear friend Grandmaster Marsten."

The necromancer gave a florid bow. "A
pleasure to meet you, young master..."

"Garrett," he said, "... I think I've heard
of you before."

"Really?" Marsten said, standing straight
again, "I am honored." The blonde man's eyes flickered warily.

"I think my uncle knows you," Garrett said,
suddenly afraid that he might have stumbled into some old rivalry,
"His name is Tinjin."

"Ah," Marsten said, trying to read Garrett's
expression, "A great man, Tinjin, one of the few alive today to
whom I would gladly bend my knee. His mastery of the art is
legendary."

"I did not know of this... confusion,"
Ambassador Chaille said, "Were you inconvenienced as well by this
mistake Marsten?"

"Oh, no," Marsten laughed, "I have only just
arrived in the city and so avoided this recent...
unpleasantness."

Chaille gave him a relieved smile. "That is
good to know... still, I feel terrible that I have taken advantage
of this young man's misfortune." He clapped his hands together and
looked at the servant boy. "Go at once and fetch the caged faefly
from the south dining room!"

The boy in white rushed to comply,
disappearing into the greenhouse jungle.

"All will soon be rectified," Chaille said,
"I hope that you will accept my most sincere apology, Master
Garrett."

"Oh, yeah," Garrett said, "I just want to get
Lampwicke back. I'm not mad or anything. It was just a
mistake."

Chaille smiled and nodded. "You are very
understanding," he said.

Marsten cleared his throat. "I do have a
question, however," he said.

Garrett looked at him.

"Is that a Mauravantian tunic that you are
wearing, Garrett?"

Garrett looked down at his green tunic. "Uh,
yeah," he said, "I'm studying to become a Templar."

"A Templar?" Marsten said, "They would allow
a necromancer to study at the temple?"

Garrett nodded. "It's kind of a special case
I think," he said, "One of the priestesses asked to let me do it. I
guess she's trying to make some sort of bridge between the church
and our order."

Marsten's eyes brightened. "Is that so?" he
said, "I'd never thought I would see the day when one of us was
invited into the Temple of Mauravant."

"I assume there is some animosity between
your houses?" Ambassador Chaille asked.

Marsten laughed. "Old prejudices," he said,
"I'm happy to see them finally eroding."

"I still don't think they like us very much,"
Garrett said, "but Miss Serepheni is trying really hard to smooth
things over between us all."

"Serepheni," Marsten said, "Is she your
priestess? I'd love to meet with her."

"Yeah," Garrett said, "I guess I could tell
her that you want to talk to her."

Marsten smiled. "I would be in your debt,
Master Garrett," he said.

The boy in white reappeared, running toward
them with a small silver cage in his hands. Garrett's heart leapt,
and he ran forward to meet him.

"Lampwicke!" Garrett cried.

The little fairy looked up from where she sat
at the bottom of the cage, and her wings buzzed excitedly.
"Garrett!" she cried, "Rhouaane te Na'alan! Te semerae!" Her
body flared with a shimmering golden light, and her eyes shone,
blue as a summer sky.

Garrett clutched the cage tight against his
breast and whispered, "I missed you too."


Chapter Eighteen

The spring rains drummed against the green
glass of the high, narrow windows of the library, lulling Garrett
into a sort of trance. The tip of his quill pen scratched across
the surface of the yellowed scrap of parchment as he copied the
passage from the old book laid open before him.

"Reading fairy tales again, Garrett?" a voice
whispered over his shoulder, making him jump.

"Oh... did you need me to do something,
Matron Beeks?" Garrett whispered back.

The plump, gray-haired priestess smiled and
shook her head. "No, Garrett," she said, "I just wanted to remind
you of the time." The Matron's voice never really rose above a
whisper. Garrett wondered if, after all her years in the library,
she could even speak loud enough to be heard across the room.

Garrett looked around to see a group of
teenage girls in green robes filing in through the doors at the far
end of the hall. "Oh, sorry," he said, "I must have missed the
chimes."

"Well, you know you're welcome to stay here
as long as you need," Matron Beeks said.

"Thank you," Garrett said, "I just wanted to
finish this transcription, and then I'll be going."

"You did excellent work today, rebinding that
history," she said.

"Oh, thanks, but it really only needed the
stitching replaced," he said, "It didn't take long at all."

Matron Beeks glanced down at the book on the
table in front of him and frowned. "I wish you wouldn't waste your
time on such nonsense," she said, "You're much too talented to
bother with these... children's stories."

Garrett smiled. "You can find some pretty
interesting things hidden in these old stories," he said.

Matron Beeks sighed. "True enough, I suppose,
but tomorrow I'm going to have you start on the history of
Wythr."

"You want me to transcribe it?" he asked.

"I want you to read it," she said,
prodding him in the shoulder with her finger.

Garrett grinned. "Yes, Matron," he said.

A movement caught his eye, and he turned to
see woman in a Matron's habit break away from the group of girls
and walk toward them across the library floor. Her red lips curled
in a sneer. She looked familiar, but he could not recall where he
had seen her before.

"What is he doing here?" the woman
hissed, pointing at Garrett as she arrived at his table.

Matron Beeks looked taken aback. "This is the
novitiate assigned to the library, Matron Shelbie," she said.

"The library?" Matron Shelbie's eyes bulged
beneath her green-shadowed eyelids. "Who authorized this?"

"Matron Brix assigned him to me," Beeks said,
her voice losing a tiny bit of its softness, "Is there a
problem?"

Garrett suddenly realized who she was. Matron
Shelbie, Assistant to the High Priestess, had been the one to order
the necromancers' assets seized during the Northern Campaign. His
eyes hardened, but he said nothing,

Matron Shelbie scoffed. "This one is a...
necromancer... Serepheni's little pet," she said, "He is not
to be trusted."

Matron Beeks pursed her lips before speaking
again. "This boy is an excellent scribe, and has proven himself
quite trustworthy in the past two months. I would vouch for him,
even if Matron Serepheni did not."

Matron Shelbie glared down at the shorter
woman, but Beeks stood her ground. Shelbie cast a contemptuous
glance at Garrett. "If you will not heed my warning, then keep him
at your peril," she said, "but I don't want him in the library
while my class is studying... they would find his freakish
appearance distracting."

The point of Garrett's quill snapped off
against the parchment, and a black stain spread from the tip.

Matron Beeks put her hand on Garrett's
shoulder and squeezed gently. "Yes, Matron Shelbie," she said.

Shelbie's eyes went toward a great column of
shelves in the center of the library. "And see that he has no
access to the restricted section," she said, "I will not have the
secrets of our order stolen from beneath my nose by the enemies of
the Church!"

"Yes, Matron Shelbie," Beeks said.

Matron Shelbie turned and swept away in a
flutter of green silk.

Matron Beeks sighed. "Pay her no mind," she
whispered, "... just finish quickly, and I will see you again
tomorrow."

Garrett nodded, not trusting himself to
speak. She patted him on the back and smiled at him before walking
away.

He wiped the broken quill clean with a rag
and picked up the little knife that lay beside the inkwell on the
desk. If anyone had been watching, they might have said that he
sharpened the quill with a bit too much enthusiasm.

****

Caleb stood motionless in the rainy street
outside the temple walls. Little rivulets of water poured off of
his black three-cornered hat and down his oilskin cloak. The heavy
satchel slung over his shoulder gave him a slightly lopsided
appearance.

"Is that him?" Banden asked. His green,
short-sleeved tunic, already soaked through, clung to the muscles
of his shoulders and chest. A little trickle of blood ran from the
cut on his elbow, all the way down to the wooden stave he held
clutched in his right hand. He kept twirling the club as though
ready to continue his sparring lessons at a moment's notice.

"Caleb!" Garrett called out, waving at the
zombie. His own purple, hooded cloak glistened darkly in the rain,
covering the neophyte greens he wore beneath.

Caleb lurched forward, slowly crossing the
street to where Banden and Garrett stood at the temple gates. He
groaned once in greeting and then stood still.

"Banden, this is Caleb, my zombie," Garrett
said.

Banden wiped the rain from his eyes with the
bruised knuckles of his left hand and grinned. "He's really dead,
isn't he?"

"Undead," Garrett said, reaching over to lift
the flap of Caleb's satchel and peer inside, "Looks like Marla was
able help us out." At least six full canisters of essence glowed
inside the leather bag.

"So he'll live like this forever?" Banden
asked. He reached out and touched one of Caleb's cold, pale
hands.

Caleb turned his milky eyes toward the boy
and moaned.

"Sorry," Banden said, stepping back.

"Yeah," Garrett said, "You want to come with
us? We're going to Marrowvyn to work with the ghouls."

"Nah," Banden said, "I've got class."

"What now?" Garrett asked, securing the flap
of Caleb's bag again.

"Laws and Tariffs," Banden said, "Not my
favorite."

"They let you bring your stick to class?"
Garrett asked, grinning.

"No," Banden said, swiping at the rain with
his club, "just trying to get in a little extra practice... I could
teach you. I bet I could get Matron Brix to let you have another
try at sparring."

Garrett laughed and shook his head. "No,
thanks!" he said, "You're the one who likes getting hit in the
head."

Banden frowned. "You don't get hit in the
head if you know what you're doing," he said.

"I guess I'd better stay away from sparring
class then," Garrett laughed.

"How come you don't have to go to all
the boring classes?" Banden asked.

Garrett shrugged. "I don't think they want me
learning anything," he said.

"Huh?"

Garrett looked back at the temple gates and
lowered his voice. "A Matron by the name of Shelbie came by the
library today and tried to convince them to get rid of me. She
really hates necromancers for some reason and doesn't want me here
at all."

Banden shrugged. "What are you going to do?"
he asked.

Garrett chuckled. "I guess the worst thing
she can do is get me thrown out," he said, "Then I wouldn't have to
come here anymore."

Banden looked troubled. "I thought you liked
it here," he said.

"It's all right, I guess," Garrett said, "I
like the library well enough, but I'm mainly here because my
friends asked me to do this for them."

"Oh," Banden said.

"You like it here though, don't you?" Garrett
asked.

"Yeah," Banden said, "I really do. It's way
bigger than the monastery back in Astorra, but it's kinda the same.
Mauravant likes worms a lot more than Masza does though."

"Who's Masza?" Garrett asked.

"The Old God," Banden said, "I thought
everybody knew that."

"I don't know," Garrett said, "My family was
never that religious, and, since I came to Wythr, all I ever hear
about god-wise is Malleatus and Mauravant."

"My sister and the monks taught me some,"
Banden said, "but I wasn't supposed to start my real studies at the
monastery until next year. I kinda had the feeling that she didn't
want me to be a monk though." He fell silent and stared out into
the rainy street.

Garrett looked at his friend, knowing the
hurt he was feeling but not the cure for it. "Hey," Garrett said,
"I'll see you tomorrow."

Banden sniffed. "Yeah," he said, "have fun
with your magic practice."

"Thanks," Garrett said.

****

Warren and the other ghouls waited in the old
grain mill that Garrett had chosen for their meeting place. Though
partially collapsed, like many of the buildings in the subterranean
city of Marrowvyn, most of the stone structure remained intact, and
the old grindstone in the center of the building made for a
resilient and non-flammable target. They greeted Garrett warmly
upon his arrival, and Diggs and Scupp were the first to swarm poor
Caleb, anxious to get their paws on the essence flasks that he
carried.

Garrett smiled and gave Lampwicke a little
wave. Her cage sat nearby, atop a moldy crate that Warren had
dragged in from somewhere. The book of Fae magic that Max had given
him, recently rediscovered in one of the auction house crates, lay
beside her cage. The little fairy waved back, glowing a rosy pink
at the sight of him.

"Thanks for bringing Lampwicke," Garrett
said, nodding at Warren, "I didn't think I was gonna be able to
make it home and back before class."

"Yeah, no problem," Warren said. He pulled a
flask from Caleb's bag and worked the nozzle open, sniffing at the
glowing liquid inside.

Garrett walked over to Lampwicke's cage and
pulled the scrap of parchment from his shoulder bag and showed it
to her. "I found this in the library today," he said, "Do you think
it will work?"

Lampwicke's shining eyes followed along the
lines of text that he had transcribed from the book. She smiled
then and shrugged her shoulders. "Maybe work," she said.

Garrett grinned. "I guess I'll try it first,"
he said.

Garrett turned to face the scorched millstone
in the center of the room and cleared his throat. Diggs, who was
trying to stick his long tongue down the nozzle of his essence
flask, suddenly looked up and scurried out of the line of fire.

Garrett held up the scrap of parchment and
studied the words he had written. He made a guess at their
pronunciation. "Ghe'haalan jegro thu'uhla," he said, then
looked at Lampwicke for confirmation.

"Jheghaaro the'Uhla," she corrected
him.

Garrett whispered the words again under his
breath, committing them to memory. He focused his concentration on
the old millstone and pulled the essence flask from his bag.

"Ghe'haalan jheghaaro the'Uhla," he
shouted, thrusting his free hand out toward the stone.

Suddenly a cloud of green butterflies erupted
from his fingertips, dancing away toward the target stone. As they
moved away from his hand, they changed in color, shimmering in blue
and yellow with flashes of red and purple. Many of them landed on
the stone, fluttering their bright wings, as others disappeared
through the dark windows of the old mill into the darkness of the
ghoul city beyond.

Garrett gasped in surprise even as Lampwicke
clapped her hands together, chattering with laughter.

"My turn!" Diggs cried, shouldering Garrett
aside, "What's those words again?"

Garrett repeated them, again and again, until
the ghoul seemed able to parrot them back with a passable Fae
accent.

Diggs's hairy face twisted with concentration
as he shooed Garrett away and brought the essence flask to his lips
and took a long drink. The ghoul shuddered as the glowing green
essence ran down his throat, and a shiver ran across his brindle
fur.

"Ghe'uulan ziggaro Thualla!" the ghoul
shouted, and a cloud of green mist belched from his jaws,
coalescing into a swarm of dirty green moths that flew away in
random directions.

Warren, Scupp and the other ghouls hooted
with laughter as Diggs wiped his lips with a shaggy forearm.

"That was wicked!" Diggs said, baring his
long teeth in a wide grin.

"Pretty good," Garrett said, fighting back a
wave of nausea. He was still not used to the ghouls' technique of
drinking the essence first. Still, it seemed the only way they were
capable of wielding its magic. He had tried for a week to show them
how a human sorcerer could draw the magic directly from the essence
through the metal of the canister, but none of them could do it. He
had been about to give up altogether when Diggs had gotten curious
and decided to taste the rendered beetle essence within the
flask.

"So, how is that supposed to help us fight a
demon?" Warren asked.

Garrett shrugged. "I don't know," he said,
"I'm just trying to teach you guys magic as I figure it out. I just
wanted to try something new."

Warren raised his eyebrows. "Well, I guess
coughing up bugs is a neat trick," he said, "but I really just want
to learn how to kill bad guys."

Garrett frowned. "All right," he said, "Do
you guys just want to practice your faefire?"

"Yeah," Warren said, "unless you've got
something on that paper about flying swords of death or
something."

"No," Garrett said, "just butterflies."

"So fire then," Warren said.

Garrett nodded and went over to climb up
beside Lampwicke on the crate. The old wooden box creaked a little
beneath him, but it held. He sat and watched as the ghouls took
turns lighting up the old mill with bursts of rainbow flame,
banishing the eternal chill of the buried city with its unnatural
heat. Lampwicke had taught them that, how to make the flames burn
hot. Garrett did not care for that version of the spell. He
preferred his flames a bit less dangerous.

A tiny cough drew his attention, and he
looked down at Lampwicke. "Are you sick?" he asked.

Lampwicke smiled up at him, stifling another
cough. "I just am... house-sick," she said, "since a little
while I was staying at river man's home."

"Homesick?" Garrett said.

"Yes... homesick," Lampwicke said, her eyes
turning again to the practicing ghouls. She giggled at Diggs as he
yelped and tried to beat out the tongue of green flame that was
swiftly epilating his tail.

"How far away is your homeland?" Garrett
asked, "I could try to find a way to take you back."

Lampwicke looked at him, her blue eyes
flashing with a sudden hope, then their light faded as she looked
away. "No, Garrett," she said, grasping the bars of her cage, "If
see my forest again, and not fly free... I would die. I know
this."

Garrett fell silent, watching the ghouls
practice their magic, but his mind drifted, searching for a
solution to Lampwicke's curse.

"Hey," he said, "I know someone I'd like you
to meet."

****

A chill ran through Garrett as he walked
through the last tunnel before he reached Annalien's house. A dim
glow of sunlight spilled through the tunnel's mouth ahead, and with
it, the faint sound of music and the laughter of many voices. He
stopped, clutching Lampwicke's cage tightly in his hands, and
looked back at Caleb for reassurance.

The zombie bumped into him before coming to a
stop as well. Caleb narrowed his milky eyes and moaned
questioningly.

"I don't know," Garrett whispered. He cocked
his head, straining to hear. He thought he caught snatches of words
in a language that sounded like Fae, but not quite. The music grew
louder, and the light flared, filling the tunnel with golden
light.

"Dae'saanera, Garrett!" Lampwicke
cried, "A party!" She tugged back and forth at the bars of her
cage, and pointed, urging him forward.

Garrett gave her a weak smile and nerved
himself onward.

When they reached the end of the tunnel,
Lampwicke and Garrett shared a gasp.

Ghostly dancers wheeled around the floor of
the vast chamber surrounding Annalien's house, filling the empty
gloom with sparkling, golden apparitions. Elven men in
tall-collared coats and ladies in gowns like silken flowers twirled
and bounced across the floor to the music of an unseen orchestra.
The ghosts smiled and laughed and danced, their steps leaving no
trace in the thick dust on the floor.

Garrett looked down at Lampwicke and shook
his head in confusion, but she would not take her eyes off the
dancers. The little fairy ran from one side of her cage to the
other, trying to get a better glimpse of the ghostly festival.

Caleb made a grumbling noise.

"Maybe this is a bad time," Garrett said.

"Go!" Lampwicke shouted, pointing toward the
dancers.

Garrett took courage from the golden light
that spilled from the windows of Annalien's house and stepped out
onto the dusty floor, sidestepping to avoid a pair of elvish
dancers as they spun past.

"Hi," Garrett said, "Have you seen
Annalien?"

The dancers swept away, their lambent eyes
lost in each other's gaze.

Garrett hugged Lampwicke's cage and made his
way across the floor, dodging ghostly couples as they reeled
by.

Caleb groaned angrily as an elven lady in a
bustle gown passed through his body. Garrett opened his mouth to
try to reassure him, but then another ghost danced directly into
Garrett.

He gagged as the ghost's body passed through
him. It felt like walking through warm cobwebs. He sputtered and
wiped at his face with one hand, but the feeling had passed, and
the dancer spun away, oblivious and seemingly unaffected by her
journey through the young necromancer.

"Gah!" Garrett shuddered, and he quickened
his pace, dodging between the dancer's bodies as he reached the
tight inner ring of the dance floor.

"Annalien!" he shouted as he dove inside her
little house. The scent of flowering things washed over him in the
golden light within.

Lampwicke made a little cry of delight at the
sight of Annalien's garden.

"Annalien?" Garrett called out, scanning the
room as he pulled Caleb safely inside. The zombie was pawing at his
shoulder where a ghostly gentleman had recently intersected with
him.

Garrett saw Annalien then, kneeling beside
the pool in the center of the room with her back to the doorway,
her pale, translucent form nearly invisible against the sunlit gem
that gave this place life. Her narrow shoulders swayed slightly in
time to the music that seemed to come from all around them with no
visible source, and she hummed softly along with the tune.

Garrett lowered his voice as he approached,
"Annalien?"

Suddenly the music stopped as Annalien the
ghost started from her dream. A great, solemn silence fell over the
garden, broken only by the gentle bubbling of the fountain and
Annalien's voice as she spoke.

"Garrett?" she whispered, turning to look
back over her shoulder at him.

"I'm sorry, Annalien," he said, "I didn't
mean to intrude... I just wanted to introduce you to my
friends."

Annalien lifted the stump of her wrist to her
face, as though to brush away a strand of her wispy hair. She
smiled and got to her feet, straightening her robe. She gave Caleb
a nervous nod, but her eyes brightened as they fell on Lampwicke.
"Alan'nae verenaame," she said, "I never thought I would see
another fairy again."

Lampwicke giggled.

Annalien's face darkened. "Let her out of
that cage at once, Garrett!" she scolded.

Garrett's face fell. "I don't know how," he
said.

Annalien looked confused, then her eyes
hardened with realization. "Oh, they go too far!" she hissed. She
pointed her wrist at a nearby stone pedestal and instructed Garrett
to set Lampwicke's cage down and step away.

Annalien stepped in front of the pedestal and
lifted her arms to either side of Lampwicke's cage. She began to
whisper fervently in Elvish.

Lampwicke gave Garrett a worried look, and he
gave her his most reassuring shrug.

Annalien's voice grew louder as she chanted
and waved her forearms over Lampwicke's cage. Garrett's breath
caught in his throat when he saw the bars of the cage start to glow
red.

"You're going to burn her!" he gasped, but
then he saw that it wasn't the bars glowing after all. Swirling
runes of fiery red energy shimmered like a shell around the outside
of Lampwicke's cage. He realized that this must be the magic of the
vampiric spell that bound Lampwicke inside, made visible by
Annalien's magic.

Annalien bared her teeth, almost cursing with
frustration as she spat out the Elvish words of her counterspell.
The vampire runes sizzled and hissed, throwing off glittering red
sparks, but weakening not in the slightest.

Lampwicke screamed as the red runes crackled
and flared, and Annalien relented, falling silent.

Annalien's shoulders slumped in defeat, and
the red runes faded into invisibility once more.

Lampwicke stretched her tiny hand out through
the bars, hopefully, and then snatched it back as a crackling pop
enforced the perimeter of her prison. Lampwicke stuck her singed
fingers into her mouth and mumbled something impolite in Fae.

"Yes," Annalien sighed, "The dung-headed
blood-suckers have done their work on this one."

"Is there anything you can do to help her?"
Garrett asked.

Annalien gave a rueful laugh. "You've brought
me a real puzzle this time," she said, "I suppose you want me to
bring your satyr friend back to life when I'm done setting the
fairy free?"

"Huh?" Garrett said.

Annalien nodded at Caleb. "Your dead friend
there," she said, "Someone put a satyr's ghost in him. They
shouldn't have done that."

Garrett blushed. "Yeah," he said, "I guess I
did that. My uncle had the essence of a satyr thief, and we used it
to make Caleb."

Annalien shook her head. "I suppose you'd
stick a pig's tail on a unicorn if you thought it was funny," she
scoffed, "Humans!"

Garrett winced.

"In any case," she sighed, "I don't think I
can help either one of them very much."

"But isn't there something..." Garrett
began.

"I didn't say that I wouldn't try," Annalien
interrupted, "I just don't want you getting your hopes up. The best
thing you can do for... Caleb there is to pull that essence out of
him and pour it out onto green earth. Set him free, Garrett. You
don't own him."

Garrett looked at Caleb, for the first time
ashamed of what he'd done.

"As for the fairy," Annalien said, "What is
her name?"

"Lampwicke," Garrett answered.

"As for Lampwicke," she said, "I'm not sure
that there is anything that I... or anyone else can do to set her
free."

"But there has to be some way!" Garrett said,
"There has to be!"

"This is old magic, Garrett, older than me,"
Annalien said, "These are the very Laws of Nature you're trying to
oppose. I can't speak against them. Do I look like the
Songreaver to you?" She waved her ghostly arms in
frustration.

"The what?" Garrett asked.

"The Laws of Nature?" she said, "The words
that called us into existence?"

"No, the other thing you said."

"The Songreaver?"

"Yeah," Garrett said, "What's that?"

Annalien's eyes widened. "You've never heard
of the Songreaver?"

"No. Is that something that would help us?"
Garrett asked.

Annalien laughed. "Never mind," she said,
"The important thing is that I will do what I can to help
Lampwicke, but I want you both to know that this may be something
that she is going to have to live with for the rest of her
life."

Lampwicke's eyes fell, and her glow faded a
bit.

"Don't worry, little one," Annalien said,
kneeling to peer inside Lampwicke's cage, "I'm going to find a way
to make your life better, no matter what. I promise you that."

"Thank you," Garrett said, "I really
appreciate you helping her."

Annalien smiled at him.

"If you don't mind though," Garrett said, "I
would like to know what a Songreaver is."

Annalien sighed. She turned away from
Lampwicke's cage and mulled her words before speaking again. "The
Songreaver was a man," she said, "a human who found some way to
break the power of the old magic. He used this power to overthrow
the ancient races of the Fae and drive them from this land. He is
the reason why humans rule here now, and my people are faded
away... only memories now."

A wild hope sprang up in Garrett's breast.
"Then that means there is a way to..."

"No!" Annalien cut him off, "What the
Songreaver did was an abomination, a sin against Nature. When he
spoke, the words came from his lips like gray frost, killing
everything that was green and beautiful in the world. His voice was
the voice of Undoing, Unmaking. It was wrong, Garrett, and
we are lucky that he was only a mortal man, and the power left this
world with him when he died."

"But, if he..." Garrett said.

"No!" Annalien shouted, and Garrett fell
silent.

Annalien gave him a sad smile. "I know you
would do anything to help your friends, Garrett," she said, "That
makes you special. You are the only human I've ever liked... not
that many of them have ever found me here... but that is all the
more reason why you should turn away from the horrors of your
people's past. You can't solve every problem by smashing it apart
with your fist... sometimes... sometimes you have to accept that
there are things you can never change." She lifted her arms before
her, imploring him with her missing hands.

Garrett lowered his head and kept his
silence. He was too busy committing the name of Songreaver
to memory.

The rest of his visit passed quickly. He soon
made some excuse to be on his way, but Lampwicke begged him to be
allowed to stay a while longer. He agreed to leave her in
Annalien's company for the time being, at least until the next
magic class with the ghouls.

He bade them both goodbye, and he and Caleb
took their leave, grateful that no more dancing ghosts littered the
floor between Annalien's house and the tunnel.

He lit his witchfire torch and passed into
the shadows, his brain fevered with the possibility that, somehow,
the old magic that held Lampwicke prisoner could be broken. Again
and again, he silently whispered the name, Songreaver.

"Leaving already?" a girl's voice spoke from
the shadows ahead.

Garrett jumped, stopping suddenly. He lifted
his torch to bathe the girl in the greenish witchfire glow.

A girl in a brown cloak and simple clothing
leaned against the wall of the tunnel ahead. She smiled at him, and
he felt he must know her from somewhere, though he had no idea what
a human girl would be doing alone here, so far beneath the streets
of the city.

The girl in brown pushed away from the wall
and started to speak, when she seemed to take notice of the way he
was dressed. "Why are you wearing a Templar's tunic?" she
asked.

Garrett shrugged. "I'm studying to be a
Templar," he said, "Do I know you?"

She laughed. "Do you?"

"I think I do," he said, "but I'm afraid I
can't remember your name. I'm sorry."

"You'll have to guess it then," she said, and
then quickly added, "but it's not Darcy, Brynn, Suzie, Kelli, Macy,
or Priss."

"Why would I guess those names?" Garrett
asked.

"I don't know," she said, "Why would
you?"

"Are you mad at me about something?" Garrett
asked.

The girl in brown sighed. "No," she said,
"Just guess and get it over with."

Garrett shook his head. "Get what over
with?"

"This stupid game," she said. She balled one
of her hands into a fist and punched her other palm.

"Are we playing a game?" he asked.

She lifted her hands in exasperation and
turned to walk away. "Just forget it!" she said, "You're good at
that... everybody is!"

"Wait!" Garrett cried, "Don't go!"

She stopped walking and half turned her face
toward him. "What?" she asked.

"I know I know you," he said, "I just don't
know from where."

"Yeah, you say that all the time," she
said.

"And you keep saying things like that, like
you talk to me all the time," Garrett said, "but I don't remember
ever having talked you before."

The girl in brown turned all the way around
to face him, her eyes suspicious.

"So... I'm guessing that, either you're
crazy," Garrett said, "or we really do know each other, and there
is some reason that I can't remember it afterwards."

"I'm not crazy," she hissed.

"No, I'm sorry," he said, "I don't think you
are. That means there is some sort of magic or something happening
here that keeps me from being able to remember you."

The girl raised her eyebrows.

"I'm right, aren't I?" Garrett said.

The girl opened her mouth, but seemed unable
to speak. Her face twisted in frustration, and she waved her hands
at her sides.

"And you can't talk about it either," Garrett
said.

She gave him a tight smile.

"Can other people see you?" he asked.

She moved her lips a little without any sound
and then gave up, sulking.

"All right," Garrett said, "let's try
something. Caleb, go put your hand on that girl's shoulder."

Caleb shambled forward, toward the girl in
brown with his hand outstretched.

"Hey! Get away from me!" she shouted, backing
away from the oncoming zombie.

"Come back, Caleb!" Garrett commanded, and
the zombie turned and shuffled back toward him again.

"Thanks," the girl said, eyeing Caleb
warily.

"So Caleb can see you too," Garrett said,
rubbing his chin with his free hand. He did need a shave. He
struggled to collect his thoughts again. What had he just been
thinking about?

He looked at the girl in brown again, and
suddenly remembered what he had been trying to say. "There is
something special about you that makes people forget you when
you're not around," he said.

The girl in brown rolled her eyes and
sighed.

"And you can't talk about it either," he
said, "Is it some sort of curse?"

"And you can't talk about it either,"
she said, mimicking his voice.

"Yeah," Garrett said, "I guess so."

The girl slumped to the ground and sat with
her back against the tunnel wall. She wrapped her arms around her
knees and buried her face between them.

Garrett hesitated a moment and then handed
the torch to Caleb before walking over to sit down beside her.

"I guess you don't have a lot of friends
then," he said.

The girl gave a muffled snort but did not
raise her head.

Garrett looked away, but looked back at her
quickly, feeling his thoughts wandering. He didn't want to lose his
train of thought again.

He reached out and put his hand on her
shoulder.

The girl in brown moaned softly and lifted
her face to him. A tear ran down her cheek across her trembling
smile.

"Well," he said, "I'm your friend."

She snorted a wet laugh and nodded. "Thanks,
Garrett," she whispered.

"And you want me to guess your name because
you can't tell me what it is," he said.

She looked away, her lips trembling.

"Easy enough," he said, "I'll just work my
way through the alphabet. It may take a while, but
eventually..."

"No," she moaned, "not like that..."

"Why not?" he asked.

"Because I wanted it to be special," she
said, "I wanted you to just... know it somehow. Then it would mean
something."

"What difference does it make?"

She shook her head. "Because I wanted you to
be different," she said, "I wanted you to..." she stopped herself
and stared off into the darkness, saying no more.

Garrett felt a tingly sort of chill inside,
strangely not unpleasant.

"Anyway," she said, elbowing him in the arm,
"why do you want to be a Templar? Those guys are a bunch of
brickheads."

Garrett sighed. "I don't know," he said, "I
guess I don't want to, really. It's just that other people
seem to think it's important that I do it. Does that make any
sense?"

"More than you know," she laughed.

"Yeah," Garrett said, "but the temple isn't
so bad, once you get past the beatings." He laughed.

She looked at him, concern in her eyes. "That
place isn't safe," she said, "You don't know what goes on in there.
Nobody does."

"They seem nice enough," Garrett said, "I
mean, most of them. Miss Serepheni thinks I'll do all
right."

"Serepheni's a fool!" the girl in brown said,
"If she really cared about you, she wouldn't put you in harm's way
like that."

"What do you mean?" Garrett said.

"The things that I've seen in that place,
Garrett..." she said, "Please be careful."

"So, you've been inside the temple?" he
asked, "Like, in the places you aren't supposed to go?"

The girl in brown sighed. "I've been
everywhere, Garrett."

"Are you some sort of spy, or something?"

She laughed.

"Wait," he said, "can you tell me how they
make skeletons? We never have figured out how they could do that.
All we can make are zombies."

She glared at him. "Is that why you
want to be a Templar?" she demanded.

Garrett cringed. "No," he said, "... not the
only reason."

"Forget about it!" she said, "They'll kill
you before they let you learn that secret, and anyway, it
wouldn't do you any good if you knew it. It's not something you'd
be able to do outside the temple anyway."

Garrett laughed.

"I'm serious!" she said.

"I know," he chuckled, "It's just that you
told me to forget about it. I mean, I'm going to forget
anyway, whatever you tell me, so why not tell me just for fun?"

She frowned, and he could see that he had
hurt her.

"I'm sorry," he said, "I didn't mean it like
that."

She looked away.

Garrett worked up his nerve and leaned close,
putting his arm around her shoulders. She pulled away for a moment,
and then the resistance drained out of her body, and she leaned
against him, her head under his chin. It felt good.

"I don't want to forget about you," he
said.

"It doesn't matter," she whispered.

Garrett chewed his lip in thought. "Hey!" he
said, "I've got an idea."

She lifted her head from his chest and looked
at him.

"I've got a pen in my satchel," he said,
moving his arm to reach for the strap of his bag, "I could write
myself a note..."

"No!" she said, her fingers clamping around
his wrist like an iron vice, "Don't even think it!"

"Why not?" Garrett said, "Maybe I can't
remember you normally, but, if I wrote myself a note..."

"Garrett," she hissed, "I don't want to kill
you!"

Garrett froze. He looked into her eyes and
saw the desperate madness within, and noticed, for the first time,
that her eyes were not those of a normal human. Where a human's
eyes possessed tiny striations within the iris, hers were as smooth
and flawless as polished gemstones.

"No notes then," he said, relaxing his hand
in submission.

She released his wrist and buried her face in
her arms again. "I'm sorry," she said, "I didn't mean to scare
you."

Garrett exhaled slowly and then laughed.
"Don't worry about it," he said, "You are, by far, the least
scary of my friends."

She snorted. "What about the fairy?"

"You haven't seen what she does to teacups
when she gets angry," Garrett said.

The girl laughed, lifting her flawless brown
eyes to look at him again.

"You want me to try to guess your name now?"
Garrett asked.

She straightened up and shook her head. "No,"
she said, "I don't really want you to right now... would you mind
just sitting with me a while longer?"

Garrett smiled and put his arm around her
again. She leaned close, and he enjoyed the feeling of her hair
against his cheek.

"Hey, so you go up into the city sometimes,
right?" he asked.

"Yeah," she said.

"Would you want to have lunch together or
something sometime?" he asked.

"Yeah," she said, "I'd like that. Same place
as last time?"

"Last time?" he asked.

She laughed. "Don't worry," she said, "I'll
find you. I always do."


Chapter Nineteen

"Start here," Matron Beeks said, thumping a
heavy book down on the table in front of Garrett. History of the
Holy City was written in Gloarish runes across the green
leather cover.

Garrett eyed the thickness of the tome. "What
part should I read?" he asked.

"I would start at the beginning and finish at
the end," Matron Beeks said, "That is the customary procedure."

"All of it?" Garrett asked, struggling to
keep his voice down.

Matron Beeks scowled. "Well, you don't have
to read it all in one day," she said, "but it shouldn't take you
more than three sittings to finish it."

Garrett stretched his face into a grateful
smile and nodded.

"Enjoy," Matron Beeks said, tapping the cover
with her finger before walking away.

Garrett drew in a slow breath and ran his
finger along the book's spine, plowing up a little furrow of fine
dust. He cracked it open and found he had to pry the first chapter
loose from the inside cover and feather the pages apart. He
slouched forward in his chair and skipped over the first dozen or
so pages which seemed to be mostly praises for Mauravant and a long
list of former Matrons. The history itself finally began about
twenty pages in with the line In the Age of Darkness, the First
Mother decreed that a city be raised in the shadow of Padras that
his flame might be quenched.

The history swiftly thereafter descended into
another fourteen pages of praises for the First Mother for having
the wisdom to create Mauravant, the great Mother Worm. Garrett
counted the pages until, at last, he came to some mention of the
elves, first inhabitants of the city, and their lineage, which
continued on for another six pages of coronations and
abdications.

He did his best to at least skim over every
line, but came to the conclusion that the elves did very little
besides pass the throne around between themselves over the many
centuries they held Wythr in their possession. Toward the end of
the chapter on elves, he noted that the city's monarchs did not so
often abdicate their rule to another as they died off or
faded, whatever that meant. The last elven monarch listed
was a Queen Anaraellu, and, with her name, so ended a rather
uninformative chapter.

Garrett blew out a heavy sigh and flipped the
next page over.

The next chapter began with the words, In
the thirty-seventh year of the Age of Ascension, Brahnek, son of
Veremon, known as the Spellbreaker, entered the Holy City and drove
out the unworthy. Garrett caught his breath.

He quickly scanned the following lines and
the pages beyond, but they proved to be only a succession of the
human monarchy in Wythr, a four-page list of names and
begats and little more. He kept one finger in his place at
the beginning of the chapter and riffled through the rest of the
book, discovering it to be more a history of the Mauravantian
church than anything else. He laid the book open to the line about
the Spellbreaker and got up to go in search of Matron
Beeks.

He found her talking to a small group of
young women in the green frocks of third-year students. He waited
politely to the side until she finished instructing them on the
library's reshelving policy.

"Yes, Garrett?" she said, turning to face
him, "You aren't done already, are you?"

"No, Matron Beeks," he said, "but I did have
a question."

She nodded.

"I was reading about Brahnek, the
Spellbreaker, coming to the city, and I was wondering if we had any
books about him that I could read."

Matron Beeks glanced toward the column of
shelves at the center of the library, and she frowned. "You don't
need to waste your time with such... war stories. Go and finish
reading the book I've assigned you. When you can recite the line of
High Priestesses to me by heart, then you may ask me again about
this other nonsense."

"Yes, Matron Beeks," Garrett said. He turned
to walk back to his table, and his eyes went to the restricted
stacks as well. Even if he could find a way to sneak a book from
those shelves, he would never find the right one without the
Matron's help.

When he reached the desk again, he searched
through the book until he found the line of succession for the High
Priestesses of the Church. He stopped counting after twenty-two
pages. He wasn't going to find the answer here.

He thought of going to Marla. Surely she
would know all about the Spellbreaker and whether he really was the
one that the elves called the Songreaver. Then he realized that
Marla would want to know why he needed to know, and he did not want
to tell her that. How could he tell her that he was on a personal
quest to learn how to break the very spell she had cast?

The more he thought about it, the more he
realized that he could never let any of the vampires learn what he
had in mind. Marla might only have her feelings hurt, but what
would someone like Krauss do if he found out that Garrett was
trying to negate the power of vampiric magic? Garrett had to keep
quiet about this.

Uncle Tinjin was the next logical choice for
information, but the old man seemed lost in his research lately,
hardly emerging from his study for more than a few minutes at a
time. He took most of his meals in there these days and only left
the house to purchase new books. Garrett stopped by the door to his
study at least twice a day to pick up empty plates and the stacks
of books that Uncle deemed unhelpful. He might know more about
Brahnek, but he would also want to know what was so important about
him that Garrett should interrupt his studies.

That left Max and Cenick, but they were both
away to the North on campaign. They had been gone for almost a
month now, having sailed a fresh army along the coast to land, just
short of the Astorran border.

Serepheni hadn't gone with them. Her new
duties kept her too busy to accompany them on the campaign this
time, and, though it pained Max to be parted from her, Garrett
suspected that he appreciated the greater freedom of command he
would now enjoy.

When the chimes rang that signaled his
banishment from the library, Garrett hurried out, anxious not only
to avoid any sight of Matron Shelbie, but also to try to catch
Serepheni before her afternoon prayers. When he reached her office,
he found that she was not alone.

"Garrett," Serepheni called out when she saw
him outside her door.

"Good Day, Miss Serepheni," Garrett said,
then nodded at the man standing next to her, "Good Day, Mister
Marsten."

The blonde necromancer quickly hid his flinch
of discomfort behind a smile when he saw Garrett. "Master Garrett,"
he said, "I hardly recognized you without your hood."

"Oh, yeah," Garrett said, feeling suddenly
uneasy, "They don't allow hoods in the temple, so I only wear it
when I leave."

"I think it's for the best, really," Marsten
said, "I mean hoods are so old-fashioned, don't you agree? We're
not skulking around churchyards like a bunch of midnight demoniacs
anymore, are we?"

Garrett laughed nervously.

"Still," he said, "if we are to bring you
into high society, we must do something about those scars."

"What?" Garrett said.

"Here you go," Marsten said, producing a
crisp white card from his pocket and handing it to Garrett. Printed
in thin, filigreed runes, it read:

Grandmaster Marsten

Resurrectionist

"Nothing is Ever Lost to Those Who Dare to
Love Enough"

630 East Primrose St.

"Uh, thanks," Garrett said.

"I know a few tricks," he said with a wink,
"and those scars will be nothing but a bad memory for you."

"Really?" Garrett gasped.

Marsten smiled and nodded. "It's the least I
can do for the young man who introduced me to this radiant beauty
of the emerald cloth." He inclined his head slightly toward
Serepheni.

"Oh, Marsten!" Serepheni laughed.

Marsten grinned. "Stop by whenever you have
some time, Garrett," he said, "You must give me an opportunity to
repay your friendship in whatever small way that I may."

"You can really make my scars go away?"
Garrett said.

"Marsten, you mustn't get the boy's hopes up
if..." Serepheni chided, her tone suddenly serious.

"I make no promises that I cannot keep, dear
lady," Marsten said, placing his hand over his heart, "but I
promise this, young Garrett will never again be forced to hide his
face beneath a shadowy hood. The young ladies of society will look
upon him and swoon with desire."

"Swoon?" Garrett said, "You don't mean
faint with fear?"

Marsten's eyes went suddenly hard. "Garrett!"
He said, "Never belittle yourself! Leave that to your critics, for
a rising star will have many. Ignore them as you would an insect
crawling across the toe of an alabaster idol and give their spite
no credit by repetition."

"All right," Garrett said.

"What is it that you wanted, Garrett?"
Serepheni said.

"Oh... uh, I wanted to ask you if you knew
anything about Brahnek Spellbreaker."

"The man that conquered the city long ago?"
Serepheni asked.

"Yeah, I was hoping you could tell me a
little more about him," Garrett said, "Matron Beeks didn't seem to
think that he was all that important."

"Oh, I'm afraid that I don't know much about
him myself. I'm sorry," Serepheni said.

"Oh," Garrett said, "Thanks anyway."

"Doing a bit of research, I take it?" Marsten
asked.

"Yeah, sort of," Garrett said, "I just read
about him, and I wanted to know why they called him the
Spellbreaker."

"Ah, that is an interesting story,"
Marsten laughed.

"You know about him?" Garrett said.

"A little," Marsten said, "They say he
discovered one of the seven First Words, the Word of Negation and
used it to unmake the magic of the elves."

"First Words?" Garrett said.

Marsten nodded. "The words first used by the
dragons to shape the world. They were given to the dragons by the
Dragon Queen who gave each of the First Words to a single dragon
chosen to bear that word and use it. One of the words was the one
that could be used to undo whatever the other six words had done. I
suppose even dragons make mistakes from time to time." Marsten
chuckled and sighed.

"How did Brahnek learn the word?" Garrett
asked.

Marsten shrugged. "No one knows. They say he
went away into the mountains with a handful of his greatest
warriors, but returned many months later, alone. After that, he had
the power to break the spells of the Faefolk who opposed him, and
with that power, he wrested the bastion of Wythr from them. Of
course it wasn't called Wythr then, but the elvish name eludes me.
I'm not so great a scholar as I pretend sometimes."

"Who named it Wythr then?" Garrett asked.

"I don't know," Marsten said, "I would guess
that it had something to do with the Spellbreaker's entrance into
the city, and the effect he had on it."

"Huh?"

"They say that the gardens of the city turned
gray and withered away when he first stepped through the gates, and
that the sun has never shone again here since that day," Marsten
said. Then he laughed, "Of course that's just a silly folktale to
explain the dismal weather that the city enjoys, thanks to its
location, sitting snugly between the mountain and the sea."

"Do you think he might have written the word
down somewhere?" Garrett asked.

"I don't know," Marsten admitted, "but I
think it unlikely. He died without heirs and nothing that I've read
mentioned anything him sharing the power with anyone else. He
probably took the secret to his grave, too jealous to give another
the power he held in life."

"Hmn," Garrett said, "Do you think he's
buried in the city somewhere?"

"Who knows?" Marsten said, "And why would you
want to know how to break magic, anyway? It is through magic that
we make the world a better place... through magic that we can even
bring the dead back to life. Why would you undo that, even if you
could?"

"Oh, I don't know," Garrett said, "I guess I
was just curious, that's all."

"Well, I'm sorry I couldn't be of more help,"
Marsten said, "but do stop by my townhouse as soon as you can. I'm
looking forward to helping you with your... little problem."
Marsten waved his fingers around the top of his head, and nodded
gravely at Garrett.

"Yeah... and thanks," Garrett said.

"Anything for a friend," Marsten
chuckled.

****

Garrett made his way down the hall to Uncle's
study. The light of Uncle's lamp spilled out into the dark hallway
beneath the crack of the door. As he drew closer, the sound of a
quill pen scratched across parchment, pausing only occasionally and
briefly for more ink.

"Uncle?" Garrett called softly, "Do you need
anything?"

"No, thank you, Garrett," Uncle Tinjin said,
then more pen scratching. It had been almost a week since the last
time Uncle Tinjin had asked Garrett about his day.

"Is your research going well?" Garrett
asked.

"Quite well, thank you," Tinjin said. More
scratching... pause... scratching.

Garrett slipped his hand into his pocket,
feeling Marsten's card there. A part of him wanted to tell Uncle
Tinjin about Marsten's offer to help him, but he still did not know
why Tinjin disliked the man. What if Tinjin told him not to see
Marsten again? Garrett pulled his hand from his pocket and walked
back to the kitchen where Tom was charring a fish on the stove.

Garrett sat and ate his dinner at the kitchen
table in silence, listening to the slow scuffling of the dead cook.
He looked across the table at the empty chair where Uncle Tinjin
used to sit for their meals. Perhaps he should have Caleb sit there
and pretend to eat.

A sudden idea seized him then, and Garrett
got up from the table and hurried into the hall.

He glanced down the hall toward Uncle's study
and retrieved his essence flask from his satchel by the front door
before quietly making his way to the doors of the dining room. He
winced at the creaking sound as he pulled one of the doors open and
slipped inside. The witchfire sconces flared to life, illuminating
the room and the table where two dead men sat, staring at their
withered hands before them on the table, Max and Cenick's
proxyliches.

Garrett crept to the far end of the table
where a tiny skull lay in the bottom of a silver bowl. He pulled
the stopper from his canister of essence and dribbled a little bit
of the glowing green fluid out into the palm of his hand. He was
going to have to make this part up.

Garrett picked up the little white skull in
his free hand before lifting his glowing palm to his lips. He
whispered, "Please work."

He then placed his palm to his throat and
whispered, "Max, Cenick, can you hear me?"

Nothing happened.

A bit of the essence dribbled down into his
collar, but he felt the rest of it grow cold and fizz against the
skin of his throat. Something was happening.

"Max, Cenick," he said again, louder now,
"can you hear me?"

The little skull in his left hand began to
vibrate.

"Max, Cenick, please hear me," he said.

Suddenly one of the dead men lifted his
crowned head and turned to face Garrett with open eyes. "Uncle? Is
that you?" the proxylich croaked.

"No, it's Garrett. I'm using Uncle's skull to
talk to you."

"His skull!" the proxylich hissed, "Garrett,
what happened?"

"No, I mean the little skull! Uncle is fine!"
Garrett said.

"Ah... good to know," the dead man's voice
rattled, "Garrett, don't scare me like that."

"Sorry," Garrett said, "I just had a
question."

"A question... Garrett, how are you using
Uncle's skull? It was attuned to him specifically. It shouldn't
work for you at all," Max's proxylich said.

The dead man with the painted face hissed
with laughter. "I guess you aren't as clever as you thought you
were," Cenick's voice spoke through its lips as though from
somewhere far away.

"Are you guys all right?" Garrett asked.

"Quite well, actually," Max's lich said.

"Speak for yourself," Cenick grumbled, "I've
got every knight in Astorra lined up to challenge my men in the
tournament. Have you ever tried to teach a zombie to joust?"

"Tournament?" Garrett asked.

Max's lich cackled. "Good luck with that. You
got yourself into it."

"It was the only way to keep them busy
without killing each other," Cenick's lich said.

"Have your knights won any tourneys
yet?" Max asked.

"A few, by default," Cenick said, "It is
surprisingly difficult to knock the head off of a man in plate
armor."

"Well done," Max said, "Just keep them busy a
few more days before you acknowledge defeat and retire from the
field. I should have a solid foothold in Weslaen territory by then.
The Astorrans won't pursue me there, and the redjacks aren't
putting up much of a fight."

"They aren't?" Even through the proxylich's
croaking, Garrett could hear the concern in Cenick's voice.

"Only a few token troops guarding the
border," Max said, "Either they've gone soft, or they're trying to
lure me into a trap. Their mistake either way."

"Be careful, Max," Cenick said.

"I've planned this assault for years," Max
said, "The advantage is mine."

"Overconfidence is a weakness," Cenick
said.

Max's proxylich made a rude noise. "Just keep
the tin soldiers distracted a little longer and let me worry about
the Chadiri."

Cenick's proxylich creaked as it shook its
head.

"What was your question, Garrett?" Max
asked.

"Oh, I wanted to know if you know where
Brahnek Spellbreaker is buried?" Garrett said.

Max's lich laughed. "Looking to make a name
for yourself as the city's greatest necromancer while I'm away, are
you?"

"No, I..."

"I'm just kidding, Garrett," Max said, "The
truth is that we've been looking for the Chamber of Kings for a
long time. It's supposed to be buried deep beneath the city
somewhere, but, even with the ghouls' help, we never found it. If
you're up for an adventure, I'll go hunting for it with you when I
get home."

"The Chamber of Kings?" Garrett asked.

"A place where they buried the ancient kings
of Wythr before the Church took over the city. It's said to lie far
deeper than the deepest catacomb. If it exists at all, it's deeper
than we've ever been."

"Garrett," Cenick's proxylich spoke up,
"Don't go looking for it without one of us. Max and I have stumbled
across some very dangerous things in the catacombs, and there are
places that even the ghouls won't go."

"For once, the big scaredy-savage is right,"
Max said, "Just wait 'till I get back and you and I will ferret his
old bones up out of the ground together."

"All right," Garrett said, "Thanks for the
help."

"And when I get back, I'll make you your own
proxylich so you don't have to borrow Uncle's," Max said, "I'll
find a good skull for the purpose as well. Would you prefer
Chadirian or Astorran?"

"Max!" Cenick growled.

"Thanks again," Garrett said, "and be
careful."

"Of course, Garrett," Max said, "Oh, how is
the Templar thing going?"

"Pretty well," Garrett said, "They mostly
have me working in the library these days."

"Learned any dark secrets yet?" Max
asked.

"That's enough, Max," Cenick said, "Don't you
have a war to fight?"

Garrett laughed. "Nothing interesting," he
said, "Boring history stuff mainly."

"What was that?" Max said, "I can barely hear
you now." His voice trailed off as the magic faded, and the
proxylich's head slumped again to its chest.

"Goodbye, Garre..." Cenick's lich said as its
voice faded and it slouched into lifelessness once more.

"Goodbye, guys," Garrett said, feeling the
palm of his hand, dry and warm again, against his throat.


Chapter Twenty

Garrett yawned, blinking to clear his vision
at the outskirts of Marrowvyn. He extinguished his torch and
slipped it back into his bag, anxious to have the use of both hands
for carrying the heavy bucket that Uncle Tinjin had insisted he
bring.

When he reached the little ruined house that
Warren and his father called home, he blinked again, startled by
the sound of music and light that spilled out through the old
cracked windows of their home. A pipe whistled a merry jig, and the
warm light of an oil lamp filled the old house.

Garrett paused at the canvas flap door and
called out, "Warren?"

The flap jerked back, and Warren grinned at
him from inside. "Come in, Gar," he said.

Garrett stepped inside, and Lady Ymowyn
smiled at him without taking her lips from the little wooden fife
she was playing. She continued to play the cheerful tune, bobbing
her fox-like ears in time to the music. Her green eyes sparkled in
the light of the ornate glass lamp that sat on the table beside her
chair.

Warren's father looked up from where he lay
on a real bed, another new addition to the ghouls' nest. He smiled,
weakly, baring his long yellow fangs as he struggled to rise enough
to nod his head toward Garrett. "Ev'n boy..." he rasped. The pale
scars of his battle with the Volgrem still crisscrossed his shaggy
arms and chest.

"Good Evening, Mister Bargas," Garrett said.
He lifted the sloshing bucket in both hands. "Uncle Tinjin couldn't
make it, but he wanted you to have this."

Bargas's nostrils flared and he sniffed
loudly. "Can't... quite make it out, boy," he said.

Warren gave Garrett a worried look and
glanced in the bucket, giving its contents a sniff himself. "Good
stuff, Dad," Warren said, "plenty ripe."

"Uncle says this one was a great minstrel,"
Garrett said, "just not a very good burglar."

Ymowyn's curiosity got the better of her, and
she leaned over to peer inside the bucket. She choked on the note
she was playing and pulled the flute from her mouth as she turned
her head away, making a little gagging noise. "Fie! Please tell me
that's not what I think it is!" she gasped.

Warren grinned as he took the heavy bucket
from Garrett. "Yep," he said, "good old thinkin' meat!"

"I think I'm going to be sick," Ymowyn
murmured.

"Aw, bless you, boy!" Bargas sighed, "Thank
your uncle for me. He's a good friend."

"He said he was sorry that he couldn't make
it tonight," Garrett said, "but he's going to try to make it down
here tomorrow night, if he can finish up what he's working on
enough to take a break."

Bargas nodded, sinking back into his pillow.
"Keep an eye on him for us, boy," he rasped, "Tinjin's old... he
pushes himself... too hard..." Bargas's body shook as a fit of
coughing took his breath. Warren moved to Bargas's side, putting
his hand on his father's arm.

Lady Ymowyn set aside her fife and fetched a
small brown bottle from a nearby table covered in a wide array of
jars and other glassware. She dribbled a bit of honey-colored
liquid out into the bowl of a broken-handled ladle and forced
Bargas to drink it. Bargas's coughing soon subsided, and he thanked
her before lapsing into a gentle slumber.

Ymowyn corked her medicine bottle and ushered
the boys outside. They sat down together in the rubble of Warren's
patio and watched a pair of ghoul pups playing in the shadowy
street.

"Is he going to get better?" Warren asked,
his voice hollow.

Ymowyn nodded. "Bargas is a fighter," she
said, "He'll recover... though I doubt he will ever again be as
strong as he was before the attack."

Warren grimaced, fighting back tears, and he
smashed an old brick to pieces with his fist.

Ymowyn started at the sudden display of
violence but then put her hand on Warren's shoulder. "He will
live," she whispered, "That is all that matters."

Warren nodded. "I know... I know."

Ymowyn smiled and ran her small hand across
Warren's furry brow. His eyes lifted to hers, and he smiled
back.

"Thanks, Ym," he said.

Ymowyn scratched him behind the ear then
pulled away. She regained her ladylike composure, crossing her legs
and smoothing her blue dress as she sat, perched on the broken wall
of an ancient, withered garden. "Well, Kingslayer," she
said, turning to Garrett, "what have you been up to?"

Garrett frowned at her. "Do they still think
I killed that guy?" he asked.

Ymowyn raised her eyebrows. "Oh, yes," she
said, "You'll be pleased, no doubt, to learn that they have
declared a national holiday. Every year, on the anniversary of King
Haerad's death, they plan on making little dolls of you and burning
them in the streets. It's quite an honor, really."

Warren snickered.

"It's not funny!" Garrett said.

"Yeah, it is," Warren said.

Garrett felt the old anger swelling in his
chest, and his face flushed hot, but he knew they meant no
harm.

"If I were you, I'd have it embroidered on my
sleeve and wear it as a badge of honor," Ymowyn chuckled,
"Garrett, Slayer of Tyrants."

Garrett fell silent for a moment, absently
snapping a branch from a dead shrub. "He was just an angry old
man... Cabre wanted his dad to be proud of him, but..." Garrett's
voice trailed off into the memory of the terrible murder for which
he had taken the blame.

Ymowyn gave a bitter laugh. "Haerad may have
been an angry old man, but he wielded the power of a kingdom
with merciless cruelty," she said, "Don't you dare... don't you
dare feel sorry for him!"

Garrett looked up, seeing for the first time
the pain in Ymowyn's eyes.

"I only wish that I could have been there to
see it," she said, "I would have gladly traded places with
you, Garrett! I wish they were making little dolls of me to
burn in the streets. I wish they were cursing my name. So,
don't you ever feel sorry for that murderer... not
ever!"

Garrett nodded, saying nothing.

Warren sucked in a breath. "Well, who's
hungry?" he said.

Ymowyn glared at him. "I am not eating
what's in that bucket!" she said.

"No!" Warren said, "That's for Dad... I just
meant we should go see what Chunnley's cooking for supper."

"Oh," Ymowyn said, her scowl softening.

Garrett yawned. "I'd... I'd better get back
home," he said, "I've had a pretty long day."

"Thanks for coming to visit, Gar," Warren
said, "It means a lot to Dad."

"Yeah," Garrett said, "Oh... there was one
thing I wanted to ask you... Do you know anything about a place
called the Chamber of Kings?"

"Huh," Warren said, "You mean that place
where all the oldest dead guys in the city are supposed to be
buried?"

"Yeah."

Warren shrugged. "We never found it," he
said, "We've been way down in the catacombs, down to where it's
mostly old lava tubes and such, past where anybody ever bothered to
bury anybody, but we never found any king tombs or anything like
that. The stories just say that the kings were buried in the
heart of the world. I guess that would be pretty deep."

"Oh," Garrett said.

"You lookin' for a really old dead guy?"
Warren asked.

"Yeah," Garrett said, "but nobody seems to
know much about him."

"We can ask my dad when he's feeling better,"
Warren said, "If anybody can find him, it'll be Dad."

"Yeah," Garrett said, "Thanks."


Chapter Twenty-One

The townhouse at 630 East Primrose Street
stood, tall and narrow-faced, between its neighbors in a long row
of similar, unassuming houses. Nothing about the stately brick
facade gave any indication that a necromancer lived there.

Garrett pulled the bell rope and waited at
the door. It opened a few moments later, and Marsten, dressed in a
somber black suit smiled and greeted him.

"Come in, Garrett," Marsten said quietly as
he ushered him inside, "Please wait over here for a few minutes, if
you don't mind. I'm with clients."

Garrett nodded, taking his cue to keep
silent. He stood off to one side of the entry hall and tried to
look unobtrusive as Marsten went back into the parlor.

"My apologies," Marsten's voice carried from
the other room, "Are we ready to begin?"

"Yes, please," an older man's voice answered.
He sounded as though he'd been weeping.

Garrett heard the clink of glass against
glass and then Marsten's voice, singing, softly at first, but
growing louder.

Look back on this gray world of sorrow. Look
back

Your eyes have stolen away our light. Look
back

Close not your heart forever, but remember
us. Look back

The cold road beckons, but we call to you.
Look back

Not yet. Not yet. Hear our fervent prayer.
Look back

Let your hands that hold our hearts reach for
us again

Let us look into your eyes again. Look
back

Wake again from this little sleep. We wait,
faithfully. Wake

Wake and remember those you love, those who
love you. Wake

Death cannot conquer where Love is strong.
Wake

Wake!

A sudden gasp of breath sounded from the
parlor, and a man cried out in alarm.

"Emma!"

Marsten muttered something in a language that
Garrett did not recognize, and Garrett heard the sound of a woman's
voice, starting as a low moan that became a delicate sigh.

"Emma!" the older man sobbed, "You're alive!
You're alive!"

The woman sighed again.

"Emma, speak to me!" the man said.

"Remember what I told you," Marsten said,
"She will not fully recover for a long while. Emma has been through
a great ordeal and needs time to remember her place in this world.
The truth is, she will need your help to get through this time of
transition and readjustment. Please be patient and give her the
time she needs."

"Yes, of course," the older man gasped, "of
course. Thank you, Mister Marsten, thank you! You've done it!"

"No," Marsten said, "It was the strength of
your love that brought her back. You were her only anchor to this
world. Without you, Emma would have been lost forever."

"Thank you... can I take her home now?"

"Of course, Gerry," Marsten said, "I think
Emma is ready to go home again."

"Thank you," the man said, "Come Emma, let's
go."

An older gentleman in a brown coat stepped
out of the parlor. A silver-haired lady in a long white gown walked
beside him. Her eyes looked straight ahead, unblinking, but her
cheeks were flush with a pink hue, and a gentle smile sat on her
lips. The man patted her arm gently and spoke encouraging words as
he led the woman to the door.

A smiling Marsten saw them out and said
goodbye. He softly shut the door behind them and turned to face
Garrett with a look of benevolent joy.

"It means so much to help those in pain,
Garrett," he said, "There's no feeling like it in the world."

Garrett thought for a moment before speaking.
"She was a zombie, wasn't she?" he said.

Marsten shook his head. "A crude term,
Garrett, unworthy of our art. We are Resurrectionists, and
she was no shambling, rotting husk. It is more proper to refer to
her as reborn."

"You did something different," Garrett said,
"She looked different. She looked alive."

Marsten nodded. "Thank you," he said, "I have
refined my process to further aid in the restoration of the
appearance of health as well as motility."

"How do you do that?" Garrett asked.

Marsten laughed. "That is a trade secret,
young master!"

"Sorry," Garrett said.

"A valid question," Marsten said, "It shows
you have an appreciation for refinement, and it borders on the
nature of the matter which you wish to discuss with me."

Garrett's hand lifted to his hood. "You mean
my scars?"

"Your blemishes," Marsten said, "and
blemishes should never stand between a promising young man and his
advancement in society."

"Blemishes?" Garrett said.

Marsten rubbed his chin. "What do you know of
the Zhadeen?" he asked.

Garrett thought for a moment. "They live
really far away?"

"Yes," Marsten said, guiding Garrett into the
parlor and offering him a seat, "but what is their defining purpose
in life?"

Garrett sank into the cushions of a broad,
cream-colored sofa. He looked around the room, admiring the wide
array of gilded-edged mirrors hanging upon the dark paneled walls.
A nearby bureau supported a number of ornate glass bottles in
various colors. He recognized the telltale glow of essence in at
least one. A low divan, surrounded with fresh-cut flowers stood at
the center of the room, and on it lay a lady's hand purse. "I don't
know," he said.

"The Zhadeen pride themselves, foremost, on
their appearance," Marsten said, stripping off his overcoat and
hanging it inside a nearby wardrobe.

"I guess I probably wouldn't fit in very well
there," Garrett laughed.

"Again, you belittle yourself, Garrett,"
Marsten said, "I've warned you before. It is beneath you."

"Sorry," Garrett said.

"And stop apologizing!" Marsten laughed. He
tugged his cravat loose and carefully folded it before placing it
on a shelf inside the wardrobe.

"Sorr..." Garrett stopped himself, "What's
wrong with apologizing?"

"It smacks of incompetence," Marsten said,
"No one trusts a man who is always apologizing for things."

"Oh."

Marsten ran his hand through his hair and
walked over to pick up a dimly glowing bottle from the bureau. He
then crossed the floor to sit beside Garrett on the sofa. "All
right then," he said, "Take off your hood."

Garrett hesitated only a moment before
dragging the hood from his head. He smiled hopefully.

Marsten frowned. "What happened to you?" he
asked.

"Dragon," Garrett said.

"You're serious?"

Garrett nodded.

Marsten shrugged. "Well, it doesn't matter.
We'll have you as good as new in no time."

Garrett watched as Marsten poured a measure
of essence out into his palm and set the bottle aside. Marsten
rubbed his palms together, whispering something in the same,
unfamiliar language he had used before.

"What are you saying?" Garrett asked.

Marsten grinned. "Remember what I was saying
about the Zhadeen?" he asked.

"Yeah."

"Well, I spent some time there," he said,
"and learned a few things about illusion." He lifted his hands to
either side of Garrett's head, smearing the essence over Garrett's
scarred scalp and down the back of his neck.

"Illusion?"

"Making things appear to be something they
are not," Marsten said. He whispered again the words of the strange
spell.

The essence fizzed and tingled around the
edges of Garrett's burns where he could still feel it. "Is that how
you made that lady look alive?" he asked.

Marsten smiled. "A subtle blend of the arts
of necromancy and illusion," he said.

"Isn't that kind of like tricking people
though?" Garrett asked.

Marsten shook his head. "A man may love a
portrait of someone that he has loved and lost with as much
conviction as he loved them with in life. What I give to my clients
is far better than any cold, lifeless portrait... I give them their
loved ones back to hold and cherish for the rest of their
lives."

"But it isn't really the person they loved,"
Garrett said, "It's just an... illusion."

Marsten laughed. "Garrett," he said, "look in
the mirror and then tell me what you think of my illusions."

Garrett stood up and turned to face the large
mirror that hung behind the sofa. He put his hand to his face,
trying to convince himself that it wasn't someone else reflected in
the glass. His fingertips touched hair where before there had been
only the hard white flesh of nerveless scar tissue. He looked upon
the face that had been taken from him, the face of a boy, becoming
a man. He was whole again.

Garrett choked, unable to speak, and then he
began to weep, shaking with emotion. He fell to his knees on the
sofa, sobbing, and Marsten put his arms around him and held him
while he cried.


Chapter Twenty-Two

The following morning began the first day of
Emergence Week. During this holy rite, no men were allowed on
temple grounds. Garrett celebrated the holiday by dressing in his
best purple robe, polishing his amulet, and stopping by the market
on his way to the Thrinnian Embassy.

He stood before the dark amber-inlaid door of
the embassy, rearranging the flowers in his bouquet until he had
steadied his nerves enough to pull the bell rope. He tugged the
edge of his hood low over his eyes and waited. A few moments later,
the door swung open, and Garrett stepped inside.

The door closed behind him with a crisp
click, plunging the entryway into utter darkness.

"Good morning, Mister Klavicus," Garrett
said, "You fixed the squeaky hinge, didn't you?"

"Yes," the thin, dry voice of the doorman
answered from the darkness, "an important guest will be
arriving soon... all must be in order."

Something in the vampire's voice told Garrett
that the implied insult hadn't been targeted at him.

"Is something wrong?" Garrett asked, "You
sound like something is bothering you."

Klavicus snatched the cloth covering from the
wisplight orb, lighting the room with its pale, watery light. The
vampire stood, tall and lean, like some great carrion bird, gone
too long between meals. He flashed his yellow fangs in a tense
smile.

"Nothing wrong, Master Garrett," he hissed,
"nothing at all... we are soon to be honored in receiving a visit
from a... great teacher... young Lady Veranu is to be... instructed
in the... proper ways." The vampire twitched and looked away, his
over-large eyes flicking left and right, as though it pained him
just to speak of it.

"Marla's not in any danger, is she?" Garrett
asked, feeling even more uneasy than he usually did in the elder
vampire's presence.

Klavicus stretched his lips back in a
tormented grimace and ran the long fingers of one hand over his
bald head. "No... no," he sighed, "I simply... disagree with their
choice of tutor." His hand went suddenly to his mouth, and he
glanced back over his shoulder.

"What's wrong with the tutor they chose?"
Garrett asked.

Klavicus tilted his head sideways and his
lips twitched back over his fangs again. "She is..." he lowered his
voice, "she is too prideful."

"Oh," Garrett said.

The lean elder vampire seemed to regain his
composure, and he tugged at the seam of his tailcoat as he
stiffened his back. "I will tell young Lady Veranu that have
arrived," he said.

"Thank you, sir," Garrett said.

Klavicus disappeared through a hidden door in
the amber wall, leaving Garrett alone with the wisplight orb.

Garrett crossed the floor to stroke his hand
across the cool surface of the wisp crystal and whispered a
greeting in Fae. The orb shimmered with golden warmth, and an image
of violets in a green meadow flashed in Garrett's mind. Garrett
drew in a breath and tried to think of something to share in turn.
Unbidden, the memory of the white towers of Braedshal came into his
mind, and the flapping blue pennants along its high walls. He
smiled, in spite of the painful memories that stirred beneath the
image, feeling the wisp's thoughts playing through his surprisingly
vivid recollection of the Astorran city.

Once again, he found himself bound inside the
prison cart, rolling through the streets of Braedshal, but, this
time, he saw the things that he couldn't see at the time. Sunlight
gleamed on silver pauldrons as knights rode through the streets,
golden leaves spiraled slowly down from the branches of the poplars
lining the street, and two children splashed in the pool of a
broken fountain, a pair of smiling, innocent faces in a place
filled with anger and despair.

Garrett smiled, wondering if this was what it
was like to be a wisp, seeing only the beauty in the world. In his
mind's eye, he looked down at the dirty, straw-covered floor of the
cart and watched a single beetle, struggling to climb over the iron
frame of the cage. The beetle's shell glistened with an iridescent
shade of bluish green. It fell backwards, wriggling its legs in the
air for a moment before righting itself and trying once again to
crawl out of the cage. Garrett wanted to reach out and help it, but
his hands were bound behind him.

Garrett shook off the memory, aware that
someone was speaking to him.

"Garrett?" Marla said.

Garrett pulled his hand away from the
shimmering orb and turned to face her with a smile. She was dressed
in a long shirt and hose of matching black silk woven with a
pattern of tiny gray hexagonal shapes. She wore her hair up in a
tight bun, held in place with a long, tortoiseshell pin.

"Hi, Marla," he said, "I was just saying
hello to the wisp."

Marla laughed. "You should be careful," she
said, "I wouldn't want you to be lured off into a swamp and lost
forever."

"They do that?" he asked, looking at the
shimmering light, trapped within the crystal sphere.

"Sometimes," she said, "I doubt they mean any
harm by it. They like to share their stories and adventures with
others, and sometimes forget that not everyone can go without food,
water, or air."

Garrett laughed. "Oh," he said, "these are
for you." He handed her the bouquet.

Marla smiled, running her fingertips over the
petals of the flowers. "They're beautiful, thank you!"

"They're just regular flowers," he said, "I
asked if they had any duskblooms, but they didn't know what I was
talking about."

"They're perfect," Marla said, "Thank
you."

Garrett nodded.

"Mother and I were about to drink," Marla
said, "We would love for you to join us. I'm sure we could find
something for you to eat."

"Oh... no, thanks!" Garrett said, "I just...
I just wanted to show you something."

"What is it?" Marla asked.

Garrett's hands were shaking, but he drew in
a steady breath and pulled back his hood.

Marla dropped her bouquet, her hands flying
to her lips. "Oh, Garrett!" she gasped.

Garrett smiled, running his hand through the
short curly hair atop his head.

"How?" Marla whispered.

"It's... an illusion," he said, "A friend of
mine taught me how to do it."

Marla's eyes narrowed. "An illusion?"

"Yeah," he said, "it's not real... and it
only lasts about an hour, but I can do it whenever I want. It's
really easy."

Marla hugged him. "Oh, Garrett, I'm so happy
for you," she said. She stepped back and lifted her hand to touch
the hair at his left temple. "It feels real," she said.

"Yeah!" Garrett said, "And Marsten said that
I can make it whatever color I want to."

"I like brown," she said.

"I was hoping you'd like it," Garrett said,
his heart swelling with overwhelming joy.

"I almost didn't recognize you," she
laughed.

"Well," he said, "this is me from now
on."

Marla paused, speechless for a moment. A
troubled look crossed her face. "Garrett," she said, "You know this
doesn't matter to me, don't you?"

"What do you mean?" he asked.

"It's just... I don't care about what you
look like, Garrett," she said, "I never cared before, and I don't
now."

"Yeah, but..."

"Garrett, I'm glad that you found something
new that makes you happy, but don't you see, this is just another
kind of hood to wear?"

"No," Garrett said, "This is me...
this is who I should have been, if..."

"No, Garrett," Marla said, her voice sounding
hurt, "That isn't you at all. You're more than that! You didn't
need this to do any of the things you've done. You don't need this
to be my friend."

"It's more than that!" Garrett said, "I
wanted you to... I wanted you to see me... differently."

"Differently?" Marla said, "Garrett, do you
think me so shallow that this... illusion... would make me care
more about you than I already do?"

"No," Garrett said, waving his hands, "It's
just... What if I looked like Claude? Would you feel differently
about me then?"

"What?" Marla said.

Garrett pressed his lips together tightly,
his face flushed.

Marla knelt to pick up her flowers.
"Garrett," she said, her voice suddenly cold, "I would prefer you
didn't use this illusion when you come to visit me in the
future. I prefer to look my friends in the face when I speak to
them. I don't know who I'm looking at right now." She stood
facing him, but her eyes turned to look at the wall beyond him.

Garrett stood, trembling with emotion and
unable to speak. At last, he whispered the proper command and
brushed the illusion from his head with his right hand as though
scrubbing away a soapy film. He pulled his hood back over his bald,
scarred head and walked to the door.

He heard the sound of a door closing behind
him, and then the outer door swung open before him, dazzling his
eyes with the gray light of day.

****

"Don't worry about it, Gar," Warren said,
"She's just bein' a girl."

A chunk of rock bounced off the side of
Warren's head, and he yelped. Growling, he lifted his paw in a rude
gesture at Scupp who had thrown it.

"I think it looks nice, Garrett." Scupp said.
She sat beside her brother in the mushroomy ruin of an old handcart
against the wall of the grain mill.

"Thanks," Garrett said, running his fingers
through the hair of his restored illusion. He sat beside Warren
against the other wall, fuming quietly.

"You didn't bring any essence?" Diggs
moaned.

"Shut up, Diggs!" Warren said, "His
girlfriend is the one that makes the stuff, and she's being a...
she's being sensitive."

"You should probably go apologize to her
then," Diggs said, "and then see about getting us some more
essence."

"You are such a numblok, Diggs!" Warren said,
"Would you apologize to someone when you hadn't done
anything wrong?"

"You sure don't know anything about women, do
you, Warren?" Diggs laughed.

"Like you do," Scupp snickered beside
him.

"I know you'll never win an argument with
one," he said, "and, if you do, you'll wish you hadn't!"

"You don't know anything," Scupp snorted,
"Garrett, she was just surprised by it all. She'll come around.
Just give her time."

"I don't know," Garrett said, "I just wish
she would have been happy for me."

"She is happy for you, Garrett," Scupp
said, "She just don't know how to see you as somethin' other than
what she's always seen you as. You scared her's all."

"Scared her?" Garrett snorted.

"Yeah, you scared her," Scupp said, leaning
forward in the wreckage of the old cart and gesturing with her
shaggy paws, "A girl likes to think she's in control of all the
relationships in her life. She wants to be the one that decides
what goes where. She don't like surprises, not real surprises."

"What do you mean?" Garrett asked.

"Oh, a girl likes to be surprised with gifts
and parties and such," Scupp said, "She expects things like that,
but she don't like real surprises, like, all the sudden,
some boy she treats like a brother shows up lookin' sharp and
wantin' to take it further. That throws her off and makes her feel
like she ain't in control no more. She don't like that at all. You
scared her."

Diggs hooted with laughter.

"What?" Scupp demanded.

"You talkin' like you're the queen o' hearts
over here!" Diggs said, "You ain't never even kissed a boy!"

"The hells I ain't," Scupp scoffed.

"What?" Diggs exclaimed, sitting bolt
upright, "Who?"

"None o' your concern," his sister replied
airily.

"Who was it, Scupp?" Diggs growled, "I'll
beat his tail clean off! You remember what ma said!"

Scupp flashed her brother an evil grin and
crossed her hands behind her head as she leaned back on the ruins
of the cart. Suddenly, the wood snapped and gave way beneath her,
and she went down in a heap.

Diggs howled with laughter until his sister's
foot caught him right in the mouth. The rest of the cart
disintegrated in the fracas that followed.

"I don't know what to do," Garrett
sighed.

"Do somethin' else then," Warren said with a
shrug, "Take your mind off of it."

"Well, magic practice didn't work out,"
Garrett said, "I guess I could buy the essence somewhere else,
but..."

"No," Warren said, "somethin' else that
doesn't have anything to do with Marla or essence or fake
hair."

"It's not fake hair!" Garrett said.

Warren stared at him.

"Well, all right, it's sort of fake," Garrett
said, "but its not like I'm wearing a wig or something."

"You're wearing a magic wig," Warren
said, "That's way more impressive."

Garrett laughed. "Fine!" he said, pulling his
hood on again, "What do you want to do?"

Warren thought for a moment. "Let's find that
dead guy you were lookin' for."

"The Chamber of Kings?" Garrett said.

"Yeah," Warren said, "my dad was doing better
this mornin'. Let's go ask him where he thinks it might be."

****

They found Bargas and Lady Ymowyn walking
together in the street in front of Warren's house. The old ghoul
winced with every step he took, leaning heavily on a rusty iron bar
that served as his walking stick. Ymowyn walked beside him, urging
him on with equal parts praise and derision. Exhaustion dripped
from Bargas's gray face, but he smiled at the approach of his son
and Garrett.

"Mornin' boys," he panted, "just havin' a
bit... of a walk."

"Hi, Dad," Warren said, "How're you
feelin'?"

Bargas raised his eyebrows. "Alive," he said,
"I'm pretty sure the dead don't hurt this much."

"Poor dear," Ymowyn said, "Would you like us
to stop for a while so everyone can feel sorry for you?"

Bargas frowned at her and kept walking, each
pace punctuated with the dull thunk of his iron cane.

"Well, I'm glad you're out of bed," Warren
said, "Garrett and I had a question for you."

"What is it?" Bargas asked.

"You remember the stories about the place
where they buried the old kings of Wythr, right?" Warren said.

"Chamber o' the Kings," Bargas said.

"Yeah. Well Garrett needs to find it, and I
thought you might point him in the right direction."

Bargas stopped for a moment and leaned
against the iron cane, squinting at them. "Your uncle know you're
lookin' for the Chamber?" he asked Garrett.

"No, sir," Garrett admitted, "It's more of
a... personal project."

"The Chamber o' the Kings ain't no
project," Bargas said, "It's a death trap. Stories say it's
guarded by Death itself."

Warren shrugged. "That's all right," he said,
"Garrett works for Death. He can just flash his badge at him and
walk right in."

Garrett gave Warren a sideways look.

Bargas sighed. "Anyways, it's just stories,"
he said, "Only ghoul I ever met knew anythin' about it was old
One-ear, and he died not too long after we came to Marrowvyn."

"Did he have any idea where it was?" Garrett
asked.

Bargas shook his head. "No, but he told me
his grandpap had seen it once and almost died. Seven ghouls, he
said, found the tomb, and all but one left their bones there. Some
kinda white devil guards it. One-ear's grandpap told him that he'd
never go back again, and he wouldn't tell One-ear where to look for
it either. Only thing he'd say about where to find it was that it
was halfway down to hell."

"So, lower than the catacombs then?" Warren
said.

"Don't you boys be sneakin' off to the 'Combs
by yerselves!" Bargas growled, lifting the iron rod and shaking it
at them, "I'm not too sick to whip the both of you!"

"We're not goin' to the catacombs, dad!"
Warren said.

Bargas looked at Garrett. "Whatever your
business is in the Chamber, boy, you'd better clear it with Tinjin
first. He'll tell you not to go throwin' yerself down holes you
can't climb outta."

Garrett nodded. "Yes, sir," he said.

Bargas sighed.

"Do you need a moment to catch your breath,"
Ymowyn asked him, "or shall we continue?"

Bargas rolled his eyes. "I'm beginnin' to
question the wisdom o' rescuin' you, girl," he muttered.

Ymowyn laughed and patted him on the arm.
"All the way to the town square this time," she said.

Bargas mumbled something indelicate, while
Garrett and Warren watched him hobble away.

"I kinda want to stay with my dad a bit,"
Warren said, "Are you all right on your own?"

"Yeah," Garrett said, "sorry the magic
practice didn't go right."

Warren snorted. "Don't matter," he said,
"Diggs has been drinkin' too much bug juice anyway. It'll do him
good to miss a week. Sorry about Marla though."

"Yeah, I probably shouldn't have mentioned
Claude. I feel bad about that," Garrett said.

Warren stuck his tongue out. "Don't worry
about that guy," he said, "If she likes that creepstick
better'n you, she deserves him."

Garrett scratched the skin of his temple
through his hood, feeling a little sick to his stomach at the
thought of Claude.

"Your magic wig botherin' you?" Warren
asked.

Garrett frowned. "It itches a little when
it's wearing off," he said.

"Well, don't bother wearin' it on my
account," Warren said, "You're just as ugly to me either way."

Garrett laughed. "You're just jealous of my
beautiful magic hair," he said.

Warren snickered. "No, the truth is..." he
raised his voice to a screeching falsetto, "you frighten me with
your manly ruggedness... I'm just not ready for this kind of
commitment."

Garrett laughed again. "I'll see you later,"
he said.

"Later, Gar."

****

Garrett was almost back to the surface when
he realized that he had told Annalien that he would be back to pick
up Lampwicke for magic practice. He muttered one of Warren's
favorite curses and turned on his heel to head back down. He paused
at the old roundhouse where several of the main sewer lines
converged to drain into a large central pit.

As he wondered which tunnel would prove the
shortest cut to the Old City, a thought crossed his mind. Garrett
turned and walked to the edge of the pit in the center of the room
and stared down into the blackness. He and Warren had thrown a lot
of junk into that pit over the years, and never heard anything hit
bottom. How far down did the shaft go? Did it go halfway to
hell?

He walked slowly around the pit, admiring the
nearly seamless brickwork of the shaft's walls. He moved as close
as he dared to the edge and held his torch out. The bricks went
down almost thirty feet, but, below that, the walls glistened like
natural stone, smooth and dark and perfectly round. The humans who
built the new city above must have found the pit and incorporated
it into the design of their sewers.

Garrett stepped away from the edge and looked
up at the ceiling above. In the dim light, he made out the weeping
red stains left by old iron rings that had been driven into the
stone of the cloister vault above. He doubted they would hold the
weight of a rope ever again, but they had done so once.

He paced a slow circle around the pit,
hopping over the drain channels and arguing with his fears and
doubts. Why would people intentionally drain their sewage into the
tomb of their ancient kings? It didn't make sense. Then again,
maybe the people who built these tunnels didn't know what the shaft
was for. Perhaps this wasn't the entrance to the Chamber of Kings
after all, but what if it got Garrett deep enough below the city to
find the chamber? He couldn't pass up the chance that it might.
Surely Warren would know enough about climbing. It could be done
safely.

Then he remembered Bargas's warning about the
tomb's guardian, but whatever fears this stirred within him were
quickly drowned out by the excitement of his discovery. In any
case, he had faced demons before and won. All he would have to do
is bring Diggs along and a large enough supply of essence. No demon
in the world could stand up to that ghoul's fiery breath.

Garrett laughed aloud and leaned out over the
pit again, looking down into the blackness.

"See you soon, Songreaver," he
said.


Chapter Twenty-Three

A cold, misty rain dampened Garrett's face as
he emerged from the underground in an unfamiliar part of the city.
He pulled his hood a little lower and then shouldered the ironbound
door shut behind him. He had decided to leave Lampwicke with
Annalien for another week, but left her with a whispered promise
that he was working on a plan to free her. He prayed that it would
not prove to be a false hope.

The rain had thickened to a heavy patter by
the time he reached Vaaste Street, soaking him through his purple
robe. He wished that he had worn something a little more
appropriate for the season, and then he remembered why he had
chosen to wear the nice robe this morning, and his heart sank. He
let the chill sink in as he walked and thought of Marla.

As he neared Uncle's house, Garrett fished
around in his pocket for the key. Finding it, he lifted his eyes
and saw her standing there.

Marla stood on the sidewalk in front of the
house, her cloak and hair dripping rain. Her eyes tightened,
watching him approach. Her lips trembled.

"I'm sorry, Garrett," she said.

Garrett stared back in stunned silence.

"I'm sorry... I should have been happy for
you... I..." Marla's voice trailed off in a hoarse whisper.

Garrett shook his head slowly. "No," he said,
"You were right... about the hood thing. I just wanted... it
doesn't matter now."

Marla's body blurred with speed as she leapt
forward and caught him in a tight hug. Garrett wrapped his arms
around her and buried his face in her cold, wet hair.

"How long have you been standing here?" he
asked as she stepped back.

Her eyes looked skyward. "A while," she
said.

"You could have waited inside," he said,
"Uncle Tinjin would have let you in."

Marla gave him a wan smile. "The rain seemed
more... appropriate."

"You'll get sick," Garrett said.

Marla laughed. "I don't get sick," she said,
"I just say mean things to my friends, and then I feel
sick."

Garrett looked at her and smiled a little.
"It's all right," he said.

She looked down at the robe plastered to his
chest. "Garrett!" she said, "You're going to catch a cold."

Garrett glanced toward the house. "Come
inside," he said.

"No," she said, "I should be going. I just
wanted to tell you I'm sorry."

"Come on," he said, "stay for dinner. Uncle
will be glad to have company... I would be glad if you did."

Marla wiped a strand of lank hair from her
face and nodded. "All right," she said, "just for a little
while."

Garrett started toward the front door with
key in hand. "Oh," he said, "I guess we don't really have anything
to... drink. I'm sorry."

"That's all right," Marla laughed, "I'm not
really hungry right now, but I can pretend to eat. I'm quite good
at it."

Garrett's laughter froze in his throat when
he saw the dark gap where the front door hung, slightly ajar.

"Uncle Tinjin!" Garrett cried out as he
rushed inside.

A shadowy silence hung over the house within,
an oppressive, warm darkness.

"Caleb?" Garrett called out. A cold fear
seized hold of him, and Garrett ran down the hall to Uncle's study
and threw the door open wide.

Uncle Tinjin looked up from his book,
frowning. "You need something, Garrett?" he asked.

Garrett stood, moving his mouth, but no words
came out.

"Good afternoon, Master Tinjin," Marla said,
stepping up close behind Garrett.

"Hello, Marla," Uncle Tinjin said, "Is it
afternoon already?"

"Yes, sir," she said.

"And I gather it's raining outside?" he
said.

Marla smiled. "Yes, sir."

Uncle Tinjin eyed them both for a long
moment, then shook his head. "Garrett," he sighed, "remind me to
purchase a parasol next time we are in the market. It is a lovely
invention... one you might find useful if you insist on running
around in the rain."

"The front door was open," Garrett said, "I
was afraid something had happened."

Uncle Tinjin sat back in his chair and ran
his hand through his wispy hair. "I heard nothing," he said, "You
should probably be more careful in closing the door behind you next
time."

Garrett started to protest, but settled on a,
"Yes, sir."

"It's good to see you again, Marla," Uncle
Tinjin said.

"And you, sir," she said.

"And now... if you will excuse me, I am
rather busy," Uncle said.

Garrett nodded and pulled the study door
shut.

"I know I locked the door behind me," he
whispered to Marla.

"We should check the house," she said.

They searched the first floor, and then the
basement before going upstairs, finding nothing missing except
Caleb.

"Why would he leave without permission?"
Garrett said as he hung his satchel from the top corner of his door
and blotted it dry with a towel.

Marla scrubbed her hair with the towel he had
given her. "You said he was different," she said, "Perhaps he's
capable of making his own decisions now."

Garrett looked at her, a cold feeling in his
stomach. "Annalien says I should... destroy him... set him
free."

Marla looked surprised. "You visited the
ghost again?" she asked.

"Yeah," Garrett said, "she's taking care of
Lampwicke for me. She's really nice."

Marla shook her head. "Garrett," she said, "I
don't like you going down there. It isn't safe."

Garrett laughed. "I know my way around now,"
he said, "I haven't been anywhere near the spiders since... you
know."

Marla frowned.

"What?" he asked.

"Something has been bothering me about that
too," she said.

"The spiders?" he said, "Yeah, I had
nightmares for a month about that."

"No, I mean, how did we get away from the
spiders?" she asked.

"You and Warren fought them off," Garrett
said, "...well mostly you."

Marla shook her head. "I don't remember doing
it," she said, "I mean I remember fighting them... and then... we
were at the ghost's lair."

Garrett snorted.

"What?" she asked.

"Lair?" he said, "It's just a house. It's
actually pretty nice inside."

Marla laughed. "Yes, if you like being
roasted in an oven."

"Does sunlight really burn you like that?" he
asked.

"It's not exactly burning," she said, "It's
more like someone pouring hot sand into all your internal organs at
once... not a very pleasant experience."

"I'm sorry," Garrett said, "I wish you could
see it... it really is beautiful."

Marla shrugged. "An open flame is beautiful
too," she said, "You still wouldn't want to stick your hand into
it. I'm just a little more sensitive to sunlight than you are."

Garrett smiled.

Marla laid her towel aside. "Do you have a
comb?" she asked.

Garrett chuckled. "I... don't really have
much use for combs."

Marla's face drained of what little color it
had. "Oh, Garrett! I'm so sorry," she gasped.

He raised his hand. "Don't worry about it!"
he said, "I've got a magic wig now. Who needs combs?"

Marla stared at him for a moment and then
snorted with laughter. "Magic wig?" she said.

"Yeah, well... gotta call it something," he
said.

Marla smoothed back her tangled hair with her
hands and looked away, a little smile on her face.

"Anyway," he said, walking into his room,
"I'm worried about Caleb."

Marla followed him inside, sitting down on
the edge of his unmade bed. "Do you think he will come back on his
own?" she asked.

"I don't know," Garrett said, "If he doesn't
come back by nightfall... well, I don't want the Night Watch to
find him... again."

"I'll help you look for him," she said,
"We'll find him and bring him home before Curfew."

"Yeah, just let me get changed," Garrett
said, pulling a heavier robe and hood from his dresser drawer. He
pulled off his hood and tugged open the collar of his sodden dress
robe before he realized what he was doing. He glanced toward Marla
who sat on the bed, watching him. She did not take her eyes from
him, her face expressionless and calm.

Garrett lowered his eyes and peeled off his
wet robe and his undershirt as well. He felt her eyes on his scars,
burning like dragonfire. He tried not to, but he looked at her
anyway. She was smiling.

Garrett smiled back and pulled on the fresh
robe and hood.

****

The rain had stopped by the time they reached
the alleyway where Caleb had died. They found the zombie kneeling
at the end of the alley with his hand stuck in the drain grate.

"Caleb!" Garrett called out, "What are you
doing?"

The zombie lifted his milky eyes to Garrett,
and his face twisted in a miserable groan.

Garrett and Marla cautiously approached him,
but Caleb turned his attention once again to the drain grate. He
moaned again as he tried to force his hand through the narrow
bars.

"He's trying to reach something," Garrett
said.

Marla knelt beside Caleb then glanced back
toward the entrance of the alleyway. She waited until the people in
the street beyond had passed, then she grasped the bars of the
grate in both hands, planted her feet squarely, and pulled.

The grate came loose with a shriek of rusted
metal. Caleb fell over onto his backside, staring numbly at the
grate in his lap, struggling to pull his pale hand free of it.
Garrett helped him get it off.

Marla tilted her head, peering into the
shallow pipe beneath the drainage hole. She reached inside and
pulled out something small, heavy, and coated with filth.

"Ugh, what is it?" Garrett said.

Caleb let out a soft, pitiful moan.

Marla scraped most of the black muck from the
object to reveal a stained leather pouch. She hefted it in the palm
of her hand, and it jingled a little. She tugged away the rotten
cord that held it shut, and looked inside.

"Oh, my," she said.

"What?"

Marla held it out for him to see. The cold
gleam of gold coins shone from the open mouth of the bag, a lot of
gold coins.

Caleb sighed, lifting his hand to paw gently
at the sack of gold. Marla handed it to him, and he took it.

Garrett helped Caleb to his feet as Marla
picked up the iron grate and returned it to its rightful place. She
looked at Garrett questioningly.

"I think he stole it," Garrett said, "That
must have been why he was out past Curfew."

"Who does it belong to?" Marla asked.

"I don't know," Garrett said, "There was some
guy down in the Lower City that recognized Caleb and tried to beat
him up for taking his money. Maybe..."

Caleb bared his teeth in an angry growl.

"...or maybe that was the guy who stole it in
the first place," Garrett said.

"What should we do with it?" Marla asked.

"I don't know," Garrett said, "I guess we
could..."

Caleb clutched the gold tightly to his chest
and lurched off in the direction of the street.

Garrett and Marla looked at each other and
then followed him. They followed him for two miles, coming at last
to the narrow, steaming lanes of Cookston.

In the space of only four city blocks, most
of the servant class for the Upper City made their homes. Walled in
and hidden from the sight of those wealthy enough to employ them,
most lived in cramped apartments above the little shops that
catered to the needs of those who served others for a living.

Caleb moved, unheeded, through the crowds of
maids and gardeners who made no eye contact and hurried to complete
whatever errands took them away from their duties. Garrett and
Marla shadowed him, finally catching up to him when he stopped on a
busy sidewalk near a line of laundry kettles steaming in the
street.

Garrett sidestepped a man carrying a roll of
carpet and then quickly moved to Caleb's side.

Caleb stood, watching the women drowning
laundry in bubbling cauldrons with large wooden paddles.

"What is it, Caleb?" Garrett asked.

Caleb clutched the sack of gold against his
chest with his left hand. His right hand lifted toward the women at
the kettles.

Garrett followed his line of sight and then
gasped. One of the laundry women lifted her oar to push a dirty
coat beneath the soapy surface of her kettle. She looked so much
like Caleb that she might have been his... "Sister," he
whispered.

Caleb groaned. The zombie lurched forward,
his hand outstretched. He took a few shambling steps before he
stopped. Caleb put his hand to his face, his pale fingers against
his cold lips. A little whimper came from his throat. He stumbled
backwards and then fled into the shadows of a nearby alleyway.

Garrett and Marla followed him into the
alleyway, finding him with his forehead pressed against the wall.
The gold he clutched in his left fist, his right he pounded against
the moldy bricks of the wall.

Caleb's jaw moved, trying to form words, but
only a warbling moan came out.

"Caleb?" Garrett said, "Is that girl really
your sister?"

Caleb squeezed his eyes shut, his body
shaking.

"It's all right," Garrett whispered, putting
his hand on Caleb's shoulder, "It's all right."

Caleb lurched back from the wall and looked
toward the street, his eyes full of sorrow. He held the gold up and
looked at it, a horrible groan coming from between his clenched
teeth.

Garrett looked at Marla then back at Caleb.
"You want to give her the gold?" he asked.

Caleb looked at him, making a little mewling
noise.

"Don't worry about it," Garrett said, "I'll
give it to her for you."

Caleb fell silent, with what could have been
a look of hope in his eyes. Then he lifted his hand again to his
face and groaned.

Garrett's heart ached for his friend. "You
don't want her to know, do you?"

Caleb's lips twitched into a sort of sad
smile.

"It's all right," Garrett said, "I won't tell
her what happened... just that the gold is from you."

Caleb held the bag out at arm's length, his
white fingers creaking as they opened to release the coin pouch
into Garrett's hands.

Garrett smiled and nodded, taking the gold.
He looked down at the rotten pouch and frowned. "I think I have
something a little better than this," he said.

Garrett fished around in his satchel until he
found the little green velvet pouch that held his writing kit. The
seal of Mauravant was embroidered in gold upon it, and it had a
little gold-threaded cord to hold it shut. "Perfect!" he whispered.
A few moments later, and the contents of the kit were dumped out in
the bottom of his bag, and the gold secured inside the new
pouch.

"Wait here," he said.

Marla smiled and nodded, moving to Caleb's
side and placing her hand on his arm.

Garrett took a deep breath and thought fast
as he crossed the street. All he knew was that Caleb's original
name had been Kurtz. It sounded like a last name. He'd have to take
that chance. He quickly tucked his necromancer's medallion inside
the collar of his oilskin smock and put on his best smile.

"Good day, miss," Garrett said, approaching
the girl who looked like Caleb.

The girl looked up, wiping the dampness from
her brow with her forearm as she lowered the handle of her oar.
"Yes, sir?"

"Would your name happen to be Kurtz?" he
asked.

Her eyes narrowed.

The older woman at her side stood up straight
as well, and Garrett saw the family resemblance. "My name's Kurtz,"
the gray-haired woman said, her voice and face hard, "What do you
want?"

"Ah, yes," Garrett said, scrambling for
something to say, "You have a son, do you not?"

The younger woman's eyes flashed with
surprise. "John!" she gasped, "Where is he?"

"What's happened?" the older woman said.
There was no hope in her voice.

"Oh... John... John is fine," Garrett
stammered, "he is..."

The younger woman gasped with relief her
hands at her lips.

"Is he in trouble?" the older woman asked,
struggling to hide the relief on her own face.

"No, not at all..." Garrett said, "As a
matter of fact, he's doing quite well." People were starting to
stare now. "Perhaps I could speak with you both... in private?"

The older woman looked at the younger, and
then they set aside their laundry paddles and motioned for Garrett
to join them inside the shop.

In the cool shadows of the laundry house,
Mrs. Kurtz looked old and tired, and her daughter looked pale and
thin. Years of hard labor weighed heavy upon their faces and
frames, and they looked at Garrett with the only hope they had
left, that Caleb... John was still alive and well somewhere.

"Where's he gone?" Mrs. Kurtz said.

Garrett sucked in a breath and lied again.
"He's away in the North, fighting the Chadiri with the army," he
said. He flinched at the fear that flashed in their eyes and
hastily added, "...ah, that was until recently. He's being
transferred south now after their most recent victory."

"When will he be home?" the sister asked.

"...not for some time, I'd imagine," Garrett
said, "They've made him a captain now, and his duties... you
know."

"A captain?" Mrs. Kurtz said. She stared at
Garrett in disbelief.

"Why would he join the army?" the younger
woman asked, "Why didn't he tell us?"

"From what I understand," Garrett said, "he
got into some sort of trouble in the city and had to leave in a
hurry."

The mother snorted with laughter.

"We have to get word to him that we're all
right," the sister said, "He'll be worried about us."

"Not likely," Mrs. Kurtz said, "John took off
runnin' and he ain't lookin' back."

The younger Miss Kurtz started to argue, but
Garrett interrupted.

"That's not exactly true, Mrs. Kurtz," he
said, "You see, John asked us to deliver his combat pay to
you."

"What?" Mrs. Kurtz said.

Garrett handed her the pouch of gold. "Direct
from the temple, with the gratitude of the High Priestess herself,"
Garrett said.

Mrs. Kurtz took the pouch and marveled at the
sigil of the Worm Mother for a moment before tugging the drawstring
open and looking inside. Mrs. Kurtz gasped and put her hand to her
mouth. John's sister looked inside as well and began to cry.

"Your son is a hero," Garrett said, "He
wanted you to have that and to know that he did it for you... for
both of you."

Mrs. Kurtz broke into sobs as well, holding
her daughter close.

Garrett smiled, feeling a lump in his throat.
He nodded at them and lifted his hand in parting as he stepped
away.

An angry voice called from the back of the
shop. "Belorra! What the devil are you doing?"

A large man in a greasy apron stomped across
the wooden floor planks toward the two women. His unshaven face
screwed up into a mask of rage. "Who's this now," he demanded,
waving a meaty hand at Garrett, "and why aren't you doing the job I
pay you for?"

Garrett's hand went to his satchel, feeling
for his essence flask.

Mrs. Kurtz however interposed her solid body
between him and the angry man.

"You're lucky I don't fire you on the spot
for such laziness!" the man shouted, "As it is, I'm gonna be forced
to dock yer pay for it! I..."

"Lucky?" Mrs. Kurtz roared, "You dare call
anyone that has to work for you twenty years lucky!"

The man's face went blank, and he looked
suddenly, bewilderingly afraid.

"You're the lucky one, Mister Branch," she
shouted, "Lucky that so many good, solid women pull your weight
through this sorry world. You're lucky no one's drowned you in the
kettle when you're too drunk to stop 'em!"

Mr. Branch's eyes bulged.

"Lucky!" Mrs. Kurtz spat, "You've got no
idea..." She grabbed her daughter's hand and dragged her from the
shop. She spared Garrett only a nod and an honest, "Thank you," on
her way out the door.

Garrett and Mr. Branch stood together in the
doorway and watched them go. The two women paused only long enough
to toss their aprons in the laundry kettle before disappearing into
the crowd.

"Well, I'll be..." Mr. Branch gaped. He
turned to Garrett and asked, "Who the hell are you?"

Garrett grinned and touched the trim of his
hood. He said nothing as he stepped out into the street.

He found Caleb and Marla waiting for him in
the alleyway. A hint of a smile played on Caleb's bloodless
lips.

Garrett looked at the sky. It was starting to
get dark. "Ready to go?" he asked.

Caleb lifted his hand and laid it on
Garrett's shoulder. He let out a grateful groan.

"Let's go home," Garrett said.

****

"Thanks for helping me find Caleb," Garrett
said as he held the attic door open for Marla.

She stepped out onto the little balcony on
the roof of Uncle Tinjin's house and looked up and down the length
of Vaaste Street in the pink glow of dusk. She breathed in the cool
night air and leaned out over the black iron rail to peer down at
the people hurrying past below. "You didn't really need my help,
Garrett," she said.

He joined her at the railing, touching
shoulders. "I don't know," he said, "everything just seems...
easier when you're around."

She smiled at him.

Garrett looked out across the rooftops toward
the brooding mass of Mount Padras, looming like a great shadow
beyond the gray haze. He struggled for a moment with his doubt, and
then he spoke.

"I want to set Lampwicke free," he said.

It hung there between them like an
accusation. Marla's eyes fell.

"Garrett... you know there isn't..."

"No," he interrupted, "I think I've found a
way."

Marla's eyes lifted again, questioning.

"Have you ever heard of the
Songreaver?" he asked.

Marla looked thoughtful. "He was the human
king who took the city from the elves," she said.

"Yeah," Garrett said, "and I think I know
where he's buried... here in the city."

Marla shook her head. "What does this have to
do with your fairy?" she asked.

"I think he knew a way to break spells, like
the one you used to keep Lampwicke in her cage," Garrett said,
turning to face her as he stepped away from the rail.

"And you think the secret was buried with
him?"

"Yeah... maybe," he said, "Anyway, if there's
a chance that it was... I've got to try."

Marla stepped back, her hands folded
together. "Garrett," she said, "the Songreaver was a
terrible person. He killed thousands of people. Why would you want
to be anything like him?"

"Just because he used magic to do bad stuff,
doesn't mean that the magic is bad!" Garrett said, "Maybe if he'd
been a good person, he would have used that magic to help
people."

"Garrett, if he's been buried this long, and
no one has ever found his secrets, isn't it possible that either
they are lost forever... or that they are too dangerous to seek
out?"

"Or maybe the secret is just waiting for
someone to look in the right place," Garrett said.

"And you think you know where to look?" she
asked.

Garrett forced a smile. "Maybe," he said,
"there's just one problem... I have to find a way to get down a
really deep hole... I mean really deep."

Marla pursed her lips. "Is it more than
fifteen hundred feet deep?" she asked.

"I dunno, why?" Garrett said.

"Because that's all the rope that Mother and
I carry in our climbing kits," she said.

"You have climbing kits?" Garrett said.

Marla nodded. "You have to climb to reach the
roosting ledges of the Lambent Cliffdarter," she said, "They
weave their nests of an essence-infused mucus that will glow
vibrantly for many years. The colors vary, depending on the
atmospheric conditions during the mating season. Mother and I
collect the old nests to be woven into thread or boiled for soup.
The Zhadeen think it promotes longevity."

"Mucus soup?" Garrett gagged, "Does it really
make you live longer?"

Marla shrugged. "I don't know," she said,
"but they are willing to pay quite a lot in the hopes that it
does."

"What does it taste like?"

"I'm told that it is very salty," she
said.

"Wait, so you can help me climb down the hole
and have a look around?" Garrett asked.

Marla smiled. "I'd love to," she said.


Chapter Twenty-Four

The sound of clattering essence flasks echoed
from the walls of the subterranean roundhouse. Warren, Scupp, and
Diggs all wore bandoliers of essence canisters across their shaggy
chests. Diggs wore two. Garrett had settled for a rugged backpack,
containing two flasks of essence, a water skin, three torches, and
the leather-bound kit of tomb-robbing tools that Cenick had given
him years ago. He had foregone his usual robes in favor of the
sturdy tunic and leggings that Marla had suggested but insisted on
wearing a thick woolen hood.

Marla frowned when she saw it.

"In case it's cold down there," he said.

She rolled her eyes as she continued to
unpack the three long spools of black rope that she had brought
down with her. She pulled a tangled mass of straps and buckles from
her stained duffle bag as well. A number of small glowing blue
beetles crawled out of the bag as she did. "I guess it's been a
while since we used this," she said.

"Do you think it will still hold our weight?"
Warren asked.

Marla shrugged. "It will hold mine," she
said.

"That's very reassuring!" Warren
grumbled.

Marla grinned. "It's fine, Warren," she said,
"Mother and I once used this rope to haul a dead cave troll to the
surface... well, most of him anyway. His glands were still intact.
I would guess that the body weighed at least as much as you and
Diggs together."

"Did you tell your mom what we were doing?"
Garrett asked.

"I told her that I was giving you climbing
lessons," Marla said, "I left out the part about robbing the tomb
of a long-dead tyrannical madman, but she does know our entry
point, so, if we're gone for too long, she'll send help."

"Oh, that's good," Garrett said, trying to
sound like he meant it. He hoped the other vampires wouldn't become
involved in any of this.

Marla finished emptying the bag and frowned.
"I thought we had more spare harnesses," she said, "I only have
three in total. Even if I go without, one of you will have to stay
behind."

Diggs made a sputtering noise. "I don't need
one!" he said, "Ghouls is natural climbers."

Scupp scowled at her brother. "I'll
take one," she said.

Marla smiled and crossed the floor to help
fit Scupp into one of the leather harnesses. The fit proved a bit
tight, but Scupp was able to squeeze her lean frame into it.

Warren eyed the harness with distaste. "You
got anything a bit... larger?" he asked.

Marla sighed, holding up a harness in front
of her. "They're sized for my mother and I. If we had more time, I
could have something made."

Warren shook his head. "No thanks," he said,
"I can climb pretty well without any help."

She carried the harness to where Garrett
stood and instructed him to take off his backpack and stand with
his arms out and legs slightly apart. He held his breath as she
cinched the straps tightly around his chest and hips, and let it
out with a nervous giggle when she looped two of the straps between
his legs and tightened them into place. She tugged at the metal
rings on the front of the harness and seemed pleased with the
fit.

"I guess I'll use the last one," she said,
looking at the male ghouls, "if you're really sure you don't want
to try it."

Diggs shrugged. "Warren says this pit is
bottomless," he said, "so, if we fall, we should just come out on
the other side of the world, right?"

Scupp stared at him, incredulously.

"Ah... I don't think it works that way,"
Marla said.

"Whatever. Let's go. I'm bored," Diggs
said.

Marla pulled off her gray poncho, revealing
her close-fitting black leather garb beneath. She stepped through
the straps of her own harness and pulled the buckles tight.
"Garrett," she said, "can you help me with the back?" She turned
her back to him and lifted her hair with one hand, using her other
thumb to indicate a set of buckles along her spine that needed
tightening.

"Yeah," he said. He stepped forward, hands
trembling as he pulled the leather belt straps until they creaked,
being careful not to touch anything but the harness. "How's that?"
he asked, his voice a little hoarse.

Marla slipped her thumbs between the straps
and her body with some difficulty. "Perfect, thank you," she said.
She walked back to the gear pile and picked up a tool belt,
buckling it around her waist. A slender headband, with a small vial
of glowing essence affixed in the center, served as her light
source.

She spent the better part of the next half
hour looking for the best place to anchor her climbing rope. Diggs
and Warren passed the time with an epic game of bone, meat, or
maggot, though no one seemed to be keeping score.

At last, Marla hammered a series of ring
spikes into the floor and threaded her rope through them. She gave
the rope an experimental tug and seemed satisfied. She nudged the
first spool of rope over the edge of the pit and hefted the
remaining two coils over her head and shoulder. "All right," she
said, "Wait here for a few minutes while I see what things look
like down there."

Garrett and Scupp walked over to the edge and
watched her descend. Her little green light glistened against the
damp walls of the shaft and sparkled in the water falling down from
above on either side of her. Marla moved with confidence,
descending rapidly until she reached the end of the first rope,
nearly five hundred feet below. The sound of metallic hammering
echoed up the shaft for a few moments, and then Marla's light began
to descend once more, hardly more than a wavering firefly against
the blackness of the pit.

"Do you see anything?" Garrett yelled down
the pit.

A moment later, the faint answer came back,
"Nothing yet."

Soon, they could see nothing at all of
Marla's light, and Garrett began to worry.

Scupp sensed his tension and whispered,
"She'll be all right. She knows what she's doing."

Garrett nodded and gave her a thin smile.

More hammering, a faint echo from below.

"Marla!" Garrett called, but no answer came
from the pit.

Garrett groaned, pacing back and forth
between two channels at the edge of the pit.

"Did we bring any food?" Diggs asked, looking
up from his game.

Scupp shook her head.

Diggs frowned. "Garrett," he said, "when we
find this dead king... we get to eat him, right?"

"The guy's like a million years old," Warren
said, "He'd taste like moldy sandpaper."

Diggs looked heartbroken. "Why are we doing
this then?" he moaned.

"We're doing it for Garrett!" Scupp said, "So
quit your belly-aching!"

"But my belly actually aches," Diggs whined.
As if on cue, a loud grumble came from his furry middle.

Warren's stomach answered the call as well.
"Yeah, I didn't really think it would take this long," Warren
said.

"You two run back to town and get somethin'
to eat then!" Scupp said, "And bring me and Garrett somethin'
too... we'll likely be here a while."

"What's vampire girl eat?" Diggs asked,
already headed into the tunnel back to Marrowvyn.

Scupp looked at Garrett, but he shook his
head. "I dunno," she said, "Bring back somethin' juicy."

"Right!" Diggs said, bounding off into the
darkness with Warren close on his heels.

Scupp smiled and looked back to Garrett.
"That oughtta keep 'em busy a while," she said.

Garrett laughed.

"So," Scupp said, prodding Garrett in the
arm, "What's the story with little miss leatherpants down
there?"

"What do you mean?" Garrett asked.

"Why you so sweet on her?" Scupp asked, "She
seems a bit... twiggy."

"Huh?"

Scupp shrugged. "I dunno, seems like huggin'
on her would be like squeezin' an old dead branch... cold and hard
and afraid you're gonna break her."

"No," Garrett said, "she's... soft, and
really nice... her hair smells like... old flowers."

Scupp snorted with laughter. "Like a bunch o'
dried up roses?" she said.

"No!" Garrett said, "Just... she smells
nice."

Scupp chuckled. "Well, I wouldn't be sniffin'
at her too much when she crawls back outta this hole," she
said.

Garrett winced, imagining the amount of
wastewater that was pouring down all around Marla from above. At
least the heavy rains had kept the sewers relatively clean of
late.

"Sorry," Scupp said, her voice softening,
"I'm just worried about you."

"Worried about me?" Garrett said.

Scupp nodded. "Warren says you got it pretty
bad for this girl... We just don't want to see you get hurt is
all."

"Marla is really nice," Garrett said, "She
wouldn't do anything to hurt me."

Scupp gave him a flat look. "Garrett," she
asked, "how many girlfriends you had?"

Garrett felt his cheeks blush. "What?"

"How many?" she asked.

"I don't know..."

"You kissed a girl before?" Scupp asked.

"No," Garrett said.

"It ain't nothin' to be ashamed of, Garrett,"
Scupp said, putting her paw on his shoulder, "and I ain't tryin' to
make sport of you. I'm just sayin' that you're new to this, and
it's real easy to get hurt your first time."

Garrett laughed. "I've been hurt before,
believe me," he said, "I had a little run in with a dragon
once..."

"No," Scupp said, her face serious, "that
ain't the same. Fire only burns your outsides, and it can only burn
you enough to kill you. Then it's over with. There's other hurts
that can eat up your insides, and they let you live, burnin' you
for the rest o' your life. Fire ain't got nothin' on that."

Garrett said nothing. He stared down into the
blackness of the pit.

"Just be careful, all right?" Scupp said,
"You're the only human was ever really nice to me and my brother.
Be a shame if you went all crazy and bloodthirsty like the rest of
'em."

Garrett laughed. "We're not all like that,"
he said, "The other necromancers like you guys."

"Yeah," Scupp laughed, "they like us as long
as we're doin' the dirty work for 'em. You know, Garrett, I think
as you're the only person with no tail ever tol' me Good
Mornin'." She thought for a moment and then made a playful grab
at his backside, "You ain't hidin' a tail in there, are you?"

Garrett laughed, jumping clear of Scupp's
paw. The heel of his boot caught on the edge of the channel behind
him, and he teetered for a heart-stopping moment at the edge of the
pit.

Scupp shot out a hairy arm and caught him by
the front of his harness, pulling him back from the edge.

"Thanks!" he gasped.

Scupp gave him a pointed grin. "Friends gotta
look out for each other," she said.

Garrett smiled and nodded.

Suddenly, the rope affixed to the spike
between their feet began to vibrate, and they looked over the edge
to see Marla's light coming up the shaft from below. Garrett
marveled at her speed as, a few moments later, she pulled herself
to the top of the pit, panting with exertion.

Marla looked up at them, her black hair
plastered to the sides of her head, and her face and clothing
streaked with filth. "I... found something," she gasped.

****

Garrett and his friends assembled together on
a narrow ledge, halfway down Marla's last length of rope. Garrett
leaned out, shielding his eyes against the foul-smelling rain of
water, to peer back up the shaft, unable to even make out the light
of the torch they left burning in the chamber far above. The rope
continued into the darkness below and the shaft deeper still. To go
any further down would be beyond Marla's ability to take them, but
a narrow tunnel lead into the rock face behind the ledge, and the
group was keen to explore it.

They stepped back into the tunnel to get out
of the malodorous rain that fell on the ledge, and the ghouls
passed around an old shirt that Warren had pulled from the food bag
that he had brought back from Marrowvyn. They used it to scrub the
grime from their faces. Garrett took the shirt in turn, and then
grimaced at the old bloodstains surrounding an enormous gash in the
shirt's back.

"Where did you get this?" Garrett asked.

"Chunnley wrapped the pies in it," Warren
said.

Garrett mastered his revulsion and found a
clean patch of sleeve to rub against his face. He offered it to
Marla, but she politely refused.

"This isn't a lava tube," Warren said,
running his paw across the pale, rippling stone of the tunnel
wall.

"Limestone," Scupp said.

"You sure we're in the right place?" Diggs
asked.

"I don't know," Garrett said, "I just know
we're supposed to be looking really deep. How deep are we?"

"Way below the catacombs," Warren
said, his eyes wide and glowing in the witchfire light.

Garrett's chest swelled with pride at the
look of wonder on his friends' faces.

"Everyone be careful," Marla said, "I haven't
explored very many caves before."

"No worry," Diggs said, "Ghouls love caves...
just like home." He stuck out his long tongue and licked the
moisture from the tunnel wall. He rubbed his tongue around inside
his mouth for a bit and then spat. "Yep, this cave is full of
demons."

Scupp and Warren snickered with laughter.

"Keep an eye out," Garrett said, "We don't
know if there really is a guardian or not."

"Guardian?" Marla asked.

Garrett went suddenly cold. "Oh... yeah, I
forgot to tell you," he said, "There might be some sort of...
guardian."

"Yeah, big demon. Eat your face and
everything." Diggs said as he and Warren headed off down the
tunnel.

"Garrett, why didn't you say something about
that before?" Marla asked.

"Sorry," he said, "I just forgot..."

"Don't worry about it," Scupp laughed,
"Garrett's fought demons before, on the way back from the war. He
ran into a whole nest of 'em. Burned one of 'em to nothin' and
scared the rest off. Just stick by him, girl, and he'll keep you
safe."

"Garrett?" Marla said, looking from him to
Scupp in disbelief.

"Yeah... well I was just lucky really. I
guessed the right spell and got him before he got me. It was pretty
close though."

"He's just bein' modest," Scupp said,
slapping Garrett hard on the back, "I imagine they call him the
Scourge of Hell by now. Any demon sees him now is likely to
just poop hisself and start runnin'."

"Garrett, this is serious," Marla said, "How
much danger are we in?"

Garrett started to answer, but Scupp cut him
off.

"Come on! Let's keep up, or my fool brother's
gonna wind up down a sinkhole if we don't watch him."

Marla gave him a flustered look but hurried
after Warren and Diggs with Scupp shooing her and Garrett from
behind.

"Hey, Garrett!" Warren called from somewhere
up ahead, "You really need to see this!"

Garrett and Marla and Scupp followed the
tunnel as it descended in a narrow zigzag between high walls of
limestone, having to go single-file in some places. Presently,
Garrett became aware of a pale blue light from up ahead, and he
wondered if one of the ghouls had lit an algae lamp. Then the light
became so bright that he extinguished his own torch and had to
squint against the brilliance of the glow as he reached the end of
the tunnel.

They stepped out onto a broad ledge of rock,
overlooking a vast underground chamber filled with twinkling blue
lights. The lights hung from the cavern roof high above, streaming
down like beaded strings of stars, their light reflected perfectly
in the smooth surface of a black lake below. A series of natural
flowstone terraces acted as steps, leading down to the lake's edge,
and, from there, pale domes of stone peeked above the motionless
surface of the water like stepping stones all the way across the
lake to the far side.

"It's beautiful!" Marla gasped.

"Yeah," Scupp agreed.

Diggs snorted. "I seen prettier," he
said.

Scupp slapped his ear.

"It's lucky there's a path across the water,"
Garrett said.

"Yeah," Warren said, "a little too
lucky, don't you think?"

"What do you mean?" Garrett asked.

"I've never seen a cave give you a clear path
to follow," Warren said, "I mean caves are natural things. They
don't care whether you explore 'em or not. Usually you have to dig
your way through in spots. You never just find a trail laid out for
you. This is weird."

"You think it's a trap?" Garrett asked.

Warren shrugged. "Only one way to find out,"
he said. He loped down off the ledge to the edge of the lake, and
they followed him.

"What are those lights?" Scupp asked, the
blue pinpoints of light reflected in her large, dark eyes.

Diggs found a spot where the ceiling came low
to the ground at the edge of the lake. He crouched low and then
leapt up, grabbing a sparkling thread and tearing it from the
ceiling. He squinted at the filament in his hand and then stuck it
in his mouth. "Yech," he said, "some sort of spiderweb. It's all
sticky."

"No," Marla said, narrowing her eyes as she
studied the ceiling, "It's some sort of worm spinning these
webs."

"Are they dangerous?" Garrett asked.

"Probably not," Marla said, "Still, I don't
suggest trying to eat them. They could be poisonous."

Diggs continued to try to spit the taste out
of his mouth and pull the sticky thread from his fingers. At last,
he reached over and wiped it off onto the fur of Scupp's back.

"Hey!" she shouted, and the sound of her
voice echoed through the chamber. Ripples formed on the surface of
the water, wherever it touched the walls or the white
stepping-stones. The ripples spread out, shimmering with rainbow
light, stunning them all to silence with the beauty of the
sight.

"This place is magic!" Scupp whispered.

"Yeah," Warren agreed, "let's just hope it's
good magic." He drew in a breath and leapt across the water to the
first stepping-stone.

Warren landed on the stone and froze in
place, as though expecting something terrible to happen. Instead, a
pulse of green light shimmered from the edge of the stepping-stone,
slowly dissipating as it spread across the surface of the lake.

"Huh," Warren said. Then he jumped to the
next stone.

A pulse of yellow light rippled out from the
edge of the stone across the dark water.

The next stone pulsed with a rich orange
glow, and the one beyond that a deep red.

Scupp followed after Warren. She giggled with
each flash of light as the others watched in awe.

Diggs decided to go next, though he paused to
jump up and down on the first stone, sending out a different color
pulse each time he landed.

By this time Warren had made it all the way
to the far end of the room. "Come on," he shouted, "it's safe."

Diggs grew bored with the game at last, and
moved on, crossing the lake in a series of vibrant hops.

"You go first," Garrett said, lifting his
hand toward the lake.

"Thank you," Marla said. She backed up a few
steps and then sprinted forward, bouncing from stone to stone and
filling the black lake with a rainbow of scintillating color.

"Wow!" Garrett said. He took a running leap
and jumped for the first stone.

His foot came down on a smooth section of the
stone, and it slipped out from beneath him. He went down with a
yelp, his boot splashing loudly in the water.

Garrett scrambled to keep from sliding into
the water, pulling his wet boot out of the lake. He gasped at the
sight of the water, solidifying into crystal at the point where his
boot had gone in. The crystals branched out like frost across the
surface, crackling into a solid, glimmering shell atop the dark
water. He froze, not daring to move.

"Garrett!" Marla called, already bounding
back toward him across the stepping-stones.

"I'm all right!" he said, getting to his
feet. He looked around, watching as the crystals slowly dissolved
back into water once more, and their light faded.

"Did you break the magic rock, Garrett?"
Warren called across the lake.

"No!" Garrett shouted back.

"Then hurry up."

"All right," Garrett growled. He gathered his
courage and leapt to the next rock.

It went easier after that. He met Marla
halfway across the lake, and they jumped together, one stone at a
time, until they made it to the far side where Warren waited for
them. Diggs and Scupp had already gone ahead, through a broad
tunnel filled with light. Low stalagmites with flattened tops
caught little pools, of water, in bowl-shaped depressions in their
tops. Tiny, luminous pink fish swirled and darted in these pools
with each pool hosting a slightly different shade of pink.

Garrett and Marla and Warren weaved their way
between the living pools, pausing often to marvel at some movement
within. At last, they made it to the far end of the tunnel and the
chamber beyond. A cool breeze touched their faces as they entered a
broad hall of natural stone, filled with a dim violet light. Diggs
and Scupp stood, looking down over a ledge with the wind ruffling
their brindle fur.

Garrett walked up beside them and looked
down.

The pale, waxy stone of the floor, ceiling,
and walls, was riddled with smooth round holes of all sizes. It
seemed almost as though they stood inside a great slab of cheese,
and the wind was blowing in through the holes. The faint light came
from every direction at once, infusing the stone with a sort of
weird glow.

"Uh, now what?" Diggs asked.

Marla pointed at the wall. "It looks as
though there was once a floor to cross."

Garrett looked and saw the broken shards of a
thick crystal plane that rimmed the entire chamber like the crust
of ice around the edge of a winter pond.

"I'll bet that was the exit," Warren said,
pointing out a hole, larger than the rest, in the far wall.

"Yes, the floor is still intact there," Marla
said.

Garrett grimaced. The hole-riddled cavern
floor dropped at least thirty feet below the level of the broken
crystal floor. It looked far too slippery to try to climb down and
cross that way.

"I wish we had more rope," Marla said.

"Yeah, and if wishes were corpses, the
beggars would eat," Warren said.

"What's left of the floor might hold
us," Scupp said with a hopeful smile.

"That or go back," Warren said,
"Garrett?"

Garrett shook his head. "I don't know... I
hate to give up now, but..."

"Then we try it," Diggs said.

The other ghouls shrugged and worked their
way along the wall to where a large portion of the crystal floor
remained, unbroken.

Garrett followed, feeling a sudden wave of
vertigo as he stepped out onto the transparent glass, looking down
through it at the violet floor far below. The clear crystal
squeaked beneath his boots as he walked, a high, piercing sound
that set his teeth on edge. "I don't like this," he said.

"I think we can make it," Diggs said, making
his way further out along the wall where the remains of the old
floor narrowed to only a few inches wide.

"Be careful," Scupp said, following close
behind her brother.

"When am I ever not careful?" Diggs
growled, reaching a shaggy claw out to grasp another handhold in
the waxy stone of the wall.

"Whenever you're awake, that's when," Scupp
said.

"You're just jealous o' my climbin' skills,"
Diggs said, lifting himself over a particularly narrow patch of
crystal.

"I'm jealous o' your bein' able to keep
talkin' without havin' to stop to think," Scupp said.

"It's cause I'm so ela-quint," Diggs
said.

"Is that what they call it?" Warren grumbled,
taking his first steps out onto the narrow ledge with his face
pressed against the wall.

"You go first this time," Marla said.

Garrett nodded, trying to look down as little
as possible by feeling his way along the ledge with his toes. He
pushed his body against the smooth stone of the wall and made his
way, handhold by handhold, between Warren and Marla. The wind
whistled through the holes in the wall, chilling his damp clothes
until his limbs ached with every exertion.

They were halfway across when the last shards
of the crystal floor gave way beneath them.

Garrett yelled in terror as he fell, sliding
along the curved surface of the violet stone. He caught one glimpse
of the ghouls, digging their iron-hard claws into the soft stone of
the wall, before he disappeared into one of the many large holes in
the violet chamber's floor.

Darkness closed around him as he fell into a
dizzying void of shadow. He had time only to inhale once before his
vision exploded in a universe of stars and then blackness swallowed
him completely.


Chapter Twenty-Five

Garrett's consciousness returned in a gray
haze of hurt. He cried out, trying to feel for his head with his
hands, but his knuckles didn't go where they were supposed to and
scraped against rough stone. He felt as though he were lying back
on a rapidly tilting table, and someone was twisting his head
around on his neck like they were trying to unscrew it from his
body.

Stop it, he tried to say, but the
words that came out of his mouth sounded more like,
"Stahbdit." He blinked, trying to make sense of what he'd
just said. His hands were still having trouble finding his head.
Where were they?

He tried lifting his head, but that only made
it feel like it was spinning in the opposite direction now. He lay
there and blinked again. That he could do. A very faint
violet light filled his vision. A rough, stony texture swam before
him, though it could have been inches away from his face, or
yards.

"Garrett!" someone's voice called.

His thoughts focused, catching hold of a
name, and holding onto it for dear life.

"Marla?" he croaked.

Then she was there, leaning over him, two of
her at first, and then just the one as his eyes started working as
partners once again. She looked very worried.

"Garrett, can you hear me?" she cried.

Garrett flinched at the volume of her voice.
"Yeah," he gasped, "not so loud though."

"He's here!" Marla shouted, and Garrett
winced, trying to cover his ears. His hands still weren't working
right though. His thumb went into Marla's ear.

"Sorry," he said.

"Where's here at?" Warren's voice
echoed from somewhere far away.

"I don't know," Marla shouted, and Garrett
winced again, "We're somewhere beneath the floor of the
cavern."

"Yeah, I figured that much!" Warren shouted,
"But how do we get to you?"

"Just wait there," Marla shouted, "I'll see
if we can make it back up to you."

"Ow," Garrett said.

"Where does it hurt?" Marla asked, leaning
close.

Garrett took a mental inventory. "My brain,"
he said.

Marla gently felt at the sides of Garrett's
head beneath his hood, working her fingers back behind his
head.

"Ah!" Garrett gasped, "Yeah, that's the
spot."

"Is Garrett all right?" Warren's voice
called.

"He's alive, but he's injured," Marla
shouted.

"I'm fine," Garrett tried to call out, but
raising his voice hurt too much.

"Warren," Marla called, "See if you can climb
out and go back to the pit and cut off the rope that's hanging
below the level of the ledge. Bring it back here when you have
it."

"Right!" Warren shouted.

"Whata you want us to do?" Scupp's voice
called.

"Just stay up there," Marla shouted.

"All right," Diggs shouted.

Garrett tried to lift his head again and
decided that he still wasn't ready for that yet.

"Lie still," Marla said, "You could make it
worse if you move."

"Yeah," Garrett agreed. At least the rock
wall behind Marla had stopped spinning. He could make out that he
was lying in a relatively flat section of a long stone tube, nearly
five feet wide. Various other tubes intersected with it further off
in either direction.

Suddenly Marla stiffened, and her eyes went
wide, looking past Garrett into the shadows of a nearby tunnel
mouth. "Who are you?" she demanded.

"A friend!" a girl's voice answered, a
familiar voice.

Garrett turned his head to see the Girl in
Brown, moving toward them on her hands and knees. He knew her only
as the Girl in Brown, for that was the color of her clothing, and
he had no other name for her. It seemed somehow odd to his
impact-addled brain that he could not recall her real name, but he
knew, somehow, that she was surely an old and dear friend.

"Hi," he said, "What are you doing here?"

The Girl in Brown's eyes widened, and she
froze, her lips parted in astonishment.

"You know her?" Marla asked.

"Yeah, she's a friend of mine," Garrett said,
looking at the Girl in Brown, "but I... can't remember your name
right now. I think I hurt my head."

The Girl in Brown held her hand to her mouth,
trembling, her brown eyes wide and locked on Garrett's face.

"Are you all right?" he asked.

"Yes," she gasped, "Yes."

"Who are you?" Marla asked.

The Girl in Brown ignored the question. "What
are the extent of his injuries?" she asked, scooting forward to
join Marla at Garrett's side.

"He hit his head," Marla said, "His bleeding
has stopped, but I'm concerned about internal injuries. We fell
down from the chamber above."

"I know," the Girl in Brown said, "I saw."
She lifted Garrett's head slightly to feel at the base of his
neck.

"You were following us?" Garrett asked.

The Girl in Brown frowned. "Annalien would be
furious if she knew you were doing this, but I had to follow to
make sure you were all right. You could have gotten yourself
killed, Garrett!"

"You know Annalien?" Garrett asked.

The Girl in Brown nodded. She probed the same
spot that Marla had felt before and was rewarded with an identical
gasp of pain from Garrett.

"Annalien is the ghost, isn't she?" Marla
said.

"Yeah," Garrett hissed.

The Girl in Brown let Garrett's head back
down gently.

"Where do you know this girl from?" Marla
asked, her eyes narrowed in suspicion.

Garrett thought for a moment. "I... I don't
know," he said.

"But you are certain that she is a friend?"
Marla asked.

The Girl in Brown eyed the vampire girl
warily.

"Yeah," he said, "I'm pretty sure... I just
don't know how I know that."

Marla pursed her lips and fell silent, not
taking her eyes from the Girl in Brown.

"Please tell me your name," Garrett said,
"I'm sorry I forgot it."

The Girl in Brown ignored him and reached
beneath her cloak, fumbling at the clasp of a pouch on her
belt.

"You didn't forget her name, Garrett," Marla
said, "You never knew it."

"What?" Garrett asked.

"She won't tell you her name either," Marla
said, "or, rather, she can't."

The Girl in Brown stared at Marla, her face
unreadable, as she pulled a roll of gauze from her kit and began to
thread it under Garrett's neck.

"What are you talking about?" Garrett
asked.

"I only just now put it all together," Marla
said, "It had been bothering me for a long time that I couldn't
remember the details of what happened that day we went to visit the
ghost in the Old City."

Garrett gritted his teeth against the pain as
the Girl in Brown pushed back his hood and began to wrap his head
in bandages, her flawless brown eyes wandering from Garrett to
Marla and her lips tense with silence.

"I remember fighting with the huge spiders in
the old tunnels," Marla said, "but I don't remember how the fight
ended. Honestly, I don't remember anything else after that until we
reached the ghost's lair. It's as though a portion of my memory had
been blotted out. Do you remember anything about that time,
Garrett?"

Garrett thought for a moment. "I don't know.
It was so long ago."

"And I'm fairly certain that, if we asked
Warren, he wouldn't be able to recall anything during that time
either," Marla said.

"What do you mean?" Garrett asked.

"I mean that, whenever this girl is around,
it is impossible for any of us to make new memories," Marla said,
"That is her power... to remain forever forgotten."

The Girl in Brown gave a bitter laugh, but
said nothing.

"Or is it a curse?" Marla asked.

The Girl in Brown looked at Marla for a
moment, and then her eyes fell.

"That doesn't make any sense," Garrett said,
"I mean I remember her... it's a little hazy, but I remember
her."

The Girl in Brown looked down at him with a
small, sad smile. She brushed the tips of her fingers across his
forehead.

"The moment she leaves, you will forget she
ever existed," Marla said.

"Wait," Garrett said, "She said that she
knows Annalien. Maybe ghosts can remember her."

Marla shook her head. "The only way you can
ever remember having met a Banal is to know its true
name."

The Girl in Brown flinched.

"A what?" Garrett asked.

"And a Banal can never tell anyone its
name," Marla said, "so the ghost must know her from long ago...
when she was sent to..."

"To what?" Garrett said.

"To spy on the humans of Wythr," Marla said,
"This creature was created to be a spy in a war that ended long
before you or I were ever born."

The Girl in Brown glared at Marla, her lips
twitching and her fingers flexing into a fist around the throat of
Garrett's hood.

Garrett lifted his hand to touch the girl's
sleeve. "She's just a girl," Garrett said, "and she's my friend.
That much I remember."

The Girl in Brown looked down at him with a
trembling smile and tears in her perfect eyes. She relaxed her grip
on Garrett's collar and exhaled slowly.

"Hey," Garrett said, "do you know the
way to the Chamber of Kings?"

The Girl in Brown looked at him for a long
moment and then nodded. "I can take you there," she said.

****

"Why can't the ghouls come with us?" Garrett
asked as he walked, partially supported between Marla and the Girl
in Brown with his arms draped over their shoulders. His legs had
the strength to walk again, but his sense of balance had yet to
return.

"They could come, but they would surely die,"
the Girl in Brown said.

"How do you know?" Garrett asked.

"Because their instinct would be to fight the
Guardian, and it can't be fought," she said.

Garrett frowned, hating to leave his best
friend behind. Warren would want to fight, that was certain.
He hoped that Diggs and Scupp would be able to convince him not to
follow when he got back with the rope. Only Marla's most plaintive
assurances had convinced them wait while Garrett and Marla went on
ahead to scout out a potential lead.

They emerged from the tunnels of stone into a
wide chasm, over which a natural stone bridge stretched to the
other side. Fine veins of glittering gold light twisted through the
black stone walls of the chasm, casting a pale glow over the trio
as they walked.

"How do you know the way?" Garrett asked.

The Girl in Brown chuckled. "I know
everything about this city," she said, "I've been around long
enough."

"How old are you?" Marla asked.

The Girl in Brown hesitated a moment before
responding, "I came to the city shortly after the arrival of the
Songreaver, when the last elves were still alive."

"They did not all die in the defense of the
city?" Marla asked.

The Girl in Brown laughed. "I suppose they
left that part out of the history books," she said, "The elves
let him in."

"They surrendered?" Garrett asked.

"In a way," the Girl in Brown said, "The
Queen agreed to marry Brahnek, if he spared her people and her
city."

"Marry him?" Marla said.

The Girl in Brown nodded. "They say he
besieged the city for a year before she rode out to meet him in one
last, desperate battle. She realized that none of her allies would
come to her aide, and so she decided to die in battle with the
hated enemy of her people. Brahnek met her on the field,
personally, with the intent of slaying her himself, but, when he
saw her... something changed in him."

"Huh?" Garrett said.

They reached the far end of the stone arch
and entered the shadows of another subterranean vault, passing
between tall pillars of shimmering crystal that glowed faintly with
a pulsing golden light.

"Brahnek Spellbreaker, the Songreaver
himself fell instantly and hopelessly in love with Queen Elaraenu,"
the Girl in Brown laughed softly, "Of course he wasn't the
Songreaver then, not yet. Elaraenu was no match for him in
combat... she was no warrior, but he could not bring himself to
slay her. He begged her to yield, but she was wyrdbound to
defeat him. The Masters had done that... had commanded all the
elves to fight until the very last against the hated humans... no
offence, Garrett."

"Yeah," he said.

"She couldn't surrender to him, even when he
promised to spare her and her people," the Girl in Brown said, "She
was bound to his death, and could not resist the Masters'
command."

"Masters?" Garrett said.

"The elder dragons," the Girl in Brown said,
"the last of their kind who still stood against the human foe. They
ordered the Faeborn to resist and defy the humans to their last
breath. Elaraenu had to try to kill every human that she
met. She had no choice. Brahnek's chief magician tried to explain
this to him, and tried to convince him to put aside his folly and
slay her, but Brahnek would hear nothing of it. He had Elaraenu
chained and lifted his siege of her city while he went in search of
the magic he needed to break her wyrdbondage and free her to love
him as he loved her."

They passed from the gallery of crystal
pillars into a hall of bubbling pools of steaming mud. The rocks
beneath their feet glowed a dull red, but felt cool beneath the
soles of Garrett's boots.

"Brahnek disappeared into the wilderness for
an entire year," the Girl in Brown said, "When he returned, he was
the Songreaver... the Spellbreaker. He used whatever
power he had found to break Queen Elaraenu's wyrdbinding and free
her to... surrender. It killed her as surely as his sword would
have, but she submitted and gave her hand to the murderer of her
kin to save what few of her people remained in this land. Her
beloved city was spared, though much changed by the human
occupation. She lingered on at his side, slowly fading, until, at
last, only her promise to him kept her alive... and that only for a
while."

They passed beyond the mud room into a hall
of slate-colored stone with shining silver orbs set like stars in
the ceiling above.

"I arrived in the city shortly before she
died," the Girl in Brown said, "and I've been here ever since."

"Where are we?" Garrett asked, looking at the
faces of elven men and women carven in the gray stone of the
walls.

"We're almost there," the Girl in Brown said,
"If you want to go back... this is your last chance."

Garrett shook his head.

"Garrett, you're injured," Marla said, "We
can come back later when you're better."

The Girl in Brown watched his face intently.
"She's right," she admitted, "The Guardian... we could all die
here."

Garrett pulled away from the two girls,
stepping back from them on unsteady feet. He took a deep breath and
tested his balance. "No," he said, "I'm ready."

The Girl in Brown nodded and led them to the
end of the long hall. A deep, booming wind whistled at the mouth of
a tall, narrow stone archway, and, beyond that, a great circular
shaft of stone, five hundred feet across, stretched upward to
disappear into shadow high above, and descended into a thick,
gray-green mist far below.

A black column of glistening obsidian stood
in the center of the shaft, itself over fifty feet in diameter. It
reached up into the blackness above and down into the mist-shrouded
depths. A great spiraling staircase of interconnected platforms
ringed the column. Black spars of stone jutted out from the column,
supporting the outer ring of the stairway and providing access to
the many sealed doors in the column's walls with narrow walkways
like the strands of some great black web. A single strand of this
stone web bridged the gap between the strange staircase and the
small platform where Garrett and his friends stood.

The Girl in Brown shivered and drew closer to
Garrett's side. "I've never dared go any further than this," she
said.

"Where is the Guardian?" Marla asked.

"It's here... somewhere," the Girl in Brown
said, "It is bound to the black stone of the stair. It can't touch
us, as long as we aren't standing on the stairs, but, once we set
foot on it, it will pursue us until we escape into one to the
tombs... or it touches us. If it touches you, you die."

"What do you mean?" Garrett asked.

"The creature is an avatar of Death," the
Girl in Brown said, "Sometimes it moves fast like a sword.
Sometimes it creeps like a plague. Either way, the moment it
touches you, you die."

"So we have to outrun it?" Garrett asked.

"You can't outrun Death for long, Garrett,"
the Girl in Brown said, "You just have to try to get where you're
going before it catches up to you. If we can make it to the tomb,
we'll be safe."

Garrett leaned out into the hot wind of the
chamber, counting the black doors that marked the tombs of Wythr's
kings. "Any chance that the Songreaver is in the top one?"
he laughed.

The Girl in Brown shook her head. "I don't
know which one he's in," she said, "I've never been any further
than this."

"All right," Garrett said, drawing in a slow
breath, "you guys wait here. I'll run out and see if I can make it
to the first tomb before the Guardian sees me."

"I'm coming with you," Marla said.

"Me too," the Girl in Brown said.

Garrett nodded. "Let's get this over with,"
he said, and stepped out onto the obsidian staircase.

The stone beneath his foot shuddered with a
deep resonating pulse, and a low groaning sound rippled through the
mist. Garrett looked back at Marla and the Girl in Brown, but saw
only confusion in their faces as well.

He took another step, but the strange groan
had died away. He hurried across the narrow obsidian span toward
the stairs, trying not to think about what would happen if he
slipped over the edge of the walkway. A moment later, and he was on
the stairs, breathing heavily as he raced down the steps as fast as
he dared, coming at last to the first spoke that reached to the
central obsidian pillar. He ran across to reach the first tomb door
which stood open wide. He ran inside the burial chamber with the
two girls close on his heels.

"It's empty!" Garrett gasped, looking around
the wide, circular chamber that nearly matched the pillar itself in
diameter.

"Waiting for another king," the Girl in Brown
said.

"On to the next one then," Marla said.

Garrett nodded and caught his breath before
running back out onto the staircase and down toward the next tomb.
He saw that its door was sealed shut. He fumbled for the hammer and
chisel in his pack as he slowed his pace, approaching the door.

He had the chisel in hand when the Girl in
Brown said, "It's not him!"

Garrett stared up at the Gloarish runes
carved into the obsidian door, an unfamiliar name.

"Keep going," Marla said.

They ran back to the stairs and down to the
next level below, again finding the wrong king.

"I was afraid of this," the Girl in Brown
said.

"What?" Garrett asked.

"These were the last two kings," she gasped,
"It's going in reverse order... Brahnek was the first human
king of Wythr."

"So we hafta..."

"Go down... way down," she said.

Garrett put his fists on his knees, still
clutching the hammer and chisel. "At least we haven't seen any sign
of..."

A sharp, glassy clicking sound cut him off.
He looked up to glimpse something on the stairs above them. It
disappeared behind the column before he could see it clearly, but
it was man-sized, and covered with short white fur. The rhythmic
clicking grew louder as the thing descended the stairs.

"The Guardian!" the Girl in Brown cried.

"Go, Garrett!" Marla gasped.

Garrett ran back to the stairs and down
again, not stopping at the next tomb.

"Keep going," the Girl in Brown shouted.

"Marla!" Garrett cried, "You go ahead and
find the right tomb!"

Marla nodded, her face even paler than usual.
Her body blurred as she raced past him, taking the stairs faster
than seemed possible. Garrett and the Girl in Brown lagged behind,
casting glances upward at the increasingly loud click-clack
of the Guardian on the steps above them.

When they rounded the pillar again, Garrett
saw the thing clearly for the first time. He made a sound that was
something between a laugh and a scream, for his mind could not
quite grasp the reality of the thing. It had the body of a white
goat, but it stood on its hind legs like a man. Its front legs were
withered and short, hardly the length of Garrett's forearms, and
they twitched spasmodically as it walked. Two short, curving horns
grew from the top of its caprine head, and it stared down at them
with three eyes of such unearthly blackness that they left a
triangular after-image that lingered in Garrett's vision when he
shut his eyes.

The Girl in Brown stood frozen on the stair,
unable to tear her eyes from it as it descended slowly toward them.
Garrett grabbed her arms and shook her. "Run!" he said, and she ran
with him, away from the white goat.

"Did you see it, Garrett?" she gasped, "Did
you see its eyes?"

"Yeah," he said, the image of its three
void-black eyes only now fading from his vision.

At the juncture of the next tomb spar,
Garrett had to stop to catch his breath. His side hurt too much to
keep running. He shoved the tools into his belt and doubled over,
filling his lungs with the damp tomb air. "Gimme... a minute," he
wheezed.

"Garrett, we have to keep moving!" the Girl
in Brown said, her eyes following the clattering hoofsteps of the
watcher on the stairs above.

"I know," he gasped, "Just... a minute."

He looked down over the edge of the stairs to
see a dark blur as Marla continued to run, pausing only to check
the inscription on each door she passed. He groaned to see how far
down she had already gone.

The click-clacking continued, growing
ever closer.

"All right," Garrett said, "let's go."

Garrett and the Girl in Brown continued to
descend, slower now than they had before. Garrett's feet and shins
began to ache, growing worse with every step on the cold volcanic
glass. He drew in enough breath to yell, "Find anything?"

"Not yet!" Marla called back. She sounded
very far away.

Garrett groaned and forced his legs to move a
little bit faster. "Why... couldn't... he have... been... the
last... king... of Wythr?" he panted.

The Girl in Brown laughed nervously and then
gasped as she glanced back over her shoulder.

Garrett looked too, and his heart fluttered
with fear at the sight of the white goat on the same level now with
them, only a few yards behind them on the stairs. It's withered
forelimbs twitched as is hobbled toward them on black hooves.

"Go, Garrett!" the Girl in Brown shouted,
"I'll slow him down!"

Garrett blinked, realizing what she intended
to do. "No!" he shouted, and he grabbed her by the shoulder of her
brown cape. "Come on!"

Garrett ran down the black steps, ignoring
the pain in his legs and pulling the girl with him. He missed a
step and came down hard on his left foot, sending a burst of pain
through his leg and dislodging the iron chisel from his belt. The
chisel pinged off the side of the obsidian steps and spun down to
strike the edge of a walkway beneath them. Tiny shards of black
glass tumbled with the chisel as it disappeared into the green
mists below.

"Gah!" Garrett shouted, staggering forward
and struggling to regain his balance.

The Girl in Brown pulled him back from the
edge and started to speak, when the clack-clack-clack of the
Guardian's hooves grew louder and faster, almost upon them.

"Jump, Garrett!" the Girl in Brown shouted,
and, when he hesitated, she pushed him over the edge of the stairs
onto the walkway below.

He landed on the walkway with the wind
knocked out of him, but otherwise unharmed. He looked up to see a
brown sleeve wildly flailing over the edge of the stairway above.
The Girl in Brown screamed once and then appeared over the edge as
she jumped down after him.

Garrett dodged out of the way as she landed
beside him on the walkway. She had a grin on her face as she came
to her feet again.

"Almost had me!" she said.

Garrett laughed, and the two of them
descended the stairs again, just as the white goat rounded the
pillar and came into view once more.

"I found it!" Marla's voice called up from
below.

Garrett found new strength in the knowledge
that he was so close to his goal. He and the Girl in Brown flew
down the staircase, leaving the white goat further behind each time
they rounded the tomb pillar of Wythr's kings.

Suddenly, the sound of its hooves fell
silent, and Garrett stopped running to look upward at the underside
of the black steps above.

"Do you think he gave up?" he said.

The Girl in Brown looked at him, a desperate
hope in her eyes.

Then they saw a white shape launch out into
the air from the stairs above, and the white goat fluttered down
toward them on membranous wings that stretched between two spiny
protrusions, jutting from its back. It let out a tortured bleat as
it circled around and glided down to land with a glassy
click-clack on the stairs below them.

"Oh, that's not fair!" the Girl in Brown
shouted.

The Guardian's hooves clicked on the black
glass as it mounted the steps upward toward them, driving them back
the way they had come.

"Marla, he's between us!" Garrett
shouted.

Garrett's weary legs threatened to give out
beneath him, as he climbed the steps to escape the advancing
Guardian.

"There!" the Girl in Brown shouted, and she
pointed down at another walkway below them.

Garrett did not hesitate this time but
jumped, landing hard on the cold black glass. The Girl in Brown
landed beside him and hauled him to his feet.

They made it down three more flights of steps
before the Guardian glided down to cut off their descent once
more.

"I really... wanna... punch him... in the...
nose," Garrett snarled as the Girl in Brown dragged him back up the
stairs.

"Bad idea," she said.

"Yeah... try magic?" he gasped.

"Anything's worth a try," she agreed.

Garrett reached into his pack and pulled out
a flask of essence. He turned to face the goat creature as it
climbed the stairs toward him.

"I'm tired of running from you!" he shouted.
Garrett thrust the canister above his head and pointed the fingers
of his right hand toward the coal-black eyes of the demon.

"Veiarnna te noulleanna!" he shouted,
and a burst of rainbow flame sizzled through the mist toward the
white goat.

The Guardian shrieked out an angry bleat and
pushed through the prismatic flames, undaunted.

Garrett said something that Uncle would have
grounded him for, and turned to run again.

Suddenly, a gray blur appeared on the stairs
behind the white goat, and it cried out in pain as Marla lashed her
belt across its back. It turned to face her, lunging forward with
its withered forelimbs outstretched. Marla danced clear of its
grasp, giving ground as it advanced on her in turn.

"Jump down again?" the Girl in Brown
whispered in Garrett's ear.

He gave her a fierce nod, and they hurried to
find a safe spot from which to leap.

They landed right behind Marla as she lead
the creature downward along the spiral.

"Hi," Garrett gasped.

Marla grinned at him.

"Keep moving," the Girl in Brown said.

"I don't know how much more of this I can
take," Garrett wheezed.

"It's only a little further now," Marla
promised.

"You really should get more exercise,
Garrett," the Girl in Brown said, "You're spending too much time in
the library these days."

Marla raised an eyebrow and gave her a hard
look.

"Nevermind," the girl whispered.

They descended three more flights of stairs
when they came to the door that Marla indicated.

"It's locked," Marla shouted, "from the
inside!"

Garrett felt for his tools, snatching the
hammer from his belt, but realizing that his chisel was lost. He
stripped off his backpack and began frantically rummaging through
it for something else to use.

"Let me try," the Girl in Brown said,
reaching into her belt pouch and pulling out a long, slender metal
ribbon with a hook on one end. She stepped up to the doors of the
tomb and slipped the metal tool between the crack in the center of
the obsidian doors.

Garrett and Marla watched the stairs, growing
more anxious by the moment as the click-clack of the
Guardian’s hooves grew louder.

The Girl in Brown grunted with effort as she
worked the slender bar of metal between the two doors. "It's too
heavy," she gasped, "Must be a beam of some sort."

Garrett looked at Marla, their eyes wide. The
clicking grew louder still as the white goat approached.

"Stand back!" Marla cried.

The Girl in Brown had just enough time to
step out of the way as Marla shouldered hard into the door with
blinding speed. The doors shook, throwing off a cloud of dust, but
did not yield to the vampire girl's charge. She stood there,
slumped against the doors, with a very stunned look on her
face.

"Ouch," Marla said.

Garrett's brain raced, searching for an
answer, but paralyzed with fear of the white demon who even now
staggered into view around the curve of the stairs. "I don't know
what to do," he said, "I'm sorry... I..."

Just then they heard the sound of Warren's
voice calling from somewhere high above. "Garrett! Are you in
here?"

"Warren!" Garrett shouted, "We're down
here!"

"On the stairs?"

"Yeah," he called, "but don't come down!
There's a demon here, and magic doesn't work on him!"

"What?" Warren yelled.

"A demon! Get out of here! Don't come down
the stairs!" Garrett screamed.

"Come down the stairs?"

"No!" Garrett cried, then sputtered with
frustration, "Warren, just leave!"

The hooting cackles of three ghouls echoed
through the tomb shaft.

"Not a chance!" Warren shouted, "Sit tight,
Garrett! We're coming!"

The Guardian cocked one of its long ears and
then turned to hobble back up the stairs, disappearing from
view.

"Oh, no," Garrett moaned.

"They'll try to fight it," the Girl in Brown
said.

"I'll go to them," Marla said, "They have to
be warned."

Garrett nodded, but Marla was already gone,
leaping up to catch the edge of the stairway above and pull herself
up. Garrett caught a glimpse of a dark blur headed upward around
the spiral toward the unsuspecting ghouls.

"They bought us some time," the Girl in Brown
said.

"Yeah... any ideas?" Garrett said.

The Girl in Brown ran her fingers through her
hair and sighed. "Somebody didn't want that door open again," she
said, "They must have rigged it to seal itself from within once
they buried the king inside."

Garrett ran his fingers along the edge where
the doors met the arched obsidian frame. "The hinges must be inside
too," he said, "and no gap beneath."

"We're here to loot all your dead guys,
demon!" Diggs shouted from somewhere above. A verdant flash of
light filled the shaft shortly thereafter.

"Diggs is into the essence," Garrett sighed.
He remembered how much the ghoul liked the flame spell, especially
the hot version. He stopped breathing for a second as a thought
struck him.

Garrett reached into his pack and pulled out
the canister he had used to cast the flame spell on the Guardian.
The metal was still cool to the touch from the casting of the
spell. He laughed.

"What is it?" the Girl in Brown asked.

"Essence gets really cold when you use it...
as it goes away," he said, pulling out the other canister as well,
"It kinda sucks all the heat out of everything around it as it
goes." He looked at the obsidian doors again and then pulled the
water skin from his backpack as well.

"So... what?" the girl asked.

"So, my uncle told me once how people used to
dig mines, before they had metal tools," Garrett said, "They would
build a big fire next to the rock and, once it got really hot, they
would throw cold water on it. Even the hardest stone would crack
apart when the water hit it." He tucked one of the canisters under
his arm and handed the waterskin to the Girl in Brown.

"What do I do with this?" she asked.

He thought for a moment. "All right," he
said, working the nozzle open on the half-full canister in his
hands, "Uh... uncork that water and pour half of it out."

She pulled the stopper out of the waterskin
and took a long drink before emptying half of the water over the
side of the platform. She held out the partially emptied skin
toward Garrett.

He tilted the essence flask and carefully
dribbled the glowing green ooze into the mouth of the waterskin.
When he was done, he tossed the empty flask over the edge and took
the skin from her. Corking it again, Garrett shook it up, mixing
the water and essence together. He handed it back to her.

"So, when I tell you, I want you to pour the
water out onto the door," he said, "and try to get as much into the
center crack as you can."

"All right," the Girl in Brown said, her eyes
narrowed.

"For now, uh... just... stand back a little,"
Garrett said.

The Girl in Brown stepped back, holding the
waterskin at the ready and eyeing the stairs nervously. More
flashes of green light came from above, but there was no sign of
the Guardian.

Garrett held the full essence canister in his
left hand and reached out with the fingers of his right, almost
touching the black doors of the Songreaver's tomb. He whispered the
words to the spell that Lampwicke had taught them, focusing his
intent on the very center where the two doors met.

A jet of white-hot flame shot from his
fingers, lancing through the crack in the center of the doors. He
held it there, channeling the arcane energy of the essence into a
single point of unimaginable heat. His left hand began to ache with
cold as the essence drained from his flask, and the glassy stone in
the center of the door began to glow a dull red.

Then the canister felt suddenly light, and
the flame flickered out.

"Now!" Garrett cried.

The Girl in Brown lifted the waterskin,
pressing its mouth against the center of the door, as high as she
could reach above the point where Garrett's fire had burned. The
glowing water and essence mixture poured down along the seam,
bursting into steam where it touched the red-hot glass.

The Girl in Brown screamed and turned her
face away as a cloud of steam billowed out, but Garrett dropped his
canister and thrust the palm of his left hand against the rapidly
cooling glass.

"Ghe'haalan jheghaaro the'Uhla," he
shouted, and the steam turned instantly to a cloud of jade green
butterflies. A shocking retort sounded from the door, and the water
froze suddenly into glittering ice as the essence within it
released the power of its magic. Large cracks spiderwebbed out from
the center of the door as Garrett snatched his scalded hand back
from its shattered surface.

The Girl in Brown lifted her foot and kicked
hard, directly in the center of the doors, and they exploded open
with a splintering crash as the obsidian bolt within disintegrated
into a thousand tiny shards.

A shrieking bleat erupted from somewhere high
above them, and the Girl in Brown seized Garrett by the collar and
shoved him inside the tomb.

"We're inside!" Garrett shouted, as the Girl
in Brown slammed the doors closed behind them, shielding them from
the Guardian's wrath.

Garrett reached into his pack to retrieve a
torch with his right hand. His left hand felt stiff and throbbed
with heat where he had touched the hot glass of the door. The torch
flared to life at his command, and he saw that they stood inside a
small antechamber between the outer doors and a stone wall with a
single door of white marble. Carved into the surface of the door
were the figures of a man and a woman embracing one another. The
man wore mail armor and a short beard. The top of the woman's head
reached only to the man's broad shoulders and her features were
undeniably elvish. The man looked down at her with an expression of
blissful adoration, and she gazed back with a sad sweet smile.

"Let me look at that," the Girl in Brown
said, taking Garrett's injured hand in her own.

He looked down at his hand in the witchfire
light and sucked air through his teeth. It was going to
blister.

The Girl in Brown undid the toggle fastener
on one of her belt pouches and retrieved a small jar of balm and a
roll of bandages. She smeared the white cream over the reddened
flesh of his palm and then bound it gently with the soft, stretchy
bandages.

"Spider silk," she said, "It makes great
dressings... only took me about fifty years to figure out how to
weave the stuff."

Garrett smiled at her. "Thanks," he said.

"Thanks for getting that door open," she
said.

Garrett nodded, turning his attention back to
the inner door.

"I suppose the elvish tomb wasn't cheerful
enough for Brahnek's tastes, so he added a little extra to it," the
Girl in Brown said.

"You mean the elves made this place?" Garrett
said, "I thought elves kinda lived forever, unless somebody killed
them."

"They did... until the moon fell out of the
sky," she said, "After that, the Masters went mad, and everything
started to change. It became more and more common for elves to lose
hope and fade."

"Like Lampwicke?" Garrett asked, then he
added, "You know who Lampwicke is, right?"

She laughed. "Yes, Garrett, I've talked to
her before... though she doesn't remember it."

Garrett shook his head. "This is really
strange for me... having a friend that I won't remember the next
time I see her."

"But you do remember... a little," she
said.

"What does that mean?" he asked.

"I don't know," she said, "It's never
happened before... I think I like it."

Garrett smiled again.

"We'd better get to work on this door," she
said, putting away the unused bandages.

"Yeah," he said.

Garrett stood before the white door, running
his hand along the edges, trying to find a latch or hinge of some
sort. "I'm not sure how you open it," he said.

At the moment he spoke, a loud clap sounded
through the small antechamber, and the door fell inward, away from
his hand. Garrett gasped, reaching out to try to catch it, but
there was nothing to grasp, and he watched it topple over like a
great white domino and strike the floor of the inner chamber with a
tremendous boom that shook the whole tomb. He stared down at
the broken door that lay with a long, vertical crack that parted it
into two halves, separating the carven images of Brahnek and Queen
Elaraenu.

Garrett looked at the Girl in Brown. "What
happened?" he whispered.

She shrugged. "You must have said the magic
word," she said.

Dust swirled in the green light of Garrett's
torch, obscuring the dark chamber beyond the broken door. Slowly,
he was able to make out the dark shape of a long, obsidian
sarcophagus, lying perpendicular to the doorway, and the body of an
enormous man, kneeling beside it with his arms across the lid.

"Huh?" Garrett said, "Why is he outside of
his coffin?"

"That's not his coffin," the Girl in Brown
said.

Garrett started to ask more when the body of
the man suddenly creaked to life, lifting its head. A shining
coronet glimmered atop the man's long, cobweb hair, and two cold
blue lights shone from his eyes, sunk deep in his gray, withered
face.

"Who dares disturb the sleep of my
Beloved?" hissed the man in the tomb.

Garrett staggered back a few steps in horror
as the man lurched to his feet with bits of rusty mail armor
crumbling away as he stood up.

"Brahnek!" the Girl in Brown hissed,
"Garrett, it's him!"

Garrett froze, unable to speak or even
move.

Brahnek Spellbreaker ripped the black-bladed
sword from his belt, it's scabbard disintegrating into dust and
shreds of dry leather as he did. The dead man advanced on Garrett,
raising the sword to strike.

Garrett fell to his knees before the creature
and gasped, "Please! Please, King Brahnek, I need your help!"

The man hesitated, cold eyes narrowing. He
held the sword, wavering above his crowned head, still poised to
cut Garrett down. "Who are you?" he hissed.

The Girl in Brown hastily knelt beside
Garrett, giving him a desperate glance.

"Sir... I need to know how to break a spell,"
Garrett said, his voice trembling with fear.

The sword wavered as the dead man swayed in
his moldy boots. "What?" he rasped.

"My friend is bound with magic, and I need to
set her free, Mister Brahnek," Garrett said, "If I don't, she'll
die."

Brahnek lowered his sword. "You're only a
boy," he said, "How did you break through the Wards?"

"I didn't see any Wards, sir," Garrett
said.

Brahnek looked down at his feet where he
stood atop the cracked white door. He moaned as he pulled the
crumbling toe of his boot away from the carven marble face of the
elven woman. His joints creaked as he turned to look back at the
black coffin. "How long has it been?" he whispered.

"Centuries, High King," the Girl in Brown
said, "Everyone thought you long dead."

Brahnek raised his left hand to look at it.
His leather glove flaked to pieces as he closed his fist, leaving
the pale gray flesh of his withered fingers exposed. "Dead I am,"
he sighed, "I died the day my heart took her leave of this cold
world... I only wish I had been able to follow her thence."

"Why is it that you cannot, High King?" the
Girl in Brown asked.

His eyes burned with cold fire as he bared
his dry teeth. "I see through your guise, Wyrmkin," he said, "The
Word is not yours to take! I guard it too well to surrender it to a
false face. You could not bear its weight!"

The Girl in Brown fell silent, lowering her
head.

"And you," he said to Garrett, "I would see
the face of a boy so bold as to forfeit his life in search of the
Spellbreaker!"

Garrett straightened his back, still on his
knees before the dead king. He reached up and pulled back his hood
to uncover his head.

The cold fire in Brahnek's eyes flared in
surprise.

"Dragonfire!" he hissed, "Are you a Slayer,
boy?"

Garrett shook his head. "No, sir," he said,
"I haven't slain any of them... yet."

Brahnek let out a dry, hissing laugh. "I
admire your spirit, boy," he said, "Sorry I am to end such a life
so soon after its start." he lifted the black sword again.

"Wait!" Garrett cried, "Why do you want to
kill me? I didn't mean to break your door. I just want to help my
friend."

Brahnek sneered. "This girl is no true
friend, boy!" he said, jabbing his finger at the Girl in Brown,
"Deceived you have been! I will free you from her spell with the
gift of steel."

"No!" Garrett said, "She's not the one who
needs help!"

Brahnek's eyes narrowed to icy slits.

"It's for my friend Lampwicke," Garrett said,
"She's a fairy, and she's locked inside a magic cage... Please,
sir, she just wants to go home, but I don't know how to set her
free. If you could just tell me the word, I could set her free! If
I don't, I'm afraid that she's going to die!"

Brahnek tilted his head. "You did all this
for a fairy?" he said.

"Yes, sir," Garrett said, "She's my
responsibility... and my friend. I don't want her to die."

Brahnek laughed again. "All things die,
boy... most things die. Do not flee from death, child... it
is not... easy... to live beyond your time."

"But please, let me set her free, so that she
can see her home again before she dies," Garrett begged.

Brahnek lowered his head. "Make peace with
your gods, boy," he said, stepping forward and tightening both
hands around the grip of his sword, "The secret of the Word shall
not leave this tomb."

"Wait! Wait, sir!" Garrett cried. He reached
out and clutched at the Girl in Brown's sleeve. "If you tell
her the secret, she won't be able to tell anybody else! She
has some sort of... curse... People can't remember her after they
talk to her. If you told her the secret, it would be safe with her.
Even if she told someone else the secret, they wouldn't remember
it."

The Girl in Brown looked at him and then to
Brahnek.

"I cannot allow either of you to leave here
alive," Brahnek said.

"It's my fault that she's here. Please let
her go," Garrett pleaded, "I told you that she can't tell anyone
about you or the secret. I'm telling the truth!"

"I know you are," Brahnek said.

"Then please just tell her the secret and let
her go so she can save Lampwicke," Garrett sobbed, "Kill me if you
have to, but don't kill them for something I did, please!"

"Tell her the secret?" Brahnek chuckled, "You
do not understand what you ask."

"No, I don't understand," Garrett said, "I
just want to help my friend."

Brahnek turned and looked back at his wife's
sarcophagus. He was silent for a long moment. "A fairy..." he said.
Then he began to laugh.

Garrett looked at the Girl in Brown.

She leaned close and whispered to him, "When
he swings his sword, roll to the right. I'll hit him at the knees,
and then we make for the door."

Garrett swallowed his fear and tensed his
body for action, his eyes on the black sword, still poised above
the Spellbreaker's shoulder.

Brahnek faced Garrett once again and let the
sword drop to his side and then fall from his fingers. It clanged
against the broken marble of the white door. Brahnek's thin lips
stretched back in what might have been a smile.

"For a fairy, you ask this?" he said.

Garrett trembled in silence for a moment and
then nodded. "Yes, sir."

Brahnek threw back his head and filled the
tomb with cold laughter. The laughter died away into a dry chuckle.
"It laughed at me then too, you know?" Brahnek said, his hand going
to his shoulder as though remembering an old wound.

Garrett said nothing.

"The... beast," Brahnek said, his cold eyes
looking off into some ancient memory, "When all my men lay dead,
and I lay dying, beneath its claws... it laughed when I told it why
I had come. I did not understand then why it laughed..."

Brahnek doubled over, as though wracked with
some unbearable pain, and the blue fire blazed in his eyes and
shone through his clenched teeth. He fell to his knees before
Garrett. Garrett gasped and tried to pull away, but Brahnek seized
his shoulders and pulled him close.

"In the long years ahead, boy," Brahnek
whispered, his burning blue eyes only an inch from Garrett's face,
"remember one thing. This is the price I demand of you!
Remember her name until the stars fall from the sky! Remember my
beloved... Elaraenu!"

Brahnek's jaws creaked open, and a bright
blue light burned in his throat.

Garrett struggled, opening his mouth to
scream, but no sound could force its way past the sudden torrent of
azure fire that poured from Brahnek's mouth into Garrett's
throat.

A burning ice filled Garrett's chest,
wracking his body with pain. Spikes of agony drove through his
temples and the back of his head.

The Girl in Brown screamed.

Garrett felt as though his whole body would
shatter into icy shards at any moment, and then the pain pushed him
beyond the capacity for thought. He simply was the ice.

Strong hands pulled him backward and he fell
away, awareness returning as the tide of icy torment withdrew. He
lay on his back on the stone floor and looked up into the flawless
brown eyes of the Girl. She was speaking to him, but he could not
hear her words. Motes of light seemed to swirl around her body. He
heard in his mind the words of a strange song, sung in a voice of
thunder and fire, and he knew that it was her song. Then he
blinked, and she was only the Girl in Brown.

"Garrett! Wake up!" she cried, shaking his
shoulders.

"What?" he gasped.

Her eyes widened, and she pulled him into a
fierce hug. "I thought he killed you!" she sobbed.

"Huh?" Garrett said. He sat up and looked
around.

The bones of Brahnek Spellbreaker lay in a
pile of dust and rusty mail armor at Garrett's feet. Atop the pile
lay the King's coronet, and beside it, his black sword.

"What happened?" Garrett said.

"The fire went out of him," the Girl in Brown
said, "It went... into you."

Garrett felt the fading chill inside his
chest. The pain was gone. He got to his feet. "Let's get out of
here," he said.

"What about the word?" she asked.

"I know it now," Garrett said.

"What do you mean?" she said.

Garrett gave her a bemused smile. "I can't
explain... just, somehow I know."

He picked up his torch and looked back, one
last time at the powdered remains of Brahnek Spellbreaker. "Thank
you," he said, "I promise I'll remember her name."

Garrett strode to the black outer doors of
the tomb and pulled them open with both hands.

There on the threshold stood the Guardian.
One of its twisted little forelimbs stretched out and touched
Garrett in the center of his chest. A white-hot fire shot through
his body, and he crumpled dead on the floor at the white goat's
hooves.


Chapter Twenty-Six

Garrett looked down at his body, lying across
the threshold of Brahnek's tomb. Looking at his own face, his first
thought was, I look surprised.

A sudden rush of horror and fear doubled him
over, and he knelt beside his body, reaching out to touch it, with
the thought of trying to shake himself awake. His hand would not
quite reach, as if the space between his ghostly fingers and his
lifeless corpse stretched away from him into a dizzying gulf.

A wave of nausea swept over Garrett and he
staggered to his feet again, away from his body. The Girl in Brown
was there beside his body now, weeping and dragging him away from
the thing in the door. Garrett looked at the Guardian. The creature
burned like a shining white blot against the wavering gray
atmosphere of the tomb. Even the walls seemed to ripple like smoke
all around him.

He looked down at the Girl in Brown, and he
remembered everything. He remembered an afternoon spent with her at
a little bakery on Willow Street. He had given her flowers, and she
had smiled.

He wanted to touch her hair as she knelt
beside his body, crying, but he was afraid she might stretch away
from him too, and he could not bear that.

A feeling of utter hopelessness sank into
Garrett's soul. I'm dead, he thought.

"Wow, killed by a goat," a voice came from
behind him, "That's... that's pretty weird,"

It was a voice that Garrett thought he would
never hear again.

Garrett turned and stared, speechless, at his
brother Grahm.

Grahm wore plain brown leggings and a saffron
yellow tunic. A breeze that Garrett could not feel tousled Grahm's
dark curly hair. Grahm gave Garrett that same old crooked grin, and
then they rushed together in a long delayed hug.

"Where's Mom and Dad?" Garrett asked.

"Not dead," Grahm laughed.

"Really?" Garrett gasped. He wouldn't stop
hugging his brother.

"Yeah, they made it out of Brenhaven all
right and headed south," Grahm said.

Garrett finally let Grahm go and stepped back
to look at him. "You're all right!" he said.

"Yeah," Grahm said, "turns out bein' dead
ain't all that bad."

"But, you're older now," Garrett said, "I
thought you died at Brenhaven."

Grahm shrugged. "You look how you wanna
look," he said.

Garrett laughed. "You really need to teach
that trick to my friend Annalien."

"Who's Annalien?" Grahm asked.

"She's a ghost," Garrett said.

Grahm shook his head. "You think I'm a
ghost?"

Garrett was confused. "Aren't you?" he said.
Then he looked down at his own body. "I'm a ghost now too,
right?"

Grahm burst out laughing. "You really don't
get it at all" he said, "Ghosts are like people waiting for a boat,
and, when it shows up, they get halfway across the gangplank and
then stop, thinking they left their luggage on the dock or
something."

"And you're already on the boat?" Garrett
asked.

"That boat already sailed," Grahm said with a
grin.

Garrett looked around the wavering gray tomb.
"Where's my boat?" he asked.

Grahm put his hand on Garrett's shoulder and
lowered his head. "That's what I'm here to talk to you
about," he sighed.

"What's wrong?" Garrett asked, suddenly very
afraid.

Grahm patted his shoulder. "It's all right,
little brother," he said, "You just have a very interesting
decision to make."

"Huh?"

Grahm looked down at Garrett's body and the
Girl in Brown kneeling beside it. "Who's the girl?" he asked.

"A friend of mine," Garrett said,
"Wait! Can you tell me her name?"

Grahm looked at him. "How would I know
her name?" he asked, "I thought she was your friend."

Garrett shrugged. "I figured you'd know
everything now," he said.

Grahm cackled with laughter. "Where do you
get your information, little brother?" he laughed.

Garrett frowned.

"It's all right," Grahm said, clapping
Garrett on the back, "It's just hard for me to see the living now.
I haven't been back more than a couple of times since... you
know."

A leaden weight settled in Garrett's heart.
"So, you really are dead," he said, "You really died at
Brenhaven."

Grahm smiled, putting his arm around his
brother's shoulders. "It ain't bad at all Garrett," he said, "I
mean, you just died. What did that feel like?"

"I dunno," Garrett said, "I guess it hurt a
little, but it doesn't hurt now."

"Exactly," Grahm said, "The hard part's
over."

"So, where did you go?" Garrett asked.

Grahm stepped back and opened his mouth to
speak, but couldn't seem to find the words. At last he laughed.
"Garrett, it's just one of those kinda things you have to see to
understand."

"It's good though, right?" Garrett asked.

"Yeah," Grahm chuckled, "It's good."

Garrett looked down at the Girl in Brown. She
was shaking his body and screaming, but he couldn't hear her
voice.

"Can I say goodbye to my friends?" Garrett
asked.

Grahm smirked. "If you choose to come with
me, you've already said all the goodbyes you're gonna get to
say."

"Choose? What do you mean?" Garrett
asked.

Grahm sighed. "I mean you just did something
you weren't supposed to do, Garrett. You just took a big chunk of
the magic that made this world and agreed to carry it around for
the rest of your life... then you got killed without passing it
along to the next person."

"What happens now?" Garrett said.

"You can leave it lyin' on the floor there
and come with me," Grahm said, "or you can pick it back up... and
do what you promised to do."

A wild hope sprang up in Garrett's heart.
"You mean I can go back to life?"

Grahm gave him a hesitant nod. "Sort of," he
said.

"What do you mean?" Garrett asked.

"Well, the only thing holding you to that
body would be the magic you're carrying around inside it. It's Old
Magic, Garrett, the kind that trumps the rules of the game, so to
speak. Someday, you'll give it up and pass it to the next guy.
That's the day you'll see me again."

The vision of Brahnek's cold blue eyes
suddenly burned bright in Garrett's mind. "So, I'll be some kind of
undead monster?" he said.

Grahm laughed. "You'll still be Garrett," he
said, "You'll just be a little bit... different."

"What if I don't do it?" Garrett asked, "What
if I go with you?"

Grahm smiled sadly. "Then you and I would
have some really great adventures... There's so much I want to show
you... but, if you walk away now, that magic will be lost
forever... forgotten... really forgotten. Your people will die in
chains they will never be able to break."

"My people?" Garrett said.

Grahm grinned and said nothing.

"What am I supposed to do?" Garrett
asked.

Grahm lifted his hands. "That's up to you
Garrett," he said, "It's your life."

Garrett stood silent for a moment. Then he
nodded. "I want to go back," he said.

Grahm hugged him again for a very long time.
"I'll see you again, Garrett," he said, stepping away at last, "...
a long time from now."

"I missed you a lot," Garrett said.

"I missed you too, little brother," Grahm
said.

Garrett looked down at his body again. "Well,
how do I get back in," he asked.

"You just have to make the decision," Grahm
said.

****

Garrett gasped for breath. His chest felt
like a block of ice.

"Garrett!" the Girl in Brown cried out. She
wrapped her arms around him tightly as Garrett struggled to
breathe, blinking as his vision slowly cleared.

"Garrett! Are you in there?" Marla's voice
called from the stairway beyond the door. The Guardian still stood
on the threshold, looking down at him with its three void-black
eyes.

"I'm all right!" Garrett shouted, "Just stay
back."

"You were dead!" the Girl in Brown
whispered, "How did you..."

"It's all right," Garrett said, "I... I have
something I have to do."

Garrett slowly got to his feet. His legs
shook beneath him, and he leaned on the Girl in Brown for a moment
before he trusted himself not to fall.

He faced the Guardian then and saw it for
what it was.

The words of an ancient song wrapped around
the thing in the threshold like chains of sorrow and hate. Garrett
heard the voice of fire and thunder in his mind, the voice of the
dragon that had conjured the white goat into being from some
fevered dream of loss. He heard the voice of infinite sorrow that
formed every word, every fiber of the creature's body, and his
heart ached for it.

It looked at him with its midnight eyes and
waited.

"I set you free," Garrett said, and a strange
tone filled his voice. He stretched out his hand toward the
Guardian, and the white goat shrank back from the sound it heard in
his words.

"Don't be afraid," Garrett said, "You've done
what they asked of you, and now it's over... you're free now."

The words of the ancient song began to
unravel in Garrett's mind. He saw at once that he could unmake the
Guardian altogether, if he so chose. Perhaps that is what Brahnek
would have done, but he was not Brahnek Spellbreaker. He was just
Garrett, and he felt nothing but pity for the animal that stood
trembling before him.

He pulled the darkest notes from the song,
hearing them fade into silence, leaving only the simple melody of a
creature, unbound and free. Garrett watched as the shadow lifted
from the creature's eyes, and it stared back at him with crystal
blue wonder.

Garrett smiled.

The Guardian bleated in terror and fled,
clopping up the stairs past Marla with a flutter of its membranous
wings.

Marla ducked to the side to let it pass then
ran to Garrett as he stepped from the tomb, bewilderment on her
face.

"Garrett! Are you all right?" she gasped,
"What happened?"

"I have it, Marla," he said. His tongue felt
stiff and cold when he spoke. "I have the Word."

Marla laughed with joy. Then she glanced over
Garrett's shoulder and looked startled. "Who is that?" she
asked.

Garrett looked back at the Girl in Brown,
standing in the doorway behind him, and he smiled. He extended his
hand to her and guided her forward as Warren and Diggs and Scupp
raced, panting, to the bottom of the stairs.

"Everyone," he said, "This is my friend..."
He looked at the Girl in Brown. "Alyss?" he guessed.

"Not even close," she laughed.


Chapter Twenty-Seven

Every inch of Garrett's body ached with a
chill tension by the time he dragged himself up over the rim of the
pit. He lay, gasping for breath and listening to the trickle of
water past him on the floor of the roundhouse room beside the
bottomless pit. The ghouls sat beside him, catching their breath.
Marla was already coiling up the last length of rope with a
troubled look on her face.

Garrett looked over to see the Girl in Brown
edging toward the shadows.

"Don't go," Garrett said, "... not yet."

The Girl in Brown smiled and stood by the
wall, looking at him. When he looked at her and let his eyes go out
of focus, he could see the words of her Song in his mind's eye.
Like a symphony of darkness, a spell of shadow and secrecy swirled
about her body. He tried to read in it some clue, some hint of her
name, but the threads were woven too tightly. If, in trying to free
her, he pulled the wrong stitch, she would be torn and frayed apart
into nothingness. He needed to know her name.

"So, none of us are gonna remember her after
she leaves?" Warren said.

Garrett pushed himself up into a sitting
position with his hands on the floor behind him. "Yeah," he said,
"that's the way it works."

"That's dumb," Warren said, "Why don't you
just write yourself a note or somethin'?"

Garrett saw the Girl in Brown tense, and he
sensed the danger growing in her.

"No!" he said, "It's for her own
protection."

Warren shook his head. "Whatever. I'm
hungry." He got to his feet and helped Scupp and Diggs up as
well.

"You coming back to Marrowvyn with us?" Diggs
asked.

"No," Garrett said, "I have to go see
Lampwicke."

Diggs nodded, and he and Warren bid them
goodbye and loped off into the shadows. Scupp gave Garrett a
worried smile and then glanced at the Girl in Brown once before
following her brother.

Garrett got to his feet, rubbing his chaffed
hands together to try to warm them up. He looked down and peeled
back the edge of the silk bandage on his palm. The red swelling
where he had touched the hot door was gone.

Marla tossed the last coil of rope down
beside her duffle bag and turned to face the Girl in Brown.

"So why is a Banal still in Wythr, so long
after the war?" Marla asked.

The Girl in Brown said nothing.

"What war?" Garrett asked.

"The war between dragons and humans," Marla
said, "The Banal were created to infiltrate and sabotage the human
side during the war. The war is long over. Why hasn't she gone
home?"

"Home?" the Girl in Brown laughed bitterly,
"Where is that?"

Marla tilted her head. "Are there any more of
you left?" she asked.

The Girl in Brown looked at the floor.
"Garrett," she said, "I have to go."

"No," Garrett said, "I don't want you to go.
Come with us to Annalien's house, please."

She shook her head. "I'm sorry, Garrett. I
have to go," she said, "I'm glad... I'm glad you're all right."

Garrett nodded. "I'll... I'll see you soon,
right?"

"Yeah," she said, looking at Marla,
"Goodbye."

Garrett and Marla watched her go. Garrett
waited until she was out of sight, and then he rushed to Marla's
side.

"Marla," he whispered, "I need you to help me
remember. I need you to help me remember to ask Annalien her name.
If I know her name, then I can remember her. Annalien knows
it."

Marla looked at him with concern. "Garrett,"
she said, "I don't think that's a good idea. It's safer if you
don't remember her. Garrett, she's not human. She's a very
dangerous thing. She was created to spy on and destroy
humans!"

"Marla, please!" Garrett said, "I can already
feel her memory slipping away... you have to help me hold this
thought and ask Annalien what her name is."

Marla nodded sharply. "All right," she said,
"Let's go."

They left Marla's gear lying beside the pit
and descended into the tunnel network beneath the city, making
their way toward Annalien's house.

Garrett whispered to himself as he walked.
Remember to ask the Girl in Brown's name. Remember to ask the
Girl in Brown's name.

Marla walked beside him, and, despite his
focus on remembering the girl, Garrett could sense Marla's tension.
He knew she disapproved, but that didn't matter now. Only
remembering mattered. Remember to ask the Girl in Brown's
name.

He almost lost track of his thought when he
came to the juncture of tunnels where he had trouble remembering
the way to Annalien's house, but he caught the memory back just as
it slipped away and repeated it fiercely to himself again.
Remember to ask the Girl in Brown's name.

When they reached the underground dome that
contained Annalien's house, and he saw at last the golden light of
day spilling through its little round windows, he turned to look at
Marla and smiled. "I'll be right back," he said. Remember to ask
the Girl in Brown's name.

Marla swooned against the wall of the dark
tunnel, overcome with sun-sickness and unable to proceed any
further toward the ghost's house. "Garrett," she said, "please just
wait a minute... we need to talk about this."

"I'll just be a minute," he said, desperate
to hold onto the thought. Remember to ask the Girl in Brown's
name.

Marla gave him a thin smile and nodded.

Garrett grinned and started toward the sunlit
house.

"Garrett!" Marla cried out, and he turned to
look back at her.

"Yeah?" he asked.

A look of pain crossed her face, as though
she were reluctant to speak. At last she said, "How did you find
the Word of Breaking?"

"I..." Garrett said, and then his thoughts
swirled into a gray haze, "What?"

Marla looked away, as if ashamed. "How did
you find the Word of Breaking?" she asked again.

There was something he was trying to
remember. What was it? A name...

"You found the Word of Breaking, to set
Lampwicke free, Garrett. Do you remember?" she said.

"The Word... yeah," he mused, "Yeah... I...
know how to do it now... but how?"

"Just go to her!" Marla shouted, "Go help
Lampwicke!" She looked sick.

Garrett ran back to her. "Marla! All you all
right?" He touched her shoulder, and she turned her face away from
him.

"It's just the sunlight," she whispered,
"I'll be all right in a moment. Just go help Lampwicke. I'll wait
here for you."

Garrett nodded, reluctant to leave her like
this.

"Go, Garrett," she said, forcing a smile,
"I'll see you when you get back."

Garrett hurried to Annalien's house. He ached
with the warmth of the sunlight on his body as he stepped through
her door.

"Annalien!" he shouted, "I did it!"

The ghost of Annalien looked up from where
she knelt beside Lampwicke's cage. The smile drained from her face,
and her lambent eyes went suddenly wide with horror. The stumps of
her wrists went to her lips and she stared at him, shaking her head
slowly.

"Garrett, what have you done?" she
sobbed.

An icy chill ran through Garrett's body as
Annalien's horrified expression filled him with fear.

"I found the Word of Breaking," he said.

"No!" Annalien gasped, shaking her head as
she got to her feet and staggered away from him, "You are
the Word of Breaking! You are the Songreaver!"

"Annalien, it's all right," he said, "It's
me, Garrett!"

"No," she said backing away to put the
sun-bright crystal shard between him and herself, "No... you
used to be Garrett! Now you are something... monstrous! Get
out!"

"Annalien!" Garrett cried.

"Get out of my house!" she screamed, "Get out
and never come back!"

Garrett felt like he had been kicked in the
chest. A cold sense of dread washed through him, and he said no
more.

"Garrett!" Lampwicke wept as he snatched her
cage up from the floor, "Garrett, what is happening?"

Garrett said no more, but he ran. He fled
Annalien's house without looking back, Lampwicke's cage clutched
tightly to his chest. Cold tears ran down his cheeks as he left
behind the only sunny place in all of Wythr.


Chapter Twenty-Eight

Garrett opened the door to the balcony atop
Uncle Tinjin's house and carried Lampwicke's cage out into the cool
air of twilight. Marla followed close behind him, saying
nothing.

Whatever had happened in the pit beneath the
city, it had cost him the friendship of Annalien the ghost. Garrett
knew in his heart, somehow, that it had cost him much more than he
could even realize. Marla, it seemed, sensed this as well, for she
remained quiet and troubled, confessing to knowing only a little
more than he did about what transpired in that black pit. In the
end, it didn't matter. Garrett had found what he went seeking. He
had found the Word.

He smiled as he set Lampwicke's cage on the
wide stone railing overlooking the street and houses below.

"Garrett," Lampwicke said, "It's cold."

"We can go inside in a minute... if you
want," he said, feeling a little knot of sadness in his throat,
"but I wanted to show you something first."

He looked at Marla, and she twitched a little
smile. She looked down at Lampwicke and then knelt to put herself
at eye level with the little fairy.

"Lampwicke," she said, "I'm sorry that we put
you in that cage. I really wish that we hadn't... that I
hadn't done that now."

Lampwicke glared back at Marla, her color
flushing from gold to an angry red, but she held her tongue out of
respect for Garrett.

Marla stood up again and stepped away,
looking across the city toward the shadow of the mountain.

"Lampwicke," Garrett said, "I'm going to do
something now, and I don't want you to be afraid. All right?"

Lampwicke's eyes narrowed. "Garrett, sena
wa?" she asked.

Garrett smiled and stepped back, lifting his
hand over Lampwicke's cage. In his mind he heard a voice, singing.
It was Marla's voice, but mingled with an older voice, something
vast and powerful, a great and shining gem of which Marla's voice
was but a single facet. This was somehow different from the song of
the Guardian. Marla's song spell was woven together of a golden
thread too strong to ever break, but Garrett knew he could unravel
it.

Garrett spoke a single word, and his voice
droned with a power that felt as though it might vibrate his teeth
loose from his jaw. He afterwards did not know what exactly he had
said, but the meaning was clear... Open.

There was a sharp pop like green wood
in a fire, and Lampwicke's cage suddenly twisted in the grip of an
unseen force. The little door of silver wire suddenly sprang open
and swung, crookedly on its hinge, and Lampwicke stared at it in
shock.

Garrett looked down at the cage and felt its
song fading into memory, its purpose served and needed no longer.
"Come out, Lampwicke," he said.

Lampwicke's eyes went from the broken door to
Garrett's face and she looked suddenly afraid. Her wings buzzed
once and then stopped again. She started to take a step toward the
door and froze.

"I cannot, Garrett!" she cried, "I am
afraid."

Marla stared down at the cage, her eyes full
of wonder. "It worked!" she gasped, "You did it, Garrett! It
worked!"

Lampwicke shut her eyes and flew at full
speed toward the door. She shot through it without hindrance,
hitting Garrett in the stomach just above his navel. He caught her
before she could fall, stunned to the floor.

"Sorry," she said, looking up at him and
blinking as she regained her senses.

Garrett laughed and then laughed again. His
mouth tasted like cold steel, and his shoulders ached with the
night's chill, but he couldn't stop laughing. Lampwicke laughed too
as she flew up out of his hands and darted around the balcony like
a drunken honeybee.

Marla smiled benevolently, until Lampwicke
swooped in and yanked out a tiny handful of Marla's long black
hair.

"Ow!" Marla yelped.

Garrett started to scold the fairy, but
Lampwicke shot toward him and seized hold of Garrett's lower lip
planting a tiny, fierce kiss on it.

Garrett chuckled and blushed as she darted
away again, chattering in Fae as she flew circles around Uncle's
rooftop, lighting up the night with streaks of golden light.

At last, she landed, breathlessly, on the
railing beside the twisted cage. Panting, she grabbed hold of the
silver bars, and, with all of her strength, she shoved the cage
over the edge of the railing to watch it tumble down into the
street below. "De'Saggaraht, te veortne saba!" she shouted,
and then cackled maniacally before dancing a little jig of
victory.

Garrett knelt in front of her, feeling the
sadness swelling in his throat again. He smiled as she turned to
face him, her little blue eyes still wild with exultation.

"Oh, Garrett!" she cried. She flew forward to
put her arms as far as they would go around the side of his neck,
"Thank you!"

Garrett laughed at the tickling flutter of
Lampwicke's wings against his face and ear.

She flew back to the railing, blazing like a
hot coal and grinning at him. "Thank you!"

"You're free now," Garrett said, "You can go
anywhere you want... or stay, if you'd like."

Lampwicke looked across the city toward the
south, and drew in a long breath, her little chest still heaving
with excitement. She looked at him again, and her eyes sparkled
with glittering tears. "Oh, Garrett... oh, Garrett," she cried. She
put her tiny hands over her lips.

Garrett smiled. "I understand," he said, "Go
home, Lampwicke. Go back to your forest."

She burst into tears then, but smiled through
them as she took wing once more. She darted, back and forth, as
though hesitant to leave or just remembering how to fly. Then she
swooped in and kissed Garrett once more on the cheek.

"I will never forget you," she said.

"I'll never forget you either," he
choked.

Then she was gone, streaking away toward the
south like a shooting star, and Garrett watched her go.

Distant thunder rumbled, and Garrett saw the
flickering light of a faraway storm play beyond the brooding shadow
of Mount Padras. A gentle rain began to patter against the stones
and shingles of Uncle's house. Garrett bowed his head, feeling the
cold hurt inside his chest.

Marla moved closer, putting her arm around
him. She felt warm and solid beside him.

"Garrett, you're cold!" she said.

He looked at her and smiled. "I'll be all
right," he said. He liked the way she smiled back at him.

She reached up and stroked his chin with her
thumb. "You shaved, didn't you?" she said.

Garrett grinned and then hesitated a moment
before he leaned in.

Marla pressed her lips to his, and they said
nothing more as the night rains fell on the twilight city.

End of Book Three of The Songreaver's Tale

Garrett’s adventures will continue in Book
Four.
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